
THIRD PARTIES

Directions:  As you read the following paragraphs, underline or 
highlight the most important words, names, terms, and ideas.
 Although the United States has a two-party system, there 
have been many third parties since the 1840s. Yet none of these 
minor parties ever won the presidency. Nevertheless, some have 
received enough votes to prevent one of the major parties from 
winning. For example, Teddy Roosevelt’s Bull Moose Party won 
27.4 percent of the popular vote in 1912. The votes given to 
Roosevelt kept President William H. Taft from being reelected.
 Many third parties put forth proposals which gained 
such widespread public support that the two major parties were forced to adopt them. These 
ideas included using the national convention –– instead of a caucus –– to nominate presidential 
candidates. Delegates from each state, and not a small group of party leaders, would choose the 
candidates. Another third party proposal called for the direct election of U.S. senators. As a result, the 
Seventeenth Amendment was passed. It gave voters in each state, instead of the state legislatures, 
the right to elect the two senators from their state.
	 Third	parties	in	the	United	States	can	be	divided	into	five	types,	according	to	their	origins	and	
goals.	The	first	type	consists	of	groups	that	broke	away	from	the	two	major	parties.	For	instance,	the	
Roosevelt Progressives in 1912 left the Republican Party. The Dixiecrats in 1948 and the American 
Independent Party in 1968 split from the Democratic Party.
	 The	second	type	of	third	party	consists	of	organizations	formed	chiefly	to	help	a	specific	group	
of people. Debt-ridden farmers established the Greenback Party in the 1870s and the Populist Party 
in the 1890s.
 The third type is made up of protest groups. They include the Socialist Party, founded in 1901, 
and the American Communist Party, organized in 1919. They opposed capitalism and individual 
wealth, and called for power and control by the working class.
 The fourth type consists of parties that have only one goal. These single-issue parties include 
the nation’s oldest existing third party –– the Prohibition Party, founded in 1869. The party seeks to 
prevent the manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages in the United States.
	 The	fifth	type	of	third	party	is	made	up	of	groups	that	have	broad	programs	and	attempt	to	gain	
national favor. They include the Progressive parties of 1924, 1948, and 1952, and the Libertarian 
Party, which was established in 1971.

Directions:  Some of the most notable third parties in American political history are described in the 
following section. Use the words, names, and terms in the list below to complete the sentences in 
each paragraph.
Vice President         Congress       paper money       platform           territories
Free	Soil	Party	 first	 18th	Amendment	 abolish	 candidates
desegregate know American Party raising 21st Amendment
Wallace poor more ticket women
Republican Party declined Prohibition Free Men Populists
disappeared  seats alcoholic beverages considerable Bull Moose Party
Vietnam War government People’s Party Roosevelt foreign-born
Progressive Senate popular vote minimum  electoral votes

Liberty Party
 The Liberty Party was the (1)____________________ political party in the United States 
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to give most of its attention to the slavery issue. Members of the party wanted to 
(2)____________________ slavery.
 The Liberty Party nominated James G. Birney for President in 1840, but he made a           
(3)____________________ showing in the election. He also headed the party                         
(4)____________________ in 1844, and polled 62,000 votes. In 1848, the party met in Buffalo, 
New York, with other groups to form the (5)____________________.

Free Soil Party
 The Free Soil Party opposed the extension of slavery into the (6)____________________ and 
the admission of new slave states to the Union. Martin Van Buren became the party’s candidate 
for President in 1848. The campaign slogan was “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Labor, and  
(7)____________________.” The party did not carry any state, but it polled over 291,000 votes. 
Thirteen Free Soil (8)____________________ were elected to the House of Representatives, and 
two others to the (9)____________________.
 Support for the party declined during the 1850s. Before the election of 1856, the Free Soilers 
joined forces with the newly formed (10)____________________.

American Party, or Know-Nothing Party
 In the 1850s, some Americans objected to immigration and the election or appointment of 
Roman	Catholics	and	the	(11)____________________	to	official	positions.	They	soon	formed	the	
(12)____________________, often called the Know-Nothing Party.
 The meetings of the Know-Nothings were held secretly. When anyone who was not a party 
member asked a Know-Nothing a question regarding the party, the member’s reply was supposed 
to be, “I don’t (13)____________________.”
 In the state elections of 1854, the Know-Nothings carried Massachusetts, polled large votes 
in New York and Pennsylvania, and gained a (14)____________________ following in the South. 
The Know-Nothings split over the slavery issue in the election of 1856, and the party rapidly  
(15)____________________.

Prohibition Party
 The main purpose of the Prohibition Party is to prevent the use of (16)__________________ 
in the United States. After being organized in 1869, the party presented candidates for state and 
local elections. In 1872, it nominated candidates for President and (17)____________________.
 The Prohibition Party reached its greatest strength in 1892, when 271,000 votes were cast for 
its candidates. The party has declined in importance since then. In 1984, about 4,000 people voted 
for the (18)_____________________ ticket.
 The party has worked closely with the American Council on Alcohol Problems. Their greatest 
triumph was passage of the (19)____________________ to the Constitution. This amendment 
prohibited the production, sale, and transportation of alcoholic beverages. It was later repealed by 
the (20)____________________.

Greenback Party
 The Greenback Party was active between 1876 and 1884. Its name referred to the 
greenbacks, or paper notes, that had been issued during the Civil War and afterward.
 In the years following the panic of 1873, prices dropped, mortgages were foreclosed, and the 
amount of money in circulation dropped greatly. The Greenbackers believed that the issuance of 



– 37C –

large amounts of (21)____________________ would bring prosperity, especially to the farmer, by 
(22)____________________ prices and making debts easier to pay. 
	 The	first	party	convention,	held	in	1876,	nominated	Peter	Cooper	for	President.	The	party	
received few votes. In 1878, it succeeded in electing 14 members of (23)___________________.
 In 1880, the Greenback Party began supporting an income tax, an 8-hour day, and the right to 
vote for (24)____________________. Nevertheless, its presidential candidate once again made 
a poor showing in the election, and the party lost some of its (25)____________________ in 
Congress.

Populist Party, or People’s Party
 In 1892, farmers’ alliances, labor, and reform groups formed the (26)___________________, 
usually called the Populist Party. In that year, party delegates nominated James B. Weaver for 
President. Their platform called for free silver, (27)____________________ ownership of railroads 
and telegraph and telephone lines, and many political reforms. Weaver did not win, but he received 
more than a million popular votes and 22 (28)____________________. Nine Populists were 
elected to Congress.
 In 1896, the Democratic Party nominated William Jennings Bryan for President. His program 
included free silver and other Populist demands. The (29)____________________ joined the 
Democrats in supporting Bryan, but he lost to William McKinley, the candidate of the Republican 
Party. The Populist Party started to decline, and it (30)____________________ by 1904.

Progressive Party, or Bull Moose Party
 Shortly after President William H. Taft was nominated to run for reelection in 1912, a group of 
Republicans left their party to found a new group called the Progressive Party. It was nicknamed 
the (31)____________________. The Progressives chose Theodore Roosevelt and Hiram 
Johnson for President and Vice President. Their platform called for government antitrust action, 
women’s suffrage, and a (32)____________________ wage law. The Bull Moose Party won 
(33)____________________ votes in the election than the Republicans, but not as many as the 
Democrats. 
 The Progressives nominated (34)____________________ for President again in 1916 but 
he refused to run. Most of the (35)____________________ leaders went back to the Republican 
Party. 

American Independent Party
 Governor George C. Wallace of Alabama was the presidential candidate of the American 
Independent Party in 1968. Wallace had gained national attention by resisting the U.S. 
government’s efforts to (36)____________________ Alabama public schools. The party          
(37)____________________ condemned government welfare programs, the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, and what the party considered a “no win” policy in the (38)____________________.
 Republican Richard M. Nixon won the 1968 election. Wallace ran far behind the Democratic 
candidate, Hubert H. Humphrey. However, Wallace got 131/2 percent of the                            
(39)____________________ and 46 electoral votes.
 In later years, the American Independent Party nominated candidates for the presidency and 
other	offices.	But	the	party	never	achieved	the	strength	that	it	had	under	the	leadership	of						 	
(40)____________________.




