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ABSTRACT 

In 1992, Ross Perot, billionaire entrepreneur from Texas, headed the most 

powerful independent presidential candidacy of the twentieth century, garnering 

nearly 19 percent of the popular vote. Perot's rhetoric demanded fundamental reform 

through a seemingly contradictory message calling for both individual responsibility 

and collective patriotism and sacrifice: corporate populism, a traditional, albeit 

profoundly paradoxical ideological appeal. Perot spoke of rekindling the "American 

Dream" for the next generation, whose prospects appeared bleak because of a post

Cold War credit crisis and withering of the United States' industrial base. He saw 

linkages between this crisis and a host of social problems, and advocated 

controversial solutions that made coalition-building difficult. Perot looked to his 

followers to develop consensuses on many issues of the day. Heading a "grassroots" 

movement organized from the top down, with disciples from all points on the 

ideological compass, however, Perot found consensus a rare commodity. As a result, 

his campaign lacked cohesion. 

Perot's methods, personality, and wealth raised disturbing questions about the 

future of representative democracy, but his unfolding campaign also highlighted 

shortcomings in American electoral institutions and processes. Perot's treatment by 

the press, for example, provides a case study of the mass-production of political 

portraits and the impact of those images. That so many citizens voted for a man 



often portrayed as a suspicious, morally rigid, unscrupulous, vengeful demagogue 

indicates how widely disaffection with American political institutions had spread. 
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Tapping this discontent, Perot created the potential for a new kind of politics 

in the United States. He catalyzed discourse on policy issues like foreign trade, 

welfare reform, military policy, and Executive branch responsibility. He focused 

attention on chronic problems like the national debt, the annual budget deficit, and 

the insolvency of "entitlement" programs like Social Security and Medicare. His 

presence seems to have provoked an unusually high turnout on election day. He 

helped pioneer a new era of direct dialog between candidates and citizens through the 

use of interactive and electronic media. Finally, Perot's candidacy symbolizes the 

emergence of a new centrist political movement -- a force which in 1994 began to 

dramatically reshape the American political landscape. 



Introduction 
Political History, Ross Perot, and 

Perot's "American Dream" 

In 1992, a wisecracking, doom-saying, totally unconventional barrel of 

contradictions from Texas named Ross Perot garnered nearly 19 percent of the 

popular vote for President of the United States. Having headed the most powerful 

independent candidacy of the twentieth century, the amazing populist billionaire 

established himself and his movement as political forces to be reckoned with in the 

United States for years to come. Nearly two years after the 1992 election, Tom 

Luce, Perot's longtime legal advisor and campaign manager for much of 1992, told 
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one interviewer that "I am convinced that a third of the electorate is not committed to 

either party, and is unhappy much of the time with the political process." 1 Perot 

tapped that discontent, and in the process created the potential, at least, for a new 

kind of politics in the United States -- a politics that focuses on issues, that seeks 

solutions to seemingly intractable social and economic problems, that overcomes the 

one-dimensionality of modern media presentations of those problems, and that 

empowers the forgotten mass of politically moderate American citizens. 

At the same time, Perot's campaign raised a number of disturbing questions 

about both the state of political process and the future of representative democracy in 

the twenty-first century. How, for example, can citizens obtain accurate information 

1 Author's interview (12 July 1994). 
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on public issues and overcome the distorted caricatures of political leaders that 

emerge in a political milieu dominated by mass media and characterized by 

professional image manipulation and, often, gross distortions of fact? What does the 

future hold for representative democracy if the only means of escape from the power 

of political action committees, powerful economic groups, and other "special 

interests" is through "grassroots" movements organized from the top down and 

financed with billions of dollars from the personal coffers of a single individual? 

Must even a "people's movement" depend on conspiracy theories and polarizing 

rhetoric to attract and hold a broad constituency? Finally, given the difficult fiscal 

choices required, will it be possible for political leaders in the twenty-first century 

world to realistically address the problems of national debt, trade deficits, and 

budgetary constraints -- or are we doomed to a future of partisan confrontation 

characterized by a spiraling bankruptcy of political ideas delivered in vacuous 60-

second "soundbites?" 

Historical analysis of the "Perot phenomenon" should be of interest to 

scholars, since identification of the issues uniting voters behind such a successful 

third party venture provides clues to the shape of emerging coalitions and rising 

forces driving social transformation. Further, examination of the public's receptivity 

to solutions proposed by all candidates in the wider than usual debate of a three-party 

race could yield insights into likely directions for institutional reform. Perot's 1992 

presidential effort is a particularly compelling subject for historical investigation, 
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however, for a number of more specific reasons. First, as noted above, measured in 

terms of percentage of popular vote, Perot's was the most successful third party 

effort since Theodore Roosevelt's Bull Moose campaign of 1912 (see Table 0.1). 

For that reason alone, his candidacy deserves close study. 

Second, Perot's campaign rhetoric demanded fundamental reform, but through 

a seemingly contradictory message that simultaneously called for both individual 

responsibility and collective patriotism and sacrifice. The wealthy entrepreneur often 

spoke of rekindling the "American Dream" for the next generation, whose prospects 

appeared bleak because of a post-Cold War credit crisis and a two-decade-Iong 

withering of the United States' industrial base. What, exactly, is the "American 

Dream" as an historical construct? For most, it probably includes individual self

realization -- the "pursuit of happiness," and, in a capitalist political economy, the 

goal of physical comfort, if not the accumulation of material wealth. For most 

Americans. the Dream also ostensibly includes progress toward a "more perfect 

union" -- a virtuous society of even-handed justice and equal opportunity. Achieving 

elements in the second set of collectivist goals, however, often demands sacrifice of 

individual expectations. That is to say that the American Dream, seen as an effort 

to embrace such conflicting ends, is paradoxical. 

Individuals, as well as groups, within American political society have 

nevertheless shown a tenacious unwillingness to sacrifice either individualistic or 

collectivist objectives, for example, and have rather consistently sought a middle way 
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-- a compromise position that they hope will allow for sustained progress toward both 

paradoxical poles simultaneously. As a result, the Dream is more than a simple 

contradictory ideological dualism. By definition, democratic institutional structures 

demand compromises, especially between broadly opposed objectives, and the pursuit 

of opposing ideological ends produces in practice a broad spectrum of paradoxical 

political goals -- proposals, that is, which promise to reconcile the irreconcilable and 

to deliver the ultimately undeliverable. Put simply, Americans want to eat their cake 

and have it too, and to the extent that there is a true center in American politics, this 

analysis suggests that it lies within the range of political perception where there is a 

sense that progress is being made across the entire paradoxical spectrum of 

ideological goals. 

Thus, in 1992 Ross Perot offered traditional paradoxical political formulae in 

modern ideological guise: corporate populism -- a rhetorically radical appeal for an 

essentially conservative array of reforms. The candidate literally saw the body politic 

as a joint-stock corporation. "Read the constitution," he counseled audiences in 1991. 

We "are the people who own this country. If there are 250 million of us, you and I 

each own 1I250-millionth of this country. "2 In proposing such a perspective, Perot 

2Perot speech to Symposium for Better Government in Tampa, Florida, (2 
November 1991), transcript in Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind the Myth 
(New York, NY: Random House, 1992), 209, 211. Perot reemphasized the same 
point in his campaign manifesto United We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our 
Country (New York, NY: Hyperion, 1992),4. "You are the owners of this country," 
he exclaimed. "Nobody else can do the job. Our system has been corrupted because 
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placed himself squarely in the moderate mainstream of American political traditions. 

Scholarly disputes over the character of political centrism in the United States reflect 

the paradoxical nature of the billionaire's vision. In The Liberal Tradition in 

America, for example, Louis Hartz characterized the centrist position in American 

politics as "whiggery, " and defined as "whiggish" any political program endorsing, 

under a rubric of individualistic attainment, direct or indirect governmental subsidies 

to businesses.3 Gabriel Kolko used different terminology to make a similar point in 

The Triumph of Conservatism, referring to his principle characters as "capitalists" 

and "conservatives," rather than "whigs. ,,4 The architects of the modern welfare state 

which began to evolve in the first decade of the twentieth century, to summarize 

Hartz's and Kolko's arguments, reduced the likelihood of popular revolt against 

government subsidies to bankers, corporate financiers, and social elites by providing 

minimal levels of protection against the more rapacious results of unrestrained 

capitalism. The public willingly went along with this program because populist-

progressive political rhetoric (falsely, in Kolko's view) promised all individuals an 

opportunity to themselves become social and economic elites. Thus, according to the 

we weren't exercising our responsibilities as owners." 

3Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American 
Political Thought Since The Revolution (New York, NY: Harvest, 1955), 11-30. 

4Gabriel Kolko, The Triumph of Conservatism (New York, NY: Free Press of 
Glencoe, 1963), 1-10,279-287, passim. 
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whig-centrist argument, the social contract bequeathed to the late twentieth century 

by Progressivism simply masked capitalist elitism with populist rhetoric. 

An alternative view, elaborated by Richard Hofstadter in The Age of Reform, 

among other texts, is that "populism" -- not "whiggery" -- represents the true 

historical center in American politics.s As broadly characterizeg by Hofstadter, 

populists employed a rhetoric of individualism in support of collectivist objectives 

like progressive taxation, cooperative ownership, and regulated financial and 

commercial institutions. Even when arguing for "less government," however, 

populist programs tended to depend as heavily as whiggish ones upon government 

intervention and subsidization. Thus, the populist-center viewpoint, like the whig-

centered one, posits a political coalition built around contradictory objectives: more 

government activism to achieve less government interference; community building 

and self-actualization; Jeffersonian ends by Hamiltonian means.6 

SRichard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York, NY: Knopf, 1955), 6-11, 
94-133. See also Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition (New York, NY: 
Vintage, 1948), vi-ix; Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York, 
NY: Vintage, 1962, 1963), 154-56. 

6Hofstadter's view of Populism differs substantially from that proposed by 
Lawrence Goodwyn in his seminal work Democratic Promise: The Populist Moment 
in America (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1976), vii-xxiii, 515-55, 
passim. Goodwyn argued that the Populists of the 1890s represented the last gasp of 
collectivist idealism before it was swallowed up by Kolko's elitist (individualistic) 
conservatism. Goodwyn further argued that the populist program, embodied in the 
1892 party platform, represented a coherent plan for practical realization of those 
ideals -- a cooperative alternative to capitalistic rapaciousness. Goodwyn presented 
the subtreasury plan of agrarian reformers to argue, convincingly, that "true 
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Hartz, Kolko and Hofstadter were all correct in a sense. The center in 

American politics is that program which, at any particular historical moment, is 

widely perceived as offering the best chance of sustained progress toward various 

individualistic and collectivist objectives simultaneously (the" American Dream ,,).7 

believers" in the movement shared a commitment to such an alternative political 
economy in the "populist moment" of the 1890s. Yet, it was just a historical 
moment. All grown up into Progressives, Populist idealists of the 1890s adopted 
middle-class values and implemented most of their 1892 platform on behalf of those 
values -- they embraced the paradoxical vision of the American political tradition. 
Goodwyn suggested that, since the laws passed by Congress during the Theodore 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson presidencies warped Populist intent to favor the very 
elite financial interests targeted by the Populists, they represented a "shadow 
movement" within Populism, rather than true Populist ideals. That argument strikes 
me as rather strained. Goodwyn's Populists, like most Americans most of the time, 
wanted it both ways. Goodwyn himself hedged on the ideological purity of his true 
believers of the 1890s, pointing out paradoxical intentions among them: "Populists 
were not capitalist reformers, as we understand that phrase in modern political 
language; neither were they socialists. Though their mass movement literally grew 
out of their belief in the power of man as a cooperative being, they also accepted 
man as a competitive being." (p.xiii). As such, the Populists stood at the political 
center and reached in both directions simultaneously. In that respect, however, they 
were no different from other American political movements. For further analysis of 
the paradoxical nature of American political traditions, see also Drew R. McCoy, The 
Elusive Republic: Political Economy In Jeffersonian America (New York, NY: 
Norton, 1980), 5-11, passim. 

7My theoretical point of departure is Michael Kammen's People of Paradox: An 
Inquiry Concerning the Origins of American Civilization (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 1980). Kammen argued that human beings the world over, having 
many needs and desires that directly conflict with one another, persistently seek to 
reconcile the irreconcilable. Historical precedent and current conditions determine 
the effectiveness of attempted compromises in each locale, each collection of 
compromises producing a unique hybrid, or local culture. The overall structure of a 
society's paradoxical compromises, in other words, define the character of that 
society, in Kammen's view. The local setting in colonial North America -- especially 
the abundant landscape, the dissenting traditions of European immigrants, and the 
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The two most significant major-party coalitions of the twentieth century --

Progressive Republicanism and New Deal Democracy -- displayed the central features 

of this paradoxical appeal: individualistic rhetoric coupled with government support 

for special interests, and a populist-collectivist critique of privileged elites combined 

with an ongoing commitment to the basic values and institutions of private 

capitalism. 

A look at three-party contests in the twentieth century, moreover, suggests 

that the major-party coalitions have tended to break down most when the major 

parties moved away from the center. By embracing collectivist goals at the expense 

of individualistic development (as the Democrats were perceived by many to have 

done in the decades before 1992), or by promoting individual aggrandizement and 

ignoring the needs of broad segments of the community (a popular criticism of the 

Republ ican party in 1992), the parties gained intellectual consistency, but at the 

expense of political coalition-building. Strong third party challenges have been rare, 

but have tended to arise when the major parties factionalized and/or when none of 

the established parties provided a centrist program as defined above, offering 

balanced progress toward both individualistic and collectivist objectives (see Table 

exigencies of frontier life, Kammen suggested, allowed a particularly paradoxical 
political culture to develop -- one that can be both "whiggish" and "populist" with 
perfect consistency. 
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0.1).8 The strength of Ross Perot's presidential challenge, even in the face of 

numerous missteps and withering attacks, suggests that the major parties had moved 

too far away from the center before 1992, and that a substantial portion of the public 

demanded a re-approachment. Drawing on both populist and whiggish prescriptions 

for political and economic institutional change, Perot's neo-centrism thus provides a 

marvelous opportunity to examine intellectual aspects of American political development. lJ 

8Weak upstart candidacies, by contrast, have arisen far more regularly, and more 
often than not can be categorized programmatically toward one end or the other of 
the paradoxical spectrum posited, tending to emphasize either individualistic or 
collectivist objectives, often with a patina of paradoxical rhetoric in recognition of 
their need to attract centrist voters. In late twentieth century elections, such minor 
parties have included the Libertarians, the American Party, and the Right-to-Life 
Party (for minimalist government, states rights and "law and order," and rights of the 
unborn, respectively -- "conservative," or at least "individualistic" messages) at one 
end of the spectrum, and Barry Commoner's Citizens Party, the Prohibition Party, 
and various Socialist, Communist, and Workers Parties (appealing for 
environmentalism and population control, social morality, economic collectivism or 
even a global community) at the other. See Earl R. Kruschke, Encyclopedia of Third 
Parties In The United States (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 1991). None of these 
parties fared particularly well in electoral contests. One might conclude that one 
reason is that they were not perceived as offering a believable vision of progress 
toward the elusive, centrist, paradoxical American Dream -- or at least that they were 
less convincing than the major parties were in that respect. A number of scholars 
have commented on partisan fragmentation in the last quarter of the twentieth century 
in these terms. See for example Irving Kristol, On The Democratic Idea in America 
(New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1972), 127-49; Everett C. Ladd, Where Have All 
The Voters Gone? (New York, NY: Norton, 2nd ed. 1982); Arthur M. Schlesinger, 
Jr., The Disuniting of America (New York, NY: Norton, 1992). See also Stanley 
Greenberg, Middle Class Dreams: The Politics and Power of the New American 
Majority (New York, NY: Times Books, 1995), esp. 3-22, 95-150. 

9Elements of Perot's paradoxical "platform" resonated across the centrist 
spectrum. His pitch for "town hall" democracy, for example, especially when 
coupled with his critique of "special interest" influence upon the institutions of 
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A third reason for studying Perot's candidacy is to gain insight into the 

critical process of image-formation in the modern age of mass instant 

communication. Print and broadcast media portrayals of candidates dramatically 

affect the political process, and scholars have commented at length on how the 

images presented in short television "soundbites" and in print media "exposes," while 

usually factually accurate, tend to focus on just one issue at a time, or, even more 

narrowly, on specific missteps or alleged "flaws" in candidates' characters. The 

government, reprised a classic populist theme. That many of the "special interests" 
were "foreign lobbyists" (or worse, American lobbyist "traitors") likewise played to 
popular paranoia in the same ways noted by Hofstadter in earlier instances. Perot's 
simplistic approaches to complex problems, most notably his crusade for elimination 
of the massive national deficit even in the midst of chronic economic stagnation or 
recession, similarly smacked of popular demagoguery -- if for no other reason than 
that, in the American system of divided government there are institutional and 
practical limits to where even the strongest leader might lead. Perot's criticisms of 
the prevailing "bureaucratic" culture in American corporations, and his calls for 
"excellence," teamwork, and a system of merit-based rewards, however, all struck 
responsive chords with Americans hoping for a new reconciliation of individualistic 
and collectivist goals and a revamped Dream of universal progress. 

Perot's whiggism emerged most clearly in his calls for industrial revitalization 
and job creation through various forms of government support for business. The 
candidate's clear rendering of the imperatives of a consumption-driven capitalist 
economy found a receptive audience among capitalists who wondered how American 
workers of the future were to purchase new manufactured goods (or basic necessities) 
on minimum-wage salaries. Perot's insistence on long-term debt refinancing as part 
of his deficit reduction plan recalled the federalist schemes of William Morris and 
Alexander Hamilton, and was quite consistent with the "American Plan" of Henry 
Clay's nineteenth century Whig party. Similarly, Perot's apparently protectionist 
approach to foreign trade struck a responsive chord with many who saw free trade 
doctrines as anachronistic in the context of an increasingly competitive global, 
multinational economy. 

See also Stanley Greenberg, Middle Class Dreams: The Politics and Power of 
the New American Majority (New York, NY: Times Books, 1995),55-94. 
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resulting distorted images tend to reduce public figures to one-dimensional 

caricatures. 1O Analysis of Perot's treatment by the press provides a useful case study 

of the mass-production of political portraits and the impact those images have on the 

election process. 

Fourth, Perot's personality and operational method reprised several 

longstanding questions about the ultimate future of representative democracy. The 

candidate showed a marked propensity to offer simplistic answers to complex 

questions. In this he was hardly unique; still, sophistry in any leader has been a 

matter of concern to republican theorists since Plato. II Contrary to some media 

portrayals in 1992, Perot had not consistently adopted a condescending posture of 

IOSee for example W. Lance Bennett, The Governing Crisis: Media, Money, and 
Marketing in American Elections (New York, NY: St. Martin's Press, 1992); Paul 
Taylor, See How They Run: Electing the President in an Age of Mediacroacy (New 
York, NY: Knopf, 1990); James D. Squires, The Corporate Takeover of America's 
Newspapers (New York, NY: Times/Random House, 1993). On the 1992 election 
specifically, see Tom Rosensteil, Strange Bedfellows: How Television And The 
Presidential Candidates Changed American Politics, 1992 (New York, NY: Hyperion, 
1993; Darrell M. West, Air Wars: Television Advertising In Election Campaigns, 
1952-1992 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, 1993); Larry King with 
Mark Stencel, On The Line: The New Road To The White House (New York, NY: 
Harcourt Brace, 1993); and Thomas E. Patterson, Out of Order (New York, NY: 
Knopf, 1993). For timely comments on Perot and the national media, see Howard 
Kurtz, "Perot's Late Entry Into Race Greatly Compresses Media Scrutiny," 
Washington Post 25 June 1992, A18; and Carolyn Barta, Perot and His People: 
Disrupting the Balance of Political Power (Ft. Worth, TX: Summit Group, 1993), 
171-228. 

IISee for example Phaedrus and Protagorus. The concern, of course, is that 
sophistry will give way to demagoguery, and demagoguery to tyranny. 



21 

moral superiority. He did, however, display some inclination to make value 

judgements about personal behavioral choices of others, an unsettling tendency since 

it could so easily lead to an attitude of moralistic exclusivity. Perot rose from 

obscurity to wealth and fame on the high-tech frontier of computer services, and has 

often behaved as a maverick if not a corporate revolutionary. Yet, his employees 

have been known for their conformity of appearance and outlook as much as for the 

quality of their product, their buoyant team spirit, and their remarkable success. 

Perot denied charges that he routinely had employees screened by private 

investigators to insure their adherence to company behavioral codes, but admitted to 

having launched inquiries in a few instances. Reporters documented a number of 

occasions when he ordered probes of business and political opponents. Perhaps a 

certain amount of cultural inflexibility is necessary for success in the world of 

commerce, but many find it disturbing to think that an elected President might expect 

such conformity throughout American society. 

Perot also displayed a vengeful streak, playing hardball to win in both trade 

and politics. He encouraged his employees to view the competition as foes to be 

vanquished, and sometimes skirted the boundaries of ethical behavior. He crossed 

swords with George Bush in the early 1980s, while attempting to document State 

Department abandonment of American prisoners of war in Southeast Asia. Feeling 

that his inquiries had been blocked by bureaucrats in the department and by then

Vice President Bush, Perot maintained a personal animosity toward Bush from that 
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time on -- some called it a vendetta. In public statements, Perot occasionally referred 

to conspiracies against him and his family -- by agents of the Vietnamese 

government, by the Black Panthers, by Texas drug dealers, and by "dirty tricksters" 

in the Republican Party, for example. In most cases the allegations lacked supporting 

evidence and suggested, the press implied, mental instability. At the very least, the 

fact that Perot made such charges without corroboration called his political judgement 

into question. 

The behaviors described suggested a suspicious, morally rigid, unscrupulous, 

vengeful demagogue. The possibility that such a person could be elected President of 

the United States has been, and remains, a democratic nightmare. The fact that more 

than nineteen million Americans voted for Ross Perot despite these disturbing 

portents calls for sober evaluation. How accurate was the unflattering image in 

Perot's case? How much of it was just "gorilla dust," to use Perot's phrase, thrown 

up by media pundits and his political opponents in the heat of the campaign? Did 

these "character issues" matter to Perot's supporters? If not, why not, and was their 

behavior a cause for concern about the future of democracy in America? While 

perhaps possessing a new urgency in the modern historical context, the questions are 

as old as republican government itself. 

Perot's supporters themselves constitute a fifth aspect of his 1992 campaign 

which is worthy of study. 19,217,213 people -- some 19% of those polled on 

November 3, 1992 -- voted for the third man in the race. Who were they, and why 



23 

did they elect to cast their lot with a candidate who clearly was going to lose? A 

total of 101,017,168 voted that day -- 55.9% of the voting age population. The total 

was not only a remarkable improvement from 50.2 % in 1988, it was the highest 

percentage turnout since 1968, reversing three decades of declining participation in 

the national electoral process. 12 Given that actively informed citizen participation is a 

theoretical requirement for continued political health in a republic, and that by this 

measure the American political system was not well in 1992, the high turnout begs 

for analysis. 13 

The central issues upon which Perot chose to focus -- the linkages between 

the national debt, industrial decline, and public demoralization -- highlighted the 

uncertainties of modern capitalism in consumption-driven economies. Perot's charge 

that elected representatives in the American system of government pander to "special 

interests," and that as a result the body politic has become fiscally and ideologically 

bankrupt -- went to the heart of timeless debates about the viability of representative 

12The World Almanac and Book of Facts (New York, NY: Pharos/ Scripps 
Howard, 1994): 615. 

13See for example Federalist No.2, echoed by Perot on several occasions. On 
November 2, 1991, for example, he pointed out to the Symposium for Better 
Government in Tampa, Florida, that "only slightly over 36% voted in the last 
election. They just signed off. We can't let that happen because it's our country, 
and we can't abdicate the responsibilities of ownership." (transcript of speech in Ken 
Gross, The Man Behind the Myth, 211). 



24 

democracy.14 These are weighty matters, and the fact that they were discussed to a 

much greater extent than they would have been had Perot not been present is one 

constructive aspect of his campaign. 

At the same time, however, the very absence of "special interests" in the Perot 

campaign raises other vital questions about the future of democracy in the United 

States. The Texas billionaire personally financed a campaign that, in terms of dollars 

spent, held its own with his opponents. Moreover, because Perot spent substantially 

more of his campaign budget on high-impact media advertisements in the final weeks 

of the campaign, the effect of money on the election process was maximized to an 

even greater extent than usual. For years before 1992, thoughtful observers lamented 

the negative effects on democracy of swollen contributions from corporate donors, 

wealthy contributors with vested interests, and political action committees. IS In Perot 

14James Madison, for example, expounded at length in Federalist 10 on the 
danger of factions to democracy, and the sources of faction in America -- especially 
from the "various and unequal distribution of property." 19th century observer 
Alexis de ToqueviIIe took the opposite view, arguing that the structure of American 
government made the danger of despotism on behalf of minority interests unlikely -
that indeed the greatest danger to democracy was the "tyranny of the majority." 
[Alexis de TocqueviIIe, Democracy in America, ed. Richard D. Heffner (New York, 
NY: Mentor, 1956): Part I, pp. 39-142]. Most likely, however, de ToqueviIIe and 
Perot would both agree with Madison that "the causes of faction cannot be removed; 
and that relief is only to be sought in the means of controlling its effects." [The 
Federalist Papers, ed. Clinton Rossiter (New York, NY: Mentor/New American 
Library, 1961),80]. 

ISSee for example Margaret L. Nugent and John R. Johannes, eds., Money, 
Elections. and Democracy (Boulder, CO: Westview Press/Bradley Institute for 
Democracy and Public Values, Marquette University, 1990); Frank J. Sorauf, Money 



25 

we find a candidate who could have, if he had wished, matched the budgets of his 

competitors dollar-for-dollar, without accepting any donations at all. What might be 

the future of democracy when such power is vested in a single individual? The 

influence of elite groups may be reduced, but is replacing them with the "special 

interests" of one man really an improvement? 

However one answers that question, Ross Perot clearly deserves credit for 

several positive contributions in 1992. He served as a catalyst for heightened 

discourse on policy issues like foreign trade, welfare and health care reform, and 

military policy -- and Executive branch responsibility -- in the post-Cold War world. 

He focused public attention on chronic institutional problems like the national debt, 

the annual budge deficit, and the impending insolvency of "entitlement" programs 

like Social Security and Medicare. His presence in the presidential race seems to 

have helped provoke a much greater turnout on election day -- the "bottom line" for 

in American Elections (Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman, 1988); Brooks Jackson, 
Honest Graft: Big Money and the American Political Process (New York, NY: 
Knopf, 1988); Michael J. Malbin, ed., Money and Politics in the United States: 
Financing Elections in the 1980s (Chatham, NJ: Chatham Housel American Enterprise 
Institute for Public Policy Research, 1984); Larry J. Sabato, PAC Power: Inside the 
World of Political Action Committees (New York, NY: Norton, 1984). On money, 
politics, and the mass media, especially television, see for example Joe McGinniss, 
The Selling of the President (New York, NY: Pocket Books, 1969); and Thomas 
Patterson and Robert McClure, The Unseeing Eye (New York, NY: Putnam, 1976). 
For analysis of the latter stages of the 1992 presidential campaigns in particular, see 
Darrell M. West, Air Wars, and Peter Goldman et aI., Ouest for the Presidency, 1992 
(College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1994),538-614, passim. 
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the future of democratic processes. Finally, in 1992 Perot successfully challenged 

several aspects of prevailing wisdom concerning campaigning technique. With Bill 

Clinton, Perot pioneered the use of interactive media (cable television and radio talk 

shows, electronically networked "town hall" referendums, "800" telephone numbers, 

and computer telecommunications) to reach voters directly. The national news 

media, especially the major television networks and the Washington, D.C. press 

corps, had by 1992 become a filtration system of sorts for political discourse, 

defining the issues and framing the field of discussion. By taking their debate to the 

local level, Perot and Clinton altered the scope of political exchange. Their impact 

on the depth of political discourse was equally profound. Public relations specialists 

had insisted that voters were not interested in lengthy policy discussions -- that 

indeed they were not really interested in policy at all, only in symbolism and image. 

Thus, the advertising professionals argued, selling candidates, like marketing any 

product, required short, insubstantial advertisements aimed at the lowest common 

electoral denominator. Perot defied this wisdom on all counts, basing his ad 

campaign on 30-to-60 minute television "infomercials" that lectured his audience on 

arcane aspects of economic policy and assumed on their part both an interest in and 

willingness to make difficult political choices. When Perot's commercials attracted 

more viewers than National Baseball League playoff games, the face of political 

advertising -- at least for presidential campaigns -- changed, perhaps forever. 

Candidate Perot's attempt to create a grassroots political movement from the 
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top down highlights both a paradoxical quality of leadership and an irony of modern 

political life. Perot entered the race with well-formed ideas about the economic crisis 

facing the United States. He saw linkages between this crisis and a host of social 

problems (crime, lack of educational achievement, racial and class division, and a 

mounting crisis of values), but he had few well-formed positions on other issues of 

the day. He looked to his followers to develop a consensus which he might then 

present as a coherent program of action. With disciples from all points on the 

ideological compass, such a consensus was difficult to find -- and in any case, time 

was lacking. The temporal imperatives of a presidential campaign afford little 

opportunity for the luxury of prolonged discussion in the search for consensus. The 

leader must lead; he or she must implement some semblance of centralized control 

over the campaign apparatus, and moderate the more radical voices in the entourage. 

Perot, who had cast himself in the robes of a populist outsider, also had to be to 

some extent what his critics claimed him to be, an autocrat, simply to bring some 

semblance of order to the cacophony of disparate voices in his campaign. The leader 

had to lead, but at the same time he had to be careful not to alienate one group of 

partisans by veering too far to the left or right in support of the positions of another 

group of supporters or uncommitted voters. To the extent that any popular political 

movement must respond to its constituency in order to survive, Perot's campaign was 

a true grassroots effort despite its top-down direction. Perot was, after all, "drafted" 

in a sense by the thousands of disaffected voters who supported him in public 
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opinion polls. Moreover, ongoing discord and vocal grumbling from the ranks 

despite the high level of financial support and organizational oversight from Dallas 

provides the clearest evidence that the billionaire's 1992 effort was a people's 

crusade -- any real tyrant would have insisted on far more regimentation and control. 

At the time this book was written, historical research had for more than two 

decades tended to focus primarily on the doings of non-elite individuals in society 

and the broad movements of the masses, and had displayed a distinct lack of interest 

in elite relationships or changes in the institutions that social, political, and economic 

elites represent. This scholarly trend de-emphasized elections and politicians, a major 

concern of traditional historical inquiry, except perhaps to denounce legislators and 

political processes as representatives of elitist oppression. Yet, ironically, electoral 

politics remain both an overarching symbol for, and a microcosm of, significant 

shifts in societal organization. Social developments which produce institutional 

change leave much larger historical footprints than those which do not. Since 

institutional changes require either the development of new consensuses for reform or 

the emergence of irresistible demands for change even without broad consensus, basic 

modifications of institutional structures are, in the final analysis, political acts. 

National elections in the United States provide both an opportunity to quantitatively 

evaluate the relative strength of radical proposals against other approaches (or 

nonapproaches), and a periodic indication of emerging consensuses for more 

moderate reforms. As such, elections -- especially major national elections, and 



especially such an unusual election as that of 1992 -- should remain a central focus 

for historical inquiry. 
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From one perspective, Ross Perot was a man on a white horse, a symbol of 

hope. From another, he was a potential despot and, perhaps, the enemy of all the 

traditional democratic values he and his followers espoused so enthusiastically ... 

Again, Americans do not demand a reconciliation of these two opposing viewpoints -

- quite the contrary. Simultaneously demanding consistency and inconsistency, 

specificity and vagueness, statesmanship and compromise from both political leaders 

and their parties, Americans have produced a splendidly paradoxical political 

tradition. That much seems unlikely to change. Ross Perot, as an exemplar of those 

paradoxical qualities, possessed a far more complex message and personality than the 

flat composite images which emerged through mass media portrayals. Hopefully, 

some of that complexity is communicated in these pages. For better or worse, 

Perot's candidacy symbolized the emergence of a new centrist force in American 

politics -- a force which in 1994 began to dramatically reshape the political 

landscape. The main purposes of this study, put simply, are to define the issues 

driving that emerging new force, to examine the processes at work, to highlight the 

ironies, and to illustrate the human frailties which emerged so transparently in the 

process of political exchange in the twilight of the twentieth century. 
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****** 
Table 0.1: 

Major Third Party and Independent Challenges. 1892-1992 

Year Candidate Party Pop. Vote Pop. % Elect. Vote 

1892 James Weaver Populist 1,027,329 8.5 22 
1912 Theodore Roosevelt Prog.Repub. 4,216,020 27.4 88 

Eugene V. Debs Socialist 900,369 6.0 
1924 Robert LaFollette Progressive 4,822,856 16.6 13 
1932 Norman Thomas Socialist 884,781 2.2 
1948 Strom Thurmond States Rts. 1,169,021 2.4 39 

Henry Wallace Prog.Repub. 1,157,172 2.4 
1968 George Wallace Amer.Indep. 9,906,473 13.5 46 
1972 Johm Schmitz American 1,099,482 1.4 
1980 John Anderson Independent 5,719,437 6.6 
1992 Ross Perot Independent 19,217,213 19.0 

Sources: Congressional Quarterly's Guide to US Elections. 2nd Edition (Washington, 
D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1985); The World Almanac and Book of Facts 
(New York, NY: Pharos Books, 1993). 
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Musical Chairs: 

The Road to the White House, 1992 
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Around the midpoint of the 1992 campaign, President Bush told reporters for 

the first, but not the last time, that he hardly knew what to expect any longer in "this 

crazy election year." Democrat Bill Clinton agreed. "George Bush is wrong about 

most things," Clinton said, "but he is right when he said this is a weird year. "I In the 

space of less than two years, an incumbent president had crashed from the pinnacle 

of success to stunning rejection. The youthful governor of a small, poor Southern 

state, who just six months earlier had appeared hopelessly wounded by rumors of 

past indiscretions, was about to assume the mantle of leadership. In the wake of the 

first post-Cold War election, both major parties faced major reconsiderations of their 

values, ideals, and constituencies. New methods of campaigning had emerged, and 

political professionals would spend the remainder of the century contemplating them. 

And through it all, the presence of a short, jug-eared billionaire with a Texas twang 

had frustrated the other candidates, baffled the pundits, whipsawed the polls, and 

altered the political landscape -- perhaps forever. 2 

'Walter Dean Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Gerald M. Pomper, 
ed., The Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham 
House, 1993): 28; Michael Kramer, "The Campaign: Front and Center," Time 140 
(27 July 1992): 28. 

2David Von Drehle, "Remembering an Unconventional Year," Washington Post 4 
November 1992, A21; Ryan J. Barilleaux and Randall E. Adkins, "The Nominations: 
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Images from three headquarters on election night provide a snapshot of the 

weirdness. Republicans had slept in the White House for all but four of the previous 

twenty-four years. Basking in their success, party leaders had viewed themselves as 

an unstoppable electoral juggernaut which would continue to dominate the executive 

branch and, eventually, assume control of congress as well. At their election night 

gathering, however, these same proud activists pointed fingers, placed blame, and 

groaned in unison at the magnitude of their crushing defeat. 3 Meanwhile, in Little 

Rock, Arkansas, Bill Clinton, his running mate AI Gore, and their families hosted a 

veritable rock and roll festival on the front lawn of the governor's mansion.4 For the 

two Democratic headliners, their huge electoral triumph meant more than merely a 

party victory -- it represented a changing of the generational guard and more, 

emergence of a new, centrist "covenant" between government and citizenry. Both 

Democrats were moderate Southerners, and they had run as "New Democrats," 

Process and Patterns," in Michael Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, 
D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, 1993): 21, 37-40; James Caesar and Andrew Busch, 
Upside Down and Inside Out: The 1992 Elections and American Politics (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1993): 1-2, passim. 

3Maureen Dowd, "Bush: As the Loss Sinks In, Some Begin Pointing Fingers," 
New York Times 5 November 1992, AI; E.J. Dionne, Jr., "In Defeat, GOP Talks of 
'Betrayal' and '96," Washington Post 5 November 1992, A30; Edward Walsh and 
Ann Devoy, "The Winners ... And The Losers," Washington Post 5 November 1992, 
A31. See also Ann McDaniel, "Bush: The Fingers of Blame," Newsweek 120 (16 
November 1992): 44. 

4Gwen Ifill, "On This Night, Little Rock Is One Mountain of Pride," New York 
Times 4 November 1992, B3. 
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rejecting the idea, central to New Deal interest-group liberalism, that the federal 

government could, or should, solve a!l of society's problems and repair all of its 

divisions. S As strange as the scene in Little Rock may have appeared to Democratic 

traditionalists, however, the most incongruous election night gathering of all was 

undoubtedly Ross Perot's. In the electoral college, ultimately the only vote that 

matters in American presidential contests, the candidate could not have performed 

worse -- his score was zero. The press had caricatured him unmercifully as a 

dangerous, paranoid, ignorant, and autocratic demagogue. The movement he led, 

consisting of voters from every pole on the political spectrum, was clearly an 

unstable coalition, and his campaign had become so rancorous that for ten weeks in 

July, August, and September he had called the whole thing off. He never succeeded 

in attracting a running mate with established political credentials, he had no regional 

or socioeconomic base, and, as an independent, he had no party apparatus to promote 

his candidacy. Yet the supporters gathered around his election night podium at 

Dallas' Reunion arena were almost giddy with happiness. 

"This is a historic night," exclaimed retired Admiral James B. Stockdale, 

Perot's running mate. 6 Orson Swindle, spokesperson for the billionaire's campaign 

SOwen Ifill, "Democratic Team Opens By Appealing To Middle Class," and 
related articles, New York Times 17 July 1992, AI, A12. 

6John Mintz, "Perot Embodied Dismay of Millions," Washington Post 4 
November 1992, A26. 
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organization, United We Stand, America (UWSA), assumed the role of cheerleader, 

demanding rhetorically "are we going to keep this thing going?" Then, almost 

shouting his own answer, Swindle declared that "In all candor, there's no way we can 

stop it. ,,7 "Ross has shown that American candidates can now bypass the filters and 

go directly to the people," Stockdale contended. 8 "It looks like the makings of a 

third party," urged John DeMotte, a leader in Perot's Idaho effort. 9 Aides described 

the candidate himself as "jubilant" at his performance. 10 

Why, one might ask, were these people so happy? Perot provided clues in his 

concession speech. "Millions of you came together to take your country back," he 

told delighted listeners. "You gave Washington a laser-like message to listen to the 

people ... to make sure our country is a beacon to the rest of the world, to make sure 

that our cities are alabaster cities that gleam undimmed by human tears, and to make 

sure that every little child across America is only limited by his or her dreams and 

their willingness to ... pay the price and make the effort to make those dreams come 

7Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, "Perot Campaign, Relishing Gains," Washington 
Post 5 November 1992, A29. 

8Kevin Sack, "Leaving Door Open, Perot Exits Dancing," New York Times 4 
November 1992, 85. 

9Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, "Perot Campaign, Relishing Gains," Washington 
Post 5 November 1992, A29. 



35 

true. That's what America is all about. "11 

"\There some might have viewed Perot's electoral failure as an almost empty 

vessel, the entrepreneur and his followers preferred to focus on the portion that was 

filled. Clearly, the ecstatic mood at Perot headquarters was based, not on electoral 

success -- though just under 19 percent of the popular vote was a historically 

impressive sum for an independent candidate -- but on much more abstract factors. 

Perot's central issues had been the huge and rapidly expanding United States 

government debt, and the seemingly endless political "gridlock" in Washington, D.C., 

under which elected officials seemed incapable of addressing the country's economic 

crisis. On another level, however, the Texan and his legions promoted a grand vision 

in 1992. They sought nothing less than revitalization of the American Dream, new 

hope for the future, and a new sense of empowerment for moderate voters, who for 

years had felt alienated by the political system and disenfranchised by both of the 

two major parties and their candidates. 12 

11 "Excerpts from Perot's Concession Speech to His Supporters in Dallas," New 
York Times 4 November 1992, B5. 

121n his essay "Valence Politics" [in Dennis Kavanagh, ed., Electoral Politics 
(New York, NY: Oxford/Clarendon, 1992), 141-164], political scientist Donald E. 
Stokes suggested that political campaigns historically have developed around two 
different kinds of issues: concrete "position issues" and more symbolic "valence 
issues." Stokes described position issues -- like tariffs, abortion, and affirmative 
action -- as those which tend to separate constituencies into simple "yea" versus 
"nay" camps, and maintained that they are thus the stuff of traditional partisan 
politics. By contrast, valence issues -- like patriotism, personal character, and 
leadership ability -- are far more abstract concepts. Confronted in the modern era of 
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Such a domestic "vision thing, " George Bush once tacitly admitted, was the 

very thing he lacked. His overriding interest was foreign policy, and he had based 

his presidency on it. In March, 1991, in fact, the Republican Commander in Chief 

seemed invincible. The Berlin Wall fell, and changes in Eastern Europe forecast 

both the imminent collapse of the Soviet Union as a hostile superpower and 

communism as an ideological competitor to American market capitalism. Just off a 

spectacular lightning victory in the Persian Gulf War, an effort which required 

skillful diplomacy to hold a tenuous United Nations coalition together, President 

Bush proclaimed a "New World Order." The administration's efforts to create the 

"largest free trade zone in the world" through a new treaty with Mexico and Canada 

neared successful completion, while Secretary of State James Baker's negotiations 

with Israel seemed to offer new hope for settlement of the thorny Palestinian question 

mass communications with vast quantities of information, however, "the public is 
bound to look for ways to simplify the choices it is periodically asked to make," 
Stokes and coauthor John J. Diliulo argued in "Valence Politics in Modern Elections" 
(in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 16). Voters create an abstract impression of 
each candidate's prospective performance from a combination of their current 
positions and past successes and failures. With elections increasingly dominated by 
such exigencies of mass communication, Stokes and Diliulo contended, modern 
politics is, increasingly, valence politics. Under Stokes and Diliulo's rubric, revival 
of the American Dream and "cleaning out the political barn" in Washington D.C. 
made up Perot and company's central valence issues. Yet, to achieve those abstract 
ends, the businessman and his followers insisted upon a new attention to positions by 
politicians, especially to one specific position issue -- the federal budget deficit. The 
contradiction between his valence issues and his call for a return to traditional 
position politics presented a major irony, and a central burden, for the Perot 
campaign. 
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in the Middle East. Bush's claim to have won the Cold War and delivered on the 

old Republican promise to initiate an American century seemed wholly believable, 

and public opinion polls anointed the commander in chief with unprecedentedly high 

approval ratings of nearly 90 percent (see Table 1.1). His reelection appeared 

inevitable. 13 

****** 

Table 1.1: 
George Bush: Prewar and Postwar 

Prewar 1991 
October 1990 March December 

Overall 
% Approve 56 87 50 
% Disapprove 33 8 41 

Foreign Policy 
% Approve 61 79 64 
% Disapprove 29 11 30 

Economy 
% Approve 30 37 22 
% Disapprove 65 56 73 

Questions: Do you approve or disapprove of the way George Bush is handling his 
job as president? Next, please tell me whether you approve or disapprove of the way 
George Bush is handling some specific problems facing the country. First, economic 
problems in this county? Foreign Policy? 

Sources: "Bush Job Performance-Trend," Gallup Poll Monthly 317 (February 1992): 
16; "Bush Popularity Indicators," Gallup Poll Monthly 315 (December 1991): 25. 

13Kathleen Frankovic, "Public Opinion in the 1992 Campaign," in Pomper, ed., 
The Election of 1992, 112; "Bush Job Performance-Trend," Gallup Poll Monthly 
(February 1992): 15. See also Ryan J. Barilleaux and Randall E. Adkins, "The 
Nomination Process and Patterns," in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 37; Caesar 
and Busch, Upside Down and Inside Out, 14-15. 
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Only a few sour notes spoiled the triumphant symphony of acclamation for 

George Bush. The previous fall, he had offended party stalwarts by abandoning his 

1988 "read my lips, no new taxes" campaign pledge. The struggle to pass a budget 

went on for months in 1991, and the president finally agreed to the second largest 

federal tax increase in American history in exchange for modest cuts in government 

services. Three-quarters of the Republicans in the House of Representatives opposed 

the budget deal, and though the president finally apologized for his "mistake," many 

GOP activists who fervently believed in the Reagan-era commitment to reduced 

government remained bitter. At the same time, however, a number of businessmen, 

including Wall Street financier Felix Rohatyn and an upstart entrepreneur from Texas 

named Ross Perot, endorsed the contrary ideological view that without substantial 

federal intervention, the nation faced economic disaster. 14 As early as 1987, before 

Bush took office, Perot had joined other critics bemoaning gridlock in Washington 

and the rising federal deficit which, Perot argued, was destroying initiative and 

industrial growth in America. ls Most recently, the billionaire had also indignantly 

14Nicholas von Hoffman and David Pauly, "Felix Has A Plan," Business Month 
133 (March 1989): 58. 

ISH. Ross Perot, "A Tycoon Looks at the Debt Bomb," Washington Post 25 
October 1987, Cl; Todd Mason, Perot: An Unauthorized Biography (Homewood, IL: 
Business One/Irwin, 1990): 9-10, cf. Perot speech to National Press Club (17 
November 1987); Tom Horton, "Perot Speaks Out on U.S. Competitiveness," 
Management Review 79 (June 1990): 7; Jeffrey H. Birnbaum, "Increase Tax Rate for 
the Rich, Says Billionaire Perot," Wall Street Journal 18 October 1990, A6; CBS' 
"This Morning" (7 May 1991); Perot speech to Symposium for Better Government in 
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spoken out against the Gulf War, saying that the public had been sold a "bill of 

goods" by the Bush administration. 16 

A handful of naysayers, bitter about taxation, however, failed to dampen the 

great barbecue atmosphere in the nation's capital in the year before the presidential 

election season. Winning was more important than a few taxes, and most 

Republicans fell in line behind their leader. Intimidated by the President's popularity 

in early 1991, the top echelon of potential Democratic contenders decided not to 

enter the contest. 17 Riding the crest of the standardbearer's popularity, the 

administration planned to initiate no major domestic initiatives -- Chief of Staff John 

Sununu announced in March, 1991 that "as far as the White House was concerned, 

Congress could just go home because there was nothing that needed to be done in 

Tampa, Florida (2 November 1991), transcript in Ken Gross, Ross Perot: Who He Is 
And What He Stands For (New York, NY: Random House, 1992): 207-241. 

16Julianne R. Ryder, "Perot Calls for National Consensus on Persian Gulf," 
Nation's Cities Weekly 13 (lO December 1990): 8; J. Michael Kennedy, "Public Sold 
Bill of Goods By Administration, Perot Says," Los Angeles Times 12 January 1991, 
AlO. 

17"Not Running: Albert Gore, Jr., "Time 138 (3 September 1991): 63; Michael 
Kramer, "At Last, A No-Go From Cuomo," Time 138 (30 December 1991): 18-19; 
Steven V. Roberts, "Horse Race," U.S. News and World Report III (30 December 
1991): 23; Gloria Borger, "Who's Waiting In The Wings?," U.S. News and World 
Report 112 (3 February 1992): 35; Paula Dwyer, "How A Democratic Dark Horse 
Could Still Get Out Of The Gate," Business Week 24 February 1992,43; "Jesse 
Jackson's Long Shadow," The Economist 322 (7 March 1992): 32; Gloria Borger, 
"Who's The Newest Democrat Of Them All?," U.S. News and World Report 115 (26 
July 1993): 37; Margaret Carlson, "Then There Was Nunn," Time 142 (26 July 
1993): 40-41. 
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Washington. "18 President Bush's campaign staff began planning a reprise of Ronald 

Reagan's 1984 "morning in America" campaign -- glossy "feelgood" portrayals of the 

President, coupled with condemnations of the Democratic party as a collection of 

"tax and spend liberals," and of the Democrat-controlled congress as a body of 

corrupt and unruly partisans who had obstructed the administration's efforts to create 

the "gentler and kinder America" Bush had promised in 1988. 19 

The Republican team's spring euphoria, however, proved short lived. In 

March, 1991, television viewers were shocked by repeated playbacks of a homemade 

videotape of the brutal beating of black motorist Rodney King by Los Angeles police 

officers. After ten years of fiscal retrenchment in social programs that had benefitted 

poor African-Americans, many voters, both white and black, interpreted Mr. Bush's 

expressions of outrage at the beating as insincere. When, later in the year, former 

Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke polled 32 percent of the vote in the Republican 

gubernatorial primary election in Louisiana, some observers discerned a rising tide of 

racism in the party of Lincoln. President Bush had contributed to that stereotype by 

using, in his 1988 presidential confrontation against Michael Dukakis, campaign ads 

featuring images of Willie Horton, a black inmate once pardoned by then-governor 

18Ann Devroy, "Domestic Perils Sink President in Last Campaign," Washington 
Post 4 November 1992, A27. 

19Mary Matalin and James Carville with Peter Knobler, All's Fair: Love. War. 
and Running for President (New York, NY: Random House, 1994), 9-12, 114-30, 
176-85. 
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Dukakis, in a way that aroused white fear of black criminals. Then, Bush had further 

encouraged the perception that he was hostile to African Americans by vetoing 

expansions of affirmative action regulations, saying they could create racial "quotas." 

In 1991, the President sought to alter the view that he was insensitive to racial issues, 

first by disavowing David Duke's Republican credentials, then by appointing black 

attorney Clarence Thomas to replace Associate Justice Thurgood Marshall on the 

Supreme Court. Bush's maneuverings, however, created new political obstacles. 20 

Thomas' appointment, for example, encountered immediate difficulty. He 

suffered greatly by comparison to Marshall, the first African American to serve on 

the high court who had decided to step down after nearly three decades of highly 

distinguished service. Moreover, Senators understood that the nominee had been 

20 Roger Wilkins, "Bush's Quota Con," Mother Jones 16 (March-April 1991): 22; 
William F. Buckley, Jr., "L.A. Law," National Review 43 (29 April 1991): 62; 
Michael Kinsley, "Hortonism Redux," The New Republic 204 (24 June 1991): 4; 
Fred Powledge, "George Bush Is Whistling 'Dixie, '" The Nation 253 (14 October 
1991): 446-49; John G. Dunne, "Law And Disorder In L.A., "New York Review of 
Books 24 October 1991,62-67; Chester E. Finn, Jr., "Quotas And The Bush 
Administration," Commentary 92 (November 1991): 17-26; Fred Barnes, "A WASP 
Thing," The New Republic 205 (18 November 1991): 9-10; Jefferson Morley, "Bush 
And The Blacks," New York Review of Books 16 January 1992, 19-27; Julia Reed, 
"His [David Duke's] Brilliant Career," New York Review of Books 9 April 1992,20-
25; Judy Mann, "The Willie Horton Riot," Washington Post 6 May 1992, C29; 
Kenneth T. Walsh and Joseph P. Shapiro, "They Are Not Our Issues," U.S. News 
and World Report 112 (18 May 1992): 26; Michael Kramer, "Two Ways To Play 
The Politics Of Race," Time 139 (18 May 1992): 35-36; Douglas A Harbrecht, "The 
Fire In Los Angeles Lights Up The White House," Business Week 25 May 1992,41; 
Elizabeth Drew, "Letter From Washington," The New Yorker 68 (1 June 1992): 80-
83; John Maginnis, "The Race From Hell," New Orleans Magazine 27 (December 
1992): 82. 
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selected primarily for the color of his skin and his safe conservative views, and not 

for his judicial experience or for the stature of his intellect. Bush, however, insisted 

that Thomas was the "most qualified candidate" available, and denied the Senate's 

right to question his views on matters he would likely be asked to rule on, including 

some very conservative Republicans' litmus test issue, abortion. The Senate's 

judiciary committee, nevertheless, duly began its confirmation process. They had 

hardly begun, however, when Anita Hill, a black law professor at the University of 

Oklahoma, charged that Thomas had sexually harassed her over a period of years. 

Hill quickly became a symbol for many women's frustration with the male-

dominated institutions of society (including the Senate judiciary committee) who, 

some activists suggested, "just don't get it" -- "it" being women's unwillingness to 

accept the inequalities of socially sanctioned oppression of their gender. Trying to 

blunt criticism from minority groups, President Bush succeeded in arousing the ire of 

American women, who represented a much larger block of voters. 21 

Also, throughout 1991 and into 1992, periodic releases of government reports 

21 "Picture This," The New Republic 205 (29 July 1991): 6; Priscilla Painton, 
"Judging The Judge," Time 138 (23 September 1991): 20; Nancy Gibbs, "An Ugly 
Circus," Time 138 (21 October 1991): 34; Barbara Ehrenreich, "Women Would Have 
Known," Time 138 (21 October 1991): 104; Daniel Seligman, "On 'Getting It, '" 
Fortune 124 (18 November 1991): 124; Gloria Borger and Ted Gest, "The Untold 
Story," U.S. News and World Report 113 (12 October 1992): 28. See also Burnham, 
"The Legacy of George Bush," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992,25-26; Norman 
Oder, "More On Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas: Book Reviews," Publishers Weekly 
241 (29 August 1994): 24. 
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on economic indicators contributed to a growing popular consensus that the American 

economy faced a serious crisis. While the recession of 1990 had been relatively 

shallow by historical standards, the 1991 recovery could only be described as feeble. 

Worse, as political scientist Walter Dean Burnham described the popular mood, "it 

was evident not merely to economists and policy elites but to the public at large that 

the economy was undergoing a radical restructuring. Hundreds of thousands of good 

jobs, especially in manufacturing, had disappeared forever. Substantial parts of the 

middle class now experienced or were directly threatened by the pink slip, and this 

development was something new. "22 

In that atmosphere, Bush's attorney general, Richard Thornburgh, entered a 

Fall, 1991 Pennsylvania special election to fill a vacancy in one of the state's two 

United States Senate seats. Thornburgh, the prohibitive Republican favorite, was 

challenged by the relatively unknown and politically inexperienced Bryn Mawr 

University president Harris Wofford. In a brilliantly orchestrated campaign centered 

around the slogan "It's time to take care of our own," the Democrat appealed to 

middle-class concerns, and trounced the wooden Thornburgh soundly. With 55 

percent of the vote, in fact, Wofford achieved the largest Democratic margin of 

victory since Pennsylvania began electing Senators by popular ballot in 1914. 

Moreover, Wofford's middle class target group, his focus on economic issues, his 

22Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
16. 
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proposal for a national health care program, and his campaign manager, James 

Carville, laid blueprints for the kind of challenge President Bush would soon face 

from Carville's next cI ient, Bill Clinton. 23 

Ross Perot sounded similar themes when he compared the problems facing the 

nation to those confronting General Motors, the giant automaker, which for six years 

had faced declining profits and had reacted with plant closures and other 

retrenchment measures, yet continued to struggle with major financial problems. 

"We have time to fix the problems of this country," Perot told the Wall Street 

Journal in early 1992. GM "would not focus ... [They] waited, and now they're 

bleeding and permanently reducing the size of the company. ,,24 The computer 

services magnate's remarks commanded attention since, from 1985 to 1986, he had 

been the largest individual stockholder in GM, and in 1986 had gained national 

notoriety by attacking the corporation's management in terms that recalled anti-

monopoly crusades of previous eras. Company management and the board of 

directors constituted an entrenched "good old boy" network, Perot had charged. "The 

23"Archetypal Foes," The Economist 321 (26 October 1991): 28; Michael Kramer, 
"The Voters' Latest Ailment: Health Care," Time 138 (11 November 1991): 51; 
Michael Duffy, "Wake-Up Call," Time 138 (18 November 1991): 22-25; Pierce 
Lewis, "Anatomy Of An Upset," American Demographics 14 (June 1992): 52-57. 
See also Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 
1992,27. 

24David Shribman, "What Was Good For GM Might Be Good For the Country," 
Wall Street Journal 9 April 1992, A6. See also Michael Isikoff, "Perot Vows To 
Rebuild Auto Industry," Washington Post II July 1992, A II. 
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guys who actually have their hands on things ... can design, engineer, and build the 

best products in the world," he argued, but "the General Motors system is like a 

blanket of fog that keeps these people from doing what they know needs to be 

done. ,,25 "Whether we like it or not in our country, we are stuck with international 

competition of the highest caliber and the most fierce kind," the entrepreneur told 

listeners in 1986. "Whether we like it or not, today we are losing in that competitive 

battle. "26 GM had monopolized automobile markets for so long, Perot claimed, that 

it could no longer rise to competitive challenges, and America's "best and brightest" 

college graduates were locked into the same sort of indolence. They "all want to be 

Wall Street bankers, consultants and other things that contribute little to the real 

worth of this country, and contribute very little to creating jobs," the Texan said. 27 

Like other American business and political leaders, "GM has failed to tap the full 

potential of its people," he went on. 28 "Millions of fine, decent Americans are more 

than willing to work, but they cannot create their jobs. All they can do is work if we 

create the jobs ... We are the leaders and we must provide the leadership," the 

25Thomas Moore, "I nterview with Ross Perot," Fortune 117 (15 February 1988): 
48. 

26Ross Perot, "It's Up To Us To Recover the Industrial Leadership," speech to 
the Economics Club of Detroit (8 December 1986), transcript in Vital Speeches of 
the Day 53 (15 March 1987): 337. 

27ibid., 340. 

28Doron P. Levin and Paul Ingrassia, "Now On The Inside, Ross Perot Tells GM 
and its Rivals How They Must Change," Wall Street Journal 22 July 1986, A16. 
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billionaire concluded. 29 His words continued to resonate five years later. 

Such remarks emanating from a member of the board of directors of the 

country's largest corporation were striking and surprising. They were also 

unacceptable to the management and directorship of General Motors, long since 

mired in elitist protocols and bureaucratic stagnation. In December, 1986, the board 

of directors voted to buyout their tormentor, and removed him from the board. He 

did not go quietly, attempting to stage a shareholder's revolt and continuing, in 

defiance of muzzle clauses in the buyout agreement, to vocally criticize GM's 

lethargic corporate culture right up to 1992. As a result of his words and deeds, 

Perot became a symbol for popular defiance, a public figure with real potential, 

despite his failure to change GM, to rally support for reform. 30 

The economic crisis Perot and others saw facing the United States in 1992 

dated from 1980, when Ronald Reagan began his presidency with two main 

objectives: to rebuild the United States military to a point of overwhelming strength, 

and to dismantle the vast array of government services, begun in the 1930s, that 

29Perot, "It's Up To Us," 340. 

30" Perot To Smith: GM Must Change," Newsweek 108 (15 December 1986): 58; 
William J. Hampton and Todd Mason, "GM Hasn't Bought Much Peace," Business 
Week 15 December 1986,24-27; Janice Castro, "Peace For A Price At GM," Time 
128 (15 December 1986): 50-52; Brian O'Reilly, "EDS After Perot: How Tough Is 
It?," Fortune 118 (24 October 1988): 72. See also Doron P. Levin, Irreconcilable 
Differences: Ross Perot and General Motors (New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990), 
passim; Albert Lee, Call Me Roger (Chicago, IL: Contemporary Books, 1988),224-
225. 
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provided the interest-group basis for the Democratic party's national power. Reagan 

soon discovered, however, that Republicans, too, possessed a healthy appetite for 

government largess, and his administration's efforts to reduce the size of government 

went nowhere -- especially since Reagan obtained the huge increases in military 

appropriations he called for. Reagan compensated for his failure to reduce domestic 

expenditures by cutting taxes on corporations and wealthy Americans instead, a 

policy he and his advisors rationalized under a theory of "supply-side" economics. 

According to the supply-siders argument, if more capital were left in the hands of 

"productive" economic sectors, they would invest their funds in industrial expansion. 

The resulting job base expansion and economic growth would produce higher tax 

receipts, which would more than offset the tax reductions. Congress agreed to the 

tax cuts recommended by the Reagan administration, but neither the investments nor 

the increased tax receipts the supply-siders predicted ever materialized. "Ronald 

Reagan (and Congress, it may be added) seemed to have found the politicians' 

version of the philosopher's stone," Burnham summarized. "Jettisoning the fiduciary 

responsibility that had been the GOP's stock in trade for decades, the new 

conservatism produced a mix based on borrow and spend," as opposed to liberal "tax 

and spend. ,,31 By 1991, United States government debt exceeded four trillion dollars, 

31Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
16-17. See also Daniel Mitchell, "A Damning Record on Budgets," Wall Street 
Journal 10 February 1992, A16. 
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****** 

Table 1.2: 
Credit-market Debt in the United States, 1983-90 

(Year-End Outstandings) 

Category of Debt Sector Percentage of GNP 
(Public and Private) 1983 1987 1990 

Government 
Federal 33.20 42.20 46.50 
State and Local 10.10 12.10 11.80 

Subtotal 43.30 54.20 58.30 

Private domestic nonfinancial 
Corporate business 28.80 37.10 39.40 
Nonfarm noncorporate business 18.20 23.10 21.90 
Farm 5.30 3.10 2.60 
Households 51.10 61.90 69.50 

Subtotal 103.50 125.20 133.40 

Foreign Held 6.40 5.30 5.20 
All domestic nonfinancial plus 

foreign held 153.20 184.80 196.90 
Financial sector 24.20 39.50 45.70 
Total credit-market debt, 

percentage of GNP 177.40 224.30 242.50 

Note: 
Percentage U.S. government of 

all credit-market debt 18.70 18.80 19.20 
Household debt of disposable 

personal income 71.70 87.20 95.80 
Ratio of corporate debt to 

corp. profits (profits = 1) 4.58 6.42 7.22 

Reprinted from: Walter Dean Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Gerald M. 
Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: 
Chatham House, 1993): 17, cf. Federal Reserve Board, Flow of Funds Accounts, 
Year-End Outstandings, various years. 
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quadruple the amount when Reagan took office, and the annual budget deficit 

consumed more than 58 percent of the nation's gross national product (see Table 

1.2). 

Moreover, a policy of deregulation vigorously pursued for more than a decade 

facilitated consumer borrowing and a run-up in corporate debt to unprecedented 

levels. Deregulation encouraged banks and Savings and Loan (S&L) agencies to 

adopt speculative, but highly lucrative, practices. Many, in fact, would later argue 

convincingly that they felt compelled to trade in "junk" bonds and over-appraised real 

estate loans in order to remain competitive. In any case, George Bush had hardly 

settled into the White House in 1989 when S&L's across the country began to 

collapse under the overwhelming weight of poorly secured and, in many cases, 

improper investments. A federal bailout promised to cost billions of dollars. Even 

more significantly, the country's economic growth rate remained virtually flat 

throughout Bush's term in office, and with disposable personal income actually 

declining marginally over the four years, the average voter could hardly help but see 

the grim situation as ominous indeed. 32 President Reagan had played a compelling 

tune for eight years, and his popularity had carried his vice president into the White 

House, but by the end of 1991 Americans were beginning to realize that the bilI for 

32Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush, " in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
18. See also Paull. Quirk and 10n K. Dalager, "The Election: 'A New Democrat, '" 
in Michael Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Quarterly, 1993), 60-61. 
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eleven years of profligacy was coming due. 

Still, the incumbent President's defeat was by no means certain. Because of 

Bush's popularity in the Spring of 1991, the only political champions to enter the 

lists against him were decided second-stringers. Besides Clinton, the Democratic 

contenders included Nebraska Senator and Vietnam war hero Robert Kerry, Iowa 

Senator Thomas Harkin, a favorite of big labor leaders, former Connecticut Senator 

and cancer survivor Paul Tsongas, Virginia's moderate African-American governor 

Douglas Wilder, and the former governor of California, Jerry Brown. In the Fall of 

1991, as Bush's popularity began to plummet, the Democrats attacked the President 

for failing to address domestic problems and called for broad reforms like 

"investments" in job-creating public works projects, a national health insurance 

program, deeper cuts in military expenditures, and new federal initiatives for 

education, urban reconstruction, and industrial revitalization. In terms of fund raising 

and organization, Clinton emerged the clear winner, but in a nationally televised 

debate of January, 1992, none of the contenders impressed viewers. President Bush, 

in fact, told reporters that he thought he had "won" the event although, as a 

Republican, he was not present. 33 

Labeled the "six dwarfs" by one wag, these Democrats faced unusual 

difficulties. Since 1968, the Republican party had established powerful electoral 

33Ryan J. Barilleaux and Randall E. Adkins, "The Nominations: Process and 
Patterns," in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 37-39. 
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blocks, especially in the West and South, that would be difficult if not impossible to 

break. Also, the Democrats since 1968 had routinely nominated candidates who had 

proven themselves unable to assemble a winning coalition of voters. Of the five 

hopefuls who followed Lyndon Baines Johnson, the last president in a Democratic 

hegemonic line reaching back to Franklin D. Roosevelt, four -- Hubert Humphrey, 

George McGovern, Walter Mondale, and Michael Dukakis -- were popularly 

perceived as ideological liberals outside the American mainstream. Jimmy Carter, 

the only victorious Democrat from 1968 to 1992, ascended to the White House in the 

wake of the Watergate scandal which brought down the Nixon presidency. Had it 

not been for those momentous occurrences, Carter would likely have been consigned 

to history as yet another weak regional Democratic nominee. Indeed, in 1976, the 

year of Carter's triumph, the Republican caretaker-incumbent Gerald Ford nearly won 

despite his party's recent embarrassment. Within the Democratic party as well, the 

1991-92 contenders suffered when contrasted with more established figures like 

Tennessee Senator Albert Gore, House majority leader Richard Gebhardt, or Black 

icon Jesse Jackson, all of whom had mounted presidential bids in the past. Many 

would have preferred a party heavyweight like Senate majority leader George 

Mitchell, New York's Governor Mario Cuomo, Senator Sam Nunn of Georgia, or 

Senator Bill Bradley of New Jersey to any of the available choices. 

Shortly after the January, 1992 debate fiasco, Governor Wilder withdrew from 

the race. Then, in mid-January, the Star, a tabloid newspaper sold primarily at 
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supermarket checkout counters, alleged that frontrunner Clinton had engaged in a 12-

year extramarital affair with a former secretary named Gennifer Flowers. Clinton 

and his wife Hillary managed to diffuse some of the criticism by appearing together 

on the CBS program "60 Minutes," but the "character" issue had been raised, and 

would dog the Arkansas governor throughout the upcoming months. Senator Harkin 

won the first party nominating caucus on February 10, and although that result in 

Harkin's home state of Iowa was not unexpected, party officials wondered aloud if 

any of the remaining candidates could successfully break out of their regional bases 

to secure the nomination before July, when the party convention was scheduled to be 

held in New York's Madison Square Garden. 

Then, just a week before the first primary election of the season was 

scheduled in New Hampshire, a Wall Street Journal story appeared, maintaining that 

Clinton had deliberately avoided military service during the Vietnam war.34 Once 

again, the Democrat tried to control the damage to his candidacy by appearing on 

ABC's "Nightline" show. When, however, the program's host confronted Clinton 

with a letter he had written in 1969, thanking a college ROTC recruiter for enrolling 

him in an Army reserve unit and thereby "saving me from the draft," the candidate's 

response was weak and evasive. Some pundits began writing the young governor off 

34Jeffrey H. Birnbaum, "Clinton Received Vietnam Draft Deferment," Wall Street 
Journal 6 February 1992, A16. 
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as a hopelessly flawed contender. 3S 

Meanwhile, President Bush, faced with poll after poll indicating that 

Americans wanted him to take action to address the flat economy, took an entourage 

of automakers and corporate executives to Japan, ostensibly in an effort to press for 

more favorable trading terms. Bush not only failed to extract any immediate 

concessions from the Japanese, he became publicly ill at a state dinner in Tokyo. 

Even worse for his political prospects, the press widely reported his embarrassment, 

and he returned home to a chorus of derision. 36 "This trip was just a joke," opined 

Ross Perot in the January 13, 1992 issue of the Wall Street Journal. "The problems 

we have, [the Japanese] can't cure for us." Bush's visit "had nothmg to do with 

anything except elections and images," the billionaire concluded. 37 Faced with what 

he saw as a choice between a weak, unelectable Democrat or a posturing, ineffective 

Republican incumbent, Perot became even more vocal in the weeks that followed. 

3SRoss K. Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 
1992,48-51; Jeffrey H. Birnbaum and David Rogers, "Clinton's '69 Letter to ROTC 
Reignites Draft Controversy," Wall Street Journal 13 February 1992, A3, A8; Fred 
Barnes, "Why Clinton Can't Win," The New Republic 205 (4 May 1992): 19, 21. 

36See for example "Executives Divided on Bush Trade Trip," Wall Street Journal 
13 January 1992, Bl, B6; Christopher J. Chipello and Urban C. Lehner, "Miyazawa 
Calls U.S. Work Ethic Lacking," Wall Street Journal 4 February 1992, A 11. Tabloid 
journals and broadcast media covered Bush's state dinner faux pas far more 
thoroughly than did mainstraim print media. 

37"Executives Divided on Bush Trade Trip," Wall Street Journal 13 January 1992, 
B1. 
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Appearing on CNN's "Inside Business," the entrepreneur told viewers that "we are 

like a person who is getting close to a heart attack. Let's stop thinking about re-

election and start thinking about the American people, and start putting in 

fundamental changes." It is time to "clean out the barn," the billionaire quaintly 

concluded. 38 

Many Republicans apparently agreed with Perot, but Bush's popularity in 

early 1991 had deterred top-level Republicans from challenging the President's party 

leadership in much the same way that Democrats had been discouraged. By January, 

1992, Bush faced just two opponents from his own party: David Duke and Patrick 

Buchanan. Duke, the former Ku Klux Klan imperial wizard who also once belonged 

to the American Nazi party, had built a political career in Louisiana opposing 

affirmative action programs and advocating for white "rights," while Buchanan, who 

served as a speech writer for vice president Spiro Agnew during the Richard Nixon 

years, had established a reputation as an avowedly conservative columnist and 

television commentator. 39 

Although they represented minority positions in the Republican party, and 

neither were viewed as strong contenders to unseat the incumbent, both Duke and 

38Tony Chiu, Ross Perot in His Own Words (New York, NY: Warner Books, 
1992): 49, cf. CNN's "Inside Business" (5 January 1992). 

39Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
46; John Maginnis, "The Race From Hell," New Orleans Magazine 27 (December 
1992): 82. 



55 

Buchanan presented George Bush with political headaches. Having himself opposed 

efforts to extend civil rights laws, Bush had opened the door for Duke to claim he 

represented a legitimate line of Republican thinking, even though the President and 

party officials quickly disowned the precocious upstart. Buchanan, on the other 

hand, represented several important sub-strands within the G.O.P. For one, he spoke 

for those Republicans still bitterly angry over Bush's 1991 renunciation of his "no 

new taxes" pledge, and over what they saw as the President's sellout to "big 

government" ideas that Ronald Reagan, rhetorically at least, had so adamantly 

opposed. Secondly, Buchanan believed that diplomats had sacrificed too much to 

gain access to overseas markets. He argued, in language that recalled the "America 

First" faction of his party in the 1930s, that U.S. foreign policy should depend to a 

much lesser extent on overseas alliances. George Bush's "New World Order" tactics, 

enlarging the American profile abroad, thought Buchanan and his allies, were 

especially misguided and inappropriate in a period demanding domestic 

retrenchment. 40 

Duke; anticipating little ,c;upport in New Hampshire, decided not to enter the 

Republican primary there, but Buchanan tried to make the granite state plebiscite into 

4°R.W. Apple, Jr., "III Wind for the President," New York Times 19 February 
1992, AI; Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 
1992,46-47. On "America First" see Page Smith, Redeeming The Time: A People's 
History of the 1920s and the New Deal (New York, NY: McGraw-Hili, 1987), 1052, 
1067-68. 
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a referendum on George Bush's presidency. New Englanders had suffered more than 

most from the seemingly endless recession, and voters were receptive to Buchanan's 

argument that they should use the opportunity to "send a message" to the White 

****** 

Table 1.3: 
The Republican Vote in New Hampshire 

% of % Voted for: 
total vote Bush Buchanan 

Family financial situation is ... 
19 Better today than four years ago 71 27 
40 About the same 67 31 
40 Worse today than four years ago 39 57 

Those who said the national economy is ... 
7 Good 86 13 

49 Not so good 69 29 
43 Poor 38 58 

Political Identification 
64 Republicans 62 36 
35 Independents 48 48 
11 Liberals 55 39 
35 Moderates 59 38 
55 Conservatives 55 43 

Those who voted for candidate mainly ... 
72 Because he would make the best pres. 73 25 
25 To send a message 11 83 

Views of President Bush 
51 Approve of the way he's handling his job 93 6 
45 Disapprove 14 81 
29 Said his breaking "No new taxes" pledge 

was a very important factor 
in vote decision 13 85 

Source: Poll conducted by Voter Research and Surveys of 1,848 Republican voters 
leaving voting places throughout New Hampshire, New York Times 20 February 
1992, A20. 

****** 
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****** 

Table 1.4: 
Democratic Attitudes in New Hampshire 

% of % Voted for: 
total vote Tsongas Clinton Others 

Family financial situation 
13 Better today than 4 years ago 42 19 
30 About the same 37 27 
56 Worse today than 4 years ago 31 27 

Political identification 
64 Democrats 34 29 
35 Independents 35 23 
11 Liberals 33 24 
35 Moderates 35 27 
55 Conservatives 36 29 

Other factors 
22 Veterans 30 29 
18 Someone in household 

belongs to a labor union 27 25 
15 Has no health insurance 26 25 
22 Someone in household is 

unemployed 28 23 

Source: Poll conducted by Voter Research and Surveys of 1,917 Democratic voters 
leaving voting places throughout New Hampshire, New York Times 20 February 
1992, A21. 

****** 
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36 
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House. The former speechwriter's advertisements replayed tapes of Bush's "read my 

lips -- no new taxes" pledge of 1988, which he had so thoroughly repudiated just two 

years later. Buchanan garnered 37.4 percent of the vote on February 18, enough to 

establish himself as the only possible "alternative" candidate to George Bush. 

Moreover, as a result of Buchanan's New Hampshire performance, David Duke never 
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became a factor in subsequent primaries. For the "Junior Tuesday" Georgia primary 

on March 3, in fact, the former television commentator adopted parts of Duke's 

message, attacking the president for signing a 1991 "quota bill" for stronger 

affirmative action, and implying that Bush condoned sexual perversion because a 

federal arts endowment had funded exhibitions that included graphic depictions of 

nudity and various sexual acts. Buchanan never managed to equal his initial primary 

performance again, however, in part because his showing in New Hampshire, while 

impressive, was too weak to attract the big contributions he needed to mount a 

serious challenge within the incumbent's own party.41 

Buchanan did succeed, however, in expediting voters' wishes to send a 

message to the White House. Republican House minority whip Newt Gingrich of 

Georgia called the New Hampshire tally "a primal scream" from voters that Bush 

must focus on the economy. Even more ominously, exit polls showed that middle-

class suburban voters -- including the so-called "Reagan Democrats" which most 

analysts viewed as the key to Bush's reelection chances -- were particularly 

displeased about the economy and the President's performance in managing it (see 

Tables 1.3 and 1.4).42 

41R.W. Apple, Jr., "III Wind for the President," New York Times 19 February 
1992, AI; Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 
1992, 46-47. 

42ibid; "Poll Results," New York Times 20 February 1992, A20, A21. 
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Buchanan's voice, in fact, was only one in a chorus of critics confronting 

George Bush by the winter of 1991-92. A collage of headlines painted a picture of a 

declining society on the verge of ruin. In October, 1991, the Senate had sustained, 

barely, the thirtieth veto of Bush's term, of a bill to extend benefits to jobless 

workers. The same month, an unemployed laborer named George Hennard drove his 

pickup truck through the wall of a Luby's cafeteria restaurant in Killeen, Texas, and 

began spraying the patrons with a pair of nine millimeter semiautomatic pistols. 

With 23 dead and 20 wounded, the incident ranked as the most deadly mass murder 

in U.S. history, yet the National Rifle Association (NRA), a major contributor to the 

President and to influential congresspersons, continued to oppose any kind of legal 

restriction on firearms. Calling the unemployment benefits proposal an unnecessary 

giveaway, the president so enraged blue collar workers that he was forced to reverse 

himself in November, when he also approved a job-discrimination measure similar to 

the one he had earlier characterized as a "quota bill." Both actions angered fiscal 

conservatives in his own party who had agreed with the initial vetoes. 43 

43"A Battle Over Benefits," U.S. News and World Report 111 (2 September 
1991): 13; Peter Annin, "You Could See The Hate," Newsweek 113 (28 October 
1991): 35; Richard Woodbury, "Ten Minutes In Hell," Time 138 (28 October 1991): 
31-33; Dave Kopel, "NRA Activist Agenda," American Rifleman 139 (November 
1991): 32; Bob Cohn, "A Turnabout On Civil Rights," Newsweek 118 (4 November 
1991): 32; Dan Goodgame, "Nervous And Nasty," Time 138 (2 December 1991): 18; 
"Behind The White House Flip-Flop, " U.S. News and World Report 111 (2 
December 1991): 8; Thomas Sowell, "A Numbers Game," Forbes 148 (9 December 
1991): 238; William McGurn, "The Bush That Stole Christmas," National Review 43 
(16 December 1991): 21-22. 
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Also in November, popular basketball player Irvin "Magic" Johnson 

announced that he had contracted HIV, the AIDS precursor, that he was retiring from 

basketball to combat the virus, and that he had enjoyed the sexual favors of hundreds 

on women over a decade of hedonistic living. Spokespersons for the so-called 

"religious right" condemned such behavior as indicative of American decadence, and 

they and their allies opposing legal abortion constituted an important Republican 

constituency. As Operation Rescue and other radical anti-abortion groups staged 

increasingly violent protests at family planning clinics where abortions were 

performed, such issues promised to polarize voters in the coming year. In December, 

William Kennedy Smith, a cousin in the powerful Democratic Kennedy clan, was 

acquitted of rape charges in Palm Springs, Florida. When juxtaposed against the 

conviction of black heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson on similar charges 

earlier in the year, Smith's acquittal for many epitomized an inequality within the 

American justice system favoring rich, powerful, and caucasian defendants. Within 

days of the Palm Springs verdict, however, financier Charles Keating was convicted 

of defrauding, through sales of speculative "junk bonds," hundreds of investors at his 

Lincoln Savings and Loan establishments. Keating, who had contributed hefty sums 

to influential public officials over the years, might never have been caught if not for 

the general collapse of S&Ls, perhaps the most disturbing of all the bad economic 

news and a plot which continued to unfold throughout the 1992 election year. 

Finally, also in December, 1991, Bush White House Chief of Staff John Sununu 
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resigned in the wake of news stories indicating that he and other administration 

officials, including vice president Dan Quayle, had routinely flown with their families 

to golf tournaments and vacation sites aboard government aircraft. For many, such 

perks symbolized elitist arrogance by elected officials and their distance from the 

world that "real people" lived in. Such high living seemed particularly inappropriate 

in light of the litany of government reports pouring in every week or two, indicating 

that the country's economic prospects remained dismal. 44 

Increasingly, the Democrats' stereotype of the GOP as a party of the rich and 

right-wing ideologues appeared valid. Yet, the Democratic contenders hardly 

challenged the Republican caricature of them as a coalition of weak liberals who 

would increase taxes and expand government. George Bush was a shadow of Ronald 

44Steven Waldman and Thomas M. DeFrank, "Frequent Fliers In The Cabinet," 
Newsweek 117 (20 May 1991): 29; Michael Kinsley, "The Wichita Case," The New 
Republic 205 (30 September 1991): 4-5; Marci McDonald, "Beyond The Trial," 
Maclean's 104 (December 1991): 16-19; "Magic's Show," The Nation 253 (2 
December 1991): 691; Kenneth T. Walsh, "Changing The Guard," U.S. News and 
World Report 111 (16 December 1991): 44-46; Barbara Ehrenreich, "Cauldron Of 
Anger," Life 15 (January 1992): 62-69; "Capitalist Cons," Time 141 (18 January 
1993): 20; Richard Corliss, "The Judgement Of Iron Mike," Time 139 (10 February 
1992): 77; "Fall Of The Mighty," Time 140 (20 July 1992): 15; Andrea Gross, "The 
Truth About Rape," Ladies Home Journal 109 (September 1992): 42-44. A number 
of studies documented voter dissatisfaction and cynicism as the 1992 election season 
began. See for example The Kettering Foundation's Citizens and Politics: A View 
From Main Street (Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation, 1991); E.J. Dionne, Why 
Americans Hate Politics (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1991); Thomas Byrne 
Edsall and Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race. Rights, and Taxes 
on American Politics (New York, NY: Norton, 1991). See also Ross Perot, United 
We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our Country (New York, NY: Hyperion, 1992), 
21-24,27-28. 
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Reagan, but none of his opponents possessed the stature of a Franklin Roosevelt, or 

even of a Lyndon Johnson. "As the 1992 presidential campaign unfolds," remarked 

commentator Kevin Phillips in the New York Times Sunday Magazine, "it is 

increasingly evident that the United States has entered a period of political alienation 

and turmoil the likes of which have been experienced only a few times in our 

history."45 The parties are like "two dinosaurs," another pundit observed, opening the 

way for an outsider, perhaps even for a new insurgent coalition, to challenge the 150-

year-old American dual party alignment. 46 

In such a receptive environment, Ross Perot kept cropping up on television 

talk shows, lambasting the president and congress for allowing divided government 

gridlock to prevent them from acting to solve the country's problems. America's 

business leaders and political elites, have failed to meet the "one charge" left by 

previous generations, Perot declared: "to do as they did and pass this nation on to our 

children in better shape than they left it to us. ,,47 Revitalizing the American Dream 

and "cleaning out the political barn" in Washington D.C. are the final objectives, he 

argued, but those goals could scarcely be considered until Americans addressed "the 

45Kevin Phillips, "The Politics of Frustration," New York Times Sunday 
Magazine 12 April 1992, 38. 

46James M. Perry, "Two Dinosaurs," Wall Street Journal 14 July 1992, AI. 

47Ross Perot, United We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our Country (New 
York, NY: Hyperion, 1992): 20. 
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most pressing problem of our generation" -- the federal budget deficit. "My own 

experience with General Motors is a case in point," the Texan repeated. "In the mid-

eighties [GM] had plenty of money and time to recreate itself as a company 

dedicated to excellence. The corporate bureaucracy, however, wouldn't budge. 

Neither top management nor the board of directors would deal with the real 

problems. During the past year," the entrepreneur continued, "GM lost almost $400 

million a month. It is now in the process of firing employees, closing plants, 

permanently downsizing. It wouldn't have happened if its owners, the shareholders, 

had demanded that the Board look into the future and make the difficult decisions. " 

Similarly, "it is not unconscionable to act now" to begin to force the government to 

"pay its way. ,,48 

Polls indicated that voters were deeply concerned about the country's future. 

James Carville and George Stephanopoulos, a youthful veteran of the 1988 Dukakis 

campaign, posted a sign reading "the economy, stupid" in Bill Clinton's campaign 

headquarters to keep staffers, and the candidate, focused -- clearly, economic issues 

would be the central issue in the 1992 election. Burdened with the two damaging 

"character" issues, however, Clinton on February 18 finished second to Paul Tsongas 

in New Hampshire primary balloting.49 

48ibid., 6-37,34. 

49Mary Matalin and James Carville with Peter Knobler, All's Fair: Love. War. 
and Running For President (New York, NY: Random House, 1994), 130-75. 
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For his part, Tsongas' credibility immediately improved after his New 

Hampshire showing, and he began to attract more media coverage and campaign 

contributions. A somewhat somber and atypical Democrat, Tsongas took a pro-

business line, and echoed Ross Perot in focusing his message on the contention that 

the country faced a financial crisis of the first magnitude. Also, like Felix Rohatyn, 

Ross Perot, and others, Tsongas insisted that harsh curative measures were necessary 

to avert economic disaster, and staked his presidential hopes on his conviction that 

voters were ready to address the issue. 

Clinton struggled to keep his candidacy alive. Aides managed to "spin" the 

Arkansas governor's New Hampshire loss as a better-than-expected showing in an 

area outside of his regional base, and with many Southern states scheduled to hold 

their primaries just twenty days later on "Super Tuesday," March 10, Clinton's staff 

crossed their fingers for a March 3 comeback in Georgia. If they should fail, Ross 

Perot sat waiting in the wings, like Cervantes' Don Quixote astride his charger 

Rocinante, a champion for the disaffected. 50 

50Cervantes' translator Samuel Putnam says the name "Rocinante" derives from 
the Spanish "rocin" -- "a hack" or workhorse. The analogy seems most appropriate, 
since Perot proposed to mount his campaign for the presidency -- his sally to revive 
the spirit of traditional, if not chivalric honor -- on the support of the common 
people, the "owners" of his New Avalon. See Miguel De Cervantes Saavedra, The 
Portable Cervantes: The Ingenious Gentleman, Don Quixote De La Mancha, ed. and 
trans. Samuel Putnam (New York, NY: Viking, 1951), 63, note 11. 
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Chapter Two 
From Texarkana to Dallas, by Sea 

Perhaps it was inevitable that Ross Perot find himself playing a political role. 

The first Perots to settle in the Ark-La-Tex area (that geographical corner of America 

where Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas, and Oklahoma meet) were French traders, and 

the family patriarch, Ross' great-grandfather, opened a general store in New Boston, 

Texas, about 20 miles from Texarkana, before the Civil War. 1 Local merchants play 

an important role in deep southern rural communities even today, providing a place 

for residents to gather and converse, serving as conduits for information and a focal 

point for consensus on issues, and filling an economic leadership role by virtue of the 

credit extended to consumers of their merchandise. King Cotton dominated the 

economics of southern agriculture throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and Perot's grandfather, Gabriel Elias, energetically engaged in the cotton 

trade. He had little choice. In the agrarian South, where cash was often hard to 

come by, cotton served as liquid capital, and everyone, it seemed, speculated on a 

few bales here and there. Like other merchants, the Perots bought local farmers' 

annual production on credit, then sold the baled product for the highest price in an 

erratic market. In such an environment, only a shrewd trader could operate for long; 

those who failed both to keep the farmers well supplied and at the same time to 

lTodd Mason, Perot: An Unauthorized Biography (Homewood, IL: Business 
One/Irwin 1990), 16. 
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cover their own risk, simply did not survive. At the social and economic center of 

their communities, general merchandisers often found themselves acting as go-

betweens for all sorts of matters, in effect serving as ward leaders for rural precincts. 

As cotton brokers, the Perot family's political role only expanded, with local farmers 

looking to them for credit and advice. 

Texarkana, the nearest larger municipality to New Boston, emerged as a 

regional boomtown after World War I. Located on the Red River near the 

conjunction of four states -- and actually divided down the middle between Texas 

and Arkansas -- Texarkana had served as a trading center before the war. During the 

1920s it became a railroad hub, and local boosters also succeeded in obtaining a 

United States government mail center and a new state penitentiary. The future 

seemed especially bright. Thus, Gabriel Ross Perot, the quixotic billionaire's father, 

decided to relocate from New Boston, setting up a cotton brokerage and warehouse at 

110 N. Lelia Street, just off State Line Avenue. 2 

Gabriel Ross's business flourished, and on February 25, 1923, he married 

Lulu May Ray, the secretary at a local lumber company. A year later Lulu May 

gave birth to the couple's first child, Gabriel Ross, Jr. The pregnancy was difficult, 

and doctors advised against more children. Still, the Perots had their heir, and to 

2Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind the Myth (New York, NY: Random 
House, 1992), 8; Doron P.Levin, Irreconcilable Differences: Ross Perot versus 
General Motors (New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990), 15. 
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house his new family, the 24 year old entrepreneur built a $4,400 brick bungalow at 

2901 Olive Street, just north of the city limit on the Texas side of town, and about 

six blocks from the railroad tracks. Two years later, displaying a family preference 

for debt-free living, he paid off the mortgage. 3 

The future seemed rosy for the Perots in Texarkana, but then tragedy 

interceded. Gabriel Ross, Jr., contracted spinal meningitis and died on June 24, 

1927, at the age of three. The child's death shattered his parents, and to rebuild their 

lives, they resolved to defy the doctors orders and have more children. On February 

24, 1928, Lulu May gave birth again, this time to a daughter, Margaret Elizabeth, 

called Bette by her family and friends. Seven months later Lulu May was pregnant 

once more. Gabriel Ross, certain that this child would be a son, celebrated by 

paying cash for a new 1929 Dodge sedan, a vehicle described by one author as 

"hearse-like, "but which nevertheless remained the family car until 1947. On June 

27, 1930, by family legend the hottest day ever recorded in Texarkana, Lulu May did 

indeed produce the son Gabriel Ross craved. Expecting to have more children, they 

named the child Henry Ray Perot, honoring Lulu May's family forbears. By the 

time young Perot, called "brother" by his family, entered the fifth grade, however, it 

had become clear that he would be the last of the Perot children, and his middle 

3Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 9-10; Tony Chiu, Ross Perot: In His Own 
Words (New York, NY: Warner Books, 1992),2; Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 
16; Mason, Perot, 18. 
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name was legally changed to Ross, "to keep the family name alive," according to one 

biographer.4 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s, more than one quarter of all farm 

families in the United States had to accept public or private assistance. Dependent 

upon farm trade, the Perot family business suffered. Still, having learned horse 

trading from his entrepreneurial father, Gabriel Ross bought items in the morning and 

sold them at a profit in the afternoon, bartered, finagled, and managed to maintain a 

comparatively comfortable standard of living throughout the lean years. By 1937 

New Deal agricultural programs had saved the American farm as an institution, yet 

hundreds of landless laborers and unemployed workers passed through Texarkana, 

"riding the rails" in search of employment. For years, the populist presidential 

candidate of 1992 has liked to tell how his mother became a hobo "mark" because 

she "always gave them food," and taught her son that "these are good people, just 

like us, but they're down on their luck. ,,5 

The Ark-La-Tex region has had a tradition of southern populism since the 

4Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 16; Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 10, 11; 
Mason, Perot, 18. 

SC-Span interview (18 March 1992). This story, which became an often-repeated 
part of Perot's standard biographical resume, apparently was first told by the 
billionaire to reporter Bryan Woolley in 1986. See Bryan Woolley, "The Life and 
Adventures of H. Ross Perot," Dallas Times Herald Sunday Magazine 9 February 
1986, 10. See also Chiu, In His Own Words, 2-3; and Jacob Drake, Carri Karuhn, 
and Joyce Werges, Ross Perot: Who He Is and What He Stands For (Lincolnwood, 
IL: Publications International, 1992),5-6. 
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1890s. In the late 1920s and early depression years, however, that brand of politics 

received an infusion of energy, as Huey P. Long promised paved roads, free 

schoolbooks, shared wealth, and public hospitals to poor rural folk in what was, even 

before the onset of depression, one of the most economically retarded areas of the 

United States. Long, a former salesman and lawyer from Winn Parish in north 

central Louisiana, rose first to the governorship of Louisiana, then to the United 

States Senate, and was threatening a serious run at the presidency when Dr. Carl 

Weiss shot and killed him in Baton Rouge in 1935. An infamous autocrat, Long 

nevertheless offered new hope to masses of have-nots in Louisiana and throughout 

the United States. The vision he articulated: of community, of all-for-one and one-

for-all, and of shared access to the fruits of industrialization, explains Long's populist 

appeal and its continuing attraction. The legacy of the "Kingfish" remained powerful 

in the deep South even in the 1990s.6 

Ross Perot waxed eloquent on the subject of community and "family values" 

in a March 18, 1992 C-Span television interview. When asked how he felt when he 

realized he was suddenly rich after a life of modest income, he replied that "I was 

born rich because of the two parents I had. No child could have had two better 

parents than my sister and I had. That's so much more important than any financial 

6T. Harry Williams, "The Gentleman from Louisiana: Demagogue or Democrat?" 
The Journal of Southern History 26 (February 1960): 3-21. See also John Balzar, 
"Populist Tradition Still Runs Deep in Home of 'The Kingfish,'" Los Angeles Times 
23 September 1992, AS. 
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wealth." Remembering his father, Perot recalled that "I got to sit in his office and 

watch him do business with the farmers. He was a wonderful man. He was a very 

kind and decent man. His philosophy was never take advantage of the farmer 

because he works hard all year to produce a bale of cotton. The broker buys it and 

sells it to the mills. Treat the farmer fairly and he will come back to you year after 

year. A pretty good thing to teach a little boy, ,,7 Perot concluded, presenting a vision 

not so different from the one articulated by Huey P. Long. 

To help make ends meet during the depression years, Gabriel Ross literally 

traded horses, specializing in Tennessee walkers which he kept in a barn and corral 

across the street from the family's Olive Street home. "One year," recalled the now 

grown-up little boy, "my father sold one of his horses in order to have enough 

money for Christmas presents and Christmas dinner. That really bothered me 

because I knew how much he loved that horse. But it also showed that he loved 

us. ,,8 At the age of six, Perot told interviewers, he learned to ride, and soon after his 

father began paying him $1 each for breaking and training colts. He also took the 

boy along on trading visits, teaching him the entrepreneurial savvy that has been his 

trademark. The father encouraged his son in youthful business endeavors, including 

7C-Span interview (18 March 1992); Drake, et aI., Who He Is And What He 
Stands For, 5. 

8David Remnick, "H. Ross Perot: The Boy Scout Billionaire," Washington Post 
Magazine 12 April 1987,29. See also Garry Wills, "The Rescuer: A Visit With 
Ross Perot," New York Review of Books 25 June 1992,29-30. 
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door-to-door selling of garden seeds, Christmas cards, and magazines like The 

Saturday Evening Post, with its Norman Rockwell covers glorifying conventional 

American values.9 

At about the age of 12, the boy applied to the Texarkana Gazette for a paper 

route. According to legend (and Ross Perot himself), the only route available was in 

the poorer section of town, mainly serving the black community and Texarkana's tiny 

red light district. No one wanted the route because it was thought that the poor folks 

either could not read or in any case could not pay, so young Ross got the newspaper 

editor to agree to pay him a premium for each paper sold. When the budding 

entrepreneur built the route into a successful venture, so the story goes, the editor 

attempted to renege on the deal. The youngster then confronted the owner of the 

newspaper, demanding that he force the editor to live up to his agreement -- and the 

amused owner did so. For years, Ross Perot the great capitalist has told this 

anecdote as an illustration, not only of what it takes to succeed in business, but as a 

modern-day populist fable of how relationships between honest people should be 

properly conducted. Whether the story is true or not is almost beside the point -- the 

symbolically rich tales of Perot's childhood became significant chapters in the Perot 

mythos, and nearly twenty million American voters cast their ballots for that canon in 

9Drake et aI., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 6; Murphy Martin and Ross 
Perot, "Conversation" part 1 (17 October 1992), author's videotape. See also Bryan 
Woolley, "The Life and Adventures of H. Ross Perot," Dallas Times Herald Sunday 
Magazine 9 February 1086, 12. 
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1992.10 

IOLike the tale of his mother and the hobo mark, this story became a standard 
part of Perot's biographical repertiore, first related to reporter Bryan Woolley, "The 
Life and Adventures of H. Ross Perot," Dallas Times Herald Sunday Magazine 9 
February 1986, 12. In repeating the Texarkana Gazette anecdote, Todd Mason, 
Perot, 22, noted that Woolley quoted Perot extensively as his principal source for 
both stories. Thus, Mason raised the question: did Perot construct such tales from 
whole cloth in a deliberate effort to create a mythical persona for himself? Mason 
(p.23) answered affirmatively, citing two sources who disputed Perot's account on a 
number of points. In the late spring of 1992, journalists reported dozens of similar 
episodes in Mr. Perot's past, where the billionaire appeared to have at least 
embellished the facts -- implying that such proclivities rendered him unfit to serve as 
President. Garry Wills, in "The Rescuer," 28-34, recounted several such instances. 
In one representative example (page 30), Wills attacked Perot's veracity in claiming 
to have broken "wild" horses as a child, citing childhood acquaintances and local 
reporters who recalled the family'S riding horses and, perhaps, a Shetland pony. 
Wills did not provide a citation for the billionaire's alleged attribution of "wildness" 
to his equine conquests. In the instances I have found where Perot told this story, he 
did not claim the horses were "wild," but if Perot as a youth "broke" two or more 
"horses" which had not been previously ridden or trained, a claim by Mr. Perot that 
he had "broken wild horses" would, it seems to me, have at least as much credibility 
as Wills' implication that he never did any such thing. Nevertheless, I am willing to 
grant Professor Wills' (and Mason's) central contentions -- that Mr. Perot frequently 
embellished events in his life over the years, and that he enjoyed the legendary air of 
entrepreneurial invincibility that such stories created around him. The point strikes 
me, however, as picayunish, given the grandiose posturing, by both candidates and 
media, in the framework of the presidential campaign. In that larger context, Wills 
implicitly argued that such tactics were inconsistent with Perot's "outsider/man-of
the-people/non-politician" portrayal of himself in 1992. Frankly, I do not buy it. On 
several occasions, Perot did refuse to retract apparent exaggerations when he could 
have displayed a self-deprecating sense of humor by admitting them. His failure to 
do so may have reflected a certain rigidity on his part, or it could have indicated that 
he felt the stories as he presented them were accurate enough to stand. Many people 
aggrandize their own exploits. Stylish strutting, moreover, seemed a basic 
requirement for political success in the United States in 1992, and Perot's efforts 
were no more inconsistent or immoral than George Bush's or Bill Clinton's. To 
argue to the contrary, it seems to me, denies the legitimacy of any independent 
challenge to the political status quo; holding avowed populists to a higher standard of 
behavior than other mortals would only improve the electability of swaggering 



73 

The northeast corner of Texas lies well within the so-called "Bible belt" of 

America, where people take issues of public morality and family values quite 

seriously. During the years of Ross Perot's youth, Texarkana was particularly 

volatile. Residents were deeply divided over issues like prohibition -- so divided, in 

fact, that the Texas side of town retained prohibition even after repeal of the 

Volstead Act, while the Arkansas side remained decidedly "wet." Religious groups 

naturally tended to serve as lightning rods for opposing sides in controversies over 

morality, with Roman Catholics often pitted against Protestant assemblies, mostly 

Southern Baptists and Methodists. The Perots combined the two conflicting religious 

strands with apparently happy results. Gabriel Ross's father had been Catholic, his 

mother Methodist. They raised their son in the Roman faith, but he had never been 

confirmed. The Ray cian, however, were devout Methodists, and Lulu May remained 

deeply religious. 11 The death of her first child only strengthened her convictions, so 

the debate over church affiliation was settled early. The Perot offspring attended the 

Methodist church, and were raised with the "dry" convictions of that faith, but also 

with its ideal of toleration embodied in the Golden Rule: "Do Unto Others as You 

Would Have Them Do Unto You." Lulu May Perot resolved the contradictions of 

her mores through the principle of individual example: a person may tolerate 

nonpopulists not bound by such quibbles. 

11 Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 15. 
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personally unacceptable behavior by others without engaging in or being corrupted by 

such behavior. Instead, by living in an exemplary manner, that person can provide a 

model of acceptable behavior for emulation by the uninitiated. "In a thousand ways," 

said candidate Perot in 1992, my mother "taught me by example -- not by lecture --

by example. ,,12 

The teachers and alumni at the Patty Hill private grammar school in 

Texarkana provided more examples of appropriate conduct for the young Perot and 

his sister Bette. Mary C. Patterson founded the school in 1921 and named it for her 

mentor at Columbia University, an ardent advocate of kindergarten education. The 

curriculum stressed creative expression by students, coupled with religious training. 

Frequent debates and individual student performances were held, all under the 

supervision of an outstanding faculty -- degreed teachers forced to teach grammar 

school during the depression. "Brother" Ray Perot compiled an unexceptional record 

at Patty Hill, and few would have predicted that he would be listed among the 

eminent graduates produced by the school. 13 Still, the foundation he received there, 

12C-Span interview (March 18, 1992); Drake et aI., Who He Is And What He 
Stands For, 5-6. 

13Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 26, notes that the school was known for 
graduating "high achievers." Mason, Perot, 18, mentions several, including Fullbright 
scholar and CBS correspondent Fred Graham, and Hayes McClerkin, Speaker of the 
Arkansas House of Representatives and unsuccessful gubernatorial candidate -- both 
Perot classmates. Also, Temple-Inland CEO Arthur C. Temple, Jr., studied at Patty 
Hill in the 1920s. 
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especially the training in debate and public speaking, served him well later in life. 

Young Perot -- renamed Henry Ross -- graduated from Patty Hill and 

prepared to enter the public high school at about the same time that he began 

delivering newspapers. He celebrated his twelfth birthday, on June 27, 1942, by 

joining the Boy Scouts of America. World War II was raging at the time, with 

German submarines sinking large numbers of American ships, Stalingrad encircled, 

and Britain besieged. The Allied invasion of North Africa had not yet begun, and 

while the Battle of Midway was fought on June 3-6, 1942, it took some time for 

Americans to realize that the tide of battle in the Pacific had turned with that 

engagement. The context of global conflict moved Perot to excel in the quasi-

military milieu of scouting. He managed to attain the highest rank of Eagle Scout in 

just 16 months, a remarkable feat even in wartime conditions. 14 

Young Ross's high school years were filled with activities and distractions. 

The war dragged on, swinging slowly in favor of the Allies. In the months following 

D-Day (June 6, 1944), American and other Allied troops marched toward Berlin, 

while other Americans fought and died in island-hopping battles in the Pacific. The 

same year, unbeknownst to the Perots, IBM and Harvard University scientists were 

building the Mark I calculator -- the first rudimentary computer -- to decipher Axis 

14Mason, Perot, 21; Drake et aI., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 6-7; 
Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 33; Chiu, In His Own Words, 3. Perot was a 
member of Texarkana Troop 18's "Flaming Arrow" patrol. 
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codes, an event of critical significance for future activities of Ross Perot, the 

computer services mogul. In August, 1945, atomic bombs destroyed Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, Japan, and the Empire of the Sun surrendered a few days later. In 

February, 1946, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill delivered a speech 

at Westminster College, in nearby Fulton, Missouri, accusing the Soviets of drawing 

an "iron curtain" over Eastern Europe, calling for a new alliance of English-speaking 

peoples against the evil empire, and arguing that the Western powers should use their 

monopoly on atomic weapons to force concessions from Soviet Premier Josef Stalin. 

In 1947, as Perot turned 17, the House Un-American Activities Committee began 

conducting hearings on communist influences in American life, and, in an address to 

a joint session of Congress, President Truman followed the advice of Republican 

Senator Arthur Vandenberg, the leading Republican foreign policy expert, and 

"scared the hell out of the American people," calling for massive new military 

expenditures to counter the communist threat. Then, in the "Truman Doctrine," the 

president committed the United States to a new role of global policeman, facing an 

almost limitless confrontation with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and its 

allies. 15 

ISMichael Schaller et aI., Present Tense: The United States Since 1945 (Boston, 
MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1992), 86, 93; Melvin Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: 
National Security, The Truman Administration. and the Cold War (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1992), 145-46; Michael Hogan, The Marshall Plan: 
America. Britain, and the reconstruction of Western Europe, 1947-1952 (New York, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 338-93; John Gaddis, The United States and 
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Closer to home, Perot's father underwent a dangerous but successful kidney 

operation in 1944. A series of murders in Texarkana's lover's lane cast a pall over 

the future presidential candidate's last few years in high school. In his senior year, 

however, Perot's parents joined the Texarkana Country Club, so the children could 

"hang out at the swimming pool," according to one source. 16 With all this going on, 

along with his Eagle scouting and other extracurricular activities, it hardly seems 

remarkable that Ross Perot did not compile a sterling academic record. 17 In 

interviews, Perot regretted his failure to excel in school, but attributed it to his many 

outside interests, rather than to a lack of intellect. For example, when a high school 

English teacher, Mrs. Grady Duck challenged him, saying "Ross, it's a shame you're 

not as smart as your friends," he remembered responding "Mrs. Duck, I am as smart 

as they are, but they just study all the time." It "really got to me," the businessman 

recalled, when Mrs. Duck responded "Ross, talk is cheap." The implication was that 

he tried harder as a result of Mrs. Duck's critique. 18 In fact, he did manage to 

the Origins of the Cold War. 1941-47 (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 
1972),346-52. 

16Mason, Perot, 26. 

17Young Perot's academic mediocrity as a result of his extracurricular activities 
presents a real irony, given his instrumental role some 30 years later in crafting and 
passing Texas' "no pass, no play" rule, which requires students to meet minimal 
grade standards as a prerequisite to participation in after-school activities. 

18C-Span interview (March 18, 1992). 
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graduate from high school with a "B" average, but near the middle of his class and 

with a fairly innocuous image among his c1assmates. 19 Then, he had to confront the 

unavoidable question facing all 17-year-olds: What should he do with the rest of his 

life? An older friend, Josh Morriss, Jr., had left Texarkana for Annapolis, and young 

Ross hoped to follow in his footsteps. Possessing neither exemplary grades nor the 

political contacts for an appointment to the Naval Academy, however, Perot enrolled 

at Texarkana Junior College for the fall term of 1947. 

Perot attended Texarkana Junior College for the next two years. There, 

according to one biographer, "he got his first taste of leadership. ,,20 As a freshman 

he edited "The Bulldog" (the school's yearbook), and his fellow students elected him 

president of the student council for his second year. As student council president, 

Perot found himself in the middle of a major political controversy. The local school 

board which oversaw the college had decided to expand campus facilities, but to do 

so at the same location, immediately adjacent to the high school. Perot and several 

other students objected, arguing that the campus should be relocated, to separate it 

from the high school and to provide plenty of land for future expansions. The 

students presented a formal appeal and convinced a majority on the board to vote for 

relocation. Perot still reminisced about this, his first experience in political coalition-

19Mason, Perot, 15. 

20 Drake et al., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 7. 
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building, 44 years later in the midst of his campaign for the presidency of the United 

States. "We were able to build a consensus," he told a television interviewer, and 

succeeded in moving the college to a 90-acre campus, where it had room to expand 

to meet the demands of a broader curriculum and a larger student population. "I 

learned several things here," the candidate continued. "You should stand up for what 

you believe in, [and] if you do, expect to get cut up. ,,21 

As he prepared to graduate from junior college, Perot received news that he 

had, almost miraculously, been granted admission to Annapolis after all. Retiring 

Texas Senator W. Lee "Pappy" O'Daniel was cleaning out his desk in Washington 

D.C. when his secretary pointed out that he had the right to make one last 

appointment to the Naval Academy. No one had come forward to request it as 

pol itical patronage, but the secretary had accumulated a file of letters from Ross 

Perot of Texarkana, requesting a commission. Perot, then, got his ticket to the 

Academy almost as an afterthought, but it marked the beginning of a legendary lucky 

streak that by 1992 had lasted 35 years, and which became as much a part of the 

Perot mystique as his populist idealism, his entrepreneurial success, and his quixotic 

crusades. 

On his nineteenth birthday, June 27, 1949, Ross Perot took the required oath 

and joined other incoming cadets in "plebe summer" activities, an Annapolis tradition 

2lC-Span interview (March 18, 1992). 
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where, in the months before classes begin, units of incoming Midshipmen engage in 

various competitions. Most freshmen, or "plebes," adopt a low profile during this 

initiation period. Ross Perot, however, did not. He so excelled in debate and 

displayed such a knack for the salient one-liner that one classmate began calling him 

"Senator Perot. "22 Once enrolled in classes, Perot's political talent became even more 

apparent. Still a less-than-stellar student when rated by grade point average, he 

displayed remarkable interpersonal skills. Two or three times each year Annapolis 

middies were asked to rank their classmates, not on the basis of grades, but on their 

ability to lead and command people. Perot ranked first after his freshman year and, 

according to one biographer, "usually came out on top" in subsequent years. 23 His 

mates elected him class vice president his sophomore year and class president his last 

two years. Perot also briefly served as chairman of the Honor Committee, resigning 

in a dispute with school officials over dispensation given to a student accused of 

cheating. 24 As class president, he helped set up a student court to oversee ethical 

violations like plagiarism and cheating and to act as an ombudsman board for other 

charges of student misconduct. 2S His political talents at the academy were so 

22Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 38; Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 22; 
Mason, Perot, 30. 

23Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 39; Mason, Perot, 31-32. 

24Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 40. 

2sOrake et aI., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 7. 
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legendary that several classmates thought he might be the first alum to become 

President; there was little doubt among them that he would achieve the rank of 

admiral at the very least. 26 

During Perot's years at Annapolis, 1949-53, the Cold War heated up. In the 

fall of his freshman year, Chaing Kai-Shek's Chinese Nationalist regime collapsed 

and Mao Tse-Tung's "Red" forces assumed control of the country Franklin Roosevelt 

had hoped would be America's bulwark against communist expansion in Asia. 

Several sensational espionage trials heightened general feelings of insecurity and set 

the stage for Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin to emerge as a lightning rod for 

public fear. On February 9, 1950, the Senator attracted considerable attention when, 

during a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, he brandished what he claimed was a 

list of 57 communists employed in the United States Department of State. A few 

days later he claimed the list contained 205 names, then amended the number again 

to 81. While one Senate committee branded McCarthy's charges "a fraud and a 

hoax," the House UnAmerican Activities Committee provided him with a forum, and 

the domestic political environment of the Cold War encouraged more accusations as 

part of the longest protracted "Red Scare" in American history. 27 

26Mason, Perot, 33, quotes Perot classmate Mark Royston to this effect. See also 
David Remnick, "H. Ross Perot: Boy Scout Billionaire," Washington Post Magazine 
12 April 1981,29. 

27Schaller et a!., Present Tense, 63-70, 84; David M. Oshinsky, A Conspiracy So 
Immense: The World of Joe McCarthy (New York, NY: Free Press, 1983),108-112; 
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Citizens in the United States, then, were already uneasy when, on June 24, 

1950, North Korean troops invaded the Republic of Korea (South Korea). While 

national reunification seems to have been the North Korean objective, their attack 

was widely viewed in the United States as communist expansionism. President 

Truman, announcing that the assault constituted nothing less than Soviet-directed 

aggression, extended the Truman Doctrine to the Pacific and, without consulting 

Congress, asked for and received United Nations approval for a "police action" to 

repel the invasion. The Korean Conflict occupied newspaper headlines on a daily 

basis until mid-1951, when truce talks began without a ceasefire. The talks dragged 

on for another two years after that, with intermittent shooting and the ever-present 

possibility that full-scale fighting might resume.28 The Middle East also loomed as a 

trouble spot. In 1952, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser overthrew King Farouk of Egypt 

and, preaching Arab nationalism and anti-imperialism, quickly consolidated his 

leadership over the Arab World. In Iran, Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh was 

Robert Griffith, The Politics of Fear: Joseph R. McCarthy and The Senate 
(Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1970) 49-51; Mark Landis, Joseph 
McCarthy: The Politics of Chaos (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 
1987), 83-89, 134-35. 

28John Halliday and Bruce Cummings, Korea: The Unknown War (New York, 
NY: Pantheon, 1987),43-50; Richard Whelan, Drawing the Line (Boston, MA: 
Little, Brown, 1990); Burton I. Kauffman, The Korean War: Challenges in Crisis, 
Credibility, and Command (New York, NY: Knopf, 1986). See also "War in Asia: 
Chain Reaction," Time 61 (10 July 1950): 13; "What We're Up Against," Newsweek 
36 (17 July 1950): 14. 
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trying (and ultimately failing) to negotiate a fairer share of oil revenues for his 

country, in the hope that such a deal would diffuse political opposition to the young 

Shah. Western leaders, seeing both Nasser and Mossadegh as communist pawns, 

envisioned the possibility of war in the Middle East. 29 Thus, in his final two years at 

Annapolis, soon-to-be-ensign Ross Perot contemplated the likelihood of assignment to 

a theater of combat upon graduation. 

Although the United States in the early 1950s seemed more entangled in 

foreign hot spots, some relief for the young midshipman layover the horizon -- a 

cooling of Cold War tensions. In November, 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower, a West 

Point graduate but nevertheless a military man, was elected president in a great 

landslide victory over Adlai Stevenson. During the campaign, Republicans had 

derided Democratic President Harry S. Truman for creating a misguided, 

"reactionary",and inconsistent foreign policy. "30 "Ike" Eisenhower, even while 

29Peter L. Hahn, The United States. Great Britain, and Egypt: 1945-56: Strategy 
and Diplomacy in the Early Cold War (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1991), 132-54; Barry Rubin, Paved With Good Intentions: The 
American Experience and Iran (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1980),54-
123; Mostafa Elm, Oil. Power, and Principle (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 1992), 107-343. For a more general account of these events, see Steven R. 
Ambrose, Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy Since 1938, 7th ed. (New 
York, NY: Penguin, 1993), 154-55,305-06. 

30See for example William S. White, "Wiley Backs Europe Policy; Warns Party 
And Scores Taft," New York Times 7 June 1962, AI, AIO; Hanson W. Baldwin, 
"Politics And Defense," New York Times 10 June 1952, AIO; "Zig-Zag In Foreign 
Policies Denounced By Eisenhower," New York Times 6 July 1952, AI; Joseph A. 
Loftus, "MacArthur Cheered Wildly In Attack On 'Reactionaries, '" New York Times 
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promising not to abandon people in threatened nations to despotism and terrorism, 

described his foreign policy as the "New Look": in a nutshell, using nuclear weapons, 

not troops, to deter communist aggression. The young men at the naval academy felt 

a kinship to the old general, and trusted that he would not place them in harms way 

unnecessarily. When the United States exploded its first hydrogen bomb in the 

Marshall Islands just after the election, it appeared that Ike would wield the same 

kind of nuclear monopoly Truman had in the years just after World War II. The 

middies attending Eisenhower's inaugural parade, Perot among them, heartily 

endorsed the new president's promise to personally go to Korea and end the conflict 

there. 31 

While the Annapolis midshipmen faced an uncertain future, the daily rhythm 

of their present lives continued. In his senior year at the Academy, Perot began 

dating Margot Birmingham. A junior at nearby Goucher College, Margot counted 

among her forbears one Benjamin Fell, a Quaker leather merchant who, according to 

family legend, supplied George Washington's soldiers with shoes at Valley Forge.32 

8 July 1952, AI, AI8-AI9. 

31Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower: The President (New York, NY: Simon & 
Schuster, 1984), 14-15,68-72,224-26; Ambrose, Rise To Globalism, 132-35; John 
Gaddis, The Long Peace (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), 149, cf. 
NSC 162/2 (30 October 1953),22; Mason, Perot, 33. On Eisenhower the candidate's 
military spending ideas, see for example Leo Egan, "Eisenhower Quoted On Arms 
Cost Cut," New York Times 10 June 1952, AI. 

32Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 41-43. 
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In one interview, Margot recalled that prior to their first blind date, on October 18, 

1952, she had already heard of Perot's great charisma, and felt somewhat in awe of 

his reputation. 33 Ross and Margot dated throughout his final year, and she helped 

him celebrate his assignment, following his graduation in June, 1953, to the USS 

Sigourney, one of four destroyers about to be dispatched on an around-the-world 

cruise. 

Perot reported aboard the Sigourney on his 23rd birthday, June 27, 1953. 

According to one biographer, his assignment was considered a "plum," since young 

officers get more responsibility and, thus, can advance faster on smaller vessels. 34 

Indeed, Perot's career seemed to be on a fast track. Initially made assistant fire

control officer, by the end of his first cruise a year later he had risen to the rank of 

chief engineer. Other duties included shore patrol (probably because he was a 

nondrinker) and ship's chaplain. He was also chosen to be the ship's prosecutor in 

courts martial. 3s 

Leaving Norfolk, Virginia shortly after the young ensign reported aboard, the 

Sigourney docked at San Diego, Pearl Harbor, and Midway Island, then proceeded to 

Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore, and the Mediterranean Sea, visiting 22 

33ibid., 43. 

34Mason, Perot, 33. 

3sLevin, Irreconcilable Differences, 22; Mason, Perot, 33. 
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countries in nine months. When the destroyer left home port it was for a possible 

combat mission in connection with the Korean conflict, but Perot's luck held, and 

President Eisenhower signed the armistice ending the conflict on July 23, long before 

the Sigourney reached the war zone. The closest Perot came to a military 

engagement on the cruise was in the Spring of 1954, when the destroyer docked at 

Port Said, Egypt, in the midst of the Nasserite instability. Perot claimed that he saw 

a slave ship bound for the Middle East in the harbor at Port Said, and that he and his 

crewmates had to be restrained from attempting a rescue. 36 Tensions between the 

United States and Egypt were high enough already, it seemed, without creating an 

incident over one of the last vestiges of a traditional regional trading practice. 

The Sigourney returned to port in the late spring of 1954, and now-Chief 

Engineer Perot barely had time to visit Margot, just graduated from Goucher College, 

before he received orders to prepare for another cruise. Perot saw Margot off to 

Baltimore, where she was to begin teaching third grade classes at the McDonough 

school, a boys military academy, and put back out to sea. Between cruises, however, 

Perot's ship had been assigned a new senior officer, Gerald Scott. The two men 

clashed almost immediately when, according to Perot, Scott ordered him to use the 

crew's recreation fund to defray the costs of redecorating the captain's cabin. The 

businessman had no proof of these accusations, and Commander Scott denied that 

36Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 51. 
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any conflict had occurred at all. 37 Old naval files which surfaced in the heat of the 

1992 campaign, however, noted an "immaturity" on Perot's part.38 In any event, 

Perot applied for a transfer shortly after the Sigourney's departure on his second 

cruise, and in 1955 he was reassigned to the aircraft carrier USS Leyte. On the 

Leyte, he was designated gunnery control officer, a demotion from the chief engineer 

position of he had attained on the smaller Sigourney.39 

Perot found himself increasingly frustrated with military bureaucracy and 

unhappy with the "godlessness" and immorality that he had observed in the Navy. 

Desiring a "return to civilian life" to begin a "career in business" and, perhaps, in 

part to help care for his aging father, Perot began seeking an early release from 

service. His father wrote several letters on his behalf in mid-1955, to Texas 

Representative Wright Patman and to Senators Price Daniel and Lyndon Johnson.40 

Nothing came of these pleas before fall, when Perot was called home to be at his 

37ibid.,56-57; Drake et aI., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 8. 

38Robert Pear, "Navy Officers Found Perot Immature," New York Times 3 July 
1992, A 13. Newspaper stories appearing during May and June, at the height of the 
1992 campaign, made much of this ancient disagreement and Perot's account of it, 
offering the episode as evidence that the businessman was rigidly judgmental and 
prone to make wild public accusations without substantiating evidence. 

39Mason, Perot, 34; Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 56. 

40Papers of Wright Patman, "Perot, Ross, Texarkana, Texas 1955," Container 
129A, Lyndon B. Johnson Library, Austin, Texas; Arthur C. Perry to Mr. Ross Perot 
(Senior), Senate Master File Index, Pen-Per, 1955, Container 144, Lyndon B. 
Johnson Library, Austin, Texas; Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 57. The Patman 
Papers folder contains a copy of Ross, Jr.'s discharge request. 
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dying father's bedside. Margot joined him there and attended the funeral afterward, 

and even though she and Ross were not yet married, she in effect joined the family 

by being there in his hour of need. Perot returned to duty on the Leyte after his 

father's funeral. In January, 1956, he met with Chief of Naval Personnel Admiral 

James Holloway and withdrew his discharge request. On September 15, 1956, Perot 

returned stateside, this time to marry Margot. In an afternoon wedding in her 

hometown of Greensburg, Pennsylvania, with 300 guests and Ross resplendent in his 

dress white uniform, the couple took their vows at the First Presbyterian Church, 

then retired to a country club reception. Afterward, Margot returned to her boys in 

Baltimore, and Ross to his aircraft carrier.41 

Back on board the Leyte, Perot managed to rise again to the bridge as 

Assistant Navigation Officer and earned the rank of First Lieutenant. At the end of 

his four-year hitch, in 1957, he was honorably discharged and served five more years 

in the Naval reserve.42 Near the end of his tour of duty, however, Ross Perot's luck 

happened to place him once more in the right place at the right time. An 

International Business Machines executive visiting the Leyte on reserve duty was so 

impressed with the 27-year old lieutenant that he suggested he apply for a job with 

IBM when he obtained his discharge. Perot took him up on the offer and, in the 

41Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 57-58, . 

42ibid.,56-57; Mason, Perot, 34. 
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summer of 1957, he and Margot packed their belongings into a 1952 Plymouth and 

headed for Dallas. 

Outside the gates of IBM and the business towers of Dallas, an astonishing 

array of newsworthy events presaged the sweeping cultural changes which would take 

place in the 1960s. Whether one dates its beginning with the Scottsboro Boys trials 

in the 1930s, Emmit Till's grisly murder in early 1954 -- instances through which 

racial inequities in the American justice system became apparent -- or the Supreme 

Court's Brown v. Topeka's Board of Education decision in May, 1954, the modern 

Civil Rights movement was well underway by the time Ross Perot reestablished 

residence in East Texas with his new bride. Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat 

on a Montgomery bus, inaugurating the famous boycott and providing context for the 

rise of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in December, 1955, at about the time that Ross 

and Margot were burying his father. In September, 1957, just weeks after the Perots 

arrived in Dallas, Arkansas Governor Orval E. Faubus defied President Eisenhower 

and mobilized the National Guard in an effort to prevent nine black students from 

entering Little Rock's Central High School. For the next few years, use of federal 

troops to force Southern politicians to grant black students the basic right to an equal 

education became an all-too-common event.43 White Southerners, like other 

43Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-63 (New 
York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1988),21,67, 112-13, 128-205,210,222-24; Richard 
Kluger, Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black 
America's Struggle For Equality (New York, NY: Vintage, 1975), 144-54, 700-778. 
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Americans, found themselves forced to confront the contradictions in their most basic 

values and, in many cases, to accept the challenge to correct the inequalities of their 

glaringly inegalitarian society. 

Likewise, changes in popular culture dramatically altered Southern 

perceptions. In 1954, 19-year old truckdriver Elvis Presley ignited a new musical 

youth culture when, on a whim, he recorded "That's Alright Mama" and "Blue Moon 

of Kentucky" at a tiny Memphis, Tennessee recording studio not so many miles from 

Little Rock -- or Dallas. The same year, General Electric hired actor Ronald Reagan 

as its spokesman and dispatched him around the country, promoting the company's 

appliances and its conservative political ideals. TV dinners were introduced in 1954, 

and Dick Clark's "American Bandstand" made rock 'n' roll available to every 

youngster with access to a television set in 1957. Sloan Wilson's The Man In The 

Gray Flannel Suit lamented society's dreary conformity in 1955, the same year the 

film "Rebel Without a Cause" elevated anti-hero character James Dean to cult status 

among teenagers.44 As young Americans began to revolt against the affluent culture 

of their parents, elected officials in both national parties succumbed to a Cold War

inspired politics of fear. 

McCarthyism officially ended in December, 1954, when the United States 

Senate voted 67-22 to censure the Republican Senator from Wisconsin for 

44Schaller et aI., Present Tense, 124-59. 
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"contemptuous behavior." Cold War anxiety, however, remained high. After the 

French defeat at Dien Bien Phu by North Vietnamese forces in 1954, the United 

States found itself increasingly committed to another losing regional proposition in 

Asia. More significantly, war games conducted by the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization in June, 1955 indicated that if a "hot" war erupted, 171 atomic bombs 

could fall on Western Europe. The American stance of unrestrained hostility toward 

the Soviet Union was no longer acceptable to its European allies, who forced 

President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles to display a new willingness to 

negotiate. Before the Cold War could be diffused, however, more international 

incidents, including the 1956 invasion of Hungary by the Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics, elevated tensions again. In October and November, 1957, about two 

months after they had launched the world's first intercontinental ballistic missile, 

Soviet scientists fired a pair of "sputnik" modules into outer space. Many in the 

United States panicked, believing that the launches indicated that the communists had 

achieved military superiority. Eisenhower, hoping to allay such fears, pushed for 

early launch of the American Vanguard missile. On December 6, 1957, however, 

with millions watching on television, the "flopnik" rose 6 feet into the air and 

exploded. As a direct result, the President and Congress poured millions into missile 

development, established the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and 

scrambled to reshape -- and refinance on a grand scale -- the American educational 

system with the National Defense Education Act. The drive for higher technology, 
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long a panacea for progress in the United States, assumed an entirely new urgency 

under the impetus of a national defense imperative.45 

The International Business Machines corporation benefitted greatly from the 

new emphasis. For 4 years, beginning in 1957, Ross Perot sold IBM computers --

unbelievably primitive machines by 1992 standards -- to eager businesses who saw 

high technology as the golden key to greater efficiency and higher profits. The 

future computer services billionaire built his reputation as a salesman during those 

years at IBM, when he shattered sales records month after month. His selling ability 

was legendary, and became another element of the appealing Perot mystique in 1992, 

yet the tycoon saw his success at IBM in a more modest light. "In the land of the 

blind," he told one reporter in 1986, "the one-eyed man is king. I had touched a 

computer at a time when very few people had. ,,46 "Things were so good in those 

days at IBM," he elaborated, "that a salesman could get rich as long as he didn't get 

45Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower: The President, 176-84, 210, 236, 256-67, 
312-14, 354-56,423-30, 456-61; Ambrose, Rise To Globalism, 150-52, 157-58; 
Richard A. Melanson, Reevaluating Eisenhower (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1987); Pascolin Winand, Eisenhower. Kennedy. and the United States of 
Europe (New York, NY: St. Martin's Press, 1993),54-108; Barbara B. Clowse, 
Brainpower For The Cold War: The Sputnik Crisis and the National Defense 
Education Act of 1958 (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 1981), passim; Schaller et 
aI., Present Tense, 124-59. 

46Marty Primeau, "High Profile: Ross Perot; Part 1," Dallas Morning News 29 
June 1986, 2E. 
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drunk during the day. It didn't take a miracle worker to get somewhere. ,,47 

IBM's innovative business techniques served as a model for Perot, and the 

attitudes toward customer service and product excellence inculated in him at "Big 

Blue" underlay the entrepreneur's 1986 critique of American corporate culture. Tom 

Watson, Senior, who built IBM after 1924 from the wreckage of a failed business 

machine company he had acquired in 1914, made the company famous for its wide-

eyed zealotry. At day-long rail ies held in rented circus tents erected on the company 

lawn in Endicott, New York, Watson led salesmen in company songs and 

orchestrated speeches glorifying IBM's triumphs over its business foes. Thus 

launched into the marketplace, the IBM sales force conformed to an unwritten but 

rigid dress code requiring, even in the heat of the summer, a company uniform 

consisting of dark suits and long-sleeved white shirts. Watson's troops combined a 

gung-ho spirit, a reputation for putting the customer's needs first (even ahead of 

profit), and a record for providing unparalleled service after the sale to produce one 

of the great corporate success stories of the twentieth century. 48 

47David Remnick, "Boy Scout Billionaire," 29. 

48Richard T. DeLamarter, Big Blue: IBM's Use and Abuse of Power (New York, 
NY: Dodd, Mead, 1986); Francis G. Rodgers, The IBM Way (New York, NY: 
Harper & Row, 1986); Michael Killen, IBM: The Making of the Common View 
(Boston, MA: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1988); Regis McKenna, Who's Afraid of 
Big Blue? (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1989). See also Thomas J. Watson, A 
Business And Its Beliefs: The Ideas That Helped Build IBM (New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hili, 1963). 
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Perot's unofficial biographer, Todd Mason, comparing Watson and Perot in 

1990, noted that "both men defined their companies in terms of their values and 

assembled a following as fanatically devoted to them as any Japanese corporation 

today. Watson, 60 years ago, and Perot, 30 years ago," the professional business 

reporter continued, "were perfecting the techniques of symbolism, shared value 

systems, and empowerment. Those are buzzwords today, " Mason observed, "as 

consultants and scholars lament the drought of leadership in business. There's no 

surprise in the current fascination with leadership. We applauded managers, the 

caretakers of the status quo, while American corporations were ascendant. We pray 

for leaders, the agents of change, now that domination is slipping out of our hands. ,,49 

With IBM's creed of excellence as his liturgy, Ross Perot in the late 1980s 

condemned the bureaucratic "blanket of fog" that had corrupted General Motors and 

other great corporations -- and earned for himself another cadre of admirers who, in 

1992, still recalled his crusade to save corporate America from itself. Perot 

possessed many flaws, Mason concluded, but he was the prototypical charismatic 

entrepreneurial leader that American corporations [and voters J were crying out for. 50 

Perot finished at the top of his sales training class, and his unrivaled 

49Mason, Perot, 9. 

50ibid., 35; Perot interview with Thomas Moore, "The GM System is like a 
Blanket of Fog," Fortune 117 (15 February 1988): 48. See also Ross Perot, "It's Up 
To Us To Recover The Industrial Leadership," Vital Speeches of the Day 53 (15 
March 1988): 337-42. 
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preparation and persistence made him a sales phenomenon at IBM. Given the 

toughest accounts in the Dallas office, Perot "would literally isolate himself and 

study. When he came out of isolation he knew as much about the company or 

individual as anybody." As a result, biographer Mason admits, Perot "seldom failed 

to impress," although "his style was still closer to horse trader than silver-tongued 

salesman." Perot spoke plainly, laying out the bottom line clearly through the use of 

witty one-liners learned at his father's knee. "You're making me feel like a hunk of 

sausage," he would say to his potential customer, "slicing me up a piece at a time." 

The customer would laugh, get the point, and, usually, buy the product. 51 

For the first three years Perot worked for IBM company pay policies 

rewarded such initiative, and his bonuses increased each year. He established himself 

as a star salesman, but then the company changed the rules, setting quotas based on 

prospective sales rather than on sales difficulty. Under the new plan, once a 

salesperson met his or her annual quota, they were set to receive their full 

commission from the bonus pool -- and they received no additional bonuses unless 

they doubled their annual sales quota. In January, 1962, Perot closed a sale on an 

IBM 7090, the most expensive computer the company made, and filled his annual 

quota. Under the new bonus plan, he had no incentive to sell any more IBM 

products, since it would have been impossible for him to double his annual quota. 

5lMason, Perot, 37-38, cf. Tom Spain, Perot's district manager in Dallas. 



As ex-partner Dean Campbell pointed out, "Where was he going to sell another 

7090? That sales plan was totally flawed. There was no motivation to go out and 

sell a smaller computer. "52 
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Facing a year of inactivity, Perot groped for ways to stay with IBM and still 

increase his income. He suggested that the company allow him to experiment with 

development of specialized software and data-management systems for businesses 

which had bought, or might buy, IBM computers. Told that IBM was a hardware 

company with no interest in such a large commitment to software services, Perot 

reluctantly shelved the idea. He briefly considered a promotion to a sales manager 

position in Los Angeles, but finally declined. He wanted to live in Texas and, as he 

said years later, "if I'd stayed at IBM, I'd be somewhere in middle management 

getting in trouble and being asked to take early retirement. When I got up to the 

bite-your-tongue level, that's when I would have gotten in trouble. "53 

Finally, Perot decided to take the biggest gamble of his life, forming his own 

business based on the "facilities management" idea his bosses at IBM had rejected -

development of specialized computer software and administrative systems. 

According to legend, Perot decided to take the risk early in 1961, as he sat in a 

barber's chair flipping through a copy of the Reader's Digest. "At the end of the 

52ibid., 41. 

53David Remnick, "Boy Scout Billionaire," 30. 
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stories they would have these little one-liners," he explained to a television reporter 

in 1986, "and they had Thoreau's quote, 'The mass of men lead lives of quiet 

desperation.' And I said, 'There I am.' I said, 'I'm going to try this or I'll never be 

able to live with myself. ",54 Using $1,000 in capital borrowed from Margot, he 

formed Electronic Data Services (EDS). Eight years later he was, in the words of 

Fortune magazine, "the fastest, richest Texan ever. ,,55 

Perot's allure in 1992 extended beyond the mystique of luck, entrepreneurial 

cunning, and personal charisma that developed, in large measure as a result of his 

own promotional efforts, around him. His family background and his upbringing in a 

provincial corner of America where conflicting traditions coexisted in paradoxical 

harmony produced a uniquely appealing vision. He did not drink, but tolerated those 

who did. Although he harshly condemned users of illegal drugs, he framed his 

criticism in the context of an assessment of what he saw as the social results of drug 

use -- crime, poverty, and child abuse -- rather than as a moralistic judgement. In his 

childhood home, Roman Catholic and protestant religious tenets managed to coexist. 

"Family values" was not merely a campaign-year issue for Perot. In a September 4, 

1983 interview, he told one reporter: "I grew up in a home where you were expected 

to do what you are supposed to do. You could probably cut a lot of other stuff out 

S4Chiu, In His Own Words, 9, cf. ABC's "20/20" (3 April 1986). 

SSArthur M. Louis, "The Fastest, Richest Texan Ever," Fortune 78 (November 
1968): 168. 
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and leave it right there. "56 "What you are supposed to do" was clear to Ross Perot, 

despite the difficulties experienced by others in defining what exactly Ross Perot the 

political maverick of 1992 stood for. Ultimately, those values must be the lessons 

imparted to him by his family and by the culture which matured him. 

Similarly, Perot's business experiences contributed to his complex vision and 

image. EDS in the 1960s, biographer Mason critically observed, looked 

"suspiciously similar" to IBM, down to the fine details of dress conformity and radio 

stations in Dallas airing "songs extolling Perot deeds. ,,57 In 1992, however, a host of 

observers reprised Mason's struggle, evident throughout his 1990 biography of Perot, 

to understand how the businessman's employees could have been so creative, and so 

proud of the sense of professional freedom they felt in this corporate environment 

that appeared so rigid and unyielding from without. 58 Personal industry and job 

56Rick Smith, "Perot: Modern Crusader, " Dallas Times Herald 4 September 1983, 
C2. See also Bryan Woolley, "The Life and Adventures of H. Ross Perot," Dallas 
Times Herald Sunday Magazine 9 February 1986, 8-19; Chiu, In His Own Words, 5. 

57Mason, Perot, 35. 

58See for example David Remnick, "Ross Perot's Strengths and Strangeness," 
Washington Post 29 March 1992, C7; "Perot's Appeal," Wall Street Journal 30 April 
1992, A12; Michael Schrage, "Perot: A Man of Revolution, Not Evolution," 
Washington Post 1 May 1992, B3; J. Michael Kennedy and Lianne Hart, "$9,000 Fee 
Held Over Head of Departing Perot Workers, " Los Angeles Times 6 June 1992, A 19; 
Michael Kelly and Stephen Labaton, "Perot Detective Describes Inquiry Into Rival 
Computer Company," New York Times 8 July 1992, Ai. 
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satisfaction, it remarkably appeared, could flourish in a milieu of moral discipline. 59 

Even as he began his great entrepreneurial adventure in 1961, Ross Perot displayed 

elements of an emerging personal mythos: Willingness to take risks, a general 

frustration with bureaucracy, initiative and persistence nurtured in a corporate culture 

that, at least for a time, cultivated both, and the ability to toss out homely one-liners 

that disarmed critics and cut to the heart of issues. Luck, salesmanship, and 

brashness rounded out the picture of a rugged corporate individualist -- a white-

horsed hero who just might pull the electorate's fat out of the fire. Such images are 

the stuff successful political campaigns are made of. 

Pundits criticized Perot in 1992 for creating his own myth. Legendary 

anecdotes, often presented as parables by the man himself, became major elements in 

the Perot mythos. Yet, even if they were distorted or untrue, the lessons that voters 

read into such fables deserve notice -- they were a contributing factor in the 1992 

election results. In Perot's Boy Scout experience, for example, the myth was more 

59Some of the more serious popular considerations of American corporate culture 
and EDS's uniqueness include Elizabeth C. Hirschman, "Secular Immortality and the 
American Ideology of Affluence," Journal of Consumer Research 17 (June, 1990): 
31-43; Jay A. Conger, "The Dark Side of Leadership," Organizational Dynamics 19 
(Autumn, 1990): 44-56; Bernard M. Bass, "From Transactional to Transformational 
Leadership: Learning to Share the Vision," Organizational Dynamics 19 (Winter, 
1990): 19-32; Alvin Toffler, "Beyond the Age of Glitz: The Collision Between New 
and Old Systems of Wealth Creation,"Industry Week 19 November 1990,12-17. 
The pathbreaking book for this field of inquiry is Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. 
Waterman, Jr., In Search of Excellence: Lessons of America's Best-Run Companies 
(New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1982). See also Tony Chiu, In His Own Words, 
31, cf. EDS brochure, "Success in Business" (1984). 
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significant than the details of circumstance. No doubt more than one youngster, 

motivated by the spectacle of war, progressed rapidly in scouting. Nevertheless, 

Perot's success in reaching the rank of Eagle in just 16 months gave substance to the 

candidate's can-do, full-speed-ahead image, and it also added to his allure among 

traditionalists. What, after all, could be a more symbolically perfect accomplishment 

than to achieve so rapidly the highest rank in that most conventional of youth 

organizations, the Boy Scouts?60 In his politics, Perot combined unabashed 

traditionalism and patriotism with a fiercely populist rhetoric that attacked the haves 

and called the have-nots to arms. The billionaire, like many of the people who voted 

for him, formed his political perspective in the context of depression, World War and 

subsequent Cold War, and in the domestic social upheaval of the 1950s and 1960s. 

Real or mythical, voters in 1992 recognized in his words and deeds a new American 

Dream, and nearly nineteen percent of them voted for it. 

60Garry Wills, "The Rescuer, " 32; David Remnick, "Boy Scout Billionaire," 62. 
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Chapter Three 
The Despotism of Grass Roots 

In February, 1992, regular viewers of Larry King's Cable News Network 

(CNN) talk show had no difficulty recognizing Ross Perot. He frequently appeared 

on the program, fielding telephone cal1s from viewers, holding forth in extended 

discussions with the vicarious host, spinning out trademark witticisms and 

perspectives on issues of the day. Perot's personality made him an appealing public 

figure, and King had made a practice of asking if he would ever consider running for 

political office. Since reporters had quizzed the Texan for years regarding his 

political aspirations, King's inquiry had become something of a joke between the 

two. "This country has enough trouble without having me in office," Perot informed 

reporters as early as 1980. "I'm not qualified for the job by background, experience, 

or temperament. "Ian dozens of occasions, in fact, the opinionated billionaire had 

vehemently denied any ambition for public office, so King displayed little surprise 

when Perot brushed him aside again early in the February 20 broadcast. 2 "There's 

IDave Rothman, "H. Ross Perot: Nation Slipping, Industrialist Says," Los 
Angeles Times 13 August 1980, Part VIII, p. 7. 

2Tony Chiu, in Ross Perot: In His Own Words (New York, NY: Warner Books, 
1992), 128-35, provided an extensive list of such denials, dating from as early as 
1969, when the entrepreneur first entered the limelight as the "world's fastest, richest 
Texan" and a champion for American prisoners of war. In March, 1970, for 
example, he told one interviewer [Christopher S. Wren, "Ross Perot: Patriot 
Bil1ionaire," Look 34 (24 March 1970): 28] that "I'm not going to run for anything. 
I don't think I'd make a good public official. I wouldn't take an appointive job, I'm 
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some wonderful people in this country who ought to be running who are not," the 

entrepreneur disclaimed. "I wish they would run. They could make a tremendous 

contribution now. ,,3 

King accepted Perot's evasive answer as another denial, and moved on to 

other matters. About 40 minutes later, however, near the end of the show, the emcee 

repeated the fateful question: "Under what circumstances would you run for the 

too impatient. I think I can do more for the country as a private citizen." He hedged 
when a reporter for Business Week ("Ross Perot's Prescription For Wall Street," 26 
May 1973, p. 65) asked if he would ever consider a presidential draft. "Only in a 
time of national crisis," he replied, "and then I'd do my duty." To reporter Scott 
Parks ("Perot Says He Seeks Results, Not Limelight," Dallas Morning News 28 June 
1981, 8A), however, he offered this vigorous disclaimer: "I would never run for 
office. I am not going to run for office. If I could think of a stronger way to say it, 
I'll say it that way." "Since 1968," he said in 1987, "there have been all these 
theories that I was running for this, that, or the other. This country has enough 
problems without inflicting me on it" (Chiu, 132). In 1988, Life magazine reporter 
Roy Rowan quoted him on the subject. "I'd be no good at politics in this laid-back, 
cool world of television," Perot told Rowan. "I'd be too hot. I could never take 
opinion polls to find out what to think. I like to grapple with what has to be done, 
not figure out some feel-good campaign" [Roy Rowan, "The World According To 
Ross Perot," Life 11 (February 1988): 66]. On the eve of the 1992 campaign season, 
he advised the Dallas Morning News ("Rumors Persist of Perot Making Run For 
President," 16 November 1991, lA, IOA-llA) that "the answer is no ... There's no 
chance ... I don't see a scenario that would cause me to change my mind. I don't 
think running for president or being president plays to my strengths ... I don't want 
to be driven around in a motorcade, and I don't want to be led around by the Secret 
Service. I don't need the ego stroke of a title. I don't want people playing 'Hail to 
the Chief' every time I go somewhere." Finally, "I speak out on the issues," he told 
reporter Matt Zoller Seitz just days before his petition-drive announcement ("The 
Candidate?" Dallas Observer 13 February 1992, 8-9). "Unfortunately, nowadays if 
you speak out on the issues, people assume that you're running for something." 

3CNN's "Larry King Live" (20 February 1992). 
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presidency?" The flamboyant host was clearly taken aback when Perot began laying 

out specific conditions, in effect announcing his candidacy if volunteers succeeded in 

getting his name on the ballot in all 50 states.4 Even more intriguing, the feisty 

Texan offered to spend up to $100 million of his own money (a sum roughly 

equivalent to soft drink manufacturer Pepsi Cola corporation's total annual 

advertising budget in 1990) in support of a draft effort. 5 When King, recognizing a 

breaking news story, tried to follow up, Perot retreated a bit. He still thought others 

could do a better job, and suggested that even with his financial help, his 50-state 

ballot condition would be very hard to achieve because of difficult petitioning 

processes in many places. 

The die, however, had been cast. Over the next few days, calls jammed the 

CNN switchboard and poured into Perot's Dallas office at the rate of 2,000 per hour, 

threatening local telephone service.6 The computer services magnate installed 100 

new lines and set up shifts of volunteers, who still scrambled frantically to record the 

4Chiu, In His Own Words, 135. 

S'b'd I I ., p. x. 

6Sonni Efron and J. Michael Kennedy, "Angry Voters See Perot Riding In Like 
Cavalry, " Los Angeles Times 22 March 1992, A24; Jill Abramson and Michel 
McQueen, "Bush Camp is Unnerved By Prospect of Facing Another Texan -- Ross 
Perot, "Wall Street Journal 19 March 1992, A 16. 



104 

thousands of supporters and $5 campaign pledges. 7 Voters were clearly unhappy 

with President Bush -- Patrick Buchanan's showing in New Hampshire had 

demonstrated that -- but the alternatives were still unpalatable to many. Among the 

Democrats, Bill Clinton looked like another Gary Hart, the early frontrunner in 1988, 

whose candidacy was ruined by evidence of adultery. Paul Tsongas's realistic focus 

on job creation and the federal deficit resembled Ross Perot's, but the former 

Senator's dry sense of humor failed to compensate for his uninspiring oratory. Too 

many voters outside of New England saw Tsongas, a bit unfairly, as another regional 

candidate like Michael Dukakis, and equally doomed to defeat. The groundswell of 

popular discontent continued to build when, just days after the King show 

announcement, stories began to surface that many congressmen had made a practice 

of writing bad checks against their accounts in a special House of Representatives 

"bank. "IS Voters registered their anger in polls and at primary election ballot boxes, 

7Doron P. Levin, "Texas Billionaire Attracting Support," New York Times 7 
March 1992, All; John Mintz, "Calls Arrive in Waves on Perot's Phone Lines," 
Washington Post 31 March 1992, A6. 

8The House "bank" was not really a bank at all, but a payroll deposit-and-check 
writing service set up by House members for their own exclusive use. Checks 
drafted against accounts with insufficient funds ("NSF" checks) were not "written 
off" to any taxpayer-financed insurance fund; the guarantors of the checks were the 
Representative-depositors themselves and no one else's funds were at risk. The 
means the "bank" used to cover the checks, however, aroused a great deal of popular 
resentment. In essence, administrators withheld payment on the NSF drafts until the 
next payday (when the sum of all deposits more than covered the outstanding 
checks). Ordinary citizens "kiting" checks in a similar fashion through a commercial 
bank would face felony charges, so the public widely perceived the congressional 
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and when several veteran congressmen were defeated in early primaries, others began 

to publicly consider withdrawal from politics. Clearly, 1992 would be a tough year 

for incumbents, and a banner opportunity for candidates who could successfully cast 

themselves as maverick "outsiders." Perot fit that description well, and when polls 

taken in the aftermath of the King show announcement indicated strong national 

support, the billionaire stepped up his public appearances in response.9 

As the jug-eared billionaire with the crew cut and infectious grin mounted his 

charger, the Georgia "Junior Tuesday" primary on March 3, 1992, became a pivotal 

battleground for the presidential hopefuls in both major parties. Pat Buchanan 

continued to press Bush for "selling out" to liberal Democrats, and expanded his 

attack to include new denunciations of the President -- for failing to hold the line 

against racial "favoritism" by signing affirmative action legislation, and for 

countenancing funding of "blasphemous, pornographic, and homosexual" projects by 

the National Endowment for the Arts. On the Democratic side, Clinton's strategists 

desperately hoped that to rebound from their New Hampshire setback with a victory 

in Dixie, in time for "Super Tuesday," March 10, when six more Southern states 

practice as an immoral perk at best. 

9Ronald Brownstein, "21 % Say They'd Vote For Perot In A Three-Way Race," 
Los Angeles Times 31 March 1992, AI; John Dillin, "Voters Get On Perot 
Bandwagon, " Christian Science Monitor 2 April 1992, 6; James Ragland, "The 
Perotists: A Bandwagon That Isn't Waiting," Washington Post 5 April 1992, B 1; 
David Schribman, "Ross Perot ... Emerges in Poll As A Formidable But Elusive 
Force," Wall Street Journal 16 April 1992, A26. 
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were scheduled to hold presidential primaries. Buchanan's efforts to make the 

Georgia primary a Republican morality play failed -- President Bush won 

convincingly with more than 64% of the vote. Governor Clinton's forces, on the 

other hand, achieved their objectives, getting 57.2 % in Georgia to second-place 

finisher Tsongas' 24 %, and following up with impressive victories on Super Tuesday 

(see Table 3.1 at end of chapter). 10 

With Bush and Clinton securely ensconced as frontrunners, attention turned to 

the electorally critical midwestern states of Illinois and Michigan, whose primaries 

were scheduled for March 17. Both states had been hard hit by the recession, but 

Michigan was home to thousands of autoworkers, many of them staunch unionists 

who had turned to Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. By 1992, many such "Reagan 

Democrats" had been forced to confront the realities of industrial realignment: plant 

closures, widespread unemployment, and a declining standard of living. The 

"rustbelt" plebiscites provided Bill Clinton with his best opportunity to cement his 

credibility outside his home region, and he succeeded in doing that in Michigan, 

winning 50.7% of the vote. Tsongas, fading fast, managed just 16.6% (see Table 

3.1). With depleted financial resources and diminished chances for attracting national 

IORoss K. Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Gerald M. Pomper, ed., The 
Election of 1992 (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993),51-52; Ryan J. Barilleaux 
and Randall E. Adkins, "The Nominations: Process and Patterns," in Michael Nelson, 
ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly), 44-45; 
Jeffrey L. Katz, "Super Tuesday: Clinton Sweep Shows Strength, Justifies Regional 
Primary," Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 50 (14 March 1992): 641. 
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support, Tsongas suspended his campaign on March 19. 

On March 20, Patrick Buchanan admitted that only "celestial intervention" 

could prevent President Bush's renomination, and announced that he could not 

continue to campaign quite so actively. The once and future commentator refused to 

withdraw, but his action, coupled with March primary results, enabled Bush to reduce 

expenditures and marshall his resources for the Fall main event. II Clinton's 

nomination, while far more likely than it had been a month earlier, was still by no 

means assured. He had yet to prove that he could attract enough enthusiastic support 

to win in November. In Michigan, for example, the enigmatic former governor of 

California, Edmund G. "Jerry" Brown, finished second to Clinton with nearly 26% of 

the vote and Tsongas, despite his March 19 withdrawal from the race, captured 

majorities in Massachusetts and Rhode Island on March 20. Even more ominously, 

large numbers of Democrats and Republicans leaving the polls -- up to 30 % of them 

in some locations -- said that, although they had just voted for a candidate from their 

party, they intended to vote for independent Ross Perot in November.12 In primaries 

IISteven A. Holmes, "Buchanan Pledges To Go On, But At Quiet Pace," New 
York Times 19 March 1992, A19; Barilleaux and Adkins, "The Nominations," in 
Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 45. 

12Ronald Brownstein, "21 % Say They'd Vote For Perot In A Three-Way Race," 
Los Angeles Times 31 March 1992, AI; John Dillin, "Voters Get On Perot 
Bandwagon, " Christian Science Monitor 2 April 1992, 6; James Ragland, "The 
Perotists: A Bandwagon That Isn't Waiting," Washington Post 5 April 1992, B I; 
David Schribman, "Ross Perot. .. Emerges in Poll As A Formidable But Elusive 
Force," Wall Street Journal 16 April 1992, A26. 



allowing write-in votes substantial numbers of electors cast primary ballots for the 

billionaire, garnering him, for example, 19.1 % of the Democratic primary vote in 

Washington and 29% in North Dakota -- enough, in fact, for Perot to claim a 

Democratic victory in the badlands (see Table 3.1). 
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After Tsongas' withdrawal, however, the only party challenger to Governor 

Clinton officially left standing was Jerry Brown. A bachelor and former Jesuit 

seminarian as well as one-time Governor of California, Brown had dated rock 

singers, endorsed eastern religious philosophies, and gotten the state to subsidize 

construction of hundreds of windmills in the Los Angeles area as part of an effort to 

promote environmentally benign energy technologies. As governor, however, he had 

also acquired a reputation as a studied political insider. Tutored by Edmund "Pat" 

Brown, his father who also served as governor of California, Jerry Brown became 

especially adept at political fund raising. In 1992, he struggled to define himself as 

something of a new age liberal, simultaneously endorsing visionary technologies and 

inclusive social policies while, in an ironic twist given his past, condemning the vast 

sums of money spent in modern campaigns as "the root of all evil." Even more than 

Bill Clinton, Brown actively sought to define himself as the quintessential political 

"outsider, "limiting individual campaign contributions to $100 dollars and running his 

campaign on a shoestring, staying at supporters' homes and raising funds through a 
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nationwide "800" telephone number. 13 

On March 24, Brown beat Clinton in the Democratic primary in Tsongas' 

home state of Connecticut, provoking Texas Senator Lloyd Bentson to observe that 

"if Jerry Brown is the answer, it must be a damned peculiar question. ,,14 Democrats 

undoubtedly found Bentson's wit amusing, but with major plebiscites remaining in 

New York, Pennsylvania, and Brown's home state of California, none could be sure, 

yet, that Bill Clinton had the nomination completely locked up. Even after Clinton 

captured more convention delegate votes with victories in New York and Wisconsin 

on April 7, Democratic leaders remained uneasy because Brown continued to win 

blocks of votes and to appeal to important segments of the traditional party base: the 

poor, self-defined liberals, and minority groups -- the very constituencies Clinton 

tended to take for granted in his efforts to attract disenchanted white middle-class 

"Reagan Democrats" away from Reagan's successor George Bush. 

Ross Perot's candidacy, meanwhile, offered another alternative to disaffected 

voters. In a March 18 C-Span television interview, Perot recalled his school days in 

Texarkana and appealed to popular yearnings for smaller government, more cohesive 

local communities, and greater economic opportunity. He told a New York Times 

13Barilleaux and Adkins, "The Nominations, " in Nelson, ed., The 1992 Elections, 
41-42,43-44; Ross K. Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The 
Election of 1992,43,51. 

14Chiu, In His Own Words, p. xiv. 
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interviewer that corporate executives had failed in their civic responsibility to build a 

stronger economy, and blasted the wage scales and "golden parachute" retirement 

plans those executives had awarded themselves even as they closed factories and 

eliminated the jobs of American workers. IS Finally, in a major speech to the 

National Press Club, Perot offered a scathing critique of Washington political culture. 

"This city has become a town filled with sound bites, shell games, handlers and 

media stuntmen, who posture, create images and talk, shoot off Roman candles, but 

don't ever accomplish anything," Perot lashed out. The politicians, he claimed, 

offered no solutions to chronic social and economic problems facing Americans: a 

disintegrating industrial base, which had resulted in demoralized workers, a shrinking 

base of taxpayers, and deterioration of traditional values favoring hard work, patriotic 

pride, and community spirit. "If they want to debate that, I'll buy them an hour of 

television time," Perot went on, implying that only an outsider, perhaps one with the 

personal wherewithal to ignore powerful special interests, could lead the way out of 

the morass. 16 

"Us versus Them," then, was established early on as the central Perot 

campaign theme, and disenchanted voters, especially receptive after four years of 

Is"Perot Attacks High Salaries," New York Times 20 March 1992, 03. 

16William Booth and David Von Orehle, "Anti-Washington Salvo Fans Perot 
Draft Effort," Washington Post 19 March 1992, A14. 
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sluggish economic growth and a succession of political scandals, responded. 17 

Politicians, corporate bureaucrats, Wall Street lawyers, lobbyists, and other 

nonproductive bottom-feeders'had led the country down the wrong path. It was up to 

the people -- the "owners" of America -- to reestablish control. Vague though the 

billionaire's message might be, it reprised classic populist themes: throw the rascals 

out; solve the nation's problems in a unified uprising; rebuild a new Jerusalem in the 

ashes of the old. Ross Perot was running for president to expedite that crusade, with 

money, organization, and vision. 

For the presidential charge, Perot drew on his earliest business experiences, 

following patterns he had developed in hundreds of commercial competitions. 

Whether the product is hardware, as at IBM, or technical expertise, as at Perot's own 

companies (EDS and Perot Systems, Inc.), the computer industry is highly 

competitive. The son of Texarkana cotton brokers succeeded by making his business 

17Three notable scandals were: 1) The Iran-Contra scandal, an arms-for-hostages 
and illegal-diversion-of-funds to Nicaraguan rebels investigation dating from the 
Reagan presidency. The investigation was still active in 1992, and promised to 
implicate President George Bush and several top aides in the conspiracy. 
2) Another Reagan-era scandal involved top administrators at the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, who were accused of illegally awarding contracts 
to political associates, many of them prominent Republicans. 3) The bankruptcy of 
the Savings and Loan insurance fund and subsequent bailout, which promised to cost 
taxpayers billions of dollars. The S&L debacle resulted from a philosophy of relaxed 
governmental regulation and oversight first embraced by the Reagan administration 
but maintained under President Bush. Compared to these events, the House bank 
scandal seemed a mere diversion, but its timing at the very beginning of the 1992 
campaign season made it a focus for voter discontent. 
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rivalries into crusades. IBM, for example, rejected his facilities management vision, 

so as Perot nurtured EDS through its infancy in the early 1960s, beating his former 

employers in direct competition became his greatest delight. EDS won its first big 

contract, with Frito-Lay in 1963, by convincing them that they did not need to buy a 

new IBM computer. When IBM reacted to lost sales by assigning a team to "stop 

EDS," Perot hired away team member Jim Cole, a top systems engineer. Years later, 

when EDS defeated Computer Science, Inc.'s 1981 bid to develop new Army record-

keeping systems, Perot could hardly contain his delight -- Computer Science's 

subcontractor was IBM.18 

Unable to pay premium wages in the early years because of a chronic capital 

shortage, Perot lured IBM technicians to EDS with shares in the fledgling company, 

the promise of freedom from bureaucratic interference, and the vision of a unique 

opportunity to create a new industry. EDS's product was data processing services, 

and in the early years employees performed their work at night and on weekends, 

using computers owned by other companies during the times when they would 

otherwise be shut down. The programmers who survived the regimen nicknamed 

themselves "The Wild Bunch," after the cowboy heros of director Sam Peckinpah's 

18Doron P. Levin, Irreconcilable Differences: Ross Perot versus General Motors 
(New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990), 29; Jacob Drake, Carri Karuhn, and Joyce 
Werges, Ross Perot: Who He Is and What He Stands For (Lincolnwood, IL: 
Publications International, 1992), 18; Todd Mason, Perot: An Unauthorized 
Biography (Homewood, IL: Business One/Irwin, 1990), 95-96. 
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popular movie of the period. Their competition called them other names, including 

"gray flannel fanatics" and "tunnel visionaries." "What is an EDSer?, " Perot liked to 

ask rhetorically, then answer his own question: "An EDSer is a person who will go 

anywhere and do anything to insure that this company is the best in the world." 

Even in the 1980s, when the company had thousands on its payroll, employees 

continued to be attracted by the foxhole comradery developed during the night-

crawling years. Perot's competition with IBM was bare-knuckled, but tempered with 

respect for and appreciation of the opponent. IBM founder "Tom Watson was a 

master at motivating his people, at recognizing and rewarding excellence," Perot 

recalled years later. "If it hadn't been for his great company, no one would ever 

have heard of me. "19 Therefore, "nothing feels better than winning against a team 

like that. ,,20 

After the first few lean years, Perot made a habit of winning. EDS won 

several contracts to process claims for health insurance companies, established a track 

record for sorting out impossible paperwork snarls, and began to get government 

contracts. President Lyndon Baines Johnson, a Texas native, pushed the first parts of 

his "Great Society" legislation through congress in 1964, and the next year his Office 

19"Ross Perot: How He'll Make His Next Billion," US News & World Report 
104 (June 20, 1988): 29. 

20Steve Levin, "Perot: A Man of Simple Motives," Dallas Morning News 16 
February 1986, 29A. 
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of Economic Opportunity hired EDS to computerize its record keeping. Perot's 

company recorded its first profit that year, but the big break came in 1965, when the 

federal government set up the Medicare and Medicaid programs. Overwhelmed with 

millions of claims, administrators of the new national health care system turned to 

EDS, perhaps the only company in the country with the expertise to handle the 

caseload. "That was the breakthrough," Perot told one biographer. After that, "our 

only problem was controlling the growth of our business. ,,21 

The diminutive Texan was in the right place at the right time again in 1968, 

when he reorganized his company as a public corporation. Shares skyrocketed with 

the first offering of EDS stock, in part because investors in the booming market saw 

computer related enterprises as the wave of the future. Contributing even more to 

the run-up, however, was the fact that Perot retained 90% of the stock for himself. 

With speculators clamoring for the scarce but desirable securities, prices soared. 

Before the year ended, Fortune magazine featured Perot on its cover and noted that, 

with a net worth of $300 million, he had become one of the richest men in American 

history, and had in the process acquired a public reputation as one of the luckiest. 22 

21Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind The Myth (New York, NY: Random 
House, 1992), 102. See also Robert Fitch, "H. Ross Perot: America's First Welfare 
Billionaire," Ramparts 10 (November, 1971): 42-51. 

22Arthur M. Louis, "The Fastest Richest Texan Ever," Fortune 78 (November, 
1968): 168. See also John Brooks, "The Annals of Finance: The Go-Go Years, pt.l," 
New Yorker 94 (23 June 1973): 40. 
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For the next few years, the stock market carried EDS stock along on an erratic but 

profitable ride. By the spring of 1970, the Texan counted his fortune in the billions. 

His wealth was so fabulous that even when the bubble burst on April 22, 1970, and 

he sustained $450 million dollars in paper losses (the greatest one-day loss by any 

individual in the history of the New York Stock Exchange), Perot quipped that he 

would "be more upset if one of my kids broke a finger. ,,23 Even with the huge loss, 

he remained one of the richest Americans. 

The Texan developed a highly enigmatic image over the next few years. He 

contributed heavily to President Nixon's 1968 political campaign, and largely 

financed the Republican administration's 1969-1970 public relations effort to drum 

up support for its Vietnam policies. Yet, his philanthropic contributions read like a 

liberal foundation's balance sheet: $2.5 million for an experimental school for 

disadvantaged children, $1 million to support Boy Scouting in Dallas's black and 

hispanic neighborhoods, and a large plot of land for the Girl Scouts. He charmed 

moderates by countering fellow Dallasite Lamar Hunt's rabid right-wing radio 

broadcasts of the early 1970s with "town hall meeting" programs offering a more 

balanced treatment of issues, then staged rallies and ticker tape parades for military 

personnel and former prisoners of war returning from Southeast Asia. In that period 

of rigid political stereotypes, Perot remained the individualist, steadfastly refusing to 

23Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 39; Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 126. 
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conform. 24 

Perhaps because of his history, for six weeks following the late February King 

show bombshell, commentators and media pundits did not know quite what to make 

of politician Perot. In separate columns, Susan R. Estrich and David Gergen (former 

Reagan advisor, and later chief public relations advisor to President Bill Clinton), for 

example, both saw the Texan as a "man on horseback," but beyond that their 

perspectives differed dramatically. Gergen rhetorically asked if an "amateur" like 

Perot could have a positive effect by galvanizing the disenchanted electorate. 

Estrich, a law professor at the University of Southern California and former adviser 

to 1988 presidential candidate Michael Dukakis, lumped Perot with Democratic 

candidate Jerry Brown as "two candidates giving politics a bad name," and dwelt on 

the potential for demagoguery.2s Humorist Dave Barry summarized the most 

common argument which sought to dismiss Perot as a serious candidate -- that voters 

were turning to Perot because they were disgusted with the alternatives, not because 

they approved of his positions. He and most others knew little of where the 

24"Money Talks," Newsweek 74 (8 December 1969): 58. 

2sDavid R. Gergen, "Ross Perot As Nation's Man On Horseback," and Susan R. 
Estrich, "With Angry Voters In A Populist Mood, Two Candidates Give Politics a 
Bad Name," Los Angeles Times 29 March 1992, Ml; Gergen, "Outside: Can An 
Amateur Like Ross Perot Shake Up the Election Professionals?," Washington Post 29 
March 1992, C 1. See also "White Horsemanship, "The Economist 323 (11 April 
1992): 16; Steven A. Holmes and Doron P. Levin, "A Man Who Says He Wants To 
Be Savior, If He's Asked," New York Times 13 April 1992, At. 
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entrepreneur stood on most issues, Barry suggested, but, he opined, "in the current 

political climate, a can of Armour brand Potted Meat Food Product would be a 

strong contender, as long as it had no connection with Washington, D.C. "26 

The American media tend to take a candidate seriously, however, once the 

polls show that they might obtain more than 10 % of the popular vote. On March 31, 

the Los Angeles Times reported that in a nationwide survey, 21 % of voters said they 

would choose Perot in a 3-way race, and on April 16 NBC News confirmed his 

popularity.27 The candidacy clearly met the media's requirements for 

newsworthiness. Local activists jumped on the Perot bandwagon, and a team of 

attorneys fanned out from Dallas, blazing a trail around the onerous petitioning 

hurdles and setting up offices in every state. As Perot continued to inch higher in 

the polls and the ballot appeal started to bear fruit, observers began to speculate that 

the "pint-sized populist" could deny both major party candidates an electoral majority 

and that the House of Representatives might, for the first time since 1824, be forced 

26Dave Barry, "Waiting for Perot," Washington Post 1 April 1992, C4. 

27Ronald Brownstein, "21 % Say They'd Vote For Perot In 3-Way Race," Los 
Angeles Times 31 March 1992, AI; David Schribman, "Ross Perot... Emerges In Poll 
As A Formidable But Elusive Force," Wall Street Journal 16 April 1992, A26. See 
also Robin Toner, "Poll Shows Perot Gaining Strength To Rival Clinton's," New 
York Times 26 April 1992, 1. The New York Times poll showed President Bush 
with 38% of the vote; all showed Perot with about 20%. 
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to decide the outcome. 28 By the end of April, Perot was already on 16 ballots and he 

had spent $1.25 million supporting the effort. He had hired former Chicago Tribune 

editor James Squires to handle media operations and pollster Mark Penn to help 

develop positions on specific issues, and he had begun planning an advertising 

campaign with the help of professional public relations specialists. 29 

Perot's early 1992 stump speech, delivered at every opportunity in March and 

April, enunciated the need for the public to demand governmental action to revive 

the American economy, and sketched the connections between federal inaction and 

social, political, and economic evils facing the country. "Washington has created a 

government that comes at us instead of a government that comes from us," the Texan 

cried. "Slick campaign commercials and entertaining television spots won't work in 

1992 if you ["the people"] ask the questions and demand the answers. ,,30 

Those words sounded familiar to longtime Perot-watchers who 

recalled his 1986 efforts to stir General Motors stockholders to reform the corporate 

bureaucracy there. Even earlier, however, in the early 1970s, he had used similar 

28David Schribman, "Texas Twister: H. Ross Perot Vies For Disaffected Voters," 
Wall Street Journal 9 April 1992, AI; Doug Bailey, "1983: The Year Congress May 
Pick A President," Wall Street Journal 22 April 1992, A 18. 

29David E. Rosenbaum, "Perot, Though Not In Race, Spends $400,000," New 
York Times 21 April 1992, A21; "Perot Gave $850,000 Last Month To Ballots 
Committee," New York Times 23 May 1992, A8; Maralee Schwartz, "Perot Is Hiring 
Professionals," Washington Post 23 April 1992, A18. 

30Perot, United We Stand, 4. 
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rhetoric in a failed crusade to reform Wall Street. Casting about for new customers 

after their stock nose-dived in 1970, Perot, EDS President Milledge A. Hart III, and 

Vice President Morton H. Meyerson exchanged 100,000 shares for the right to 

manage the computer operation for the duPont brokerage. Only one of the duPont 

family's many corporate holdings, the Wall Street business was a giant firm in its 

own right -- the nation's third largest stock and bond trading company, in fact. The 

ink, however, had hardly dried on EDS's new contract with duPont when a 

succession of near-bankruptcies shook the New York financial community. First, 

Hayden-Stone, Inc., and another firm on the verge of failure were merged to create 

what eventually became Shearson-Leaman Brothers, an American Express subsidiary. 

Then Goodbody and Company, another major brokerage house, entered its death 

throes. Bernard Lasker, chairman of the New York Stock Exchange, averted disaster 

there by, with the help of a $30 million indemnity, persuading Merrill Lynch, Inc. to 

assume control of the company. No sooner was that crisis resolved, however, than 

Edmund duPont revealed that his company also needed an infusion of capital or it, 

too, would begin lurching toward bankruptcy. Lasker, along with Felix Rohatyn, a 

partner in the investment firm Lazard Freres and Co., turned to Perot. The two 

appealed to Perot's patriotism, telling him his support was needed to "save 

capitalism. 1131 Attorney General John Mitchell and Treasury Secretary John Connally 

31Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 39-47. 
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also called, gravely asserting that "if duPont failed, it could touch off a panic that 

would bury Wall Street, perhaps forever. ,,32 

The bankers and politicians knew their man. Perot accepted the challenge, 

although the telling factor was likely the aristocratic duPonts themselves, who were 

perfect targets for Perot's populism. Saying later that "there wasn't enough 

management talent at duPont to lead a group of monks in silent prayer, " he could 

scarcely resist the opportunity to, perhaps, upstage the elite heirs of old money and 

show them how to run a business properly. 33 By the end of 1970, Perot had sold 

900,000 shares of EDS stock, reducing his stake in EDS from 72 % to just under 

64%, and he and his partners had secured a 51 % interest in the duPont brokerage. In 

May, 1971, Perot, now the largest individual investor in Wall Street, assumed control 

of the newly reorganized duPont Glore-Fargan, Inc., and Morton Meyerson moved to 

New York to take the reins. 34 

Meyerson found a corporate culture in New York that differed enormously 

from the one he had just left in Dallas. From his perspective, it was highly 

32Mason, Perot, 106. 

33ibid., 108-109; Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 43. 

34Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 39-47. Perot's initial investments (before the 
end of 1970) totalled approximately $10 million. Terms of Perot's loans required the 
general and limited partners to raise an additional $15 million. As indicated, 
however, these infusions barely began to solve the brokerage's financial problems. 
As early as February, 1971, it had become clear to Perot and Meyerson that at least 
another $20-30 million would be required. 
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unprofessional, with brokers sporting beards and long hair, wearing bell-bottomed 

trousers and Day-glo ties, arriving late and leaving early, and wafting marijuana 

through the financial district air at the lunch hour. They seemed to feel that their 

M.1. T. and Harvard Business School pedigrees entitled them to collect six-figure 

salaries and to behave as they saw fit, Meyerson thought, and they left in droves 

when he instituted dress and behavioral codes, insisted on regular office hours, and 

implemented new accounting procedures. 3s For the next three years, as the stock 

market struggled through the prolonged recession which followed the near-hysteria of 

the late 1960s, Meyerson and Perot persevered at duPont. They indoctrinated new 

traders in the EDS mold and challenged the prevailing wisdom of Wall Street, 

offering estate-creation packages aimed at small investors and suggesting that 

"account executives should seek to make money for, as well as from, their 

customers. "36 "The New York Stock Exchange should never close its doors," one 

duPont advertisement proclaimed, and on NBC's "Today" Perot argued that brokers 

should be paid for results, not sales. The messianic maverick further expanded on 

his idea of "people's capitalism" in other ads: "For 38 years of my life, I was a 'little 

guy,'" he gushed. "There are so many of us. We are America. We make this big 

3SLevin, Irreconcilable Differences, 44; Mason, Perot, 110-13. 

36Robert M. Bleiberg, "Don Quixote Unhorsed," Barron's 28 January 1974, 7. 
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engine go. That's why duPont is interested in the individual investor. "37 Perot's 

crusade to save Wall Street from itself ended in 1974 when, having lost $90 million, 

he finally closed down the duPont brokerage, but again, his words continued to 

reverberate in 1992. 

Pundits and commentators in the media remained uncomfortable with his 

crusading rhetoric, but reached a consensus of sorts in the weeks after the King show 

that Perot's key issue -- the size of the national debt and deficit -- needed to be 

addressed by the major candidates. While some editorialists embraced the billionaire 

as a "man with the answers," however, others dismissed him as a naive businessman 

who knew a lot about money but little about politics.38 Few thought he had a chance 

to win, but fewer doubted that he could have a profound influence on the outcome. 

"Any businessman who has $2 billion to spend and wants to run for president, you 

better take him seriously," noted Bush political advisor Charles Black. "The people 

he appeals to would be in our column," Black said.39 Indeed, most observers 

37" Perot The Evangelist," Time 101 (4 June 1973): 84; Mason, Perot, 111-12. 

38Paul A. Gigot, "Perot Knows Money, Not Politics," Wall Street Journal 27 
March 1992, A14; William F. Buckley, "Ross Perot Has The Answers, Thank You," 
Los Angeles Times 2 April 1992, B7. 

39Richard S. Dunham and Douglas Harbrecht, "Is Perot After The Presidency -
Or The President?," Business Week 6 April 1992,41. See also John Dillin, "Possible 
Presidential Bid By Perot Is Seen As Posing A Threat To Bush," Christian Science 
Monitor 24 March 1992, 1; Andrew Rosenthal, "A Modest Perot Bandwagon Could 
Upset Big Apple Carts, " New York Times 19 April 1992, AI. 
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thought the Republican incumbent would be most damaged by Perot's candidacy. 

With so much at stake, virtually the whole political establishment -- media, 

candidates, and interest groups -- set out to force Perot to take positions on 

controversial issues; positions that, once taken, would stereotype him and deny him 

the pol itical center. 

Newspaper editors and television news directors, accustomed to defining the 

issues in American campaigns, emphasized the maverick upstart's lack of specificity, 

and he tried to respond. On the CNN talk show "Evans and Novak," for example, 

Perot endorsed the right of women to choose (or not choose) to have an abortion 

(abortion had become an ideological litmus test for many voters in 1992), even while 

pleading for more personal responsibility by and prenatal education for young 

mothers.40 To balance the budget, Perot suggested that new Internal Revenue Service 

computers would allow collection of $100 billion per year in taxes, and another $100 

40Perot endorsed women's right to choose even more unequivocaIly in a major 
speech to the National Press Club (18 March 1992). See Washington Post 19 March 
1992, A14. He continued to discuss his position on abortion in interviews and on 
talk shows as well. See for example PBS's "Talking With David Frost" (24 April 
1992). Perhaps the billionaire's position on abortion was influenced by his wife 
Margot's activities on behalf of Planned Parenthood, one of the principle groups 
advocating -- and performing, in hundreds of clinics nationwide -- abortions on 
demand. See Donnie Radcliffe, "Margot Perot's American Dream," Washington Post 
30 June 1992,01; "Perot Addresses the National Press Club,"Washington Post 19 
March 1992, A14; Elizabeth Gleick, "Perot's Hidden Assets," People Weekly 37 (15 
June 1992): 106-108; Eleanor Clift, "Just A Regular Dallas Billionaire," Newsweek 
119 (29 June 1992): 20-21; Barbara B. Hordern, "Lady in Waiting," Ladies Home 
Journal 109 (September 1992): 170-173. See also Nancy Cooper, "For Richer and 
Richer, " Ladies Home Journal 106 (May 1989): 184-190. 
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billion would be saved if the United States halved the amount it spent on defense of 

Europe and Asia.41 The government should provide direct support for high-tech 

industries of the future, Perot said, and wealthy Americans "like me" should pay 

more to lower the deficit. Wealthy retirees, in fact, should receive less Social 

Security income, Perot told reporters, defying a longstanding political taboo.42 

Finally, in a Washington Post article published under his byline, Perot called for 

more government support for education, and increased federal efforts to diminish 

social divisions along racial, class, and cultural lines. He also endorsed several broad 

policy initiatives, including development of a coherent national energy policy, a new 

and simpler tax system, and comprehensive economic planning.43 

An ABC poll released on April 10 showed President Bush with 38 % of the 

vote. Perot and Democratic front runner Bill Clinton were close behind and in a 

virtual dead heat, with 24% and 28% of the vote, respectively. Thus, when Perot 

arrived in Washington, D.C. on April 11 for a question and answer session at the 

American Society of Newspaper Editors convention, the attendees grilled him on a 

4110hn Mintz, "Perot Sampler Short On Policy Details," Washington Post II 
April 1992, A1O. 

42Richard S. Dunham and Wendy Sellner, "Perot On The Podium," Business 
Week 27 April 1992, 81; Thomas C. Hayes, "Wealthy Should Pay More To Trim 
Deficit, Perot Says," New York Times 27 April 1992, A14. 

43H. Ross Perot, "Perot: What Americans Must Demand," Washington Post 29 
March 1992, C2. 
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wide range of issues. His responses reflected the quandaries and limitations he faced 

in seeking to build a coalition based on broad consensuses. He told the editors, for 

example, that he favored some form of gun control, but hesitated to offer specifics, 

saying "I'd bury myself with the National Rifle Association." When asked what 

methods he would adopt to eliminate drug trafficking, he would only say that it 

would be "a dirty deal," and while he argued that elimination from the federal budget 

of "fraud, waste, and abuse" would save $180 billion dollars, he could not pinpoint 

the location of those cuts. When the editors pressed him, Perot became testy. "Do 

we have to be rude and adversarial, " he asked. "Can't we just talk?"44 The problem, 

of course, is that "just talking" may be fine for armchair pundits, but presidential 

candidates must expect to be called to task on their policy positions.4s 

In many instances, Perot candidly admitted that he had not given certain 

questions much thought, and offered to accept whatever position his followers 

reached. Perot looked to establishment of a system of "electronic town halls" to 

4410hn Mintz, "Perot Sampler Short On Policy Details," Washington Post 11 
April 1992, AI, AlD. 

4SFrequently the candidates evaded specific policy questions, but that was the 
nature of politics in the late twentieth century world of mass media and instant 
communication. Perot was no more vague on policy questions than other candidates, 
but was harshly criticized for lack of specificity nevertheless. When the editors 
blasted Perot for not laying out more of the details of his energy policy, for example, 
he pointed out that none of the other candidates had done any more than he had, and 
that several of them had not even called for the initiatives. That did not matter -
Perot was in the crosshairs. The other candidates' day would come later. 
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"build or gather a consensus on important issues." The idea was vintage Perot, what 

one observer called an "engineering process" for solving large problems like health 

care. "You get the best health care people in the country," the entrepreneur said. 

"You come up with three plans everybody's excited about. You explain all three 

plans to the American people in an electronic town hall. You let them react to it. 

I'd propose that we implement all three as pilot projects, and ... do something that's 

never been done before: [Give] people in charge of the pilot projects ... the absolute 

right to maximize it. After we know [which ones work], we'd come back to the 

American people. Maybe one works better in metropolitan areas and another in rural 

areas ... We'll be able to tell you as a citizen before we start how it works and --

stand by -- how much it costs. "46 As always, Perot the businessman pointed to the 

balance sheet; his final touchstone for virtually every issue. 

In the years after his 1975 retreat from Wall Street, Perot was forced to pay 

particular attention to the bottom line. The value of his stock dropped again, and this 

time it stayed down. For seven years EDS had prospered, doubling and tripling 

profitability annually and making investors happy and wealthy. Now the company 

faced, besides a crisis of confidence among New York traders and the loss of 

brokerage business, a dilemma which all rapidly expanding corporations eventually 

must confront: how to sustain the spectacular growth that investors had come to 

46John Mintz, "Perot Sampler Short On Policy Details," Washington Post 11 
April 1992, AlD. 
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expect. EDS had reached the point where $100 million contracts added mere 

percentage points to the company portfolio. The days of exponential increases in 

profitability appeared to be over. In 1975, in fact, the company's profits dropped for 

the first time in its 13-year history. Perot's difficulties seemed to be mounting when 

Texas Blue Cross, the primary contractor for the Texas Medicaid program, cancelled 

its subcontract with EDS for data processing services. 

Perot responded to the Blue Cross challenge in typical fashion -- he launched 

a crusade, bidding against them for the prime contract to manage the Texas Medicaid 

program. EDS won that battle, went on to secure administrative contracts for 

Medicaid and Medicare programs in other states, and embarked upon a five-year 

period of retrenchment and diversification. After the Blue Cross campaign, however, 

government health care services contracts were more than ever the basis of EDS's 

strength. Thus, when the Texas Department of Human Resources (DHR) decided, in 

July 1980, to switch Medicaid providers from EDS to Bradford National Corporation, 

everyone concerned found out what kind of competitor Ross Perot could be. "Pack 

your bags," he told key employees around country, ordering them to Dallas. "We're 

going to war. "47 

Eighteen months of no-holds-barred hardball politics followed. The contract's 

complexity allowed Perot to argue that EDS had actually submitted the low bid. In 

47Bo Burlingame and Curtis Hartman, "Cowboy Capitalist, " Inc. 11 (January, 
1979): 57. 
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statements to the newspapers he suggested that bureaucrats at DHR were biased and 

that Bradford was incompetent, and he prevailed upon his close friend Governor 

William P. Clements to delay the contract award on those grounds. Private 

investigators were hired to look into every contract Bradford National had ever had 

and to examine the motives, methods, and personal histories of every state official 

involved in the contract process. "I don't like conflict," Perot told reporters, "but this 

was a question of principle. Good guys don't necessarily finish first, and the world 

is not a fair place. ,,48 Beleaguered officials at DHR reopened the contract 

competition, but as the day approached for new bids to be opened, Texas viewers 

were treated to a television expose entitled "Medicaid: The Finagle Factor." The 

"special report" characterized Bradford National's operation as amateurish and 

incompetent compared to EDS's slick professionalism, and portrayed state officials in 

charge of the contract process as slipshod if not wholly corrupt. The video also 

contained interviews with former state officials in New York and California, who 

said that Bradford had offered them high-paying jobs in exchange for favored 

treatment in contract competitions. Bradford's chairman and president Peter Del Col 

said that he was "outraged that Mr. Perot is using personal influence to circumvent 

reasonable and competitive business practices." The videotaped "smoking gun" 

interviews, however, ultimately drove Bradford National completely out of the 
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Medicaid business. 49 

"It was Perot as classic SOB," one source told Inc. magazine. "He came 

screaming out of the sky, talons bared, and ripped their eyes out. "50 The tactics in 

Texas were extreme, but not out of character. Computer-Co., another firm that dared 

to compete with Perot, also experienced the blunt end of his commando tactics, when 

EDS filed suit against the states of West Virginia and Louisiana for awarding 

Medicaid contracts to them. "There's no doubt that EDS is a respected and very 

professional company," said Arthur McKay, Computer-Co. 's vice president for 

marketing, "but they very definitely play hardball." In California, Perot kept a 

Sacramento lobbyist on retainer, "to remind legislators of the 'mistake' the state had 

made when it gave a $129.6 million contract formerly held by EDS to Computer 

Sciences, Inc. ,,51 

Perot, then, was hardly an inexperienced political outsider by early 1992. 

Quite the contrary, he had developed a pattern after years of business competition: 

49ibid., 7; Brenton R. Schlender, "An Irked Perot Plays It Tough For Texas Job," 
Wall Street Journal 24 November 1980,33; "Texas Medicaid Contract In Dispute," 
New York Times 20 August 1980, B8; Peter Applebome, "Want A Fight? In Texas, 
Just Say No To Ross Perot," New York Times 30 November 1980, F8; Mason, Perot, 
166-70; Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 63-64; Gross, The Man Behind the Myth, 
184-88; Chiu, In His Own Words, 30. 

50Burlingame and Hartman, "Cowboy Capitalist," 7. 

51Brenton R. Schlender, "An Irked Perot Plays It Tough For Texas Job," Wall 
Street Journal 24 November 1980, 33. 
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bring in the best people available; work ceaselessly to create and sustain a fighting 

team spirit; and spare no energy, expense, or tactics in an all-out effort to succeed. 

Having embarked upon yet another epic quest, he followed a similar pattern. 

Grabbing every opportunity to publicize his crusade and attract new members, the 

Medicaid magnate dispatched advisors to assist local volunteers in the presidential 

petitioning effort and, in Dallas, began assembling a "world-class team" of political 

professionals to orchestrate the campaign. Funds flowed freely throughout April, as 

advertising specialists, pollsters, and political managers came aboard, to design 

marketing strategies, identify issues, develop positions, and build a national campaign 

organ ization. 

"United We Stand" (UWS) was originally formed in 1969, as an advocacy 

group for American prisoners of war in Southeast Asia. For years, Perot had 

sustained the group, but by 1992 it was little more than a mailing list. Now, the 

billionaire revived UWS to provide the base constituency for his national campaign. 

That the group contained people from every pole on the political compass did not 

seem to bother Perot. What mattered most, he thought, was that they and others 

shared his concern about America and sought answers in traditional values. He 

would educate them about the shape and magnitude of the crisis their country faced 

and, united around a common vision of a new American Dream, they could work 
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together to reach agreement on specific policies. 52 

As early as April 23, 1992, however, newspapers began to comment on the 

contradiction of a grassroots "outsider" campaign run by professionals. The Wall 

Street Journal, for example, wondered how Perot could hope to sustain an appeal that 

promised all things to all people. Trying to buy time to make his collectivist vision 

work, Perot hired James White, an Eastman Kodak executive, who had served in 

President Jimmy Carter's administration as Assistant Secretary of Defense and as 

Deputy Director of the Office of Management and Budget, to serve as the campaign's 

"issues coordinator." White's job: to try to find consensuses among Perot's 

supporters. As he continued to hire experienced strategists to manage his campaign, 

the New York Times commented openly on the irony of a candidate who wooed 

political professionals from the major parties, even while denouncing both the 

professions and the parties. 53 

By June, fissures in the solid UWS front appeared as local volunteers began 

to talk openly about their dissatisfaction. "A coup d'etat was staged on the entire 

52Ross Perot, United We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our Country (New 
York, NY: Hyperion, 1992), ix-x, 3-4, 111-18, passim. 

53Maralee Schwartz, "Perot Is Hiring Professionals," Washington Post 23 April 
1992, A18; Steven A. Holmes, "Even As He Denounces Political Agents, Perot Is 
Wooing Them," New York Times 28 May 1992, A20. See also Paul A. Gigot, "Not 
All Perot's Supporters Can Be Right," Wall Street Journal 29 May 1992, A 10; 
Timothy Noah, "Perot Invites Views Of Many People; Pleasing Them All May Be 
Difficult, " Wall Street Journal 25 June 1992, A 18. 
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organization that had coordinated our statewide petition drive, " wrote Colorado 

activist Deborah Zekany in a blunt letter to Perot. "You stated that you would serve 

the American people, [but] how will you deliver if surrounded by politically 

ambitious, greed-motivated, rude and ruthless wanna-bes?" Similar complaints 

poured in from other local offices. In Oklahoma, reported the Los Angeles Times, 

petition gatherers withheld 35,000 signatures from Dallas emissaries, "so that they 

could deliver them personally to state election officials." In Missouri, Illinois, 

Virginia, California, and even in Texas, conflicts between Perot's "world-class" 

managers and local volunteers slowed the campaign effort. "I don't know if Perot 

knows what's going on or what the consequences could be," said Rob McCarthy of 

Denver, who had joined the Texan's bandwagon in March. "A lot of people like me 

are moving to the sidelines and taking another look ... It appears to be business as 

usual, and we're ticked off. "54 

A "31-year-old real estate salesman" dispatched from Dallas to oversee the 

Colorado petition drive, Zekany wrote Perot, had undermined the campaign by 

"shoving aside several volunteers, insulting dozens of others, and seeking to reap all 

the glory of their labor." When Zekany, a 65-year-old retired real estate executive, 

objected, she was informed that some volunteers were bound to leave, and that they 

would be replaced with more activists of "higher quality." "You're not talking about 

54John M. Broder, "Pros Hijacking Perot Campaign, Volunteers Say," Los 
Angeles Times 23 June 1992, AI, A16. 
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expendable items," Zekany angrily retorted. You're talking about voters. ,,55 Some of 

the bile could be attributed to egos and local turf battles, but in trying to build a 

grassroots movement from the top down, Perot faced an unusually conflicted 

situation -- one hardly conducive to the unified collectivist vision he espoused. 

As 1992's spring gave way to summer, Perot faced a quandary. On the one 

hand, he wanted to be a populist candidate, leading a grassroots campaign of 

alienated voters. As much as possible, he wanted to give his constituents the 

freedom -- and the time -- to debate and reach consensus on issues, and to allow 

himself to be guided by those agreements. Under the imperatives of an election 

campaign, however, such a process is an elusive luxury. Thus, Perot found that, 

despite all his best intentions, a leader must lead, stating his or her positions now and 

forming a consensus later. The populist outsider in Perot's character had to give way 

to the corporatist insider -- and it was not, for him, a difficult transition to make. At 

EDS, Perot had always placed a premium on personnel; the very motto of his 

company was "Eagles don't flock, they have to be gathered one at a time." His life 

experiences pushed him toward the professionals and away from the locals. By mid

June, the interminable conflicts with local volunteers had become unbearable, the 

number of critical newspaper articles increased, and polls showed Perot's "negatives" 

soaring. Uncommitted voters, though refusing to endorse Bush or Clinton, were 

55ibid. 
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turning against Perot for specific reasons. 56 

As he had so often done before, Perot decided to pull out all stops in an effort 

to put together a "world-class team" of professionals, who would then roll over 

anyone who got in the way. First, he brought in a pair of real political heavyweights 

to co-manage his campaign: Edward Rollins, a Republican who had managed 

Reagan's 1984 re-election victory, and Hamilton Jordan, a Democrat who headed 

President Carter's 1976 effort. 57 Former Carter media advisor Gerald M. Rafshoon 

consulted on media strategy and Hal Riney was retained to oversee campaign 

advertising. Riney, who had created President Ronald Reagan's glossy but effective 

"Morning in America" ads in 1984, had since produced popular beer commercials 

featuring a well-endowed female "Swedish bikini team. "58 

Even as he professionalized his campaign, Perot moved to muzzle the local 

activists and to centralize campaign media relations at his Dallas headquarters. In 

response, volunteers registered their complaints with reporters. Many local activists 

left the campaign, and among those who chose to stay on the predominant feeling 

56Robin Toner, "Bush and Clinton Sag in Survey," New York Times 23 June 
1992, AI. 

57Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot's New Team," Wall Street Journal 5 June 1992, AI; 
David Schribman, "Perot Hires Two Veteran Strategists," Wall Street Journal 4 June 
1992, AlO. 

58"Another Former Carter Aide Backs Perot," New York Times 14 June 1992, 
A28; "From 'Swedish Bikini Team' Ads To Perot," New York Times 22 June 1992, 
A14. 
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was that the campaign had made a "mistake" hiring Rollins and Jordon. New York 

media coordinator Charlie Donnelly, for example, noted the destructive irony of 

Perot's presidential campaign: While blasting Washington insiders, Donnelly noted, 

the billionaire "solicits memos on urban aid and converting defense spending to 

civilian uses from a lobbyist and two former congressmen. ,,59 Similarly, in public 

speeches, Perot damned supply-side doctrines of the Reagan years as "trickle-down" 

economics, but then met with supply-side theorist Jude Wanniski, who claimed to 

have spent hours "educating" the entrepreneur. After the Wanniski meeting, Perot's 

aides, wanting to diffuse any notions that the candidate was a supply-sider, 

minimized the significance of the meeting. The paradoxes of Perot's "outsider" 

crusade, however, were piling Up.60 

Clearly, methods which had worked for Perot in competitions with IBM and 

other rivals were proving difficult to adapt to political campaigning. Perot's vision 

of a great people's party, energized by ideological unity to find policy consensus, 

was beginning to disintegrate. The core group itself, United We Stand, was built 

around an ideologically heterogenous group that had been concerned with one issue, 

POWs. Once Perot started to take controversial positions, individuals began to leave 

the nascent campaign. Critics accused Perot of authoritarian tendencies, but as the 

59Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot's New Team," Wall Street JournalS June 1992, AI. 

6ORonald D. Shafer, "Perot Casts A Wide Net," Wall Street Journal 15 May 1992, 
AI. 
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crusade began to bog down, the organization, without strong leadership, was in 

danger of flying apart in a counter-authoritarian despotism of the grassroots. To 

quell discontent in the ranks and to bring some sense of unity to the cacophony of 

disparate voices, Perot sanitized and professionalized his organization. Television 

and radio talk shows, not "electronic town halls," provided the "forums" through 

which the candidate presented his positions -- which did not necessarily match those 

of his followers. Confronted with the exigencies of the campaign trail, Perot 

reasserted control over his grassroots movement with increasingly unbendable 

directives from headquarters. Discussion and consensus would have to come later. 

"It had everything to do with selling umbrellas when it's raining," Perot told 

Newsweek in 1992, explaining his success at IBM. "It was the beginning of the 

computer industry. Everybody was buying computers. ,,61 In the early months of 

1992, Perot's presidential campaign was also a bit like selling umbrellas when it was 

raining. But as April faded into May and June, the umbrella sale ended. Perot's 

populist side was seduced by his corporatist side, and the focus of conflict shifted to 

the Texan's Dallas stronghold itself. 

61"It's Up To You, Folks," Newsweek 29 (27 April 1992): 26. 
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Table 3.1: 
1992 Democratic Primary Results 

Date State Clinton % Tsongas % Brown % Other % Total vote 
2/18 New Hampshire 24.70 33.20 8.10 34.00 167,819 
2/25 South Dakota 19.10 9.60 3.90 67.40 59,503 
3/03 Colorado 26.90 25.60 28.80 18.70 239,643 

Georgia 57.20 24.00 8.10 8.10 454,631 
Maryland 33.50 40.60 8.20 17.70 567,243 

3/07 South Carolina 62.90 18.30 6.00 12.80 116,414 
3/10 Florida 50.80 34.50 12.40 2.30 1,123,857 

Louisiana 69.50 11.10 6.60 12.80 384,397 
Massach usetts 10.90 66.40 14.60 8.10 792,885 
Mississippi 73.10 8.10 9.60 9.20 191,357 
Oklahoma 70.50 16.70 12.80 416,129 
Rhode Island 21.20 52.90 18.80 7.10 50,709 
Tennessee 67.30 19.40 8.00 5.10 318,482 
Texas 65.60 19.20 8.00 7.20 1,482,975 

3/17 Illinois 5l.60 25.80 14.60 7.60 15,041,302 
Michigan 50.70 16.60 25.80 6.90 585,972 

3/24 Connecticut 35.60 19.50 37.20 7.50 173,119 
4/07 Kansas 51.30 15.20 13.00 20.10 160,251 

Minnesota* 3l.1O 21.30 30.60 17.00 204,170 
New York 40.90 28.60 26.20 4.40 1,007,726 
Wisconsin 37.20 21.80 34.50 6.50 772,596 

4/28 Pennsylvania 56.50 12.80 25.70 5.00 1,265,495 
5/05 Indiana 63.30 12.20 21.50 3.00 476,849 

North Carolina 64.10 8.30 10.40 17.20 691,875 
Dist. Columbia 73.80 10.40 7.20 8.60 61,904 

5/12 Nebraska 45.50 7.10 21.00 26.40 150,587 
West Virginia 74.20 6.90 11.90 7.00 306,866 

5/19 Oregon 45.10 10.50 31.20 13.20 354,332 
Washington* 42.00 12.80 23.10 22.10 147,981 

5/26 Arkansas 68.00 11.00 21.00 502,617 
Idaho* 49.00 16.70 34.30 55,124 
Kentucky 56.10 4.90 8.30 30.70 370,578 

(cont'd) 
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Table 3.1 
(cont'd) 

Date State Clinton ~ Tsongas ~ Brown ~ Other ~ Total Vote 
6/02 Alabama 68.20 6.80 25.00 450,899 

California 47.50 7.40 40.20 4.90 2,863,609 
Montana 46.80 10.70 18.50 24.00 117,471 
New Jersey 62.10 11.50 20.30 6.10 392,626 
New Mexico 52.90 6.20 16.90 24.00 181,443 
Ohio 61.20 10.60 18.90 9.30 1,042,335 

6/06 North Dakota* 14.50 85.50 32,786 
% of total vote 51.80 20.10 18.10 10.10 
Total votes (millions) 10.48 4.81 3.66 2.04 20,239,385 

Notes: Results are based on official election returns. "Other" includes both 
uncommitted and other candidate totals. Asterisks* indicate states holding 
nonbinding "beauty contest" primaries. Ross Perot's write-in vote totals in three of 
those primaries were: 2.1 % in Minnesota, 19.1 % in Washington, and 29% in North 
Dakota -- Perot won the North Dakota Democratic primary! 

Source: Alice V. McGillivray, Presidential Primaries and Caucuses, 1992: A 
Handbook of Elections Statistics (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, 1992): 
4-5; "Congressional Quarterly Guide To The 1992 Democratic National Convention," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 4 July 1992, 69-70. 
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****** 

Table 3.2: 
1992 Republican Primary Results 

Date State Bush % Buch'n % Duke % Other % Total vote 
2/18 New Hampshire 53.00 37.40 9.70 174,165 
2/25 South Dakota 69.30 30.70 44,671 
3/03 Colorado 67.50 30.00 2.50 195,690 

Georgia 64.30 35.70 453,990 
Maryland 70.10 29.90 240,021 

3/07 South Carolina 66.90 25.70 7.10 0.30 148,840 
3/10 Florida 68.10 31.90 893,463 

Louisiana 62.00 27.00 8.80 2.10 135,109 
Massach usetts 65.60 27.70 2.10 4.70 269,701 
Mississippi 72.30 16.70 10.60 0.40 154,708 
Oklahoma 69.60 26.60 2.60 1.20 217,721 
Rhode Island 63.00 31.80 2.10 3.10 15,636 
Tennessee 72.50 22.20 3.10 2.00 245,653 
Texas 69.80 23.90 2.50 3.80 797,146 

3/17 Illinois 76.40 22.50 1.20 831,140 
Michigan 67.20 25.00 2.40 5.40 449,133 

3/24 Connecticut 66.70 21.90 2.30 9.10 99,473 
4/07 Kansas 62.00 14.80 1.80 21.40 213,196 

Minnesota 63.90 24.20 11.90 132,756 
New York No Republican preference election held 
Wisconsin 75.60 16.30 2.70 5.50 482,248 

4/28 Pennsylvania 76.80 23.20 1,008,777 
5/05 Indiana 80.10 19.90 467,615 

North Carolina 70.70 19.50 9.80 283,571 
Dist. Columbia 81.50 18.50 5,235 

5/12 Nebraska 81.40 13.50 1.50 3.70 192,098 
West Virginia 80.50 14.60 4.90 124,157 

5/19 Oregon 67.10 19.00 2.20 11.80 304,159 
Washington 67.00 10.20 1.20 21.60 129,655 

5/26 Arkansas 87.40 12.60 52,141 
Idaho 63.50 13.10 23.40 115,502 
Kentucky 74.50 25.50 101,119 

(cont'd) 



Date State 
6/02 Alabama 

California 
Montana 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 
Ohio 

6/06 North Dakota 
% of total vote 
Total votes (millions) 

Bush % 
74.30 
73.60 
71.60 
77.50 
63.80 
83.30 
83.40 
72.50 

9.20 

Table 3.2 
(cont'd) 

Buch'n % 
7.60 

26.40 
11.80 
15.00 
9.10 

16.70 

22.80 
2.89 

Duke % 

0.90 
0.11 
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Other ~ Total Vote 
18.10 165,121 

2,156,464 
16.60 90,975 
7.50 310,270 

27.10 86,967 
860,453 

16.60 47,808 
3.80 
0.48 12,696,547 

Notes: Results are based on official election returns. "Other" includes both 
uncommitted and other candidate totals. David Duke withdrew from the contest on 
April 22. Ross Perot's Republican primary write-in votes totaled 2.7% in Minnesota, 
19.6% in Washington, 7.5% in New Jersey, and 8.1 % in North Dakota. 

Source: Alice V. McGillivray, Presidential Primaries and Caucuses. 1992: A 
Handbook of Elections Statistics (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, 1992): 
2-3; "Congressional Quarterly Guide To The 1992 Republican National Convention," 
Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 8 August 1992, 63. 
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The Perils of Perot 

141 

On May 11, 1992, while "denying any animosity toward his fellow Texan, " 

Perot told Washington Post columnists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak that he felt 

the President was trying to sabotage his campaign. Bush "started the character 

assassination as soon as I got ahead of him in Texas," he said.! Evans and Novak, 

however, along with a host of other observers, felt that Perot's own motives were 

less than pure with regard to the President. "Is Perot after the Presidency -- or the 

President," Business Week asked rhetorically. "If [Perot] denies Bush the Presidency, 

he'll be on top of the world," a long-time associate of the billionaire said. "He hates 

George Bush," a prominent Texas Republican agreed. 2 Even Bill Clinton mused 

aloud about his two opponents' apparent "obsession" with one another. 3 

That Ross Perot and President George Bush were no strangers to one another 

in the spring of 1992 was hardly surprising, since both men hailed from Texas, and 

each had been politically active in the Lone Star state for years. The two had more 

!Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, "George Bush's Foe," Washington Post 11 
May 1992, A17. 

2Richard S. Dunham, Douglas Harbrecht, and Wendy Zellner, "Is Perot After The 
Presidency -- Or The President?," Business Week 6 April 1992, 41. 

3Sam Fulwood, III, "Clinton Sees Advantage in Two Rivals' 'Obsession, '" Los 
Angeles Times 26 June 1992, A22; David Von Drehl and Edward Walsh, "Clinton 
Pulls No Punches: Bush-Perot Fray A Winner," Washington Post 26 June 1992, A18. 
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than a merely casual acquaintance, however. Their paths had crossed many times, 

and while the demeanor of the patrician Bush nettled the populist entrepreneur, Perot 

conceived a deep animosity toward the President for more serious reasons that had 

little to do with their differing backgrounds or ideological perspectives. 

Since 1969, Perot had been a leading spokesmen for U.S. servicemen missing 

or imprisoned in Southeast Asia after the Vietnam war, and he was also involved in 

several attempts to ransom or rescue hostages held by terrorist groups. In these 

efforts on behalf of Americans at risk abroad, the billionaire had worked with 

government operatives, especially in the State Department and within the White 

House National Security apparatus, and he became deeply impressed with the 

corruption, bureaucratic inertia, or ineptness he encountered at the highest levels of 

government. Specifically, however, Perot repeatedly encountered George Bush in 

this context -- as United Nations Ambassador, as Central Intelligence Agency 

Director, and as Vice President of the United States. By 1992, his protestations 

notwithstanding, the businessman's frustration with the foreign policy system George 

Bush represented had crystallized into a clear enmity toward with the Republican 

incumbent. 

To appreciate the antagonism, one must consider this aspect of Perot's career 

in its entirety, beginning in January, 1969, when Richard Milhous Nixon took office 

after one of the most tumultuous elections in American history, and just months after 

Ross Perot achieved fame for becoming, overnight, a tycoon of historic proportions. 
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Public weariness with the Vietnam war had forced Nixon's presidential predecessor, 

Lyndon Johnson, to abandon his re-election effort in March, 1968. The war, along 

with Democratic frontrunner Robert Kennedy's assassination in June and a highly 

rancorous party convention in July, 1968, had also poisoned the presidential 

campaign of Johnson's former vice president, Hubert H. Humphrey. A strong third

party challenge from George C. Wallace, the segregationist former governor of 

Alabama, left Nixon, a longtime conservative, in possession of the political center. 

Promising that he had a "secret plan" to end the war quickly, Nixon emerged 

victorious in the election, but with just 43.4 per cent of the popular canvass -- less 

than 500,000 more votes than Humphrey. Nixon's secret plan turned out to be more 

of the same policy pursued for more than two years by Johnson: escalated aerial 

attacks on North Vietnam. Nixon began playing "mad bomber" in an effort to force 

the North Vietnamese and their allies to accept an American "peace with honor" -

withdrawal of United States troops from Vietnam in exchange for a permanent 

division of the country -- at peace talks in Paris. The president and his newly 

appointed National Security Advisor, former Harvard University professor Henry 

Kissinger, supervised saturation bombing of civilian targets and airfields in North 

Vietnam that had been off-limits under LBJ's regime, eventually mining Haiphong 

harbor, and conducting secret bombing missions in the neighboring countries of Laos 
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and Cambodia.4 

The policy failed to yield quick results, and by late 1969, public fatigue with 

the war, manifested in polls, widening antiwar protests, and an increasing number of 

impatient statements by community leaders and opinion-makers, began to undermine 

Kissinger's and Nixon's strategy.5 Accordingly, they decided to launch a domestic 

press offensive, with full page newspaper advertisements, televised "town hall 

meetings, " and special polls designed to build support for the war effort. Funds for 

this media blitz came from private donors, among them the "fastest richest Texan 

ever, " Ross Perot. 6 

American prisoners of war (POWs) and soldiers missing in action (MIAs) had 

4Michael Schaller et aI., Present Tense: The United States Since 1945 (Boston, 
MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1992),318-21; 367-74. See also George C. Herring, 
America's Longest War, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Knopf, 1986),221-56; Marilyn B. 
Young, The Vietnam Wars (New York, NY: Harper, Collins, 1990),225-85. 

5Student protests had dissolved during the election year, but as students returned 
to classes for the fall term they responded in ever-increasing numbers to calls for a 
"New Mobilization." The new wave of protests culminated in a mid-November 
"March of Death" on Washington D.C.,in which 300,000 protestors, carrying signs 
bearing the names of soldiers killed and villages destroyed in Vietnam, filed silently 
past the White House for 40 hours. Nixon brushed the march off, saying he spent 
the weekend watching football games, but he could not so easily diffuse the growing 
public sentiment for an end to the war reflected in polls, congressional statements, 
and White House mail. 

6"Money Talks," Newsweek 74 (8 December 1969): 57-58; Mason, Perot, 3; 
Alexander M. Haig with Charles McCarry, Inner Circles/How America Changed The 
World: A Memoir (New York, NY: Warner Books/Worldwide, 1992),200. See also 
H.R. Haldeman, The Haldeman Diaries: Inside The Nixon White House (New York, 
NY: G.P. Putnam, 1994),57, 106, 112-13, 116. 
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become a major sticking point at the peace talks in Paris, where the North 

Vietnamese were trying to use the POWs, along with information about MIAs, to 

extract better disengagement terms. Perot, outraged by reports of POW abuse, met 

with Colonel Alexander Haig, later Secretary of State under President Ronald Reagan 

but then a member of Kissinger's staff. Told by Haig and Kissinger that the 

administration would welcome any actions he might undertake as a private citizen to 

improve conditions for the prisoners, Perot formed the "United We Stand" (UWS) 

committee to raise money to buy newspaper ads, produce television "infomercials," 

fund public debates, and pressure the Vietnamese to improve prison conditions.7 

Local UWS committees worked to create a nationwide network and mailing list, 

displayed in shopping centers replicas of the "tiger cages" American prisoners were 

reportedly kept in, organized telethons, and prompted a letter-writing effort to North 

Vietnamese leaders on the captives' behalf. 8 Perot also commissioned Gallup polls to 

7Doron P. Levin, Irreconcilable Differences: Ross Perot versus General Motors 
(New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990), 34; Haig with McCarry, Inner Circles, 200; 
H.R. Haldeman, Haldeman Diaries, 106; Ken Follett, On Wings of Eagles (New 
York, NY: Signet/Pentacor, 1983): 54. 

8Ken Follett, in On Wings of Eagles, 53-54, said that citizens inspired by Perot's 
activities "sent so many protest letters to Hanoi that the North Vietnamese postal 
system collapsed under the strain." In the heat of the 1992 campaign, however, 
former Nixon aides supporting President Bush portrayed Perot as a publicity-seeking 
"prickly individual," and sought to tarnish the public's image of his POW efforts. In 
reporting the story, the New York Times 8 May 1992, AI-A20, cited a 1971 
memorandum from Gordon Strachen, a White House aide to Nixon chief of staff 
H.R. Haldeman, which admitted that Perot "had set up an organization and ran one 
ad that we approved," but "concluded that he did not produce the promised flood of 
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document American displeasure with the Vietnamese, stumped the country 

incessantly, giving speeches at every opportunity, and offered to fly POW families to 

Paris if North Vietnamese diplomats would meet with them there. 9 

By December, 1969, Perot had spent nearly $1 million on the POW-support 

campaign. More than 3 million people had responded to his appeals, the pugnacious 

entrepreneur told Newsweek, adding that he expected UWS to have "the largest 

organization in the United States," with 15 million "members," by the followiilg 

March.1O Then, with the holiday season approaching, Perot conceived the idea of 

airlifting medical supplies, food, and Christmas presents to Hanoi, for distribution to 

the POWs. "I got Mao's little Red Book and all the Communist literature I could 

letters." Since no one, apparently, counted the letters, it is impossible to assess their 
impact. The New York Times, however, also quoted from a memo written by Peter 
Flanagan, a White House aid, in June 1969, "almost six months before the 
businessman was to begin his effort to help war prisoners": "I think that Ross Perot 
might be the kind of hard-hitting, young individual who could set up a pro-Vietnam 
committee," Flanagan wrote, bolstering Perot's assertion that his efforts had been 
launched at the administration's -- not Perot's -- initiative. Alexander Haig, in his 
memoir Inner Circles, p.200, also noted that the billionaire had "enthusiastic White 
House support" for his UWS activities, and described Perot's POW-support efforts in 
brief but laudatory terms. H.R. Haldeman's diaries support Haig's claims 
(Haldeman, Haldeman Diaries, 57, 106, 112-13, 116). For a critical perspective that 
does not dispute the basic facts of Perot's involvement in POW rescue activities, see 
Bruce Franklin, MIA, or Mythmaking In America (New York, NY: Lawrence Hill, 
1992),50-64. 

9Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind The Myth (New York, NY: Random 
House, 1992), 117-21; Follett, On Wings Of Eagles, 54. 

IO"Money Talks," Newsweek 74 (8 December 1969): 58. 
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find," Perot recalled in a 1988 Life magazine interview. "It stated very clearly that 

without exception prisoners should be treated kindly... I decided that I would try to 

shame the Vietnamese in the eyes of the world" if they refused to deliver the gifts. 11 

In typical crusading fashion, Perot diverted EDS personnel and resources to the 

endeavor, and personally accompanied two chartered Braniff 707 cargo jets, bulging 

with supplies, to Southeast Asia. Refused permission to land in Hanoi, Perot and one 

of the jets, dubbed "Peace on Earth," flew instead to Vientiane, Laos, on December 

24, 1969 -- Christmas Eve. Forced to cool his heels waiting for North Vietnamese 

representatives, the maverick Texan headed for their Laotian embassy. There news 

cameras captured the image many veterans still remembered in 1992: Perot before 

the silent embassy, defiantly brandishing a bullhorn and shouting "Let us have our 

men."12 

Vu Tien, the North Vietnamese charge d'affairs in Laos, finally met with 

Perot a few days later, but only to remind the unofficial American envoy of the 

devastation suffered by his country in its long colonial wars. Businessman Perot, 

sensing an opportunity to make a deal, offered to rebuild schools and hospitals 

11 Roy Rowan, "The World According To Ross Perot," Life 11 (February, 1988): 
68. 

12Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 35; Roy Rowan, "The World According To 
Ross Perot," 68. See also William T. Castro, "Perot: A Henry Ford Candidacy?," 
Washington Post 18 June 1992, A23, in which the author, in the process of noting a 
number of similarities between the two great entrepreneurs, compares this particular 
Perot effort to Henry Ford's "Peace ship" undertaking before World War I. 
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bombed by the United States if North Vietnam would release the estimated 1,400 

POWs they held. Vu did not respond, except to once again deny Perot permission to 

land in Hanoi and to suggest that he try having the packages delivered through 

Moscow, via normal mail routes. 13 Refusing to accept defeat, Perot flew the two 

cargo liners to Anchorage, Alaska. There, a phalanx of 1,000 EDS employees and 

local volunteers worked around the clock, repackaging the presents and supplies into 

seven pound parcels that could be delivered by the Soviet postal system. On 

December 28, the planes took off for Copenhagen, Denmark, only to learn that they 

had been refused permission to land in Moscow. 

The 1969 mission ended with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic's 

rejection of the packages, but Perot was back in Vietnam the following year, still 

seeking ways to improve the lots of American prisoners, meeting with North 

13Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 35-36. In an interview with the New York 
Times 28 May 1992, A20, Perot denied offering to buy back prisoners of war from 
North Vietnam. The Times questioned that, citing Perot's October 15, 1986 
testimony before a congressional committee, where, in an exchange with 
Representative Stephen J. Solarz (D-N. Y.),he appeared to advocate a strategy of 
ransoming prisoners. (U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Foreign Affairs 
Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, The Tighe Report on American POW's 
and MIA's, 99th Cong., 2nd Sess., 15 October 1986,44-45). Also, in an even earlier 
Washington appearance, Perot testified that "the North Vietnamese live in a barter 
economy. They are better traders than we are. They stiII go to the market and trade 
pigs for chickens, and they are good at it. They are used to trading. Whatever you 
ask for, they will attempt to trade on the prisoner issue." (U .S. Congress, House of 
Representatives, Committee on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee on National Security 
and Scientific Development, American POWs and MIAs in Southeast Asia, 91st 
Cong.,2nd Sess., 5 May 1970,70-71). 
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Vietnamese paws held by South Vietnam, and calling for a reconstruction program 

for the war-ravaged country. 14 Newspaper headlines ridiculed the entrepreneur's 

"unauthorized grandstanding" as the feeble efforts of an unsophisticated, nouveau 

riche "Lone Star Santa Claus." "For three years, I took a heck of a beating," Perot 

recalled later. "I couldn't explain that the government had asked me to do it." But 

"before I got back to Texas," he claimed, "the Vietnamese took a number of 

prisoners out of solitary confinement. "IS paws released years later confirmed that 

their treatment improved, more letters got through, and they began to receive better 

medical care soon after the Perot mission. The Texan "had made the North 

Vietnamese uncomfortable about their inhumane policies toward U.S. prisoners, " said 

one Perot biographer. "For the first time they felt compelled to explain" why they 

had abused captives, an illegal act under the Geneva conventions, which they had 

signed. 16 

Families of the missing soldiers, along with many other Americans, continued 

14Jacob Drake, Carri Karuhn, and Joyce Werges, Ross Perot: Who He Is and 
What He Stands For (Lincolnwood, IL: Publications International, 1992), 36. 

15Roy Rowan, "The World According To Ross Perot," 68. For confirmation that 
Perot's activities were indeed launched at administration request, see New York 
Times 8 May 1992, A20; Haig with McCarry, Inner Circles, 200; Haldeman, 
Haldeman Diaries, 57, 106, 108, 112-13, 116. 

16Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 37; Follett, On Wings Of Eagles, 54. See 
also Marty Primeau, "High Profile: Ross Perot; Part 1," Dallas Morning News 29 
June 1986, E4. 
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to exchange information and news through MIA organizations like United We Stand. 

Members shared, in addition to their great concern for missing servicemen, an 

increasing frustration with the fragmented and seemingly insensitive government 

functionaries assigned to their case, and a mounting longing for some heroic action 

by someone -- anyone -- on their behalf. In November, 1970, Perot and other POW-

MIA advocates were thrilled when Green Beret Colonel Arthur D. "Bull" Simons, a 

veteran of dozens of commando raids, led a daring effort to rescue American captives 

at the Son Tay prison camp in North Vietnam. 17 The mission failed because the 

prisoners had been moved; nevertheless, Perot flew to Fort Bragg, North Carolina to 

meet the raiders. "I made it very clear to them what it meant to the POW families 

and what I was sure it meant to [the paWs]," Perot later recalled. 18 

Perot's missions provided a morale boost for the prisoners who heard of them, 

and his efforts on behalf of U.S. soldiers in Southeast Asia did not end with the 

Vietnam peace treaty, which was finally signed in 1973. He continued to actively 

press both the American and Vietnamese governments for information, but as the war 

wound down, Perot felt that bureaucrats at the National Security Council and in the 

State Department had made ending the ordeal as quickly as possible their primary 

17Follett, On Wings of Eagles, 55-56. 

18Todd Mason, Perot: An Unauthorized Biography (Homewood, IL: Business One 
Irwin, 1990), 239, cf. Perot speech, Washington, D.C. (18 May 1981); Follett, On 
Wings of Eagles, 55-56; Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 37. 
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goal; getting the soldiers back had become a secondary consideration. He testified to 

that effect before a congressional committee investigating the plight of POWS, and 

complained to anyone else who might be able to wield some authority, including 

George Bush, then the United States ambassador to the United Nations. 19 Vietnam 

admitted holding only some 340 American prisoners, far fewer than the 1,400 Perot 

had tried to deliver Christmas packets to in 1969, yet American officials repeatedly 

chorused that every American still alive had been accounted for by the Vietnamese, 

and that every effort was being made to secure their release and to secure 

information about soldiers still formally missing in action, but now presumed dead. 

Official protestations notwithstanding, Perot remained convinced that Americans were 

still being held in Laos and, perhaps, elsewhere in Southeast Asia, or even in the 

Soviet Union. "After the POWs came back from Vietnam," he told Life magazine, 

"people in the White House didn't want to talk about the men in Laos. Watergate 

was on, and nobody was interested. ,,20 

19Steven A. Holmes, "White House Aides' Memos Paint Perot As Nixon Insider," 
New York Times 8 May 1992, A20, cf. 1971 memorandum from Thomas Lias, a 
Bush aide. See also U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Committee on Foreign 
Affairs, Subcommittee on National Security and Scientific Developments, Testimony 
of H. Ross Perot, 91st Cong., 2nd Sess., 5 May 1970. 

2URoy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68; Haldeman, Haldeman 
Diaries, 432-33, 579, 585. See also Monika Jensen-Stevenson and William 
Stevenson, Kiss the Boys Goodbye: How the United States Betrayed Its Own POWs 
in Vietnam (Toronto, Ontario, Canada: McClelland and Stuart, 1990). Jensen
Stevenson, a CBS news producer whose December 1985 "60 Minutes" expose 
revived public interest in American MIAs in Southeast Asia, suggested that flU .S. 
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After the cease-fire was signed on January 27, 1973, Perot revealed to 

reporters that "he had been paying cash for almost four years, working through a 

shadowy world of 'intermediaries,' for information and pictures of POWs," and that 

"men working for Perot, a group that included many EDS employees, met forty-

seven times with Pathet Lao, North Vietnamese, and Vietcong representatives around 

government spokesmen were not telling the truth about men and women of the armed 
forces being left behind in Vietnam when they said that there was no credible proof 
that prisoners had been kept by the enemy" (p.1), and offered enticing bits of 
evidence that POWs remained alive in Southeast Asia, at least as late as 1985. In 
January, 1973, according to Jensen-Stevenson (p.3), Pentagon records listed the 
names of 317 Americans missing in Laos (see also U.S. Congress, House of 
Representatives, House Select Committee on Missing Persons, Americans Missing in 
Southeast Asia, 94th Cong., 2nd Sess., 13 December 1976), and Pathet Lao 
spokesmen freely admitted that they had detailed accounts of prisoners and their 
locations (see "Pathet Lao Says No Truce, No American POWs," Washington Post 18 
February 1973, AlO, and related stories same edition). At the time, Henry Kissinger 
told reporters that these servicemen would be returned to the U.S. by Hanoi, along 
with any Americans held in Cambodia, the other country bordering Vietnam (see 
Jensen-Stevenson and Stevenson, 3; Kissinger, Years of Upheaval (New York, NY: 
Little, Brown, 1982),39]. After the U.S.-Vietnam peace accords were signed, 
however, relations between Vietnam and its neighbors soured, and prospects for 
release of still-missing prisoners dimmed and finally flickered out. After March 29, 
1990, when Hanoi released the last of its American prisoners, United States officials 
took the position that there were no American prisoners left alive in Southeast Asia 
(see Joseph B. Treaster, "U.S. Forces Out Of Vietnam; Hanoi Frees The Last POW," 
New York Times 30 March 1973, AI; "UnreturnedG.I.'sAre Feared Dead," New 
York Times 13 April 1973, A7). Yet, dozens of sightings of POWs continued to be 
reported (Jensen-Stevenson pp. viii, ix). In October, 1986, Lieutenant General 
Eugene Tighe, the Chief of Defense Department Intelligence, testified before the 
House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs that he had 
received reports that the Vietnamese had turned prisoners over to the Soviet Union 
and China, and that there were still Americans alive in Indochina -- in 1986. See 
U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, The Tighe Report on American POW's 
and MIA's, 99th Cong., 2nd sess., 15 October 1986, 1-90. 
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the world. ,,21 He was so convinced that there were American captives in Laos that he 

dispatched "Bull" Simons there in 1973 to look for them. The former commando 

repeated his frustrating Son Tay experience of 1970, returning empty-handed, yet 

Perot and his followers remained certain that prisoners were there. Instead of 

becoming discouraged by Simons' failure, Perot staged a $250,000 tickertape parade 

in San Francisco for POWS finally released by North Vietnam, to honor their 

sacrifice and the efforts of would-be rescuers like Simons, and to draw attention to 

those still missing. At a reception for the Son Tay raiders held after the parade at 

the Fairmont Hotel, movie star John Wayne tearfully greeted the grizzled Simons, 

saying "You are the man I play in the movies. ,,22 Wayne had gotten Perot's point: 

while Hollywood fictionalized the war for its entertainment value, Simons and the 

POWs lived the reality of war. 

Throughout the 1970s, even as he struggled to rebuild his business in the 

aftermath of the duPont Glore-Fargan debacle, Perot continued to enhance his 

2lLevin, Irreconcilable Differences, 37. 

22Follett, On Wings Of Eagles, 57. Interestingly, by 1972 the Nixon 
administration had become disenchanted with Perot. Chief of Staff H.R. Haldeman 
did not evaluate the relative success of Perot's UWS activities in his diaries, but he 
recorded on January 7, 1972 that "Perot...has reneged on almost everything he's 
promised to do for us." Apparently, Haldeman referred to the businessman's 
activities in 1970 and 1971. In 1973, the Nixon White House became even more 
upset with Perot, when the billionaire's POW parties threatened to upstage the 
administration's pre-election public relations campaign (Haldeman, Haldeman Diaries, 
393, 578-80, 585-86). 
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reputation for sparing no expense on behalf of American servicemen and women. 

From EDS' inception, Perot showed a marked preference for hiring former military 

personnel, even boasting to the Saturday Evening Post in 1983 that "we made it our 

highest priority to hire Vietnam veterans before that war was even over. .. If you go 

across the top of my company, you will find many Vietnam veterans, and they are 

among the finest executives in the computer industry. ,,23 He liked the professionalism 

of veterans, their ability to work on a team, and their gung-ho patriotic conformity. 

His activities on behalf of soldiers missing or in captivity only underscored his 

commitment to them.24 Perot was so taken with Simons, for example, that he hired 

the lantern-jawed fighter to conduct seminars at EDS on "the art of leadership. 1125 

The military establishment embraced Perot as a corporate hero -- the Disabled 

American Veterans praised his exertions on behalf of POWs in early 1973, and in 

1974 the Defense Department awarded him its Medal for Distinguished Public 

Service. 

While the ex-Navy lieutenant continued to keep UWS and its MIA effort alive 

with verbal encouragement and money, his primary concern through the late 1970s 

shifted to stabilizing his business. As part of his effort to diversify EDS's activities, 

23Nick Thimmesch, "Ross Perot: Computer Commando," Saturday Evening Post 
254 (April 1983): 94. 

24Drake et a!., Who He Is And What He Stands For, 13. 

25Mason, Perot, 62. 



155 

Perot sought and won several foreign contracts, including one in 1975 to computerize 

recordkeeping systems for the Iranian Navy. 26 The next year, EDS obtained an even 

larger contract from Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlevi's government, this time to design 

and build the framework for a modern system to provide health and welfare services 

for 33 million Iranians. For two years, Perot's engineers and programmers struggled 

to create a delivery system from scratch, so that social security cards could be issued 

and the administrative procedures EDS had developed after years of experience with 

the U.S. medicare and medicaid programs could be installed. The process proved 

costly, with direct charges and overruns reaching $1.4 million per month. By mid-

1978, with conditions deteriorating on the eve of the overthrow of the Shah's regime, 

EDS' bills began to go unpaid. Finally, in December, 1978, holding six months 

worth of outstanding invoices, Perot notified Iran that his company was "suspending 

operations." Since EDS issued all the country's health care and social security 

payments, the action was potentially devastating for the already unstable government. 

Perot managed to get most of his personnel out of Iran before the end of the month, 

but on December 28, he received word that his last two managers there, Paul 

26ibid., 59-60. Mason noted that when Iranians demanded their customary 
baksheesh (bribes) under the contract, Perot refused to pay, so EDS escaped Justice 
Department indictments "just months later" of several companies trading with Iran. 
Garry Wills, however, in "The Rescuer," New York Review of Books 25 June 1992, 
29, suggested that EDS' Iranian activities were not entirely above reproach. To the 
contrary, Wills implied, with little elaboration, that Perot simply managed to cover 
his tracks better than other American businessmen in the Middle East. 
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Chiapparone and Bill Gaylord, had been arrested. 27 

The charges against Chiapparone and Gaylord were vague, but with rioting 

escalating all over Iran and bail set at $12,750,000, Perot realized that the arrests 

were the Iranians' way of pressuring EDS to return and resume issuing checks. Perot 

would not do that, so he tried to obtain the men's release through official State 

Department channels, while pursuing unofficial contacts with the help of retired 

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. 28 Taking his own life in his hands, Perot 

personally visited his men at Gasr Prison in Tehran. Posing as a television news 

courier, he got in and out unrecognized, but emerged no closer to gaining the two's 

release. 29 Days passed; Kissinger called to assure Perot that the ordeal would end the 

following morning. That day also elapsed, and Gaylord and Chiapparone remained 

in jail. "I'm convinced Kissinger talked to the Shah, [and] I'm convinced that the 

shah said 'I'll release them, '" Perot's attorney Tom Luce told one biographer. "But 

that just proved that the Shah wasn't really in power, because when the order went 

down, nothing happened. That's when we were all convinced that there was not a 

structure or government for us to deal with. ,,30 At that juncture, seeing no 

27Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 157-158. See also Follett, On Wings of 
Eagles, passim. 

2lSMason, Perot, 61-62; Follett, On Wings Of Eagles, 68, 69-73, 81, 83, 90-93. 

29Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 168-73; Follett, On Wings Of Eagles, 165-
170, 200-207. 

30Gross, The Man Behind The Myth, 163-64. 
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alternatives, Perot asked "Bull" Simons, the hero of San Tay, to undertake one last 

seemingly impossible mission: train an 8-man squad of EDS executives, most of 

them veterans but office-soft; plan and execute a jailbreak in the hostile Arab city; 

and bring the team and the two operatives out of the country alive -- all in less than 

six weeks. 

A fortuitous sequence of events, along with, perhaps, some of Perot's famous 

luck, resulted in a successful outcome to Simons' final rescue effort. On January 16, 

1979, with his government collapsing around him, the Shah left Iran, and on 

February 1, Ayatollah Rahollah Khomeini, head of the largest Iranian Islamic 

fundamentalist Shi'ite sect, returned from exile. A huge crowd at Tehran airport 

wildly cheered his first words: "I beg God to cut off the hands of all evil foreigners 

and all their helpers." By the following week's end, Khomeini had ignited a full

scale civil revolution. Mobs rampaged through the streets, and in the confusion, 

Simons and Perot's EDS commando-executives were able to spirit Gaylord and 

Chiapparone out of Gasr prison, into a van, and onto the road leading to Turkey and 

freedom. 

The February, 1979 Iran rescue cemented Perot's reputation as a man of 

action and a patriotic hero, dedicated to protecting Americans abroad. 

Administration officials, however, disapproved of Perot's initiative. "I was troubled 

by that mission, quite frankly," recalled then-Secretary of State Cyrus Vance. "The 

privatization of foreign policy is a dangerous matter, and I think Perot comes pretty 



158 

close to the line." Vance said. 31 The story might have ended there, but on November 

4, 1979, just days after President Jimmy Carter granted the dying Shah permission to 

enter the United States for cancer treatments, Iranian militants overran the American 

embassy in Tehran, taking 52 hostages and settling in for what was to become a 444-

day confrontation. Ironically, t he very Carter administration officials who derided 

Perot's rescue listened attentively to suggestions from the private citizen, even asking 

him to serve on a hostage advisory committee chaired by National Security Council 

advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. 

Admiral Stansfield Turner, who directed the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) during the Carter years, recalled that Perot "encouraged us to look at a rescue 

as a clandestine operation rather than as a brute military one. ,,32 Perot told the 

Washington Post that he was willing to help underwrite the costs of intelligence-

gathering and planning for a rescue, but when it became clear that the Pentagon 

intended to go ahead with a military-style assault, he resigned from the committee, 

convinced that the plan would not work. 33 The helicopter rescue effort that followed 

did end in disaster in the Iranian desert far from Tehran, with several would-be 

rescuers dead and the hostages still held by Iranian militants. Brzezinski received 

31David Remnick, "H. Ross Perot: The Boy Scout Billionaire," Washington Post 
Magazine 12 April 1987, 33. 

32ibid. 

33ibid. 
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much of the blame and, perhaps hoping to deflect criticism from himself, dismissed 

Perot in a 1987 interview, as a self-promoter like industrialist Armand Hammer -

"people who like to see themselves as actors on the great world stage." Turner 

disagreed, saying that Perot's foreign policy exploits had "nothing at all to do with 

self-interest. In my experience, he acts as a patriot. "34 The botched rescue, along 

with the hostages' prolonged ordeal, fixed the public's image of the Carter 

administration as inept and indecisive -- so much so that Ronald Reagan swept into 

office in November, 1980, with a virtual mandate to restore America's martial 

"backbone. " 

Perot supported Reagan's candidacy, and the Texas entrepreneur had high 

hopes that the new administration would be more decisive in foreign affairs. When 

the new President made it clear that he and his deputies would spare no expense in 

making the United States military a "world-class" operation once more, Perot 

applauded his words. Even more encouraging to the patriotic businessman, Reagan 

announced publicly that he would make the MIAs a top priority. While waiting 

hopefully for a breakthrough by Reagan's diplomats, Perot accepted a request that he 

underwrite design competitions for a Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

The winning design, by Yale University undergraduate Maya Lin, for a polished 

black v-shaped wall with names of the dead inscribed in the order in which they 

34ibid., 64. 
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died, offended many, however, including Perot. Calling the shrine a "tombstone" 

which honored those who died but did little for the 2 million who returned, Perot 

demanded that a flag and "something heroic" be added to the memorial concourse. 

Then, in his typical crusading fashion he pulled out all stops fighting for his 

position. 35 He commissioned a poll of POWs on their opinion of the winning design, 

demanded an audit of the Memorial Fund's books, hired attorneys to investigate 

committee members, and even withdrew a Perot Foundation grant to the Reagan 

library in the ensuing dispute. "He [Perot] really felt that we've given [veterans] 

something peaceful" and ignored "the heroics" of American service personnel in 

Vietnam, Maya Lin told CBS's "60 Minutes." "He really looked at contemplative as 

being passive," Lin added. 36 In the end, the committee agreed to add a flagpole, and 

a bronze statue designed by sculptor Frederick Hart was placed beside a grove of 

trees near the wall as a compromise to Perot and other critics. The realistic image of 

three American soldiers returning exhausted from a patrol in Vietnam provides a 

counterpoint to the wall's stark neutrality, while retaining the quiet emotional appeal 

of Ms. Lin's original concept. Once again, one might criticize Ross Perot's methods, 

yet admire the result of his efforts. 37 

35John Mintz, "Perot's War: Viet Vets' 'Tombstone,'" Washington Post 7 July 
1992, AI-A6. 

36ibid., A6. 

37ibid. 
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EDS benefitted tangibly from the Reagan military buildup, winning a 

multimillion-dollar contract in 1981 to design the Army's new VIABLE automated 

management system, and when officials asked him for financial help in securing the 

release of American hostages in the Middle East and Eastern Europe, he responded 

positively. His experience left him wondering if the White House military 

bureaucracy would improve even under the hawkish Reagan. A White House 

National Security Council aide, Marine Corps Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North, 

"called me the first time in 1981 when he was still a major," Perot told Life 

magazine reporter Roy Rowan in 1988, as the story of North's central role in the 

Iran-Contra affair was breaking. '''We've got a problem trying to secure the release 

of Brigadier General James Dozier and may need your help,' is all North tells me. 

Dozier had been kidnapped by the Red Brigades" in Italy.38 Three days later, at 3 

a. m., Perot maintained, General Philip Gast of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had called 

and asked him to immediately transfer $500,000 to the United States embassy in 

Rome. Perot agreed and arranged for the payment. The ransom attempt failed, but 

the story did not end there, according to Perot. "I spent six weeks getting the money 

converted from lire into dollars" and transferred back to Dallas, and "then I got a call 

from some guy high in the State Department," who said nothing is "working with 

Dozier and could I organize a commando team to bust him out. I thought this was 

31lRoy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68. 



the dumbest idea I ever heard," Perot went on, "but I said, 'give me a couple of 

hours to think about it.'" Before he could decide, however, an Italian police team 

rescued Dozier. 39 
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A Cold War creation, the National Security Council (NSC) and its main 

operational arm, the CIA, remained a creature of that post-World War II nether

world, a "covert" agency with ambiguous oversight and few administrative or 

budgetary controls. In 1984, Perot received more evidence that the NSC bureaucracy 

was filled with inept if not dangerous "loose cannon." In May of that year, Perot 

recalled, "Ollie North called again for help in trying to ransom U.S. hostages, 

including the kidnapped CIA Beirut station chief William Buckley," who was 

tortured and killed in Lebanon in 1985.40 According to Senator Warren B. Rudman 

(R-New Hampshire), vice-chairman of the Senate Iran-Contra investigating 

committee, the White House-directed ransom operation that ultimately resulted in the 

exchange of arms-for-hostages in Iran and illegal use of cash proceeds from the sales 

to support Nicaraguan "Contra" rebels, had its roots in the Buckley affair. The affair 

began when the CIA allocated $50,000 to ransom Buckley, but what began with one 

transaction evolved and mushroomed into a systematic operation over several years. 

North, attached to the White House's NSC Staff, solicited money from wealthy 

39ibid., 68; David Remnick, "Boy Scout Billionaire," 33, 62. 

4°Roy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68. 
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donors like Perot. The aide shifted responsibility for the program from the CIA to 

the Drug Enforcement Administration in January, 1985, but continued to use CIA 

accounts, personnel, and procedures, albeit on a much larger scale. As a result, 

accountability seems to have been even more divided and ambiguous than usual at 

the shadowy NSC. Over a period of years and, perhaps, under orders, North 

developed a global network of intrigue involving gunrunning, money laundering, 

suspicious dealings with drug cartels, illegal support for private armies and 

bloodthirsty warlords, and negotiations with terrorists in defiance of stated United 

States policy objectives.41 Perot recalled, however, an almost slapstick sequence of 

events: "first [North] asked me to deposit $2 million," but then he "dropped the 

amount to $1 million. He gave me the account number," at a Swiss bank, "and then 

he cancelled that request... Finally, I was told by Washington to send the money to 

Cyprus by courier, supposedly for a rendezvous at sea, but when the time came 

41 "Perot Hostage Scheme Originated in CIA, Probers Say," Los Angeles Times 
15 May 1987, 24A; U.S. Congress, Joint Hearings: House, Select Committee to 
Investigate Covert Arms Transactions with Iran, and Senate, Committee on Secret 
Military Assistance to Iran and the Nicaraguan Opposition, Testimony of Robert C. 
McFarlane, IOOth Cong., 1st Sess., 11-14 May 1987, 1-284; U.S. Congress, Joint 
Report: House, Select Committee to Investigate Covert Arms Transactions with Iran, 
and Senate, Committee on Secret Military Assistance to Iran and the Nicaraguan 
Opposition, Report of the Joint Congressional Committees Investigating the Iran
Contra Affair, IOOth Cong., 2nd sess., 1987; Theodore Draper, A Very Thin Line: 
The Iran-Contra Affairs (New York, NY: Touchstone/Simon and Schuster, 1991), 
passim. 
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nobody showed up. "42 The incident did little to alter Perot's impression of a 

bureaucracy run amok. 

In February, 1985, President Reagan solicited money for the Nicaraguan 

Contra rebels from Saudi Arabia's King Fahd, at a time when Congress had already 

banned United States aid to the rebels. According to then-National Security Advisor 

Robert C. McFarlane, Vice President George Bush was informed of the Saudi 

contributions. Secretary of State George Shultz, Defense Secretary Caspar 

Weinberger, and CIA Director William Casey were also told that "an alternative 

means of support for the Contras had been arranged," though none inquired about the 

source.43 Testimony from others involved in the Iran-Contra affair would later refer 

to this consciously-followed policy among high officials as "plausible deniability": 

the officials did not ask for the details of illegal acts conducted by their aides, so that 

the officials could later deny knowledge of or responsibility for those actions. On 

June 19, 1985, President Reagan told a news conference that "America will never 

make concessions to terrorists ... To do so would only invite more terrorism." Yet, 

42Roy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68; David Remnick, "Boy 
Scout Billionaire," 64-65. 

43Sara Fritz and Michael Wines, "Reagan OK's Perot Hostage Ransom Plan -
McFarlane," Los Angeles Times 12 May 1987, 4A, cf. Robert C. McFarlane's May 
II testimony before congressional Iran-Contra committee. See U.S. Congress, Joint 
Hearings: House, Select Committee to Investigate Covert Arms Transactions with 
Iran, and Senate, Committee on Secret Military Assistance to Iran and the Nicaraguan 
Opposition, Testimony of Robert C. McFarlane, IOOth Cong., 1st Sess., 11-14 May 
1987, 1-284. 



165 

McFarlane told a congressional committee investigating the Iran-Contra affair two 

years later, at the time that he made that statement, Reagan had already approved 

North's scheme -- ultimately unsuccessful -- to ransom two or more Americans being 

held hostage in Lebanon with $2 million provided by Ross Perot. 44 

None of this would come to light, however, for another two years, and in the 

meantime Perot's sale of EDS to General Motors became a major news story and a 

distraction for the feisty businessman. Things seemed to be moving forward on 

MIAs in February, 1985, however, when the remains of 13 American servicemen 

were recovered from a crash site in Laos, in a joint effort by the U.S. and Laotian 

governments. In a keynote address to the July, 1985 convention of the League of 

Families of American Prisoners missing in Southeast Asia (LFAPSA), Vice President 

George Bush echoed President Reagan's earlier assurances that MIAs had "the 

highest national priority," and promised more operations like the one in Laos. "At 

last America has a president -- and, may I say, a vice president -- who has pledged 

that, on this war, we will close no books; we will put away no final memories until 

all your questions about the missing and possible prisoners of war are answered," 

44Sara Fritz and Michael Wines, "Reagan OK's Perot Hostage Ransom Plan -
McFarlane," Los Angeles Times 12 May 1987, 15A, 4A, cf. Robert C. McFarlane's 
May 11 testimony before congressional Iran-Contra committee. See U.S. Congress, 
Joint Hearings: House, Select Committee to Investigate Covert Arms Transactions 
with Iran, and Senate, Committee on Secret Military Assistance to Iran and the 
Nicaraguan Opposition, Testimony of Robert C. McFarlane, lOOth Cong., 1st Sess., 
11-14 May 1987, 1-284. 
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Bush told the conventioneers.45 

Merely seeking remains of the dead, however, did not satisfy Ross Perot, who 

still believed that living Americans were being held in Indochina. Representative 

William M. Hendon (R-North Carolina) accordingly offered a bill to set up a special 

commission, to be headed by Perot, to "try to determine whether there are American 

prisoners in Southeast Asia and recommend measures to free them." Placing their 

faith in Reagan and Bush, however, LFAPSA decided to oppose Hendon's effort as 

unnecessary duplication, and Perot, preoccupied with an education reform program in 

Texas, and still hoping for a breakthrough in his standoff with Roger Smith and 

General Motors, elected not to pursue the matter further. In February, 1986, Great 

Britain's Prince Charles visited the United States to present Perot with his country's 

Winston Churchill Award for exceptional achievement, and in May, 1986, the 

television version of "On Wings of Eagles" -- the story of the Iran hostage rescue by 

EDS "commando-executives" -- aired. Shortly afterward, Perot launched his summer 

press offensive against GM, hinting at things to come in his Churchill Award speech. 

Accepting the honor, he told the audience that "as a young man I wanted to be a 

pearl." Luck and circumstances, he said, had caused him to give up that dream, but 

he had also realized that he was no oyster. "Unfortunately,"he concluded 

45Joanne Omang, "Convention on MIAs To Open Amid Dissention, Hopes," 
Washington Post 18 July 1985, A6; Margaret Shapiro, "Laos Agrees To Search Crash 
Site," Washington Post 20 July 1985, A4. 
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sardonically, "my lot in life is to be the grain of sand that irritates the oyster. ,,46 

On January 14, 1986, the Defense Department still listed 2,441 personnel 

missing in action from the Vietnam war; by April 24, 1987, a total of 137 bodies 

identified as Americans had been recovered. 47 To the irritated irritant, it appeared 

that little was being done, and he thought he knew why. As he told Life magazine in 

1987, he began to think that "the Reagan administration is stalling on the MIA issue, 

fearful that the discovery of living prisoners after so many years would prove 

politically embarrassing. ,,48 Officials in the State Department and at the National 

Security Council, Perot thought, were covering up information about MIAs because, 

having once denied that American soldiers were still being held prisoner in Southeast 

Asia, they could not then admit that they had been wrong without a loss of 

credibility. On October 15, 1986, Perot testified before the House Foreign Affairs 

Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs about MIAs, and about his and the 

government's efforts on their behalf. In his testimony, he revived Representative 

Hendon's 1985 idea of a presidential commission, which he was willing to head, that 

46Joe Drape, "Prince Honors Perot," Dallas Morning News 19 February 1986, IA; 
Mason, Perot, 12-13. 

47David Remnick, "Perot Negotiated Secretly With Hanoi On POW-MIA Issue," 
Washington Post 24 April 1987, A5. 

48Roy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68. 
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would use subpoena power and access to intelligence agencies to search for MIAs.49 

Once again, his effort to create a formal commission went nowhere, but in 

November, 1986 Perot told the Los Angeles Times that he was studying the MIA 

issue for President Reagan on an informal basis. so He had hardly begun, however, 

when the Iran-Contra story broke, with revelations of the President's tacit approval, 

contrary to his own stated policy, of an arms-for-hostage exchange. By years end, 

reporters had made Perot's 1984 contributions to Oliver North in the William 

Buckley ransom effort a matter of public record. SI Perot thought that North and 

others implicated in the scandal were merely scapegoats for policies initiated by 

higher-level officials, and he did not condone their activities. S2 "These characters are 

all patriots in their own minds, " the businessman with the superpatriot public image 

49Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Is Battling Ambiguities On Prisoner-of-War History," 
New York Times 28 May 1992, A20; U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, 
Foreign Relations Committee, Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, The Tighe 
Report On American POW's And MIA's: Statement of H. Ross Perot, 99th Cong., 
2nd sess., 15 October 1986, 40-48. 

sOJ. Michael Kennedy, "Perot Says He Is StUdying MIA Issue For Reagan," Los 
Angeles Times 14 November 1986, A17. 

SIBob Woodward, "North Enlisted Perot's Help," Los Angeles Times 2 December 
1986, AI; ABC's "This Week With David Brinkley" (7 December 1986); George J. 
Church, "North Falls For A Hostage Scam," Time 129 (8 June 1987): 25. In an 
interview with the Washington Post Magazine 12 April 1987,25-66, Perot admitted 
his early involvement in North's activities. See also Tony Chiu, Ross Perot: In His 
Own Words (New York, NY: Warner Books, 1992),60-61; Roy Rowan, "The World 
According to Ross Perot," 65-79. 

S2George J. Church, "Perot's Private Probes," Time 129 (4 May 1987): 18. 
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told Washington Post reporter David Remnick in 1987. "The True Path is in their 

heads. Their purpose in life is to save the country from the rest of us... What do 

you do with these guys once you get them wound up and programmed? How do you 

shut them up in a free society? I guess in a totalitarian society you'd just put them 

away. "53 

Persevering in his efforts to uncover any evidence of missing soldiers in 

Vietnam, Perot, now with President Reagan's authorization, sought to gain access to 

classified documents at the State Department and NSC. He quickly became 

frustrated, however, with what he saw as either bureaucratic stonewalling or an 

organized cover-up. The Texas crusader still felt that some career diplomatic 

bureaucrats were undermining his MIA efforts to save face and for partisan political 

reasons, but the revelations of Iran-Contra suggested other, much more sinister, 

possible rationales for their inaction as well. It began to appear that for years 

officials in the CIA and State Department had used profits from illegal cash transfers, 

gunrunning, and drug dealing to help finance international covert activities. Some 

former officials had made these lucrative operations their primary business as private 

citizens, and it seemed likely that some may have been unable to resist the 

opportunities for personal gain that the activities presented while still in office. 

"When you look into the prisoner cover-up," Perot told "60 Minutes" producer 

53David Remnick, "Boy Scout Billionaire," 65. 
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Monika Jensen-Stevenson, "you find government officials in the drug trade who can't 

break themselves of the habit." "The major characters" in Iran-Contra, Perot told the 

Washington Post, "were people who were in the weapons business for years, some of 

whom had CIA connections." The conflict of interests, Perot reasoned, provided 

them with many reasons not to "rock the boat" with foreign diplomats who might 

otherwise be able to help in the MIA effort, and reasons also to prevent or minimize 

investigations by "outsiders" which might uncover their iIlegal activities. S4 

S4ibid., 65; John Mintz, "MIA Issue Shaped Perot's View of Bush," Washington 
Post 18 April 1992, AI; Karen DeWitt and Michael Kelly, "Perot Pursued Charges 
Against Official For Years," New York Times 28 June 1992, A 18; Jensen-Stevenson 
and Stevenson, Kiss the Boys Goodbye, 233. The existence of such a global 
operation was not merely a conspiracy theory held by a few suspicious characters at 
the fringes of society. The U.S. Congress, for example, took the charges seriously 
enough, even before the Iran-Contra revelations, to launch several investigations, 
culminating with the panel on drugs, law enforcement, and foreign policy chaired by 
Senator Kerry, which issued its final report in 1992. (U.S. Congress, Senate, Foreign 
Policy Committee, Subcommittee on Terrorism, Narcotics, and International 
Operations, Report on Drugs. Law Enforcement. and Foreign Policy, WIst Cong., 
2nd Sess., 13 April 1989. See also, for example, U.S. Congress, House, Select 
Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control, Hearings on Panama and U.S. Narcotics 
Control Efforts in Mexico and on the Southwest Border, 99th Cong., 2nd Sess., 19 
June 1986 and 22 July 1986, respectively). Serious scholars and investigative 
journalists have also documented aspects of the covert operations; see for example 
Michael Schaller, The United States Crusade in China. 1911-1945 (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 1979); Alfred W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin: CIA 
Complicity in the Global Drug Trade (New York, NY: Lawrence HiII Books, 1991); 
Loch K. Johnson, America's Secret Power: The CIA at Home and Abroad (New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1989); Michael Levine, The Big White Lie: The 
CIA and the Cocaine/Crack Epidemic (New York, NY: Thunder's Mountain Press, 
1993); Sam Dillon, Commandos: The CIA and Nicaragua's Contra Rebels (New 
York, NY: H. Holt, 1991); Jonathan Kwitny, The Crimes of Patriots: A True Tale of 
Dope. Dirty Money. and the CIA (New York, NY: W.W. Norton, 1987); Jonathan 
Marshall, The Iran-Contra Connection: Secret Teams and Covert Operations in the 
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Breaking news stories fueled Perot's suspicions. On October 5, 1986, a C-

123 cargo plane loaded with guns, ammunition, and military supplies was shot down 

over Nicaragua. Eugene Hasenfus, a former Marine and Vietnam veteran, survived 

and was captured by Sandinista government troops, and he soon revealed that his 

employer, "Corporate Air Services, " was a CIA-front operation. 55 Then, also in late 

1986, Washington Post columnists Jack Anderson and Dale Van Atta reported that 

Assistant Secretary of Defense Richard L. Armitage, the department official in charge 

of MIA investigations, had sought clemency from a Virginia court for Nguyet 

O'Rourke, a Vietnamese refugee convicted of running an illegal gambling operation 

outside of Washington, D.C. and of handling bets for "a major organized-crime 

gambler and loan shark." Armitage had first met O'Rourke at her Saigon restaurant 

during the Vietnam war, Anderson and Van Atta reported, and had maintained a 

close relationship, visiting her suburban Washington home" 10 or 20 times" for 

socializing between 1978 and 1986. She had been arrested in Silver Springs, 

Maryland, after her companion opened fire with a semiautomatic weapon in an illegal 

gambling establishment there, and the other criminal charges had developed from 

Reagan Era (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1987). 

55U .S. Congress, Joint Report: House, Select Committee to Investigate Covert 
Arms Transactions with Iran, and Senate, Committee on Secret Military Assistance to 
Iran and the Nicaraguan Opposition, Report of the Joint Congressional Committees 
Investigating the Iran-Contra Affair, 97th Cong., 2nd sess., 1987,67-69, 95, 175, 
138-139, Appendix B-14; Theodore Draper, A Very Thin Line, 353. 
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subsequent investigations. 56 

The Assistant Secretary of Defense's name also cropped up in an early 1987 

Time magazine article, reporting that Armitage had been mentioned in a lawsuit filed 

by the Christic Institute, "a Washington-based public interest law firm," which 

charged "that some of the defendants became involved in drug smuggling from 

Southeast Asia in the early 1960s and later in a series of shady weapons deals around 

the world, using the profits to finance covert anti-Communist activities. ,,57 Those 

allegations and others, including the Iran-Contra revelations, Perot told the 

Washington Post, led him to launch his own probes of the activities of military 

officials and former CIA agents. 58 He also met with then-Vice President Bush and 

recommended firing Armitage, arguing that the Assistant Secretary's close 

involvement with O'Rourke could compromise his dealings with the Vietnamese on 

56Jack Anderson and Dale Van Atta, "Perot, Bush Discussed Firing Armitage," 
Washington Post 30 January 1987, E5; Karen DeWitt and Michael Kelly, "Perot 
Pursued Charges Against Official For Years, " New York Times 28 June 1992, A 18. 

57George J. Church, "Perot's Private Probes," Time 129 (4 May 1987): 18. See 
also John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 
April 1992, A8, which notes that the Christic Institute's lawsuit was "thrown out of 
court in Miami in 1987 as unsubstantiated," with the judge ordering the "leftist 
group" to pay $1.2 million in court costs. 

58George J. Church, "Perot's Private Probes," Time 129 (4 May 1987): 18; John 
Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 April 1992, 
A8. 
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behalf of MIAs.59 Asked by Bush how his POW/MIA investigations were going, 

Perot replied "Well, George, I go in looking for prisoners, but I spend all my time 

discovering the government has been moving drugs around the world and is involved 

in illegal arms deals ... I can't get at the prisoners because of the corruption among 

our own people. ,,60 

Bush suggested that Perot bring any evidence of wrongdoing he possessed to 

FBI Director William Webster or to "proper authorities" at the White House. After 

several visits to the FBI and the executive mansion, the billionaire became 

increasingly angry, convinced, he said, that Bush, working with new National 

Security Advisor Frank Carlucci, had reduced Perot's contacts with Reagan and had 

effectively insulated the President from evidence of living MIAs.61 Time magazine 

confirmed that in January, 1987, Carlucci called Perot "to ask him to stop pursuing 

Armitage, whom Carlucci regarded as one of the most effective men in 

59Jack Anderson and Dale Van Atta, "Perot, Bush Discussed Firing Armitage," 
Washington Post 30 January 1987, E5; John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's 
View of Bush," Washington Post 18 April 1992, AI. 

6OJensen-Stevenson and Stevenson, Kiss the Boys Goodbye 337, 213, 295. See 
also John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 
April 1992, A8. 

61Jensen-Stevenson and Stevenson, Kiss the Boys Goodbye, 295; Karen DeWitt 
and Michael Kelly, "Perot Pursued Charges Against Official For Years," New York 
Times 28 June 1992, A18. 
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government. ,,62 Hoping to circumvent the President's inner circle, Perot asked 

Reagan to name him United States emissary to Vietnam, and sought and obtained an 

invitation from that country to visit. 63 In March, when the administration chose 

General John W. Vessey, not Perot, to serve as the American envoy to open 

negotiations with Vietnam, the billionaire traveled to Hanoi anyway, as a private 

citizen, but in defiance of the Logan Act prohibiting nongovernment-sanctioned 

negotiations with foreign governments. 64 In Hanoi, Perot met with Foreign Minister 

62George J. Church, "Perot's Private Probes," Time 129 (4 May 1987): 18; H.R. 
Haldeman, Haldeman Diaries, 433. Cynthia V. Ward, writing in the Conservative 
Digest 12 (August 1986): 5-14, maintained that hundreds of Americans were still 
being held in captivity in Indochina in 1986. In March, 1987, the same magazine 
questioned Carlucci's appointment as NSC director to succeed Robert C. McFarlane, 
who was then under investigation for the Iranian arms sales, because of Carlucci's 
close ties to Erich von Marbod, the former Comptroller of the Defense Security 
Assistance Agency who in 1981 had been implicated in arms sales to Libya and other 
third world countries, using front corporations with U.S. government contracts, then
Deputy of Defense General Richard Secord (a central figure in the Iran-Contra arms 
sales) and other U.S. government and military officials were implicated in the 1981 
scandal. See Kathryn McDonald, "Some Questions In The Matter Of Frank C. 
Carlucci," Conservative Digest 13 (March 1987): 82-84. See also Jensen-Stevenson 
and Stevenson, Kiss the Boys Goodbye, 285-90. 

63Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Told U.S. To Soften Policy on Vietnamese," New York 
Times 5 July 1992, A14; John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," 
Washington Post 18 April 1992, A8. 

64John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 
April 1992, A8. In conversations with Roy Rowan ("The World According to Ross 
Perot," 68-70), Perot claimed that he met with and obtained permission for his 
mission from White House Chief of Staff Howard Baker before going to Hanoi, and 
repeated to the Washington Post 24 April 1987, A5, that "on March 19 the White 
House approved a plan for him to go but as a private citizen." The New York Times 
28 May 1992, A20 and 5 July 1992, A 14, reported that Baker said he did not recall 
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Thach and other Vietnamese officials and suggested, in unmistakable terms, that the 

United States was ready to negotiate toward formal recognition and to dispatch 

"economic representatives" to Vietnam to work toward industrializing and rebuilding 

the country -- if the POW- MIA question could be resolved. 

Perot returned to Washington to a very cold reception. 6s "Asia isn't the only 

place where people worry about losing face," Perot told Life magazine. "Washington 

is full of them... After 30 days the State Department finally issued a blast accusing 

the Vietnamese of dragging their feet. So the next day I denounced the State 

Department. I had to send my own people to Hanoi to get things back on track 

there. The Vietnamese showed amazing patience. We finally got Vessey into 

Vietnam, and my feeling is that he's off to a good start. But the whole process is 

like making sausage. It may end up tasting good, but you don't really want to watch 

it being made. ,,66 

"The POW-MIA issue is very controversial with the [Vietnamese] people at 

the village level," Perot told the Washington Post. "They are very critical of their 

leaders for spending so much time on it. They say 'We're a poor country and 

giving permission. 

6SMason, Perot, 4, described Reagan staffers as "dismayed" by Perot's mission to 
Hanoi. 

66Roy Rowan, "The World According to Ross Perot," 68-70. See also David 
Remnick, "Perot Negotiated Secretly With Hanoi On POW-MIA Issue," Washington 
Post 24 April 1987, A5. 
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100,000 of our own sons are missing after the war. Why don't we look for the 

remains of our own sons before we look for the remains of our former enemy? The 

Vietnamese feel they've been very open with us to let us roam around there and 

search for remains. In exchange, we've been rude and arrogant in dealing with 

them. ,,67 

By this time, Perot no longer trusted the bureaucrats in the White House 

military establishment or the key advisors in the President's inner circle. "General 

Vessey must report directly to you -- not to the Secretary of State or the NSC -- if he 

is to have the status needed to successfully deal with Vietnam," Perot wrote in an 

April 2, 1987 letter to President Reagan, summarizing his March visit to Hanoi. 68 He 

still hoped that the Vice President would act on his ideas for resolving the MIA 

questions, but 1987 ended with no announcement of a deal with the Vietnamese, and 

no apparent progress either on MIA investigations or on reform of the White House-

directed foreign policy administrative apparatus. The 1988 presidential election was 

approaching, Bush was the frontrunner for the Republican nomination, and Perot 

suspected that the former CIA director had placed political interests over those of the 

MIAs and their families. 

67David Remnick, "Perot Negotiated Secretly With Hanoi On POW-MIA Issue," 
Washington Post 24 April 1987, AS. 

68"Excerpts from Perot's Letter to Reagan in 1987," New York Times S July 
1992, A14. 
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Accordingly, the Texas billionaire actively opposed Bush's presidential 

candidacy in 1988. He even launched an investigation into Bush's relationship with 

Pennzoil, Incorporated, after learning that the oil company's executives, with whom 

the vice president had been associated since the 1950s, had obtained a $48 million 

tax benefit in 1982, in exchange for donating 100,000 acres of New Mexico land to 

the United States Forest Service. Comparing the deal to a "mini-Teapot Dome," 

Perot turned the documents he obtained in his investigation over to the Washington 

Post. The newspaper, however, found no tempest behind Perot's teapot allegations 

and declined to run the story because they could not document any involvement by 

Bush in the tax transaction. 69 

Perot could, and apparently did, still hold Bush responsible, however, for not 

acting either to change NSC policy to stop the agency's involvement in gunrunning 

and drug dealing or to more vigorously pursue MIA investigations. Not only had the 

Vice President not sought Richard Armitage's dismissal as Perot recommended, an 

FBI investigation cleared the aide of any wrongdoing, and, in 1989, President Bush 

69David Rogers, "Perot Leaked Data Related To Bush During '88 Race," Wall 
Street Journal 22 June 1992, A 11; "Perot Investigated Bush, The Washington Post 
Reports," New York Times 21 June 1992, A20. The newspapers reported that "top 
aides of Mr. Bush and dozens of Reagan Administration officials, denied that the 
Vice President was in any way involved" (New York Times), and that Pennzoil had 
produced a 1981 internal memo to the effect that Bush was deliberately not told of 
the transaction because of "his past association with us" (Wall St. Journal). See also 
"Perot Questions Tax Deal For Pennzoil," Platt's Oilgram News 70 (25 June 1992): 
4. 
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chose Armitage to serve as Secretary of the Army.70 Perot, working with MIA 

groups, worked actively to defeat the nomination. The Washington Post, citing "one 

former Reagan official," reported that Perot "suggested to a federal investigator that 

Armitage was involved in drug dealing in Southeast Asia during the 1970s." Perot 

also implied "that Bush, as CIA Director at the time, knew about it. ,,71 While a 

number of officials, including Representative Stephen J. Solarz (D-NY), rushed to 

Armitage's defense, the target of Perot's enmity finally withdrew his name from 

consideration "to avoid reopening the issue. ,,72 

On December 20, 1989, U.S. troops invaded Panama, occupying the country 

and ousting its military dictator, General Manuel Noriega. Rumors abounded that 

one reason for the invasion was that Noriega had gained power with CIA assistance, 

but had gone into the drug-dealing and gunrunning business for himself, and had 

become impossible to control. For Perot, the invasion provided still more evidence 

that American officials were heavily involved in corrupt activities, and he concluded 

7°Karen DeWitt and Michael Kelly, "Perot Pursued Charges Against Official For 
Years," New York Times 28 June 1992, A18; John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked 
Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 April 1992, A8, Jack Anderson and 
Michael Binstein, "Feeling The Heat of Perot's Obsession," Washington Post 6 July 
1992, C12. 

71John Mintz, "MIA Issue Sparked Perot's View of Bush," Washington Post 18 
April 1992, A8. 

72ibid.; Jack Anderson and Michael Binstein, "Feeling The Heat of Perot's 
Obsession," Washington Post 6 July 1992, C12. 
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that they are more concerned with protecting themselves and keeping their activities 

secret than with protecting and promoting American interests abroad. President 

Bush's 1990-91 Persian Gulf War seemed like more of the same: a military 

adventure, putting American lives at risk, for materialistic reasons (this time for oil 

profits) that had little to do with national security interests -- and Perot did not 

hesitate to say so, telling reporters that the public had been "sold a bill of goods by 

the administration" in the Persian Gulf conflict. 73 

On July 2, 1992, the Wall Street Journal marveled that "it's businessman 

Perot and not war hero Bush who attracts a following among U.S. veterans. ,,74 

Despite Bush's victory as commander-in-chief in the Persian Gulf war, and his status 

as the inheritor of Reagan's belligerent anti-communist reputation, veterans indicated 

in public opinion polls that they substantially preferred Perot. In retrospect, the 

entrepreneur's cult-like following hardly seems surprising, given his oft-stated 

preference for hiring veterans, and the many highly-publicized efforts he had made 

over the years on their behalf. Because Perot's 1992 campaign organization owed its 

origins to the original UWS, veterans made up his base constituency from the 

73J. Michael Kennedy, "Public Sold A Bill of Goods By Administration, Perot 
Says," Los Angeles Times 12 January 1991, AIO. See also Julianne R. Ryder, "Perot 
Calls For Consensus On Persian Gulf," Nation's Cities Weekly 13 (10 December 
1990): 8. 

74Timothy Noah, "It's Businessman Perot and Not War Hero Bush Who Attracts 
A Following Among U.S. Veterans," Wall Street Journal 2 July 1992, A 10. 
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beginning. Many veterans admired his ideological individualism as well, and shared 

his mistrust of government bureaucrats. Many were also likely as convinced as he 

that the NSC and the Pentagon had exchanged America's values for victory in their 

Cold War enthusiasm. 

George Bush, it appears, became the focus for Perot's conviction that illegal 

and immoral activities by White House officials had resulted in a haltllearted effort 

on behalf of Americans left behind in Southeast Asia. The businessman's animosity 

toward Bush emerged publicly for the first time in 1988, but it reappeared during the 

Persian Gulf War and again in early 1992, in the midst of the presidential campaign, 

when Perot instructed his attorney, Tom Luce, to investigate allegations of Bush's 

role in a 1988 "October Surprise" scheme. Iranian militants had been holding 52 

American hostages for weeks, and nightly television reports on the "crisis" had been 

a major embarrassment for Jimmy Carter, the incumbent president seeking reelection 

against Ronald Reagan. According to stories then circulating, former CIA Director 

William Casey and others had conducted secret negotiations with the Ayatollah 

Khomeini's government in Iran aimed at delaying any release of hostages until after 

Reagan's victory. The charges, while serious enough to prompt a congressional 

investigation, were based on testimony from unreliable sources and were eventually 

dismissed, with congress having found no evidence that any "October Surprise" 
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scheme ever existed. 75 One of the dubious informants, Gunther Russbacher, claimed 

to have flown then-vice presidential candidate Bush back from Europe aboard a SR-

71 Blackbird spyplane, at a time when Bush was supposed to have been elsewhere. 

Noting that he was "not an 'October Surprise' believer," Perot told reporters that he 

nevertheless "felt compelled" to test Russbacher's credibility after being "deluged" by 

appeals "representing him as a Navy captain caught in a web of intrigue." 

Administration officials objected that Perot's actions only provided credibility to a 

known "con-artist" and publicity seeker. Only a handful of people had seen the 

cockpit of an SR-71, much less flown one, Perot responded, so he could not 

understand why Bush objected to the interview, which put Russbacher's allegations to 

rest" in a matter of minutes. ,,76 

As the New York Times noted in the heat of the 1992 campaign, "Mr. Perot's 

fl987] letter to President Reagan reflects Mr. Perot's blend of sharp criticism of 

Government competence and his enthusiasm for action, and Government action if 

75U.S. Congress: Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, "October Surprise" 
Allegations and the Circumstances Surrounding the Release of the American 
Hostages Held in Iran, 102nd Congress, 2nd sess., 19 November 1992; U.S. 
Congress: House, Task Force to Investigate Certain Allegations Concerning the 
Holding of American Hostages by Iran in 1980 ("October Surprise Task Force"), 
Joint Report of the Task Force, 102nd Congress, 2nd sess., 3 January 1993. See also 
Gary Sick, October Surprise: America's Hostages in Iran and the Election of Ronald 
Reagan (New York, NY: Times Books, 1991),208-28, 234-35, passim. 

76Dan Rogers, "Perot Sent A Team To Investigate Claims of Bush Role In 
'October Surprise' Plot," Wall Street Journal 14 April 1992, A20. 
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necessary, in support of a good cause." Certain that there were living Americans in 

Southeast Asia, he was willing to pay -- millions if necessary -- to get them out, 

without regard to the policy consequences that such rewarding of hostage-takers or 

holders might have.77 Perot admitted that those who opposed the paying of ransoms 

because it could lead to the taking of more hostages had a point, but argued that 

cutting red tape sometimes required unpalatable means. "I've been involved in 

aiding American prisoners and hostages for 18 years," Perot told Life magazine in 

1988. "Anytime you're working with the federal government there's a great deal of 

slippage, a great deal of turbulence and a great tendency to disavow what was 

initiated. So why shouldn't I tell them I won't do it again? Believe me, I've made 

that decision many times. But then the telephone rings and I think, well, this could 

finally be the time the government people don't change from lions into rabbits in 

midflight; this could be the time when the system works and somebody's life is 

saved. So I pitch in and put my signature on a check. If you were the person bound 

and gagged, beaten or tortured, you wouldn't be so self-righteous about the tidiness 

of the operation. ,,78 

He knew that paying millions for hostages was no answer, but by 1992, Perot 

77Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Told U.S. To Soften Policy On Vietnamese," and 
"Excerpts From Perot's Letter To Reagan in 1987," New York Times 5 July 1992, 
A14. 

7/1Roy Rowan, "The World According To Ross Perot," 67. 
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was convinced that America's methods of confronting corruption -- money

laundering and secret bank accounts, CIA pilots transporting planeloads of drugs in 

Central America, and officials high in the White House bureaucracy supporting petty 

dictators known to be heavily involved in the narcotics trade -- were themselves 

corrupt. Further, George Bush symbolized those policies; from Perot's perspective 

the incumbent President was unlikely to change and, as one of the architects of the 

system, he had a vested interest in defending and maintaining it. 



Chapter Five 
Gorilla Dust 

As Ross Perot's campaign surged forward throughout March and April of 

184 

1992 on the strength of strong public interest in his alternative candidacy, Larry King 

boasted that his program had served as "Ross Perot's New Hampshire." Thus, King 

implied, he had provided Perot with the same kind of boost that obscure candidates 

of the major parties have occasionally gotten from victory in that New England 

state's early primary. In the political milieu of the late twentieth century, campaigns 

were, for better of worse, substantially shaped for and by the mass media. The 

relationship between candidates and media was a symbiotic one: politicians needed 

reporters to convey their positions and to keep their doings and their pictures before 

the public, and reporters needed information the campaign camps provided to prepare 

their stories. Candidates actively sought to control the content and perspectives of 

television, newspaper, radio, and magazine coverage by manipulating information 

available to the media; they tried to get coverage to conform to a particular image 

that their campaign hoped to project. Conversely, the media, confined to a short 

block of prime broadcast time or a few pages of print, attempted to define campaigns 

around a few simple issues, and to reduce candidates' positions to Manichaean black-

and-white/yes-or-no choices. Ross Perot, who loved to rail against this system of 
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"soundbite politics," was in many ways the perfect soundbite politician. I Highly 

quotable and opinionated, Perot had a knack for spinning out one-liners that framed 

contemporary problems in uncomplicated terms, suggesting that solutions might be 

equally simple. Even columnists and commentators who condemned Perot could 

rarely resist quoting him, and usually granted him at least a modicum of insight. 2 

The symbiosis that developed in the course of a campaign between all 

candidates and the reporters who covered them was not, however, a static one. 

Rather, the relationship tended to follow a rolling love-hate course that would fray 

any association. Active efforts by the other candidates to sour their opponent's 

image while enhancing their own served to further increase the tension. One student 

of the 1992 campaign suggested that at least five different Ross Perots emerged over 

the course of the year, each media-driven composite portrait shuffling and combining 

a half-dozen "positive" core image-ingredients (the commando-patriot, the sincere 

outsider-critic, the shrewd entrepreneur-innovator, the reluctant campaigner, the 

master of power relationships, the refurbisher of America's traditional values) with 

another half-dozen "negative" components (the authoritarian reactionary, the 

unprincipled vote-buyer, the paranoid conspiratorialist, the amateur-out-of-his depth, 

lSee for example "Perot's speech to the National Press Club in Washington, 
D.C., 18 March 1992," Washington Post 19 March 1992, A14. 

2See for example James Flanagan, "Perot Knows What Needs To Be Done, But 
Is He The One To Do It?," Los Angeles Times 7 June 1992, D 1. 
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the impractical ideologue, the dangerous demagogue).3 That each of these depictions 

were distorted is beside the point. In American politics in the 1990s, image was 

critical, and public impressions of the candidates emerged most readily through the 

media's portrayals of them. 

King may well have played at kingmaker in Perot's case. Mass media 

coverage of politicians, however, responded to polls. Throughout the spring of 1992, 

President Bush's percentages continued to decline, but the other major party's 

frontrunner, Bill Clinton, suffered from continual attacks on his character, and many 

pundits saw the former governor of a thinly populated and poor Southern state as 

another in a long line of weak Democratic challengers to Republican hegemony. 4 As 

Perot's numbers, conversely, rose above 20%, and as voters in electoral states critical 

to the President's success continued to favor Bush and his entrepreneur opponent 

equally, some commentators began to suggest that the 1992 presidential contest was a 

two-man race -- not between Bush and Clinton, but between the incumbent President 

3James Ceaser and Andrew Busch, Upside Down and Inside Out: The 1992 
Elections and American Politics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1993): 87-
126. 

4Gerald M. Pomper, "The Presidential Election" in Pomper, ed., The Election of 
1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993), 145. See 
also, for example, Robin Toner, "Clinton Off Course; Arkansas Governor Has Lost 
Control Of Events In The Rising Tide For Perot," New York Times 28 May 1992, 
A21. 
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and independent Ross Perot. S Reporters who were reluctant initially to give any 

credence to Perot's upstart candidacy had to take him seriously, and began to probe 

his background and his beliefs. During the earliest phase of the campaign (from the 

February 22 Larry King show until approximately mid-April), Perot generated little 

negative press. His candidacy exploded, carried along on a wave of enthusiasm by a 

public who saw him in the most positive way: as a businessman-entrepreneur with 

the courage to take strong stands, a clear understanding of the nation's problems, and 

a coherent vision of the direction the country should go. In April, May, and June, 

however, stories of Perot's past, exposes of his activities, and critiques of his 

positions began to appear. Those accounts, and the ways in which they were 

presented, profoundly affected the public's perceptions of the candidate.6 

The first few critical articles were of the ad hominem variety: Columnists 

George Will and William Raspberry failed to understand the appeal of a "buccaneer" 

like Perot, while Russell Baker painted Perot as a financial trickster whose "monkey 

SIn conversations with reporters as late as May 27, 1992, Vice President Dan 
Quayle was still treating Perot as the main threat to his ticket's re-election bid. See 
for example "Quayle Says G.O.P. Is Ready For Perot," New York Times 28 May 
1992, A19; Gwen Ifill, "A Stung Clinton Attacks Bush And Pokes At Perot," New 
York Times 29 May 1992, A19; Doug Bailey, "1993: The Year Congress May Pick 
A President," Wall Street Journal 22 April 1992, A 18. 

6"April 5th Assessment," Gallup Poll Monthly 318 (April 1992): 7-9; "May 17th 
and May 24th Assessments," Gallup Poll Monthly 320 (May 1992): 17-24; "June 
18th and June 21st Assessments, " Gallup Poll Monthly 321 (June 1992): 42-46. See 
also James Squires, "How The Press Savaged Perot," Nieman Reports 46 (Fall, 
1992): 3-5. 
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business" undermined his credibility as a more scrupulous alternative candidate.7 

One piece, intended to be humorous but appearing in the Washington Post's editorial 

section, compared Perot to a weasel; others depicted him as a ferret, an evil elf, or 

simply a "bored billionaire. ,,8 Biographical sketches spoke of Perot's "authoritarian" 

style at EDS, the "militaristic" demeanor of his employees, and the "moralism" of his 

personnel policies. Several crystal-ball gazing articles tried to "just imagine" a Perot 

presidency -- and produced a vision of totalitarian horror for readers to reflect upon. 9 

More than one agonized at the public's view of Perot as a man on horseback, an 

image immediately calling authoritarian leaders like Napoleon Bonaparte and Josef 

7George F. Will, " ... OrThe Buccaneers," Washington Post 2 April 1992, A27; 
William Raspberry, "Perot: Don't Run ... , "Washington Post 3 April 1992, A21; 
William Raspberry, "Perot: I Don't Get It," Washington Post 5 June 1992, A31; 
Russell Baker, "Monkey Business, Anyone?," New York Times 14 April 1992, A25. 

8"MayThe Beast Man Win," Washington Post 12 April, 1992, Fl; Steven A. 
Holmes, Doron P. Levin, A Man Who Says He Wants To Be Savior, If He's Asked," 
New York Times 13 April 1992, AI; David Broder, "The Perils Of A Perot 
Presidency," Los Angeles Times 28 April 1992, B7; Robert J. Samuelson, "The 
Bored Billionaire?," Washington Post 6 May 1992, A29. See also Los Angeles 
Times 23 June 1992, H2, for cartoons. 

9See for example Adam Clymer, "Just Imagine: It's January, 1993, And Ross 
Perot Is The President," New York Times 26 April 1992, E 1; David Broder, "The 
Perils Of A Perot Presidency," Los Angeles Times 28 April 1992, B7; "The Present 
Danger," The New Republic 206 (29 June 1992): 7. For a particularly outrageous bit 
of hypothetical musing, see Robert Green, "Will Perot Be the Protest President As 
Well?, " Government Computer News 11 (8 June 1992): 50. 
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Stalin to mind. \0 Some scoffed at the contradiction between Perot's avowed 

reluctance to play the savior in the face of his obvious gregariousness. II For others, 

the idea that a wealthy magnate could finance the creation of a grassroots campaign, 

and control it from the top down, seemed preposterous. They portrayed him as a 

"one-way wizard" of Oz -- a little man pulling levers behind a thick pall of grandiose 

smoke. 12 

As early as March, commentators began to agonize over the danger to 

democratic institutions that they percieved Perot's wealth represented. Each month, 

television networks and major newspapers ran lead stories on the wealthy Texan's 

personal expenditures on behalf of his campaign -- $400,000 in March, $850,000 in 

April, $1.9 million in May, $3 million in June -- and produced exposes detailing his 

"vast holdings" and his profitable investments. 13 The threat that Perot might "buy the 

IOSee for example, David R. Gergen, "Perot As Nation's Man On Horseback," 
Los Angeles Times 29 March 1992, M 1; "White Horsemanship," The Economist 323 
(11 April 1992): 16; Walter Russell Mead, "Pale Horse, Pale Rider," Los Angeles 
Times 28 June 1992, MI. 

IISee for example Steven A. Holmes and Doron P. Levin, "A Man Who Says He 
Wants To Be Savior, If He's Asked," New York Times 13 April 1992, AI. 

12See for example "Ross Perot, One-Way Wizard," New York Times 24 April 
1992, A34; Steven A. Holmes, "Grass-roots Drive Shows Hand of Oz," New York 
Times 30 September 1992, A20; Anna Quindlen, "I Am Oz," New York Times 4 
October 1992, E17. 

I3"The Perot Advantage," Washington Post 31 March 1992, A16; "Perot's 
Contributions To His Drive Account For Most Of The Total," Wall Street Journal 21 
April 1992, A18; R.W. Apple, Jr., "Why Perot Could Be A Threat With $100 
Million: It's His Own," New York Times 24 April 1992, AI; Floyd Norris, "A 
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election" was made palpable in successive stories portraying the billionaire as a 

dissembling insider who did not always play fair, whose few firm plans for the 

presidency were potentially dangerous, and who could even be delusionally 

paranoid. 14 

Reporters also quickly highlighted a striking paradox in Perot's campaign --

the apparent inconsistency of a candidate who liked to cast himself as a non-political 

"outsider," but who nevertheless sought to surround himself with professional 

political "insiders. "IS Democratic candidate Bill Clinton, wanting to portray himself 

Glimpse Into Perot's Portfolio," New York Times 21 May 1992,01; "Perot Gave 
$850,000 Last Month To Ballots Committee," New York Times 23 May 1992, A8; 
Lee Walczak, Douglas Harbrecht and Howard Gleckman, "The Year Of The Third 
Force," Business Week 15 June 1992,34-37; "Perot May Spend Over $100 Million," 
New York Times 3 June 1992, A12; "Perot Pumped $1.9 Million Into His Campaign 
In May," Wall Street Journal 24 June 1992, B2; Sara Fritz, "Reports Show Perot 
Spent $3.2 Million," Los Angeles Times 24 June 1992, A12; Charles R. Babcock, 
"Perot Gave Campaign $3 Million In June," Washington Post 25 July 1992, A12. 

14Russell Baker, "Monkey Business, Anyone?," New York Times 14 April 1992, 
A25; Lynn Garner, "Perot: Long On Green, Short On Goals," Oil Daily 23 April 
1992, 1; Sara Fritz, "Perot Candidacy Stirs Up Issue of Wealth In Politics," Los 
Angeles Times 24 May 1992, AI; Lee Walczak, Douglas Harbrecht and Howard 
Gleckman, "The Year Of The Third Force," Business Week 15 June 1992, 34-37; 
Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Running On His Money And Against Other People's," 
New York Times 18 June 1992, AI. 

15Maralee Schwartz, "Perot Is Hiring Professionals To Assist His Volunteer 
Drive," Washington Post 23 April 1992, A18; Thomas C. Hayes, "Perot Hires 
Businessman To Be 'Issues Coordinator, '" New York Times 8 May 1992, A20; 
Ronald G. Shafer, "Perot Casts A Wide Net To Staff Up His Nascent Presidential 
Campaign," Wall Street Journal 15 May 1992, AI; Steven A. Holmes, "Even As He 
Denounces Political Agents, Perot Is Wooing Them," New York Times 28 May 
1992, A20; David Schribman, "Perot Hires Two Veteran Strategists, Adding To 
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as the leading outsider in the race, cited Perot's many Washington, D.C. activities, 

including his work on behalf of POWs and MIAs as well as his government-oriented 

business ventures, as evidence of the tycoon's "insider" status. 16 Reporters quickly 

picked up the storyline. "The influence games Perot himself has played belie his new 

stance against special interests," argued columnist Jill Abramson in the Wall Street 

Journal, and the New York Times, supported Clinton's and Abramson's thesis and 

emphasized EDS's long dependence on government services in a biographical sketch 

headlined "Federal contracts gave Perot his big break. ,,17 

Other stories focused on particular events in the billionaire's past to make a 

similar point. The Los Angeles Times, for example, saw the 1980-81 fight between 

EDS and Bradford International for the Texas Medicaid contract as evidence that 

Perot could and would play hardball in office. 18 The businessman had also been 

Campaign's Political Aura," Wall Street Journal 4 June 1992, A1O; David S. Broder, 
"The Outsider's Insiders," Washington Post 10 June 1992, A23. 

(fiE.J. Dionne, Jr., "Clinton Questions Perot's Hill Activities," Washington Post 
25 April 1992, A 18. See also New York Times 8 May 1992, A20; Howard Kurtz, 
"Publisher Charges Pressure Tactic," Washington Post 8 May 1992, A4; Michael 
Kelly, "Perot Stresses Homey Image, But Image Is No Accident," New York Times 
26 May 1992, AI; "Ross Perot Surges In TV News Coverage," Media Industry 
Newsletter 22 June 1992,4. 

17JiII Abramson, "The Influence Games Perot Himself Has Played Belie His New 
Stance Against Special Interests," Wall Street Journal 28 April 1992, A22; Steven A. 
Holmes, "Federal Contracts Gave Perot His Big Break," New York Times 5 May 
1992, AI. 

18Paul Richter and Virginia Ellis, "Contract Battle Showed Perot's Skill At 
Hardball, " Los Angeles Times 25 May 1992, AI. 
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involved in developing and passing two major packages of state legislation. In the 

first of those political campaigns, for a series of anti-crime/anti-drug bills passed by 

the Texas legislature in 1980, Perot drew a simple and direct causal link between 

crime and drug abuse. The billionaire ordered EDS attorney Rick Sal wen to develop 

a set of laws "so stringent that most dealers would not dare sell drugs to children," 

and the remainder would be chased "right out of Texas." Sal wen was impressed 

when "even the lawmakers who didn't like Perot let me in to hear what Ross Perot's 

lawyer had to say. ,,19 The magnate spent millions on lobbyists, flying in drug abuse 

experts, and organizing what Joe Lodge, a former Drug Enforcement Administration 

agent retained as a consultant by Perot in 1980, said was "recognized as one of the 

most ambitious, successful grass-roots efforts to fight drugs that any state has ever 

done ... He put his money where his mouth was," Lodge concluded. 20 

Most of Perot's 1980 crime proposals passed. Democratic state representative 

Terral Smith of Austin recalled that it was "pretty hard politically to oppose [Perot's 

tough bills] and have someone suggest you're soft on drugs. "21 Twelve years later, 

however, in the midst of the 1992 campaign, the Washington Post found that some 

19Todd Mason, Perot: An Unauthorized Biography (Homewood, IL: Business 
OnelIrwin, 1990), 124. 

2°Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington 
Post 10 June 1992, All. 

2lMason, Perot, 124. See also Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox 
War On Drugs," Washington Post 10 June 1992, All. 
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Texans disparaged Perot's measures. Representative Smith, for example, argued that 

"his efforts had virtually no demonstrable impact on the level of drug activity in the 

state." Perot's critics, reported the Post, found the entrepreneur's solutions to the 

crime and drug problems too "narrowly focused on imposing draconian prison 

sentences without any increases in funding for prisons or drug treatment programs. ,,22 

The second of the billionaire's state political crusades, an omnibus of 

education policy reforms and new funding mechanisms, was approved in 1984, the 

same year that Perot sold EDS to General Motors. The crusade made up a major 

chapter in the Perot mythos, and is most memorable for one of its proposals, "no 

pass, no play," which restricted extracurricular activities for academically 

underachieving students. The package also included $4.8 billion in tax increases to 

fund improvements in basic courses (reading, writing, and arithmetic) and teacher 

pay reforms -- higher salaries for starting teachers, and raises based on proficiency 

test improvements. The latter idea earned Perot -- and Governor Mark White, who 

supported the proposals -- the enmity of teachers' unions. At the next election, union 

members joined with football coaches and others who held after-school activities 

22Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington 
Post 10 June 1992, AI, All. See also Doron P.Levin, Irreconcilable Differences: 
Ross Perot versus General Motors (New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990),4-5 and 
Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind the Myth (New York, NY: Random House, 
1992), 194, for more generous assessments of Perot's reform efforts. 
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sacred to oust White from the Texas governor's mansion. 23 

According to one biographer, "Perot loved the idea of a frontal assault on 

Texas's education problem. Big organizations, especially government, rarely worked 

this way. Committees met, passed resolutions, and recommended nostrums. ,,24 In his 

typical fashion, the entrepreneur made passage of the school reform package another 

holy war, even going so far as to place all the top lobbyists in Austin on his payroll -

- not only to insure that he had the best "world-class" players on his team, but to 

deprive the opposition of their services. The effort resembled his earlier drug law 

crusade, his business competitions, and his efforts on behalf of Americans abroad, in 

that Perot did not hesitate to use whatever resources he could find -- expert 

witnesses, special polls, teams of lawyers and lobbyists, and the modern "bully 

pulpit" of personal appearances and press releases -- to bludgeon his way to victory. 

Even critics who faulted Perot for "oversimplifying the problem and failing to build a 

consensus," admitted that "Texas schools would be in much sorrier shape today if he 

had not conquered Austin in 1984. "25 In the spring of 1992, however, the mass 

media, for the most part, brought up the story only to portray Perot as an 

23Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 4-7; Mason, Perot, 121-22. 

24Levin, Irreconcilable Differences, 5. 

25Mason, Perot, 122. 
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unprincipled insider whose wealth represented a danger to democratic institutions. 26 

"Perot's image is no accident," crowed the New York Times, implying that 

the image was deliberately created by the entrepreneur -- and patently false. The 

story that followed detailed the tycoon's efforts to control images of himself and his 

companies in various media. 27 The fact that Ross Perot had tried to frame the 

content of his public image in a positive fashion should have come as no surprise to 

reporters. An overnight billionaire who made his fortune from federal and state 

contracts, who continued to do much of his business with government agencies, and 

who was deeply involved in civic activities, including some controversial endeavors, 

would reasonably be expected to take steps to control his image. While it was 

generally understood that politicians tried to control the media's presentation, 

however, the Texas populist presented himself as a non-politician, and there was the 

rub: the journalists' criticisms seemed credible if they could show evidence that he 

26Michael Isikoff and David Von Drehle, "Perot-Schools Shootout," Washington 
Post 28 June 1992, AI. See also "Seeing The Light In Texas," New York Times 27 
April 1984, A26; Paul Taylor, "Perot Electrifies State of Education," Washington 
Post 31 April 1984, A2; Michael Kinsley, "Perot As Robin Hood: Take From The 
Rich, Educate The Poor," Wall Street Journal 30 May 1985, A31. See also Sari 
Howard, "Perot Speech Called D.C. School Board The Nation's 'Worst, '" 
Washington Post 6 June 1992, B 1. 

27Michael Kelly, "Perot Stresses Homey Image, But The Image Is No Accident," 
New York Times 26 May 1992, AI. See also Mason, Perot, passim. Mason argued 
this point at length; it was, in fact, central to the image Mason wished to present of 
Perot as a charismatic leader whose entrepreneurial unorthodoxy stood in 
dichotomous opposition to the staid bureaucratic leaders of American corporations in 
the 19705 and 19805. 
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had been manipulative, or imply that he had been deceitful. Reporters were 

particularly cynical in pursuing this tack. One New York Times article, for example, 

recounted efforts by Perot to obtain an early discharge from the Navy without 

mentioning that his father died shortly afterward. 28 In other exposes, Perot's 

activities on behalf of POWs and MIAs were portrayed as self-conscious mythmaking 

-- or self-interested economic opportunism -- by the businessman.29 Even his art 

collection was "deconstructed" to appear as a cheap marketing ploy.30 

28" Perot Cited Morals In Seeking Discharge," New York Times 24 May 1992, 
A22. For a copy of Perot's letter, see Papers of Wright Patman, "Perot, Ross, 
Texarkana, Texas 1955," C'Jntainer 129A, Lyndon B. Johnson Library, Austin, 
Texas. 

29See for example Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Is Battling Ambiguities On Prisoner
Of-War History," New York Times 28 May 1992, A20; Jim Mann, "Vietnam Named 
Perot As Commercial Agent In U.S.,"Los Angeles Times 5 June 1992, A25; Ann 
Devroy and John Mintz, "Billionaire's Foreign Aid," Washington Post 26 June 1992, 
AI; Susumu Awanohara, "Perot's Patriot Games," Far Eastern Economic Review 155 
(18 June 1992): 12. See also Pete Engardio etal., "Was Perot Looking For More 
Than Missing GIs in Vietnam?," Business Week 15 June 1992, 37. 

30Perot had often admitted an attachment to American iconographic symbols, 
filling his office with distinctive artworks -- Frederick Remington sculptures, Norman 
Rockwell paintings, and other pieces portraying Americans as strong, resolute, and 
heroic. On several occasions over the years, the magnate had proudly escorted 
journalists and television interviewers on guided tours of his collection, and in 1992, 
commentators "deconstructed Perot" from his artistic preferences -- almost invariably 
finding him lacking. See for example Bill Boyarski, "Perot And The Search For 
Utopia," Los Angeles Times 5 June 1992, B2; Mimi Schwartz, "Mythomania," New 
York Times 21 June 1992, E17; Garry Wills, "The Rescuer," New York Review of 
Books 25 June 1992,32-34; John J. Pitney, "A Moviegoer's Guide To Ross Perot," 
Wall Street Journal 29 June 1992, A14; William Safire, "Perotmania vs. 
Perotphobia," New York Times Magazine 12 July 1992, 10. See also Joe Queenan, 
"Ross Perot As Literary Critic," Forbes 143 (17 April 1989): 90; Elizabeth C. 
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Perot learned that political figures are not only subjected to closer scrutiny, 

they are also held to different standards than businessmen. When reporters revealed 

in April that he belonged to a Dallas country club that had no black or Jewish 

members, Perot's advisors advised him to renounce his membership in the club 

immediately. "Why should I do that?" Perot bristled. "I don't think that club ever 

discriminated." That doesn't matter," replied media advisor James Squires. "If you 

don't [resign], you will still be answering that question the day before the election, 

and by that time the Democrats will have used it to drive a wedge between you and 

every black, Hispanic, and Jewish voter." You are "running against institutional 

belligerence, herd mentality, and incompetence," Squires continued. "Will they be 

like this all the way through?," Perot interrupted. "All the way," Squires replied. "I 

knew I didn't have the temperament to be president," the entrepreneur grumbled, 

"and I don't. "31 

Accepting the inevitable, Perot agreed to quit his country club, but on April 

14, 1992, the Wall Street Journal inaugurated a series of articles on various 

"investigations" conducted by the businessman over the years. Perot's interview of 

Gerald Russbacher in connection with 1988 "October Surprise" allegations, the 

Hirschman, "Secular Immortality and the American Ideology of Affluence," Journal 
of Consumer Research 17 (June 1990): 31. 

31James Squires, "The Crackup: How Ross Perot's Campaign Came Apart -- The 
Inside Story," Rolling Stone 1 October 1992, 52, 54. 
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Journal reported, followed a pattern in which Perot readily subscribed to conspiracy 

theories, following up with malignant tactics that included private probes and 

character assassinations. Perot frequently proved his own worst enemy when 

reporters confronted him on such stories, and this episode proved no exception. 

George Lombardi, director of the Missouri state division of adult institutions 

described Russbacher as "an experienced con artist" and convicted swindler -- Perot 

did not disagree, even denying any personal belief in Russbacher's allegations. He 

had dispatched the pilots to question the inmate, Perot noted, because they could "in 

a matter of minutes" lay the charges to rest. Had the billionaire stopped there, 

journalists would more than likely have accepted his explanation and moved on. 

Perot, however, could not resist the temptation to lash out at George Bush. "It 

doesn't make any sense, all the guys following us, dressed in suits," the billionaire 

mused. He could not understand, he said, why the administration objected to his 

innocent effort to clear the air. The Journal, accepting Perot's insinuation at face 

value, framed his statements and his activities as further evidence of "Mr. Perot's 

hands-on style and his penchant for conspiracy theories. ,,32 

More stories appearing in May and June of 1992 suggested that Perot's 

penchant went far beyond mere theories. In the early 1980s, for example, the 

billionaire claimed that Texas drug dealers had marked him for death because of his 

32Dan Rogers, "Perot Sent A Team To Investigate Claims of Bush Role in 
'October Surprise' Plot," Wall Street Journal 14 April 1992, A20. 
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crime reform efforts. On May 16, 1992, the Los Angeles Times reported that in the 

early 1970s Perot told reporters that the North Vietnamese had placed him and his 

family on a "hit list," targeting them for assassination because of his POW activities. 

Moreover, the newspaper reported, the magnate claimed that a contingent of radical 

Black Panther party members had attempted to break into his home, presumably to 

carry out the murders, but the group had been apprehended before they could fully 

penetrate his private compound. These stories were not new in 1992; Perot had told 

them for years, and although journalists had always been skeptical, they had done 

little embarrassing follow-up. As a presidential candidate, however, the tycoon found 

himself pressed hard to substantiate his seemingly far-fetched tales, especially the 

North Vietnamese-Black Panther connection. Dallas police had no record of any 

arrests of Black Panthers on Perot's property, reporters pointed out, and the 

billionaire's own security chief at the time the intrusion allegedly took place could 

recall no such incident. 

The police and security chief must be mistaken, Perot responded indignantly, 

since his own recollection was clear. As for the North Vietnamese "contract," Perot 

explained somewhat angrily, he had been told about that in confidence by an "FBI 

source, " and thus could provide no proof for that portion of the story, either. 33 Even 

33Paul Richter, "Family On Hanoi 'hit list,' Perot Claims," Los Angeles Times 16 
May 1992, A24; Paul Remnick, "H. Ross Perot -- The Strengths And The 
Strangeness," Washington Post 29 March 1992, C7. In requesting a zoning waiver to 
construct a heliport at his Dallas home in 1980, Perot cited the need for security 
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assuming that the entrepreneur's bizarre accounts were true -- a difficult enough 

proposition in itself -- his irritated posture seemed inappropriate and suspicious. 

Journalists could hardly be faulted for questioning his judgement in offering such 

charges publicly without documentation, yet Perot apparently failed to understand 

that while a businessman might be able to portray himself as the target of 

assassination conspiracies and be dismissed as a harmless eccentric, presidential 

candidates making such allegations must be prepared to offer hard evidence. Perot 

seemed genuinely -- and naively, at best -- insulted that reporters would presume to 

question h is veracity. 34 

Reporters elaborated the "paranoid conspiratorialist" Perot image with gusto. 

He "plotted against General Motors" in 1985, a Los Angeles Times page one headline 

claimed. The Wall Street Journal questioned his motives and methods in the duPont 

brokerage episode. 3s In a piece entitled "The Washington in Perot's Mind," 

columnist David Broder underscored the theme of mental instability. Other articles, 

with titles like "Perot: The Present Danger," "Pale Horse, Pale Rider," and "Perot's 

against death threats -- see "Ross Perot Is Denied Heliport at Dallas Home," New 
York Times 9 March 1980, A25. 

34James Squires, "The Crackup, " 52-53, 82. 

3SJames Risen, "Perot Plotted To Paralyze GM, Former Aides Say," Los Angeles 
Times 15 June 1992, AI; Jonathan M. Moses, "Old Court Papers Tell A Less
Flattering Version of Perot's Tale Of Efforts To Save Brokerage Firm," Wall Street 
Journal 18 May 1992, A12. 
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Problem with the Truth," reemphasized Perot's alleged untrustworthiness and 

intractable personality. Taken individually, few of the columns were inaccurate or 

even blatantly deliberately distorted; all of them focused on real blemishes in the 

billionaire's not-so-perfectly-rosy complexion. Together, however, the exposes 

produced a near-lunatic composite image -- a gross caricature of the independent 

candidate. 36 He "takes surveillance tactics to unusual lengths ... He is quick to enlist 

sleuths to probe employees and business rivals," trumpeted the Wall Street Journal. 

Perot, the staid capitalist journal suggested, was especially alert to allegations of 

marital infidelity or other moral transgressions. 37 Several articles implied that EDS 

was a repressive, tyrannical workplace, with employees forced to conform to rigid 

codes of behavior and dress and ordered to undergo random drug tests and polygraph 

examinations. Training contracts provided another index of oppression at EDS, 

another essay intimated, since the standard agreement included severe penalties if 

new employees left the company within two years. 38 

36David S. Broder, "The Washington In Perot's Mind," Washington Post 28 June 
1992, C7; "The Present Danger," The New Republic 206 (29 June 1992): 7; Walter 
Russell Mead, "Pale Horse, Pale Rider," Los Angeles Times 28 June 1992, M 1; 
Richard Cohen, "Perot's Problem With The Truth," Washington Post 7 July 1992, 
A19. See also James Squires, "How The Press Savaged Perot," Nieman Reports 46 
(Fall 1992): 3-5. 

37David Rogers and Jill Abramson, "Under Cover: Ross Perot Takes Surveillance 
Tactics To Unusual Lengths," Wall Street Journal 12 June 1992, AI. 

38David Remnick, "H. Ross Perot: The Strengths and The Strangeness," 
Washington Post 29 March 1992, C7; PBS' "Talking With David Frost" (24 April 
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Perot tried to respond to such attacks with interviews and public statements. 

He had proposed random testing as a way of combatting drug abuse, and EDS had 

prohibited its employees from wearing facial hair until the mid-1970s, the 

entrepreneur conceded, but he denied that he routinely ordered polygraph tests of 

workers. He refused to countenance marital infidelity at his companies, the magnate 

admitted without apology, but he denied that EDS was the sanctimonious closed 

society portrayed by critics. Finally, regarding employee service contracts, Perot 

argued that shareholders made a substantial investment in training new employees 

and should be compensated by anyone resigning before they returned the outlay. 39 

Perot managed to dispel the damaging image of inflexible uprightness to some 

extent, but the New Republic's caricature of him as a neo-Fascist seemed more 

believable when linked with reports picturing Perot's solutions to the crime and drug 

problem as shortsighted and overly simplistic at best, draconian and unconstitutional 

at worst. 40 "You can deal with this problem in straight military terms," Perot had 

suggested in a 1989 appearance on NBC's "Today" show. "You can simply declare 

1992); Steven A. Holmes, "Religious Bias At Perot's Old Company Is Denied," New 
York Times 2 July 1992, A14; J. Michael Kennedy, Lianne Hart, "$9,000 Fee Held 
Over Head Of Departing Perot Workers," Los Angeles Times 6 June 1992, A19. 

39PBS' "Talking With David Frost" (24 April 1992). 

4°A.M. Rosenthal, "One Thing Missing," New York Times 28 April 1992, A23; 
Nat Hentoff, "Panic Measures Against Crime," Washington Post 6 June 1992, A23; 
Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington Post 
10 June 1992, AI. 
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civil war, and the drug dealer is the enemy ... There ain't no bail; you go to a POW 

camp," the mogul continued, echoing remarks he had made a year earlier in Dallas, 

in meetings with police officers and newspaper editorial boards. In those meetings, 

according to reporters, Perot "espoused cordoning off minority neighborhoods and 

searching door-to-door for weapons and narcotics. ,,41 Asking rhetorically "Would 

Perot play fair?", columnist Richard Cohen, for example, argued that the Texan had 

little knowledge of Constitutional principles.42 

Members of Perot's camp tried to counter the criticism. Thomas Luce, for 

years the billionaire's general counsel, assured reporters that "Ross Perot is a man 

who ... knows the terms of the Constitution. I'd look at the man's track record ... This 

41NBC's "Today" (25 October 1989); Mason, Perot, 124-25,248-49; Michael 
Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington Post 10 June 
1992, All; Dallas Times Herald 13 March 1988; Peter Elkind, "Can Ross Perot Save 
America?," Texas Monthly 16 (December 1988): 99-103. Perot denied that he had 
made the 1988 statements in 1992 (see "Perot Denies Making Remark on South 
Dallas," Dallas Morning News 11 April 1992, A6), but several independent sources 
confirmed that he had (see Nat Hentoff, "Panic Measures Against Crime," 
Washington Post 6 June 1992, A23; and Isikoff, "Unorthodox War," Washington Post 
10 June 1992, All). In a somewhat ironic twist, President Bill Clinton in April 
1994 proposed a similar approach to combatting crime in particularly bad urban 
neighborhoods, including tactics like random searches, cordoning off neighborhoods, 
and wholesale raids in government-owned housing facilities. Clinton did, however, 
offer one caveat: that the majority of residents must agree in advance to the extreme 
measures. See Michael Kramer, "Clinton's House Rules,"Time 143 (9 May 1994): 
55. 

42Richard Cohen, "Would Perot Play Fair?," Washington Post 11 June 1992, A27. 
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is a man who has operated within the public arena. "43 Perot himself called all the 

shrill condemnations "gorilla dust, " explaining that when gorillas fight, they throw up 

clouds of the stuff to intimidate their rival and hide their own inadequacies. Perot's 

penchant for quotable one-liners, however, not only made him colorful and popular 

but also made it easy for journalists to portray him as an extremist. The mere fact 

that they quoted him so extensively served to keep his name in the news, and often 

people remembered the catchiness of a quote even if they failed to recall the content 

or implications.44 Still, taken together, many of the widely-publicized stories 

circulating in the late spring of 1992 portrayed Ross Perot as at least a danger to 

individual liberties, if not a delusional madman. 

With Perot busy fighting off the press, Bill Clinton continued an uphill 

struggle to win his party's nomination. The Arkansas governor's victories in the 

Southern "Super Tuesday" primaries of March 10, 1992 made him the prohibitive 

Democratic favorite, and his wins the following week in Michigan and Illinois 

created a virtually unstoppable momentum for his candidacy. Nevertheless, doubts 

about his ability to win in the fall persisted because of Jerry Brown's surprising 

43Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington 
Post 10 June 1992, All. 

44See for example James M. Perry, "Ross's Army," Wall Street Journal 17 June 
1992, AI; Jack Citrin, "Perot's Supporters Disdain the Gloom of 'Expert' Critics," 
Los Angeles Times 17 June 1992, B7; Bill Boyarsky, "A Taste of Perotism on Jury 
Duty, " Los Angeles Times 17 June 1992, B2. 
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strength in late March primaries, and because voters continued to express concern 

about Clinton's fitness for the presidency. Doubts also persisted because the huge 

state of California, considered crucial to Democratic hopes for victory in November, 

did not hold its presidential preference po)) until June 2, at the very end of the 

primary season. Since California was Brown's home turf, party leaders were unable 

to feel remotely comfortable with their presumptive candidate until he beat the 

former governor of the Golden State convincingly, 47.5% to 40.2%, in his own home 

state (see Table 3.1). Even then, in fact, doubts about Clinton's electibility 

remained.45 

In the other major party camp, Bush campaign strategists had felt the heat of 

Perot's popularity throughout the spring months of 1992. A mid-May po)) conducted 

by Time/CNN showed Perot actually in the lead nationwide with 34 % of the vote, to 

30% each for Bush and Clinton.46 Bush strategists saw the big electoral states of 

Texas, California, and Florida as keys to reelection, so Perot's rising support these 

states especially concerned them. As late as June, in fact, some commentators 

continued to suggest that Bill Clinton was not a viable contestant. The incumbent 

45Ryan J. Barilleaux and Randall E. Adkins, "The Nominations: Process and 
Patterns," in Michael Nelson" ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly, 1993),47; Ross K. Baker, "The Presidential Nominations," 
in Gerald M. Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations 
(Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993),56-59. 

46Walter Shapiro, "President Perot?," Time 139 (25 May 1992): 27; Baker, "The 
Presidential Nominations," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 58. 



206 

had to take his fellow Texan's challenge seriously. On April 6, Business Week 

declared that the billionaire was "after Bush," and after that the President's camp 

seized every opportunity to portray their opponent as a dangerous demagogue. 47 Vice 

President Dan Quayle, for example, charged the "temperamental tycoon" with 

"contempt for the Constitution," just days before the Washington Post revealed 

Perot's 1988 probe of the President's relationship with Pennzoil executives.48 On 

June 23, 1992, Bush himself blasted the magnate for investigating his family, and he 

and first lady Barbara Bush suggested to ABC's "20/20" interviewer Barbara Walters 

that Perot's actions were not "particularly American. "49 A week later, major 

newspapers reported that, not only had the Bush camp leaked the story of Perot's 

47Richard S. Dunham and Douglas Harbrecht, "Is Perot After The Presidency -
Or The President?," Business Week 6 April 1992, 41. 

4!!"Perot Has 'Contempt For The Constitution,' Quayle Says," Los Angeles Times 
13 June 1992, A16; Andrew Rosenthal, "Quayle Says Perot Displays Contempt For 
The Constitution," New York Times 13 June 1992, A28; John Dillin, "Bush-Perot 
Squabble Said To Damage Both, " Christian Science Monitor 26 June 1992, 3; Bob 
Woodward, "Perot Investigated Bush and His Family," Washington Post 21 June 
1992, AI; David Rogers, "Perot Leaked Data Related To Bush," Wall Street Journal 
22 June 1992, All. See also David S. Broder, "Dole Defends Perot," Washington 
Post 8 June 1992, A 10, where Republican Senate minority leader Robert Dole 
announced that "Perot is NOT a demagogue, " implicitly raising the possibility that he 
might well be. For a comic perspective on the mudslinging, see Art Buchwald, 
"Nameless Dread At The White House," Washington Post 9 June 1992, El. 

49Steven A. Holmes, "Bush Aid Assails Perot On Report Of Snooping," New 
York Times 22 June 1992, A14; John Harwood, "Bush Blasts Perot For Investigating 
Him, His Family" Wall Street Journal 23 June 1992, A14; John Dillin, "Bush-Perot 
Squabble Said To Damage Both," Christian Science Monitor 26 June 1992,3; ABC's 
"20/20" (26 June 1992). 
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"probe" to the news media, but also that the entrepreneur's 1986 "investigation" had 

consisted merely of an unsolicited report Perot had received that one of Bush's sons 

was involved with Contra rebels in Nicaragua. The businessman had called the Vice 

President to report the rumor and Bush had even written Perot a note thanking him 

for the information. 50 

"There has been a 90-day effort to redefine my personality by a group called 

'Opposition Research' in the Republican Party," Perot charged. "They're generally 

known as the dirty-tricks crowd ... It has little or nothing to do with the truth." 

While Bush spokesman Marlon Fitzwater proclaimed that "Perot's paranoia knows no 

bounds, " the Los Angeles Times described how Bush campaign operatives directed 

attacks on Perot as part of a purposeful effort to "put a ceiling on" the entrepreneur's 

college-educated vote. 51 In the final analysis -- the election returns -- that effort 

50Howard Kurtz, "Sometimes Source-Reporter Rules Bend With The Political 
Winds," Washington Post 27 June 1992, AlO; Mary McCrory, "No Thank-You For 
Good Manners," Washington Post 30 June 1992, A2. 

51David Von Drehl, "Perot Attacks' Assault' On Character," Washington Post 25 
June 1992, AI; John Dillin, "Bush-Perot Squabble Said To Damage Both, " Christian 
Science Monitor, 26 June 1992,3; Douglas Jehl, "Behind The Scenes: Bush Team 
Directs Perot Attack," Los Angeles Times 25 June 1992, A18; David Von Drehl and 
Edward Walsh, "Clinton Pulls No Punches: Bush-Perot Fray A Winner," Washington 
Post 26 June 1992, A 18; Sam Fulwood, III, "Clinton Sees Advantage in Two Rivals' 
'Obsession,'" Los Angeles Times 26 June 1992, A22. See also Steven A. Holmes, 
"Perot In Trouble," New York Times 14 July 1992, A14, and John Mintz, "Jordan 
May Quit Perot Team, " Washington Post 14 July 1992, A20, which admitted that 
"over the last few weeks, critical news reports and Republican attacks about Perot's 
use of private investigators in business dealings and contract disputes have thrown his 
campaign off stride. " 
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produced mixed results, but the Bush team also intended their strategy to put Perot 

on the defensive, always a major goal of confrontational politics, and it accomplished 

that objective admirably. Perot found himself having to repeatedly deny conducting 

frequent investigations. Since a good deal of his reputation had been built around 

covert inquiries on behalf of POWs and MIAs, his denials seemed disingenuous. S2 

Perot's protestations notwithstanding, many similar stories -- of vendettas, 

investigations, moralistic rigidity, paranoias and authoritarian tendencies -- continued 

to appear in popular media accounts throughout June and into July. S3 

Perot's greatest conspiracy theory, of course, lay in his conviction that United 

States government officials had, at best, done less than they could on behalf of 

POWs and MIAs in Southeast Asia. The celebrated super-patriot had cemented his 

electoral base among veterans in March by making former POW and retired Admiral 

S2Steven A. Holmes, "Reports About Perot's Past Put Him On The Defensive," 
New York Times 24 June 1992, AI; Dan Balz and Ann Devroy, "Year Of The 
Unexpected," Washington Post 28 June 1992, AI; Edwin Chen, "Perot Again Denies 
Frequently Investigating Opponents," Los Angeles Times 30 June 1992, A 15. 

S3S ee for example Karen DeWitt and Michael Kelly, "Perot Pursued Charges 
Against Official For Years," New York Times 28 June 1992, A18; Art Buchwald, 
"Hercule Perot," Washington Post 2 July 1992, Cl; "Senate POW-MIA Panel Takes 
Perot [Deposition]," New York Times 2 July 1992, A14; Jack Anderson and Michael 
Binstein, "Feeling The Heat Of Perot's Obsession," Washington Post 6 July 1992, 
C12; Michael Kelly and Stephen Labaton, "Perot Detective Describes Inquiry," New 
York Times 8 July 1992, AI; Michael Isikoff, "Perot Electors Asked To Sign 
Loyalty Oaths," Washington Post 13 July 1992, A 7. 
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James Stockdale his "interim" running mate. 54 That it was businessman Perot, not 

war hero Bush, who attracted the largest following among veterans was a source of 

annoyance to Republican campaign managers. 55 A number of stories appeared to 

portray Perot's past efforts on behalf of Americans at risk abroad as officious 

grandstanding or worse, counterproductive meddling. 56 Richard Childress, a senior 

NSC official, for example, described Perot's consistent approach to POW and hostage 

release efforts as "simple bribery." Business Week and the Los Angeles Times both 

suggested that the businessman was "looking for more than missing G.I.s in Vietnam" 

on his 1987 trip to Hanoi -- that he had served as Vietnam's "commercial agent, " 

seeking personal gain while acting as an illegal go-between, without the knowledge 

or approval of responsible American government officials. 57 At the time these stories 

54In naming Stockdale "interim" vice presidential contender, Perot followed a 
strategy first used in 1980 by another independent presidential candidate, John 
Anderson. Some states' ballot-petition laws required candidates to designate a 
running mate, and the tactic adopted by Perot allowed him to overcome that 
technicality, while at the same time cementing his appeal among a key constituency 
group. See CNN's "Larry King Live" (31 March 1992). 

55Timothy Noah, "It's Businessman Perot And Not War Hero Bush Who Attracts 
A Following Among Veterans," Wall Street Journal 2 July 1992, A 10. 

5fiJohn Mintz, "MIA Issue Shaped Perot's View Of Bush," Washington Post 18 
April 1992, AI; Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Is Battling Ambiguities On Prisoner-of-War 
History," New York Times 28 May 1992, A20; John Mintz, "Perot's War: Viet Vets' 
'Tombstone, '" Washington Post 7 July 1992, AI; Jim Hoagland, "Vietnam: 
Campaign Touchstone," Washington Post 12 July 1992, C7. 

57Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Is Battling Ambiguities On Prisoner-of-War Issue, " 
New York Times 28 May 1992, A20; Pete Engardio etal, "Was Perot Looking For 
More Than Missing GIs in Vietnam?," Business Week 15 June 1992, 37; Jim Mann, 
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appeared, Senator John Kerry (D-Massachusetts) was attempting to schedule Perot to 

testify before the Senate Select Committee on POW IMIA Affairs, which Kerry 

chaired. It was becoming clear, moreover, that Reagan administration officials 

intended to deny that they had given the billionaire permission to negotiate with the 

Vietnamese in 1987, and that they were preparing to portray Perot in the most 

negative light at the hearing. Perot, anticipating a "political circus," retracted his 

agreement to testify on June 16.58 Still, more stories appeared dating Perot's 

"estrangement from President Bush" to the time of the Reagan administration's 

rejection of his 1987 efforts. 59 

The negative press clearly took its toll on Perot's campaign. Even though the 

entrepreneur's popularity grew through mid-June, his "negatives" also rose after late 

March. 60 Journalists repeatedly characterized Perot as "vague." When he did take 

"Vietnam Named Perot As Commercial Agent In U.S., "Los Angeles Times 5 June 
1992, A25. See also Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot Told U.S. To Soften Policy On 
Vietnamese," New York Times 5 July 1992, AI. 

58Timothy Noah, "Perot Cancels Appearance Before Panel," Wall Street Journal 
17 June 1992, A8; Michael Ross, "Perot Withdraws Offer To testify About MIAs," 
Los Angeles Times 17 June 1992, A 7. 

59Patrick E. Tyler, "Perot And Senators Seem Headed For A Fight On POWs
MIAs, " New York Times 20 June 1992, A8; Wall Street Journal 23 June 1992, AI; 
"Senate POW-MIA Panel Takes Perot's [Deposition]," New York Times 2 July 1992, 
A14. 

6OPomper, "The Presidential Election," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
145; Kathleen A Frankovic, "Public Opinion in the 1992 Campaign," in Pomper, ed., 
115. While in late April nearly 7 voters polled responded favorably to him for every 
5 who viewed him negatively (a positive ratio of 1.4), by late June he had just about 
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positions on issues, reporters seemed to delight in labeling him on the basis of his 

positions, knowing they would alienate blocks of voters, yet the inquisitors continued 

to characterize him as "fuzzy," demanding still more details. Standing at the center 

of the political spectrum, Perot took flak from both the left and the right. For 

example, Randall Terry, leader of the radical anti-abortion group "Operation Rescue," 

labeled Perot "public enemy number one" for his pro-choice stand, while editorialist 

William Safire objected to the 60-year-old entrepreneur's proposals to limit Social 

Security benefits for wealthy recipients. 61 The New York Times assailed the 

candidate for not having a drug policy, even as Washington Post columnist Michael 

Isikoff blasted Perot's "unconstitutional" proposals for combatting drug abuse. 62 

Appearing on an ABC-TV prime-time "National Town Meeting," Perot tried to 

reframe or retract comments that he would exclude some homosexuals from top jobs 

in his administration and that he saw open homosexuality in the military as 

the same number of enthusiastic detractors as supporters (with the ratio approaching, 
then falling below, zero). 

61Maralee Schwartz and Mark Stencel, '''Public Enemy' Perot?," Washington Post 
6 June 1992, A12; William Safire, "Perot Versus Social Security," New York Times 
15 June 1992, A 19. Calling Democrat Bill Clinton "a sleaze, " Terry also offered an 
early, albeit indirect, endorsement of President Bush. 

62A.M. Rosenthal, "One Thing Missing," New York Times 28 April 1992, A23; 
Michael Isikoff, "Perot Championed Unorthodox War On Drugs," Washington Post 
10 June 1992, AI. 
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"unrealistic," by assuring viewers that "I don't get into people's private lives. ,,63 Four 

days later, AIDS activists disrupted a Perot rally, and the candidate spent much of the 

ensuing week adjusting his position, finally asserting that bias against gays "would 

not be tolerated" in a Perot administration.64 Columnist Walter Goodman ridiculed 

the high-tech entrepreneur's "electronic town hall" idea, while former Bush White 

House Chief of Staff John Sununu labeled Perot a "pollster" for proposing referenda 

on public issues. 6s Former Republican governor of Delaware Pete duPont warned 

conservatives to "Beware Perot" because "he's a fan of big government," arguing that 

besides favoring the industrial interventionism of New Deal programs like milk-price 

supports, the Texas maverick was a foreign policy protectionist who, worse than 

63Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Says He Opposes Tax Increase," New York Times 29 
May 1992, A19; ABC's "National Town Meeting" (28 June 1992); Edwin Chen, 
"Perot, On TV, Seeks To Explain His Views On Homosexuality," Los Angeles Times 
1 July 1992, A18. 

64Steven A. Holmes, "AIDS Demonstrators Disrupt Perot Rally," New York 
Times 3 July 1992, A13; Ann Devroy and Michael Isikoff, "Bush, Perot Face 
Increasing Pressure On Homosexuality," Washington Post 8 July 1992, All; John 
M. Broder and Jack Cheevers, "Perot Acts To Mend Fences With Gays," Los 
Angeles Times 8 July 1992, AI, AlO; Steven A. Holmes, "In A Shift, Perot 
Wouldn't Bar Homosexuals," New York Times 9 July 1992, A18; John M. Broder 
and Jack Cheevers, "Perot Vows Not To Tolerate Bias Against Gays," Los Angeles 
Times 9 July 1992, AI. 

6sWalter Goldman, "And Now, Heeeeeeeer's A Referendum!," New York Times 
21 June 1992, H25; John H. Sununu, "We Need A President In The White House, 
Not A Pollster," Los Angeles Times 1 July 1992, B7. 
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Bush's Republican nemesis Patrick Buchanan, would surely raise taxes. 66 From the 

opposite ideological pole, New York's Democratic Governor Mario Cuomo 

volunteered that "I have no idea what his first four years would look like ... That's 

what frightens me. ,,67 

All the unflattering and negative coverage should have rendered Perot's 

candidacy stillborn before Memorial Day. That it did not provides a measure of how 

eager for an alternative the voting public had become. For some time, the sustained 

unpopularity of the populist billionaire's opponents tended to offset Perot's mounting 

negatives, but rising levels of conflict among Perot's supporters, over both 

ideological orientation and specific positions, could not be ignored. Somehow, the 

candidate had to find some way to stabilize the campaign's message and to give it 

added credibility. To accomplish those missions, the campaign staff had worked 

throughout the spring of 1992 to attract a viable running mate. According to news 

reports, Reverend Jesse Jackson, Senator Warren Rudman, Governor Douglas Wilder, 

Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Jack Kemp, former Senator and 1992 

66Pete duPont, "Conservatives: Beware Perot," New York Times 7 July 1992, 
A 19. DuPont chaired the Committee for Republican Leadership at the time his 
remarks were made. See also Tom Bethell, "Perot Lacks Attraction For 
Conservatives," Los Angeles Times 14 June 1992, MS. 

67Maralee Schwartz and Mark Stencel, "Leading The Mutiny," Washington Post 6 
June 1992, A12. See also E.1. Dionne, Jr., "Bush Appears In Danger Of Losing 
Much Conservative Support To Perot," Washington Post 8 June 1992, A 10; Paul A. 
Gigot, "Perot Picks Up Reaganites Bush Let Down," Wall Street Journal 12 June 
1992, A14. 
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presidential contender Paul Tsongas, and even General Norman Schwartzkopf, retired 

hero of the 1990 Gulf War, were seriously considered. 68 Also, aware that women 

voters had not embraced his candidacy, Perot considered balancing the ticket with a 

female running mate. Former United Nations Ambassador Jeanne Kirkpatrick, 

among others, was considered.69 No one accepted Perot's advances. Some rejected 

his wooing out of hand; others briefly flirted with the idea of running, but a fit could 

not be found. 70 

Hamilton Jordan, who had managed Jimmy Carter's successful campaign in 

1976, had been unofficially advising Perot's inner campaign circle for some two 

months when Ed Rollins arrived in early June. Along with Rollins came an 

68David Rogers, "Rudman Is Annoyed," Wall Street Journal 20 May 1992, A 18; 
David Schribman, "With Tops Of Tickets Selected, Attention Turns To Clinton and 
Perot Choices For Vice President," Wall Street Journal 3 June 1992, A16; Donald P. 
Baker, "Virginia Democrats Want Wilder's 'No' To Perot," Washington Post 5 June 
1992, D 1; "Tsongas Meets With Perot," Los Angeles Times 27 June 1992, A 15; 
Michael Isikoff, "Perot Staff Researching Potential Running Mates," Washington 
Washington Post 10 July 1992, A9; Donald P. Baker, "Wilder Declines To Deny 
Reports Of Possible Spot On Perot Ticket," Washington Post 13 July 1992, A7; 
Donald P. Baker, "Perot-Wilder Talk Is Laid To Rest," Washington Post 14 July 
1992, A15; Andrew Rosenthal, "Schwartzkopf Says He Got 2 No.2 Offers," New 
York Times 25 September 1992, A18. 

69Ellen Goodman, "Perot and Women,' Washington Post 13 June 1992, A21; 
Ronald D. Shafer, "Perot Presses For A Female Running Mate," Wall Street Journal 
3 July 1992, A 1. 

7°David Rogers, "Rudman Is Annoyed," Wall Street Journal 20 May 1992, A18; 
Ronald D. Shafer, "Perot Presses For A Female Running Mate," Wall Street Journal 
3 July 1992, AI; Michael Isikoff, "Perot Staff Researching Potential Running Mates," 
Washington Post 10 July 1992, A9. 



215 

entourage of pollsters, marketing specialists, and political strategists. Journalists 

rushed to point out the inconsistencies of an avowed nonpolitician recruiting such 

well known professionals, as did many of the volunteers and youthful idealists who 

had been nurturing the organization through its infancy.71 As the candidate and his 

new team moved to take control of pronouncements emanating from local self-

designated "spokespersons," grumbling at the grassroots increased in volume, and it 

became increasingly difficult for Perot to portray his campaign as an "outsider" 

effort. 72 Briefly, however, the public's reaction to the new campaign orientation 

seemed positive. Perot recovered some of the momentum he had lost, and one poll 

released on July 9, 1992 even showed the three contenders (Bush, Clinton, and Perot) 

in a virtual tie. 73 The never-quite candidate who, according to the recollections of his 

media advisor James Squires, had for weeks had been "alternately ebullient over his 

prowess in the polls or cantankerous over some negative news story," began to 

71James Squires, "The Crackup," 54-55. 

72John M. Broder, "Pros Hijacking Perot Campaign, Volunteers Say," Los 
Angeles Times 23 June 1992, AI; Robert Shogun, "Perot Outsider Status Begins To 
Erect Some Barriers," Los Angeles Times 4 July 1992, A20; Steven A. Holmes, 
"Perot In Trouble," New York Times 14 July 1992, A14; Timothy Noah, "Never 
Mind: How The Perot Campaign Imploded So Quickly," Wall Street Journal 17 July 
1992, AI; James Squires, "The Crackup, " 51-55,82. 

73Rich Jaroslovsky and John Harwood, "The Teflon Texan?, " Wall Street Journal 
9 July 1992, AI; "Poll Shows Three Presidential Contenders Close," New York 
Times 10 July 1992, A 10; "A Shift In Voters' Preference," New York Times 17 July 
1992, A16. 
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believe that he could win the election outright. 74 

In part, Perot's June surge in the polls was due to new tactics designed to 

circumvent traditional print and broadcast media. The innovative tactics included 

increased appearances on audience-participation television and radio talk shows --

forums which allowed the candidate more time to explain his positions and to interact 

directly with audiences, and which gave those watching or listening an opportunity to 

form their own opinions from unedited remarks and responses to questions. After 

years of appearing regularly on shows like "Larry King Live," the businessman 

played well in such a format, where his memorable analogies and populist one-liners 

could achieve maximum effect. His June 11 performance on NBC's "Today" show 

was extended to two hours from the planned one hour, and was the longest televised 

appearance by a presidential candidate in 1992 -- until Bill Clinton matched him a 

week later on CBS's "Morning News. ,,75 Over the ensuing month, Perot and Clinton 

engaged in a spirited competition for air time on such general entertainment question-

and-answer programs as "Phil Donahue" and "Nightline." Clinton discussed issues of 

74James Squires, "The Crackup, " 54; "Excerpts from Perot's News Conference on 
Decision Not to Enter Election," New York Times 17 July 1992, A 16. 

75NBC's "Today" (11 June 1992); Howard Kurtz, "Canned Candidates," 
Washington Post 12 June 1992, A16; "Ross Perot Proved To Be A Bigger Ratings 
Winner For 'Today' Than Bill Clinton," Broadcasting 122 (15 June 1992): 64-65; 
Walter Goodman, "On Talk-Show Circuit, It's Clinton vs. Perot," New York Times 
16 June 1992, C18; John Dillin, "Presidential Campaigners Try TV Talk-Show 
Route," Christian Science Monitor 18 June 1992,1,4. 
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interest to teenagers on MTV, the youth-oriented cable music video channel, and 

provided one of the more memorable images of the campaign season when he played 

his saxophone on "Arsenio Hall," a syndicated late-night television chat show. While 

he did not playa musical instrument, Perot matched Clinton's air time, and 

announced plans for more innovative efforts to use interactive media, including 

initiating policy discussions on computer networks, developing "electronic town 

halls" which would use satellite technology to link rallies in several cities, and 

producing 30-minute to one-hour long "infomercials" that would allow more 

elaboration of ideas than traditional 30-second political advertisements. Both Clinton 

and Perot co-opted Jerry Brown's idea of using an 800-number for contributions, 

expanding the concept to include electronic mail and general information Iines. 76 

76Walter Goodman, "On Talk-Show Circuit, It's Clinton vs. Perot," New York 
Times 16 June 1992, C18, C19; John Dillin, "Presidential Candidates Try Talk-Show 
Route," Christian Science Monitor 18 June 1992, 1, 4; "Perot Looking To Buy TV 
Time," New York Times 7 June 1992, A25; Rance Crain, "What Perot Knows Others 
Don't," Advertising Age 8 June 1992, 24; Howard Kurtz, "Canned Candidates," 
Washington Post 12 June 1992, A16; "Perot's 'Town Hall' Format Short On 
Specifics," Los Angeles Times 14 June 1992, A25; Rinker Buck, "Waking Up To 
The Interactive '90s," Adweek's Marketing Week 15 June 1992, 16; WaIter 
Goodman, "And Now, Heeeeeeeer's A Referendum!," New York Times 21 June 
1992, H25; Barbara Lippert, "That's Infotainment," Adweek 22 June 1992,23; James 
M. Perry, "Call It New Media, Teledemocracy Or Whatever; It's Changing The Way 
The Political System Works," Wall Street Journal 24 June 1992, A22; "A Call For 
Mr. Perot," New York Times 25 June 1992, A26; John J. Pitney, "A Moviegoer's 
Guide To Ross Perot," Wall Street Journal 29 June 1992, A14; Sharon D. Moshavi, 
"Perot's TV Town Meeting: Can He Get There From Here?," Broadcasting 122 (29 
June 1992): 19; Kathleen Silvassy et a!., '''Political Video': The New Campaign 
Button?, " Video Marketing News 29 June 1992, 1; Marvin Kalb, "From Sound Bite 
To Sound Meal," New York Times 3 July 1992, A25. 
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In June and July, the major television networks ABC, CBS, and NBC ran 

biographical documentaries and exposes on the candidates, but they had already lost 

some of the initiative.77 While Columbia University's Freedom Forum lamented "that 

presidential candidates have become 'worthy' of the same treatment that is accorded 

movie stars and rock singers opens a new and potentially polluting influence in the 

campaign and our process of choosing leaders," the director of Harvard University's 

Barone Center, former CBS and NBC correspondent Marvin Kalb, was only one of 

many to notice that, in the process of end-running traditional media, Ross Perot and 

Bill Clinton were re-inventing national campaigning. Broadcasters had covered 

substantive issues from early in the year through the New Hampshire primary, but 

since then, said Kalb, "they have walked down a flight of steps every week into the 

dungeon of horse race and character coverage ... The networks better wake up," Kalb 

concluded, "or they'll find themselves marginalized. ,,78 

Meanwhile, however, conflict was escalating at Perot's Dallas headquarters, 

not only between the professionals he had brought in to create a "world class" 

campaign and staffers who had for months struggled to organize the huge, unwieldy 

77Media Industry Newsletter 22 June 1992,4; Walter Goodman, "TV Tracks The 
Candidates," New York Times 2 July 1992, C16. 

78Columbia University Freedom Forum Media Studies Center, "The Media and 
Campaign '92," (July 1992); Tony Case, "The Media and Campaign '92," Editor and 
Publisher 25 July 1992, 13; Sharon D. Moshavi, "Is Campaign '92 Bypassing 
Network News?," Broadcasting 122 (15 June 1992): 4, 14. 



219 

grassroots network, but also between the pros and the candidate himself. "The titles 

are all wrong," Rollins had fretted at the June 5 press conference announcing his 

enlistment in Perot's crusade, providing a foretaste of the kind of tension that was to 

follow. According to James Squires, the campaign's media advisor at the time, 

Rollins "had left no doubt during the negotiations that. .. the clear line of authority to 

manage the campaign should be his," and that while Hamilton Jordan "had quickly 

backed away from an ego contest," young activist "turks" in Dallas resented Rollins 

and his associates from the beginning.79 They worried that they might be displaced, 

but also that the campaign's very purpose would be lost. "What the hell is Ross 

Perot's campaign manager doing with a chauffeur," they asked, echoing the scores of 

calls Squires said he received whenever Rollins appeared on television, asking "why 

a GOP 'handler' was speaking for the people's movement." The candidate shared 

the "young turks" and the callers' concern. After one television appearance, when 

Rollins derisively referred to "little old ladies in tennis shoes," Perot bristled that he 

79James Squires, "The Crackup," 51,52,54-55. Perot himself was clearly "in 
charge" of the Perot campaign, but exactly who among Perot's top aides was 
ultimately "second in command" on any given issue remained much less clear, 
despite some generally defined areas of responsibility. Ed Rollins apparently had the 
impression that he would be paramount in most areas (especially public relations and 
advertising), yet Tom Luce insisted that he held full overall control as "campaign 
manager" until Perot's July "withdrawal" from the presidential race (Author's 
interview 12 July 1994). In addition, others at the top of the Perot organization, 
including Squires, Jordan, and longtime Perot associate Morton Meyerson clearly 
held positions of power. None could exercise their authority, however, without 
understanding that their decisions could be reversed (and their credibility thus 
undermined) by Perot at any time. 
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was "talking about my supporters." A few days later, the candidate forbade Rollins 

or anyone else on the staff from talking to the press without his permission.80 

For his part, Rollins had expected to run the same kind of big-budget 

production he had staged for Ronald Reagan in 1984. In fairness, Rollins' concern 

also reflected a professional orientation toward projecting "the proper image." Perot 

had allowed the media too much leeway in shaping the public's view of him, Rollins 

believed, arguing that an extensive (and expensive) early advertising campaign was 

necessary to counteract the bad press. 81 Jordan, Squires, and Perot's longtime 

advisors Tom Luce and Mort Meyerson did not disagree. In fact, only days before 

Rollins brought in Hal Riney to produce a series of videotaped commercials, Luce 

and Squires had arranged a meeting between Perot and filmmaker David Wolper to 

discuss development of a half-hour show to accompany the entrepreneur's formal 

announcement as a candidate. Perot's reaction was revealing. "What is all this?" he 

exclaimed, surveying Wolper's plans. "Sorry fellas, we're not going to spend a 

penny of my money on this ... We don't need Hollywood doing this, do we? You 

[Squires] and Luce find another way. ,,82 Similarly, when Rollins brought in Hal 

80James Squires, "The Crackup," 55. 

81Stuart Elliott, "Those In Advertising Aren't Surprised Perot Didn't Stay," New 
York Times 18 July 1992, All; Joe Mandese, "Why Perot Needed $153 Million In 
Ads To Win," Advertising Age 27 July 1992, 32. 

82James Squires, "The Crackup," 55; Michael Kelly, "Perot's Epic Failure: 
Contempt For Political Process Made Him Attractive And It Doomed Him," New 
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Riney to produce slick commercials like Reagan's 1984 "Morning in America" ads, 

Perot balked -- both at the $125 million price tag and at the kind of campaign that 

the spots symbolized -- the very kind of campaign that he had opposed so vigorously 

in launching this crusade in the first place. 83 

The fundamental conflict between Perot's and the professionals' approaches to 

politics emerged in other ways as well. For example, Perot reluctantly agreed at one 

point to attend a "media opportunity" for photos and questions, which would follow a 

major speech in Detroit on the need for government action to revitalize the auto 

industry and to force America's foreign rivals to "play fair" in economic competition. 

The media affair was set up by Joseph Canzeri, who had once been former New 

York governor Nelson Rockefeller's advance man, at the airport in East Lansing, 

Michigan. Perot, who had objected to the holding of such events in airports because 

they disrupted passenger's schedules, found himself being led to the tarmac and 

pointed toward an "X" spot with "Mr. Perot" scribbled beside it, like a stereotypical 

wind-up-toy candidate in an antiseptically "managed" political campaign. "Perot eyed 

it [the "X"] like it was a snake," Squires recalled, "and by the time he got near it, a 

York Times 18 July 1992, All. 

83James Squires, "The Crackup, " 55, 82; Joanne Lipman, "Perot Adman Depicts 
Frustrating Client, " Wall Street Journal 23 July 1992, A31. 
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chip had grown on his shoulder. ,,84 Then, ABC News' Morton Dean, ignoring the 

issues of industrial revitalization and foreign trade policy that Perot wanted to talk 

about, asked instead that the magnate "clear up the confusion over whether he 

favored gays in the mil itary." Perot refused to answer, stomped away angrily, and 

flew off alone the next day to Nashville, where he was scheduled to address the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People's (NAACP's) annual 

convention in his first major speech to a Black audience. 85 

Aides unanimously regarded Perot's address, scheduled for Saturday, July 11, 

1992, the day before the Democratic national convention opened in New York's 

Madison Square Garden, as their candidate's best chance to capture the hearts and 

minds -- and votes -- of minorities. As usual, the entrepreneur wrote his own speech. 

Condemning "dividers of people" like former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke, 

Perot told the conventioneers that "we will not have a great country until we get rid 

of hate and divisiveness and come together as a united, loving, winning team. ,,86 He 

linked African-American progress to job creation and rebuilding the economy --

central campaign themes -- and cited a litany of reports indicating that the economy 

84James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82. See also Michael Isikoff, "Perot Vows To 
Rebuild Auto Industry," Washington Post 11 July 1992, All. 

!!5James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82. 

86Peter Applebome, "Perot Speech Gets Cool Reception At NAACP," New York 
Times 12 July 1992, AI. 
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was worsening. "Financially, at least, it's going to be a long, hot summer," he 

concluded, and "I don't have to tell you who gets hurt first when this sort of thing 

happens -- you people do. Your people do." 

Hilton Sharp, a 21-year-old college student, interrupted, shouting "You 

people? Correct that. Our people! "87 Perot, apparently misunderstanding Sharp, 

went on to a discussion of inner-city crime and drug abuse, several times repeating 

the expressions "you people" or "your people" to describe offenders and victims. 

Again, Sharp called out for Perot to use different words, but the candidate ignored 

him.88 Finally, Perot recited his old stories of incidents during the Great Depression 

when his mother had provided food to destitute hoboes. Comparing the hoboes' 

condition to that of poor African Americans in 1992, the billionaire recalled his 

father's words: "Son, these are people too, and they have to live. ,,89 

The speech, to but it mildly, failed to attract minority voters to Perot's cause. 

In fact, it produced the opposite effect. Perot spoke of economic injustice in 

America and appealed for racial harmony, but his choice of words betrayed an 

87Michael Isikoff, "Perot Offends Many NAACP Delegates," Washington Post 12 
1uly 1992, AlO. 

8810hn M. Broder, "NAACP Offers Chilly Response To Perot Speech," Los 
Angeles Times 12 July 1992, At. 

89Peter Applebome, "Perot Speech Gets Cool Reception At NAACP," New York 
Times 12 July 1992, AI, A22; Timothy Noah, "Discord Plagues Perot Campaign," 
Wall Street Journal 13 July 1992, A14. 
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insensitivity to the feelings of his audience. "It was condescending," said NAACP 

Board Member John J. Mance. "I don't think he helped himself by telling stories 

about how his father used to pay his old black sharecroppers. ,,90 For once, most of 

the print media headlines were gentle, simply referring to the "chilly" reception the 

businessman received, but television news coverage was merciless, editing out all but 

the "you people," "your people" lines from Perot's speech, and showing outraged 

"soundbites" from members of the audience. Appearing on CNN that evening, Perot 

expressed surprise that people were offended, but apologized anyway. He intended, 

he said, to refer to the people they (the NAACP) represent. "I spoke for 30 minutes 

about the importance of everybody in this country being a participant in the 

American Dream," the crusty populist told CNN. "I made it very clear about my 

feeling in terms of hatred and divisiveness ... All of that goes unreported. I just want 

to apologize to anyone who was offended ... If I had a speech writer, I could come 

up with better words. ,,91 

The fact that he had no speech writer had been the final bone of contention 

between Perot and the experienced political professionals he had hired. Like his 

reluctance to produce soundbite advertisements, his characterization of Rollins' and 

90Peter Applebome, "Perot Speech Gets Cool Reception At NAACP," New York 
Times 12 July 1992, A22. 

91John M. Broder, "NAACP Offers Chilly Response To Perot Speech," Los 
Angeles Times 12 July 1992, At. 
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Jordan's office suites in Dallas as a "Taj Mahal" and a "little Pentagon," and his 

unwillingness to follow schedules "like a robot," Perot's refusal to hire speech writers 

constituted, for him, a symbol of the kind of campaign he wanted to run. "He could 

'never read someone else's speeches, '" he explained to James Squires, "because he 

always spoke from the heart and 'another's words can't come from your heart. ",92 

Perot wanted to fire Rollins as early as June 20, but was dissuaded by other members 

of his top campaign staff. The battles over advertising and political "handling," 

however, exemplified a fundamental conflict between Perot's and the professionals' 

approaches to politk:s. 

Perot's harshest pre-1992 biographer, Todd Mason, served as a point of 

departure for much of the negative press the billionaire received in Spring, 1992. 

Mason documented instances where the charismatic tycoon played hardball in 

business and politics, noted that he sometimes overmanaged the behavior of his 

employees, and argued that Perot could be dogmatic and authoritarian. Not even 

Mason, however, questioned the genuineness of Perot's values to the extent the mass 

media did in May, June, and early July, 1992.93 Between July 4 and July 15, 

especially, Perot faced an "avalanche" of negative press. As Squires described it, 

"his portrayal in the media as an Inspector Perot who pried into people's private lives 

92James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82. 

93Mason, Perot, passim. 
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and a vindictive money-grubber who had made his fortune in government contracts 

was a grossly distorted caricature. To him it was a vicious and deliberate character 

assassination that had totally recast a lifetime of creating jobs and helping people. " 

His treatment in East Lansing and after the NAACP speech were "typical of what 

was happening to him," Squires continued. "He talked about the resurrection of the 

auto industry in Michigan and stood on the politician's mark only to be asked about 

gays for the umteenth time. He made a heartfelt call for equal economic justice only 

to be flailed for being out of touch with Black America. ,,94 Rollins and the other 

handlers were undeniably correct in arguing that something had to be done to recast 

the candidate's distorted image. The populist Texan's much-maligned "vagueness" 

on issues, however, concerned Perot far more than it bothered Rollins, a past master 

at "spin-doctoring" stories to produce a glossy, appealing product. In Rollins' view, 

campaigning in the 1990s required a candidate to take fewer divisive positions, not 

more; up to a point, more vagueness could be better for the client's chances. While, 

as late as mid-July, Perot had not yet refined his positions on many issues, he still 

hoped to do so through interactive forums and electronic town halls. He wanted a 

high-tech campaign, a "world-class" organization, and the best people he could find 

on his team -- all his experiences in business and politics pushed him in that 

94James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82. 



direction. But he also wanted to build a genuine people's movement. 95 By July, 

however, the contradictions within the campaign were beginning to overwhelm it. 

95Steven A. Holmes, "Rollins Quits Perot Campaign; Asserts His Advice Was 
Ignored," New York Times 16 July 1992, AI, AI7; Timothy Noah, "Never Mind: 
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How The Perot Campaign Imploded So Quickly," Wall Street Journal 17 July 1992, 
AI, A14. 



Chapter Six 
United We Stand: 

How We [Someone? Everyone? Anyone But Ross Perot?] Can 
Take Back Our Country 

Ironically, NAACP Director Benjamin Hooks, while agreeing that Perot's 

"you people" remarks were insensitive, minimized their importance, saying that he 
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felt that the Texan was only trying to emphasize that "we [African-Americansl suffer 

more" in bad economic times. ,,1 The billionaire's NAACP speech nevertheless 

provided a "defining moment" in the spring campaign.2 The next day, July 12, the 

Democrats opened their national convention in New York City's Madison Square 

Garden, and Bill Clinton's standing in the polls skyrocketed while Perot's 

plummeted. Democrats describing themselves as "liberal" returned from brief 

infatuations with the upstart populist to their party's fold. Independent voters, too, 

especially those who counted themselves as "more liberal," abandoned the 

entrepreneur's cause. The old coalition of Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. 

Kennedy seemed to be reassembling behind moderates Clinton and Albert Gore, Jr., 

IMichael Isikoff, "Perot Offends Many NAACP Delegates," Washington Post 12 
July 1992, AlO; Michael Specter, "Running Against His Ambivalence," New York 
Times 17 July 1992, A16. 

2See for example "Ross Perot's 'People,'" New York Times 14 July 1992, A2; 
Molly Ivins, "The Troubles With Perot," Washington Post 15 July 1992, A 19; Calvin 
Sims, "In Wake of Heavy Criticism, Clergyman Staunchly Defends Perot," New 
York Times 16 July 1992, B; Jurek Martin, "Perot Cuts His Losses and Runs," 
Financial Times 17 July 1992,5. 
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with their "New Democracy" rhetoric of increased individual responsibility, greater 

federal fiscal restraint, and industrial "reinvestment. ,,3 With the Democrats' 

popularity increasing among political centrists, Perot and his closest advisors began, 

for the first time in six weeks, discussing a return to the kind of "anti-estabiishment 

crusade" they had largely abandoned in early June, when Rollins and Jordan officially 

came on board.4 

Meanwhile, however, journalists had picked up signs of discord within the 

Perot campaign, and new actions taken by the Texas billionaire to reassert control 

undercut denials of trouble by top staffers Luce and Squires.s On July 12, 1992, 

Perot fired Hal Riney and asked retired Dallas newscaster Murphy Martin to 

reorganize his advertising campaign.6 Perot's substitution of the inexperienced 

3Richard Morin, "Perot's Spring in Poll Turns to Fall," Washington Post 11 July 
1992, All. See also Gerald M. Pomper, "The Presidential Election," in Pomper, ed. 
The Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 
1993), 138, 145; R.W. Apple, Jr., "Poll Gives Clinton a Post-Perot, Post-Convention 
Boost," New York Times 18 July 1992, AI, A8. 

4James Squires, "The Crackup: How Ross Perot's Campaign Came Apart -- The 
Inside Story," Rolling Stone 1 October 1992,82. 

sTimothy Noah, "Discord Plagues Perot Campaign," Wall Street Journal 13 July 
1992, A14; Steven A. Holmes, "Perot in Trouble," New York Times 14 July 1992, 
A14, A17; Bill Boyarsky, "Perot Campaign Has Discord He Can III Afford," Los 
Angeles Times 15 July 1992, B2; Michaellsikoff, "Perot Camp Denies Dissension 
Reports," Washington Post 15 July 1992, A9. 

6Timothy Noah, "Discord Plagues Perot Campaign," Wall Street Journal 13 July 
1992, A14; Steven W. Colford and Alice Z. Cuneo, "Riney Says Perot Work Is 
Over," Advertising Age 13 July 1992, 2, 36; John Mintz, "Jordan May Quit Perot 
Team," Washington Post 14 July 1992, AI, A20. 
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Martin for Riney, "the best in the business, " according to Rollins, fueled a growing 

sense of concern among top aides. On July 14, major newspapers reported that 

Hamilton Jordan had expressed "increasing frustration" to close associates, not only 

with Perot's decision to reassert firm personal control over the campaign and its 

message, but also with his client's unwillingness to adopt conventional methods.7 

Advertising, while not the only issue causing conflict, had become a crucible for the 

professionals' discontent and, although Perot remained unclear about exactly what he 

did want in the way of political marketing, he was increasingly certain that his 

advisers' insistence that he use slick, traditional 3D-second ads was not the proper 

course. Unhappy with his campaign's orientation, he moved with determination to 

change it. 8 On July 15, Ed Rollins resigned, loudly informing anyone who would 

listen that Perot "wouldn't listen to my advice" and that, while the billionaire talked a 

lot about sparing no expense to run a world-class campaign, in the end he had simply 

refused to ante up the money. 9 

7Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Advisor Threatens To Quit," New York Times 14 July 
1992, A 14; John Mintz, "Jordan May Quit Perot Team," Washington Post 14 July 
1992, AI. 

8James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82; passim. 

9Timothy Noah, "Perot Campaign Is Dealt Another Blow As Rollins Resigns," 
Wall Street Journal, 16 July 1992, A12; Steven A. Holmes, "Rollins Quits Perot 
Campaign," New York Times 16 July 1992, AI; Michael Isikoff, "Rollins, Top Aides 
Leave Troubled Perot Campaign," Washington Post 16 July 1992, AI; Edwin Chen 
and Douglas Jehl, "Rollins Quits, Says Perot Wouldn't Heed Advice," Los Angeles 
Times 16 July 1992, AI; John Mintz and David Von Drehl, "Why Perot Walked 
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Conflict and discontent raged from the top echelons of the campaign to its 

grass roots. Virulent factionalism rent the campaign effort in Colorado, Arizona, 

Oklahoma, Virginia, and elsewhere. When questions arose regarding the loyalty of 

Perot electors in Illinois, state organizers threw out petitions with thousands of 

signatures, and started over with a new slate. In Oklahoma, grassroots activists 

fearing a takeover actually hid petitions from Dallas emissaries. Technical errors 

plagued petitioning efforts everywhere, invalidating weeks of effort in Missouri, 

Virginia, and New York.1O Having already expended a great deal of energy trying 

to control unmanageable volunteers, and hoping to head off further independent 

actions by disgruntled legionnaires, campaign officials decided in early July to ask 

Perot electors to sign loyalty oaths. 11 The timing could hardly have been worse for 

the billionaire's popular aspirations. The troops in Perot's local political infantry saw 

the requirement as one more signal that the campaign was no longer a people's 

movement. Activists at the grassroots, unaware of the turmoil and conflict higher up 

between field personnel and the managers at central headquarters and among 

Away," Washington Post 19 July 1992, AI, A18; John M. Broder, "Perot Quit Over 
Costs, Scrutiny, Rollins Says," Los Angeles Times 20 July 1992, AI. 

IOCarolyn Barta, Perot and His People: Disrupting the Balance of Political Power 
(Ft. Worth, TX: Summit Group, 1993),217-218. 

IlMichael Isikoff, "Perot Electors Asked to Sign Loyalty Oaths," Washington 
Post 13 July 1992, A7. See also David Ellis, "Dallas on the Line," Time 140 (13 
July 1992): 24-26; John Mintz, "Jordan May Quit Perot Team," Washington Post 14 
July 1992, A20. 
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campaign officials at the highest level as weIl, feared that Perot's vision -- indeed, 

Perot's leadership -- had been usurped by professional handlers, and that the 

candidate himself was becoming just another politician. Perot's moves to re-orient 

the campaign came too late. His numbers were dropping in the polls, Rollins and his 

entourage exited, and the volunteers expressed their increasing alienation more and 

more vocally. The candidate's advertising campaign remained undeveloped, but the 

negative press the commercials might have counteracted continued unabated. 

On July 16, 1992, at a hastily called news conference, Perot announced that 

"the Democratic Party has revitalized itself." In early summer, he said, "there was a 

climate there where we thought we could win outright," but now "I have concluded 

that we cannot win in November and that [if I stay in] the election will be decided in 

the House of Representatives." What is required to "rebuild America and solve our 

economic problems," he exclaimed, is "a unified government with a strong leader, for 

a number of years, with the leadership of the House and Senate being very focused." 

Since the House would not settle the issue until the foIlowing January, "I believe it 

would be ... disruptive to the country" for the campaign to continue. "I have an 

obligation to do the right thing" and retire from the race, he concluded. 12 The 

12Robin Toner, "Perot Quits Race, Leaving Two-Man Field," New York Times 
17 July 1992, AI, A16; "Excerpts From Perot's Withdrawal Speech (from News 
Transcripts, Inc. transcript)," New York Times 17 July 1992, A16; Jack Nelson, 
"Perot Saw His Chances Falling, Clinton's Rising," Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, 
AI. 
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crusading entrepreneur apparently would not, after all, become a candidate for 

president in 1992. 

In much the same way that Rollins' recruitment had upstaged Bill Clinton's 

capture of the Democratic nomination in early June, Perot's withdrawal received top 

billing over Clinton's triumphant convention acceptance speech in the next day's 

headlines. Because he represented such a big block of disaffected (and, at least 

temporarily, uncommitted) voters, Perot's action was bigger news, and both Clinton 

and President George Bush knew it. 13 Throughout the preceding week, in fact, even 

as they attacked their wealthy rival, Democrats in New York framed their platform to 

maximize its appeal to centrist voters at the heart of Perot's constituency. Emerging 

themes of Clinton's "New Democracy" agenda, for example, included emphases on 

industrial revitalization and job creation, global competitiveness, and deficit reduction 

-- all issues that Perot had stressed. Similarly, convention rhetoric echoed the 

wealthy Texan's populist calls for teamwork, tolerance, personal responsibility, and 

commitment to excellence. Following Perot's withdrawal, the influence his 

movement wielded became even clearer, with both Democratic and Republican 

stalwarts hastening to embrace not only his ideas but the former candidate himself. 

"We are, in the words Ross Perot spoke today, a revitalized Democratic Party," 

13Washington Post 17 July 1992, AI, BI. See also, for example, Los Angeles 
Times 17 July 1992, AI; Wall Street Journal 17 July 1992, AI; New York Times 17 
July 1992, AI. See also E.J. Dionne, Jr. and Ann Devroy, "Big Voter Bloc Is Cut 
Adrift, " Washington Post 17 July 1992, B 1. 
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Clinton told conventioneers. "Ross Perot's supporters have told us that it's time to 

go beyond the politics of blame and division and denial," he continued. "They 

reflect the energy and courage that the people of this nation, at their best, can harness 

when they know change must come. We have heard their message and share their 

hopes. I ask them to read our plan for putting people first. I invite them to join us 

in our efforts to change our country and give our government back to the people, " 

Clinton beckoned. "Together we will revitalize America. ,,14 

President Bush rushed back from a fishing trip to tell journalists that "many 

of Perot's supporters were basically conservative people" whom he hoped to attract to 

his candidacy. "I have a message for anyone who supported Ross Perot, and any 

American who identifies with that frustration, " Bush proclaimed at a luncheon 

appearance the following day. "I hear you, and you've come through loud and 

clear. .. and more than that, I share your frustration. "IS Sensing an opportunity to 

ignite his lagging campaign, Bush hinted that James A. Baker III, one of the 

architects of his 1988 campaign and a man considered by many hitherto lukewarm 

14"What They Said About Perot's Decision," New York Times 17 July 1992, 
A 12; Robert Shogun and Douglas Jehl, "Perot Abandonment Adds New Uncertainty," 
Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, AI. See also Ruth Marcus and Edward Walsh, 
"Candidates Court Perot Supporters, " Washington Post 18 July 1992, AI, Al 0; 
Cathleen Decker, "Parties Courting Perot's Backers," Los Angeles Times 18 July 
1992, AI. 

ISLarry Rohter, "G.O.P.Asks Perot Backers To Give Its Ticket A Chance," New 
York Times, 18 July 1992, A9, Bush speech transcript A17. 
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Republican supporters to be the most astute political strategist in the president's 

camp, would soon resign as Secretary of State and assume control of the 1992 

G.O.P. effort. 16 Meanwhile, Vice President Dan Quayle, saying that he and Mr. Bush 

planned to "reach out to the volunteers of Ross Perot," praised Perot for having 

"energized a lot of people." Reprising the businessman's earlier remarks, Quayle told 

reporters that "if you want change, you have to have a united government. Divided 

government does not serve us well." Appealing directly to Perot's supporters, Quayle 

argued that "we [Republicans] have the plan for economic growth. Please," he 

pleaded, "look at our program. "17 

For their part, the entrepreneur's legionnaires expressed anger and frustration 

at their hero's apparent abandonment. "Personally, I feel betrayed," said Matthew L. 

Lifflander, who had headed Perot's volunteer effort in New York City. "What he has 

done is force the alienated to be even more alienated," Lifflander concluded. Jerry 

Larsen, who ran Perot's downtown Houston headquarters, bitterly lamented that "We 

can't believe he would do that to us. He promised us a world-class campaign if we 

16"WhatThey Said About Perot's Decision," New York Times 17 July 1992, 
A12; Michael Wines, "Bush Switches From Trout and Fishes For Perot Voters," New 
York Times 17 July 1992, A17; "1992 Campaign Notes," New York Times 20 July 
1992, AlO. 

17"G.O.P.Asks Perot Backers To give Its Ticket A Chance," New York Times 18 
July 1992, A9. See also James Gerstenstang and Robert W. Stewart, "GOP Seeks To 
Become Haven For Protest Vote," Los Angeles Times 18 July 1992, AI; Ruth 
Marcus and Edward Walsh, "Candidates Court Perot Supporters," Washington Post 
18 July 1992, AI. 
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would get him on the ballot. We worked ... we worked hard." "The party is over," 

said Ed Haas, a volunteer at the campaign's Sherman Oaks, California, storefront 

office. "Now the hero, the man in the white hat, turns out to be just another 

[expletive deleted] rat." "It just goes to show you can't fight city hall," observed 

Jane Sawner of New Rochelle, New York, who said she would cast her vote for 

Perot anyway, as a protest against the dark forces which had caused his retreat. IS On 

July 21, the Wall Street Journal reported that Michele Alexander, chairwoman of the 

Florida group "Citizens for Responsible Government" had gone so far as to file a 

class-action lawsuit against the billionaire, on behalf of "all Perot backers 

nationwide" who had "expended money, time, and energy as a result of Mr. Perot's 

promises. "19 

Journalists, aware that they had played a significant role in the businessman's 

decision to retreat, could hardly contain their glee. "Quitter!" screamed the cover of 

IS"Perot's Volunteers Speak," New York Times 17 July 1992, A13; Jack 
Cheevers and Andrea Ford, "Perot's Volunteers Feeling They Were Left At The 
Alter, " Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, AI; related stories on A 10 and A28; James 
Bornemeier and Jack Cheevers, "Some Perot Volunteers Trying To Revive The 
Campaign," Los Angeles Times 18 July 1992, A19; Guy Gugliotta, "Perot Volunteers 
Across The Country Express Bewilderment and Anger," Washington Post 17 July 
1992, A17, Cl; Laurie Goldstein, "Perot Volunteers: The Believers, The 
Disillusioned And The Truly Bitter," Washington Post 18 July 1992, A 10; Scott 
Pendleton, "Stunned Backers Seeking Answers," Christian Science Monitor 20 July 
1992, 20. See also Barta, Perot and His People, 257-83. 

19Jonathan M. Moses and Timothy Noah, "Ross Perot Sued Over Decision Not 
To Run," Wall Street Journal 21 July 1992, B8. See also "Perot Pacifies Angry 
Supporter, " New York Times 1 August 1992, A8. 
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Newsweek magazine. 20 Perot's supporters had been "suckers" to expect anything 

else, crowed the New York Times and the Washington Post. 21 The amateurish and 

hopelessly ambivalent "Captain Perot" had "jumped ship," leaving gullible believers 

"sinking at the dock," ran the story lines in other summaries. 22 The egotistical Texan 

simply "couldn't stomach politics," several concluded. 23 

Generally overlooked in all the gloating, posturing, and gnashing of teeth, 

however, were a number of statements Perot had included in his withdrawal 

announcement. Even as he retreated from the field of battle, Perot provided 

unmistakable indications that he expected the war to go on. He had already spent 

some $10 million dollars on his campaign, and he would not withdraw his name 

from the 24 state ballots upon which the volunteers had already succeeded in placing 

2°Tom Morgenthau et aI., "The Quitter," Newsweek 70 (27 July 1992): 28-30. 
See also John Mintz, "Walking Away From Fights He Cannot Win is Ross Perot's 
Pattern," Washington Post 17 July 1992, A18; James Risen and Melissa Healy, "Perot 
Said to Have a History of Quitting, " Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, A 7; Donna 
Britt, "Ross' Latest Toy Has Lost Its Joy," Washington Post 17 July 1992, D1. 

21A.M. Rosenthal, "So long, Suckers," New York Times 21 July 1992, A19; 
Joseph Mianowany, " ... AndVoters Begging To Be Suckered," Washington Post 20 
July 1992, A15. 

22Molly Ivins, "Perot: Smacked By Political Reality," Washington Post 18 July 
1992, A21; Michael Specter, "Running Against His Ambivalence," New York Times 
17 July 1992, A16, A26; Ross K. Baker, "Battleship Perot is Sinking At the Dock," 
Los Angeles Times 16 July 1992, B7. 

23See for example Steven A. Holmes, "Aides Describe Perot Disillusion: Image
Conscious Candidate Who Disdained Politics," New York Times 18 July 1992, AI; 
John Mintz and David Von Drehle, "Why Perot Walked Away: Texan Couldn't 
Stomach Politics, Insiders Say," Washington Post 19 July 1992, AI. 
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him. Not only that, he urged them to continue their efforts in the other 26 states: "If 

the petitions are turned in," Perot said on July 16, "both parties will continue to give 

a great deal of attention to the concerns of these fine people... who are so concerned 

about their country's future. ,,24 Within hours of his announcement, the crusading 

entrepreneur summoned some 40 state coordinators to Dallas, where they met for two 

days. Reporters were barred at the door, but volunteers emerging from the meeting 

indicated that a revival of sorts was going on inside. "He's going to allow us to put 

him on the ballot in all 50 states, "Bob Hayden, the California state coordinator, 

announced. Moreover, journalists learned that the group had laid plans to reconstruct 

United We Stand to serve, not as a third party, but as a permanent "movement 

organization" which would "adopt a platform, hold state conventions, and endorse 

candidates for office," and would "go across the country to work for needed 

government reform." Hayden's somewhat breathless enthusiasm reflected a general 

sense of re-energization among coordinators emerging from the meeting. 25 

24New York Times 17 July 1992, A16, A17. See also Michael Isikoff, "Perot 
Plans to Mobilize His Volunteers as a New Force in American Politics," Washington 
Post 18 July 1992, All. Isikoff was among the few to notice in the first few days 
after Perot's announcement that the noncandidate had not completely withdrawn, and 
to recognize that the movement the businessman had started could still determine the 
election's outcome. See also Isikoff, "Perot Gives Go-Ahead To Continue," 
Washington Post 19 July 1992, A18; David G. Savage, "Volunteers for Perot 
Regrouping," Los Angeles Times 19 July 1992, AI; Michael Jurek, "Perot Refuses to 
Quit Political Stage," Financial Times 20 July 1992, 2. 

25Bill Turque et aI., "Power Play: How Perot Got Back In," Newsweek 120 (12 
October 1992): 30. 
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John Anderson, whose independent 1980 presidential campaign served in 

many ways as a model for Perot's 1992 movement, reportedly told the group that 

"great tremors are occurring in the country today. We've been brought together, not 

to weep, not to mourn, not to grieve, but to make up our minds we are going to 

continue what we've begun. There is a need for a strong new independent political 

force in this country. ,,26 Perot would not discuss the possibility of reconsidering his 

decision not to run, sources indicated, but he clearly intended to continue to demand 

that the consensus issues of his campaign -- reducing the federal deficit, creating 

jobs, and recreating "good, straight, honest government" -- be addressed. "If anyone 

thinks I've quit, they're going to be in for an October surprise, " Perot told volunteers 

behind the closed doors in Dallas. 27 

On the eve of his withdrawal, in fact, Perot prepared to release a campaign 

manifesto, United We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our Country, which, in his 

words, would "provide a dynamic plan that will stimulate discussion and debate," 

serving as a catalyst to "create the plan that best serves the American people, and 

then implement it! ,,28 For weeks, a team of young intellectuals headed by John 

26Barta, Perot and His People, 278. 

27BiII Turque et aI., "Power Play: How Perot Got Back In," Newsweek 120 (12 
October 1992): 30. 

28Ross Perot, United We Stand: How We Can Take Back Our Country -- A Plan 
For the 21st Century (New York, NY: Hyperion, 1992): 3. 
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White had labored to compile the remarkable document, with Perot personally editing 

the penultimate draft, line-by-line. Rollins and the other political professionals had 

held reservations about the advisability of releasing a compendium of tough talk and 

potentially unpopular positions, but had agreed that such a tangible demonstration 

that Perot meant to address intractable problems head-on was essential, given the 

businessman's demand that other candidates spell out their positions on important 

issues. Now, in the context of the billionaire's apparent withdrawal, the book 

represented both a direct response to the mass media's incessant charges of vagueness 

and a notice that Perot would continue to demand that the nation's economic crisis be 

addressed. In this thin volume, Perot laid out his ideas for reducing the national debt 

and the annual federal deficit, as well as developing in some detail his thoughts on 

how other American ills had been made worse by the economic crisis. Perot's 

prescriptions were tough ones that were certain to alienate both constituency and 

special interest groups, but the entrepreneur had come to believe that the debt 

problem was destroying the country he adored. "Which of us," he asked, "loves their 

country or children or grandchildren so little that they would leave behind an 

America weaker or sicker than the one they inherited? Who among us can look at 

these facts and turn away with a shrug?"29 

29Perot, United We Stand, 20. See also Edwin Chen and Virginia Ellis, "Perot 
Had Harsh Fiscal Plan Waiting in the Wings," Los Angeles Times 18 July 1992, 
A20; Alan Murray, "Perot Readied Proposal to Slash Budget Deficit," Wall Street 
Journal 20 July 1992, A2; 
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"The debt is like a crazy aunt we keep down in the basement," Perot's text 

began. "All the neighbors know she's there, but nobody wants to talk about her. ,,30 

By mid-1992, the businessman claimed, 25% of the nation's gross national product 

went to pay interest on the mounting debt, buying nothing, removing needed capital 

from the private sector, and causing companies in the United States to eliminate 

23,000 jobs in July alone.3! The problem was so extreme, Perot argued, that even 

radical solutions -- like eliminating the Defense Department, doubling every 

American's income taxes, closing down all public schools, or confiscating all the 

assets of the nation's wealthiest citizens -- would not eliminate even one year's 

annual shortfall. 32 Nevertheless, the former presidential contestant insisted, no single 

individual was to blame for the mess. 

Elected officials and elite business leaders had shirked their single most 

important duty: to "pass this nation on to our children in better shape than they left it 

to us," Perot charged. 33 "Washington lobbyists, political consultants, and lawyers" 

are "selling the access you aren't allowed anymore" to "foreign governments and 

businesses" and their political action committees (PACs).34 Politicians, however, 

30Perot, United We Swnd, 8. 

3!ibid., 34,5. 

32ibid.,9-1O. 

33ibid., 17,21. 

34ibid., 16, 17. 
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were prisoners of the American electoral system, Perot explained. "Elections have 

become so expensive that our elected representatives spend most of their time raising 

money from special interests to finance their campaigns." The corruption, the 

entrepreneur claimed, was "truly bipartisan." In 1990, for example, "George Bush 

and the Democratic leadership made a deal." Bush repudiated his "no new taxes" 

pledge, and he and Congress promised a reduced "budget deficit of only $96 billion. 

That's still a lot of debt," Perot noted, "but it was a major step in the right 

direction. ,,35 

However, "there were secrets in that budget agreement neither the President 

nor the members of Congress of both parties who approved it told us about, " claimed 

the erstwhile author. "Specifically, there were authorizations for $304 billion in new 

spending -- $1.83 in new spending for every dollar they raised in new taxes ... 

Instead of the $96-billion deficit we'd been promised, Washington was 'shocked' to 

discover a few months later that the deficit would really be $318 billion. ,,36 

Americans had bought a front-row ticket, Perot wittily suggested, but were sitting in 

the bleachers. Again, however, it was not the elected officials' fault, according to 

Perot. Politicians had developed ideological rationales -- Democratic "tax and spend" 

and Republican "trickle down" -- for uncontrolled spending, but "you and I are to 

35ibid., 15, 13, 10. 

36ibid., 10-11. 
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blame," the businessman argued. "You and I are the shareholders of this country ... 

We allowed politicians to buy our votes by promising newer and grander 

giveaways ... As owners, you and I established the incentives. How could we be 

surprised at the results?"37 

"Our first priority is to balance the budget," the businessman wrote, and "there 

are two ways to do it: reduce spending and generate revenues... Government is not a 

candy store in which every group can pick from any jar it wants," as has been done 

in the past. "As a nation we have to make some hard choices that involve setting our 

priorities," Perot concluded.38 "What follows is my proposal of exactly how the 

budget should be balanced," and the deficit eliminated "by 1998 ... It is not a perfect 

plan, but it is fair and reasonable. I urge all of you, including the two political 

parties, to improve upon it. ,,39 Perot then went on to propose a series of institutional 

reforms, specific budget cuts, tax adjustments and increases, and policy initiatives 

with budgetary impacts. He called for a presidential line-item veto, so that 

"rhinestones stuck on [to appropriations bills] by powerful members of Congress to 

enhance their reputations back home or to repay the special interests that gave them 

37ibid., 34, 17. 

38ibid.,35. See also Tony Chiu, Ross Perot in His Own Words (New York, NY: 
Warner Books, 1992) 49, cf. Perot interview on CNN's "Inside Business" (5 January 
1992); . 

39Perot, United We Stand, 37. 
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PAC money" could be more easily dislodged. Protective tariffs, farm subsidies and 

tax favors like those supporting timber cutters on public lands and iron-ore shipping 

companies should be eliminated, the businessman opined, and individual tax 

deductions for business meals and entertainment should be reduced from 80 % to 

"In the post-Cold War world," the author argued, "our well-being depends less 

on military security than on economic security." Accordingly, he would "cut the 

Defense budget to meet its mission," by $40 million more than President Bush over 

five years, targeting several Cold War "relics" like the B-2 bomber and the Seawolf 

submarine -- but alienating powerful defense contractors and their many employees. 41 

At the same time, Perot would move to control the costs of federal "entitlement 

programs" like Social Security by taxing wealthy recipients. "Families with high 

incomes actually received more entitlement benefits than poor families in 1991, and 

much more than middle class families," the billionaire argued. "Those who can 

afford it should pay more" in medicare taxes and supplemental insurance premiums; 

income from Social Security and other government pension plans should be taxed; 

4°ibid.,39-41. Perot proposed a limited line-item presidential veto, not an 
absolute one. "Congress ought to have the last say," he admitted. "They would still 
have the right to override a line item veto with a two-thirds majority. " 

41ibid.,41-42. Perot also called (pp. 39-40) for a series of across-the-board non
defense departmental reductions and elimination of several specific programs and 
bureaus, including the National Aeronautics and Space Administration's space station 
and the Rural Electrification Administration. 
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and cost-of-living increases should be reduced by one-third over five years, according 

to the Perot manifesto.42 The federal government should "stop subsidizing the rich" 

through "automatic" and "out of whack" entitlement payments, and through things 

like income tax deductions on million-dollar mortgages, the populist billionaire 

exclaimed, adding that "we should [also] raise the marginal tax rate on the wealthy 

from 31 to 33 percent. ,,43 

All but the poorest Americans must share in the burden of rebuilding, Perot 

insisted. "We need to increase tobacco taxes," he said, and "also, I will propose a 

ten-cent increase in the gasoline tax for each of the next five years. ,,44 The Internal 

42ibid., 47. 

43ibid.,42-43. Democrat Bill Clinton's proposal at the time called for a 36% 
marginal tax rate on the wealthy, but where Perot defined "the wealthy" as those 
individuals earning over $55,000 per year and joint filers making over $89,250, 
Clinton set much higher thresholds. Thus, while he argued that only the richest 4 % 
of taxpayers would be affected, Perot's proposal hit the "middle class" much more 
than Bill Clinton's did. Since Clinton's narrowly-approved 1993 budget was severely 
criticized (especially by Republicans, whom Perot embraced in 1993 and 1994) for 
"socking it to the middle class," these facts produce a particularly ironic historical 
record. 

44ibid.,48-50,70. Together, Perot claimed, the two taxes would raise some $176 
billion in revenue and help reduce the annual deficit, but they made sense for other 
reasons as well. Smoking-related diseases, he argued, "are costing us over $20 
billion a year in medical costs." In addition, "we subsidize the growing of tobacco 
with your money. That doesn't make sense." As for the gasoline tax, Perot 
proposed to use the funds "to create jobs by rebuilding our crumbling national 
highway system, building high-tech, sensible transportation networks, and building a 
telecommunications system for the 21st century." Reducing gasoline consumption 
would curb pollution, and since "the United States depends on foreign sources for 
about 40 percent of its oil, our long-term national security requires that we ... not 
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Revenue Service's computer systems should be upgraded, the businessman went on, 

to improve collections of taxes owed, and congress must once again attempt to 

"equalize and simplify the tax code," making it "paperless for most people. "45 Not 

only would he raise taxes, Perot would also automate and dramatically improve the 

ability of the hated federal tax administration to monitor and collect from all 

Americans. Rollins and the other professional advisors were right to be concerned. 

Here were exactly the kind of specific proposals the media had sought -- pain and 

sacrifice affecting almost all Americans; ideas that were certain to alienate large 

numbers of voters in November. 

The tycoon tempered his painful prescriptions to some degree with a more 

politically popular demand that America's allies begin to share the financial burden 

for their own defense. "For forty-five years, we have defended Japan and Germany," 

he noted, but "two things have plainly changed: one, the threat of a hostile 

superpower poised to attack us has vanished. Two, we can't afford it anymore. 

Collective security is still a common goal we should continue to pursue. Let's make 

it truly common. ,,46 Today, he went on, "we're engaged in a new war for economic 

allow our economy to be held hostage to oil sheiks and petty dictators in one of the 
most unstable regions of the world." "Increasing motor fuel taxes ... will help reduce 
this dependency and give us money to create jobs," Perot concluded. 

45ibid.,49-51. 

46ibid., 51, 52, 98-109. 
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survival. "47 While the United States should strive to "preserve world peace, promote 

democracy, encourage expanding markets, and serve as a beacon of promise for the 

potential of mankind," Perot opined, "our highest foreign-policy priority is to get our 

house in order and make America work again. ,,48 The very countries we were 

spending billions defending, the entrepreneur pointed out, had become America's 

fiercest international competitors. "We put the entire resources of our nation behind 

winning the Cold War," and "the byproducts of the public investments in our national 

security" made us prosperous. ,,49 Now, he declared, we must "continue to make 

important public investments," freeing up credit, stimulating investment, targeting 

growth industries, and improving the quality of our products to better compete in a 

post-Cold War world. so Thus, Perot directly linked foreign and domestic policy, 

declaring that for the United States to be a world political power, she must be an 

economic superpower. Again, domestic economic revitalization must be the foremost 

concern, insisted the billionaire, foreshadowing President Clinton's repeated 

declarations regarding the imperatives of American foreign policy in the post-Cold 

War order. 

"We're not investing in our future," Perot lectured his readers. Unlike our 

47ibid., 60. 

48ibid., 99. 

49ibid., 60-61. 

sOibid., 61,58-59. 
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international competitors, "we have an adversarial relationship between government 

and business. This has got to stop." The time had passed, Perot argued, when 

Americans needed "to be frightened about General Motors taking over the automotive 

industry. We've got to be concerned about General Motors succeeding in the 

automotive industry," the former GM board member insisted. 51 "Today our 

companies are eating their seed corn. They ought to be planting it. We can change 

the incentives," the scion of east Texas farm suppliers declared, "to make them want 

to plant instead of consume. ,,52 First, citizens must be encouraged to save, "to 

replenish our national savings pool so that we have capital to invest. "53 Then, he 

said, the federal government must act to provide tax credits for targeted investments 

and for research and development, and change existing methods of taxing capital 

gains, restructuring the system to encourage shareholders to think of their investments 

as long-term assets, rather than short-term speCUlative ventures. 54 

Reducing health care costs, Perot noted, provided the most potential for 

5Iibid., 62,65. "One example of government getting in the way is the Sherman 
Anti-Trust Act," Perot suggested. "The world has changed [since 1890, when the Act 
was passed] ... [Now], "we're no longer competing against each other. We're 
competing against other countries" who encourage corporate cartellization, " he went 
on. "Don't worry about our businesses getting too big; worry about our businesses 
getting too small." 

52ibid., 65, 66. 

53ibid., 64. 

54ibid.,65-68. 
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controlling spiralling medicaid entitlement program expenditures. 55 On the one hand, 

"we have 37 million people who aren't covered at all. We rank 15th in life 

expectancy and 22nd in infant mortality. "56 At the same time, the businessman 

argued, employer-paid medical insurance packages provided a hidden perquisite for 

wealthy Americans, in a patchwork system that tended to "encourage excessive health 

costs. ,,57 The entrepreneur did not have a blueprint for this gigantic undertaking, any 

more than anyone else did in 1992, but he was prepared to begin the task of creating 

one. "I suggest," he said, "that we should adopt both short-term and long-term 

strategies. In the short term, a cost containment and prevention program should be 

developed immediately" and "put into effect as quickly as possible. ,,58 Employer-paid 

premiums of "over $335 for a family and $135 for an individual each month --

which is more than most of us get. .. should be taxed as additional income," Perot 

suggested. 59 For the longer term, the businessman would seek a "public-private 

partnership" -- an interactive "town hall" -- to debate and develop a thorough "reform 

of our entire health care system. 1160 

55ibid., 48. 

56ibid., 87. 

57ibid., 88, 43. 

58ibid., 89. 

59ibid., 43. 

6{%id., 89-90. 
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We must all learn to "think long-term," and make the hard choices, like the 

leaders of Japan and Germany did after World War II, Perot argued. Those choices 

included a new and much larger commitment to education, he noted, endorsing the 

most tried and true panacea for progress. "Failing schools and shoddy performance," 

the entrepreneur said, once more connecting all of the nation's ills to the economic 

crisis he saw consuming the United States, "are undermining our nation's ability to 

compete and our children's expectations for the future. "61 The federal government 

should take the lead in improving educational achievement among the nation's youth, 

Perot argued, spelling out eight specific suggestions for reform, including "a 

comprehensive national preschool program," standardized teacher competency tests 

coupled with higher pay and status for teachers, and a nationwide "no pass, no play" 

rule. 62 

61ibid., 12-13, 75. 

62ibid.,75-81. The complete list of specific education reforms recommended by 
Perot to address the crisis in education were: 1) establish a comprehensive national 
preschool program; 2) reallocate research money to fund proven programs, rather 
than studying new educational approaches; 3) "empower parents" to choose which 
schools their children will attend, thereby putting "pressure on districts to provide 
equitable choices, with ready access to all;" 4) give principals greater autonomy, but 
also making them more accountable for performance; 5) establish national standards 
for measuring teachers' and school administrators' performance, and publishing the 
test results; 6) require students to meet academic standards before allowing them to 
participate in extracurricular activities; 7) demand professionalism from teachers -
and respecting them and rewarding them as professionals; 8) use school buildings 
year round, for extended learning programs and for cultivating "shared values by 
bringing people together." 
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Perot intended his book to serve as a proposed platform of sorts for a 

burgeoning grassroots movement. Accordingly, he consistently linked other 

American problems -- and their solutions -- to the central crisis of mounting federal 

debt. "Our cities cannot be allowed to die," he argued. "They are the sinew and 

muscle of our industrial base." Federal programs of the past caused city governments 

and aid recipients to fall "victim to the pork-barrel mentality," he opined, claiming 

that "the key issue in our cities is jobs ... By focusing on job creation in our cities, 

we can turn tax-users into tax-payers. This would build dignity and self-esteem, save 

the rest of us money, and increase our overall economic strength," the populist 

billionaire assured readers.63 America's "social decay," Perot argued, resulted "from 

the dissolution of family structure, lack of economic opportunity, and the decline of 

individual responsibility." Violent crime, he pointed out, increased 23 % between 

1981 and 1992, and the "drug problem" was simultaneously "the source of many of 

our rising crime statistics ... [and] a reflection of our social decay." As he had done 

in his Texas anti-crime crusade of 1979, Perot drew a simple and direct causal link 

between drug abuse and crime, and called for harsh measures -- both to deter drug 

63ibid., 81-82. Perot went on to endorse urban enterprise zones, restructuring 
welfare payments to offer "income incentives" to get people off the dole, and 
offering residents of public housing the opportunity to buy their homes. None of 
these proposals were new in 1992, but Perot's wholehearted endorsement of them 
helped to define him for people, at either end of the traditional left/right political 
spectrum, who focused on these particular issues as ideological "litmus tests." 



252 

use and to "disrupt the marketing chain. "64 

"Our two political parties," Perot claimed, "try to divide our country to win 

elections ... Then, each professes to be distraught and uncomprehending when we 

don't unite after the election." Racial strife was damaging America's economy, the 

businessman insisted. "We're a divided team in worldwide competition against 

united teams." Americans should seek ways to rebuild communities, rather than 

focusing on difference and division. Instead of polarizing over race and issues like 

abortion, people should seek to find compromises. While he felt that "human life is 

a precious gift," those who would create life should "take responsibility for it," and 

adoption should be encouraged "as an alternative to abortion." At the same time, 

however, Perot unequivocally supported any woman's right to have an abortion as a 

matter of free choice. He endorsed reproductive counseling and education programs 

to "help prevent unwanted pregnancies," but he also supported "federal funding of 

64ibid., 83-87. Perot's specific proposals were: 1) "Apply all appropriate statutes 
to prosecute gangs" and ask prosecutors to recommend more; 2) adopt "three strikes 
and out" statutes -- life sentences without parole for persons convicted of three 
violent crimes, including juvenile convictions; 3) require prisoners be meet a literacy 
requirement and acquire a marketable skill as a condition of release; 4) convert 
federal facilities like former military bases to rehabilitation centers for youths 
convicted of drug or violent crime charges; 5) "try joint public/private experiments in 
diverting gang members from criminal enterprises to legal profit-making enterprises;" 
6) establish a national strategy for combatting drugs and crime with the federal 
government assuming a coordinating role, but with "primary responsibility for law 
enforcement" resting with state and local governments. 
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abortions for poor women. "65 Welfare incentives must be changed to encourage 

families, the "fundamental unit of society," to stay together, Perot opined, and 

irresponsible parents who refuse to support their offspring should be penalized. Most 

of all, job security, the essential key to family stability, must be improved. 

Regarding environmental protection, job creation remained among Perot's 

highest priorities, and he understood that industrial processes often produced negative 

environmental impacts. In most instances, Perot told C-Span viewers as his 

campaign first got underway on March 18, job creation had to come first: "If the 

financial pump breaks," he said, "you don't have any money to take care of the gray 

owl" or other endangered species. 66 "Conservation," however, "makes basic 

economic sense, " the businessman argued in classic populist-progressive fashion. 

Perot would "encourage environmental protection" and would "invest in research" to 

make "the transition away from dying industries." A long-term energy policy should 

be developed through expert discussions, he suggested, and public subsidization of 

65Perot's wife Margot, an ardent supporter of Planned Parenthood, may have 
influenced her husband's position on abortion. See Donnie Radcliffe, "Margot 
Perot's American Dream,"Washington Post 30 June 1992, Dl; "Perot Addresses the 
National Press Club," Washington Post 19 March 1992, A 14; Elizabeth Gleick, 
"Perot's Hidden Assets," People Weekly 37 (15 June 1992): 106-108; Eleanor Clift, 
"JustA Regular Dallas Billionaire," Newsweek 119 (29 June 1992): 20-21; Barbara 
B. Hordern, "Lady in Waiting," Ladies Home Journal 109 (September 1992): 170-
173. See also Nancy Cooper, "For Richer and Richer," Ladies Home Journal 106 
(May 1989): 184-190. 

66Perot, United We Stand, 68-69; C-Span interview (18 March 1992). 
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"environmentally destructive activities in the mining and timber industries that 

promote private gain at public expense" should be curtailed. "A strong, considered 

environmental strategy," he concluded, "can create growth and jobs, not retard 

them. ,,67 

Before any of these reforms could proceed, however, Americans must act "to 

restore the intent and meaning of the Constitution we created," Perot argued. "We 

cannot repair our economic engine, retool our economy to be competitive in a new 

age, and put ourselves on a solid footing for the future unless we take back control 

of our government that has been taken from us. ,,68 The businessman's proposed 

political reforms included requiring candidates to "layout their proposed solutions to 

the problems that confront us." He appended to the United We Stand manifesto a 

"Check List for All Federal Candidates," suggesting that voters use it as a basis for 

holding "all the candidates accountable. "69 To reduce what he saw as an incumbent 

"political nobility" in Congress, which had "created through our campaign and 

lobbying laws a series of incentives that corrupt the intent of the Constitution" to 

insure their reelection, Perot offered a series of specific reforms to lower campaign 

67Perot, United We Stand, 68-71. For the populist-progressive historical context 
of Perot's argument, see Samuel P. Hayes, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959): 261-276. 

68Perot, United We Stand, 21, 33. 

69ibid., 22, 117-118. 
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costs, to reduce the influence of monied special interests, to make the electoral 

process more accessible to citizens, and to improve the quantity, if not the quality of 

information available to voters. Additionally, Perot called for elimination, by 

Constitutional amendment, of the electoral college mechanism for choosing 

presidents, and for a reorganization of the congressional system of committees and 

subcommittees that contributed, he argued, to legislative gridlock. 70 

Perot would "drastically cut the White House and executive branch staffs" and 

would push for reductions in "the current $2.8 billion budget that supports Congress, 

its agencies, gymnasiums, staffs, barber shops, free mail, and all the other perks that 

have been built up over the years," he said.71 "President Reagan had a reason for the 

deficit spending that occurred in his administration, " the businessman argued. "He 

wanted to bankrupt the Soviet Union" and win the Cold War "by accelerating the 

arms race. In the last several years, [however], our debt has grown for no reason." 

From his own perspective, the Texas populist could see just two reasons for the huge 

executive and congressional staffs: "to insulate executive officials and members of 

7°ibid., 24-25,31. Perot's specific campaign reform proposals were to: 1) restrict 
contributions to $1,000 and have candidates turn in excess campaign funds to the 
Treasury; 2) curb the activities of political action committees; 3) give the Federal 
Election Commission "criminal prosecution powers to enforce our election laws" 
governing the size and sources of donations; 4) shorten the election season to five 
months; 5) hold elections on weekends "so working people can go to the polls;" 6) 
require free and equal time on public airwaves for all candidates; and 7) simplify 
voter registration. 

71ibid., 29,30. 
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Congress from you, the owners;" and "to make sure their boss gets re-elected. "72 

Elected officials and federal appointees often "sold out" after leaving office, 

serving as consultants and lobbyists on the payrolls of foreign and domestic special 

interests, the crusading entrepreneur claimed. In fact, Perot argued, "right now [in 

the 1992 election year] lobbyists play key roles in both the Democratic and 

Republican campaigns." To reduce the influence of special interest groups --

especially foreign groups -- and their agents, Perot proposed harsh measures which 

would prohibit, with criminal sanctions, many activities, common in 1992, by former 

government officials and private citizens.73 To reduce elitism in the executive 

branch, the erstwhile critic of General Motors' similarly top heavy bureaucracy 

suggested immediate elimination of all civilian aircraft except the presidential jet, Air 

Force One. Cabinet members should "spend most of their time outside of 

Washington, " the populist billionaire insisted, and "federal employees [should] treat 

citizens as owners." 

72ibid., 29, 11. 

73ibid., 26-27. The specific proposals were: 1) Prohibit, by criminal sanction, 
efforts by "any foreign government or individual or company to attempt to intluence 
American laws or policies by means of direct or indirect campaign contributions, " 
and tighten lobbyist disclosure laws to facilitate prosecution; 2) Permanently bar 
federal elected officials and high government functionaries from accepting money 
from foreign interests, and "forbid anybody on the payroll of a foreign government or 
foreign interest from serving in any capacity, volunteer or paid, in a presidential or 
congressional campaign;" 3) Forbid officials from lobbying for domestic interests for 
five years after leaving government, and hold private citizens to a strict ethics code 
governing such activities, with "criminal penalties for any abuse of fraud." 
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"Talk it [the United We Stand suggestions] over," Perot encouraged readers. 

"Argue over it. This is the kind of open, positive debate we've avoided for too 

long ... It's time to talk to one another." The "people," he argued, must begin to 

lead, and to "demand that our candidates for public offices undertake the moral 

responsibility of helping us to heal. "74 The three words "the American dream," Perot 

insisted, "encompass the hopes and aspiration of all the peoples on earth." The 

dream, however, "has deteriorated for many people ... Have we lost our sense of 

decency," he asked paternalistically but sincerely. "Have we lost our ability to be 

outraged? Have we given up on the children of our cities?" Federal programs have 

repeatedly failed, the businessman argued, but "neglect doesn't work either ... We 

must put a ladder down to reach [our people] so they can climb out of the mire 

we've put them in ... We should give them a lift to the first rung. We should 

awaken in them the dream of what they can achieve. After that, the climbing is up 

to them. Soon it will be their turn to reach down and lend a hand. That's the way 

America is supposed to work. ,,75 

In his campaign manifesto, then, Perot linked a myriad of problems to the 

rising national debt and the annual deficit. By undercutting industrial growth, 

interest on the debt was destroying America's standard of living, and by doing that, it 

74ibid., 93-97. 

75ibid., 73-75. 
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was destroying traditional values of community, confidence in progress, and 

dedication to hard work and high achievement. Perot did not, however, embrace the 

orthodox ideological conservative insistence that the federal government should adopt 

a far less activist role in American life -- quite the contrary. Where in the early 

1980s, Ronald Reagan's budget director David Stockman had argued that the federal 

government bore little or no responsibility for functions beyond military 

preparedness, foreign relations, and mere articulation of national goals and policies, 

Ross Perot called for a wide array of federal interventions. State governments, not 

the national administration, should bear responsibility for education, welfare, police 

protection, and community improvement, Stockman had argued, and economic 

development, like Adam Smith's "invisible hand," properly belonged strictly within 

the purview of the "private sector. ,,76 Not so, Perot rejoined, demanding active 

federal intervention in all of these areas. 

None of this was particularly new for the high-profile entrepreneur. While he 

defined his positions on several issues more unequivocally in 1992 than he had 

before, on the main points -- the federal economic crisis, political corruption, foreign 

policy, and domestic issues like education, welfare, and crime prevention -- the 

76"1 don't think people are entitled to services," Stockman once said. "I don't 
believe that there is any entitlement, any basic right to legal services or any other 
kind of services." Mary E. Hombs and Mitch Snyder, Homelessness In America: A 
Forced March To Nowhere, 2nd ed.(Washington, D.C.:Community For Creative 
Non-Violence, 1983), 18,21. See also Jonathan Kozol, Rachel and Her Children: 
Homeless Families In America (New York, NY: Fawcett Columbine, 1988): 193. 
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voluble Texan had for years articulated his ideas in terms that were no more "vague" 

than those of his competitors George Bush and Bill Clinton. In late 1991 and early 

1992, even before the Larry King show announcement, in fact, Perot had indicated 

that he would try to influence debate in the 1992 election campaign. 77 And just 

77Interviews and speeches on both wide-ranging and specific topics include: Ross 
Perot, "Success in Business" speech to Grand Rapids, Michigan Junior Chamber of 
Commerce, excerpted in Computerworld 20 (1 September 1986): 63; Lad Kuzela, 
"Leaders Needed, Not Bureaucrats Says GM's Perot," Industry Week 230 (15 
September 1986): 32; "GM is Uncompetitive," (interview), Ward's Auto World 
(November 1986): 35; "Perot Advice [on secret Iran-Contra arms deal]: Think About 
the Country,"Washington Post 8 December 1986, A26; Ross Perot, "It's Up to Us 
To Recover the Industrial Leadership" speech to the Economics Club of Detroit, 
Michigan 8 December 1986, transcript in Vital Speeches of the Day 53 (15 March 
1987): 337-42; "H. Ross Perot On Restoring The Nation's Edge," Los Angeles Times 
14 December 1986, A3; "Sounding the [International] Competition Alarm," PC Week 
4 (24 February 1987): 36; "A Word from the Wise: Ross Perot on Insider Trading, 
Takeovers, and other Choice Topics" (interview), Barron's 67 (23 February 1987): 8; 
"A Tycoon Looks at the Debt Bomb," Washington Post 25 October 1987, Cl; Robert 
McGough, "My Son, I Brought Him Up Like an Immigrant," Forbes 140 (26 October 
1987): 70; Ross Perot, "The Debt Bomb: 'We Have Become Credit Junkies,'" 
Nation's Cities Weekly 10 (9 November 1987): 3; Joel Kurtzman, "Advice for a New 
President," New York Times 28 February 1988, Fl; "Is Military Service Relevant to 
Future Business Careers?" Los Angeles Times 4 September 1988, Section IV, p. 3; 
Amy Cortese and Alan J. Ryan, "Perot Warns Against U.S. Complacency [in 
international competition]," Computerworld 22 (12 December 1988): 120; Nicholas 
von Hoffman and David Pauly, "Felix Rohatyn Holds the Common View that 
Economic Disaster is Inevitable," Business Month 133 (March 1989): 58; Ruth 
Simon and Graham Button, "American Chief Executives Tell 'What I Learned in the 
Eighties,'" Forbes 145 (8 January 1990): 100; Tom Horton, "Perot Speaks Out on 
U.S. Competitiveness, " Management Review 79 (June 1990): 7; Jeffrey H. Birnhaum, 
"Increase Tax Rate for the Rich, Says Billionaire Perot," Wall Street Journal 18 
October 1990, A6; Alan C. Miller, "H. Ross Perot: Investing in America Means 
Investing in Public Schools," (interview), Los Angeles Times 22 December 1991, 
M3. See also "Speech to the Symposium for Better Government in Tampa, Florida, 
(2 November 1991)," transcript in Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind The 
Myth (New York, NY: Random House, 1992),207-241; and "Excerpts from Perot's 
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weeks before his talk-show bombshell, in a November 2, 1991 speech, the 

businessman had elaborated his 16-point program for "fundamental change," a 

program which included, in addition to many of the points which later appeared in 

his book United We Stand, several more radical proposals. For starters, he said, he 

would "take away the right of Congress to raise taxes ... If they want to raise taxes, 

put it on the ballot, and if you think it's worthwhile we'll do it. ,,78 In addition to 

granting the president a line-item veto, the businessman would require congress to 

"cut out the deficit spending" by mandating that "expenditures cannot exceed 

revenues," and would "cut the time for election campaigns to five months" by 

exercising public control over television airwaves.79 Finally, Perot imagined his 

Standard Stump Speech," New York Times 9 July 1992, A18. 

78Ross Perot, "Speech to Symposium for Better Government," transcript in Gross, 
The Man Behind The Myth, 234. 

79ibid.,234-35. Perot's 16-point program for fundamental change also included 
early formulations of his prescriptions in United We Stand: 1) "Get rid of all the 
PACs" by limiting contributions to $1,000; 2) mandate "free television time ... divided 
equally among the candidates;" 3) require federal candidates to "turn in their excess 
campaign funds to the U.S. Treasury;" 4) hold elections on weekends to improve 
public access; 5) "make it a criminal offense to release any information from East 
Coast polls before the Hawaii polling booths are closed;" 6) eliminate congressional 
perks like free haircuts and free transportation on government jets, as a symbolic act 
"to capture people's minds and hearts and let them know you're serious;" 7) prohibit 
congressional raises without public referenda; 8) prohibit congressional exemptions 
from federal laws; 9) reduce federal retirement plans to make them comparable to 
private plans; 10) "slash the cost and improve the service" of Congress and its 
agencies; 11) prohibit presidential lobbying and restrict lobbying by former official 
for foreign interests for 10 years; 12) "dramatically reduce the White House staff and 
all departments of government." See Perot, "Speech to Symposium for Better 
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"electronic town halls" as more than simply high-tech debating societies -- they could 

serve as vehicles for direct democracy, eliminating the need for representative 

government altogether, except perhaps to propose initiatives for citizens to vote on in 

satellite-linked convocations. 

All of these ideas would require constitutional amendments, yet, somewhat 

ironically, the patriotic Perot did not flinch from tinkering with the basic instrument 

of government in the United States. "We are like a person who is getting close to a 

heart attack," he told an interviewer on CNN's "Inside Business" program in early 

January, 1992. "Let's stop thinking about re-election and start thinking about the 

American people, and start putting in permanent fundamental changes." His 

seemingly cavalier attitude shocked constitutional scholars like Harvard's professor 

Harvey Mansfield. Objecting primarily to Perot's proposals for direct democracy, 

Mansfield wrote in The New Republic that "the Constitution is more restraint than 

guide, but its restraints provide the only guide proper to a free government. .. The 

challenge is to keep the three restraints [from people to government via elections, 

within government via separation of powers, and from government to people via 

laws] consistent with a free, independent spirit in both people and government. That, 

as the Founders understood, is some challenge. And it is a challenge Perot does not 

Government," transcript in Gross, The Man Behind the Myth, 234-39. 
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even acknowledge. "so 

Mansfield, like Alexis deTocqueville nearly 150 years earlier, feared a tyranny 

of the masses, expedited by a demagogic panderer to popular tastes. 81 "Our 

constitution, " Perot argued contrarily, "predates the industrial revolution. Our 

founders did not know about electricity, the train telephones, radios, television, 

automobiles, airplanes, rockets, nuclear weapons, satellites, or space exploration ... It 

would be interesting to see what kind of document they'd draft today. Just keeping 

it frozen in time won't hack it. 1182 Mansfield's concern, it would seem, was not 

misplaced. Still, any tyrannical or despotic proposals a President Perot might present 

would require congressional debate and approval, and any constitutional amendments 

would require consent of two-thirds of the states. The professor articulated one pole 

of concern, but the more common one was not so much that the impetuous Texan 

would try to override the Constitution as that such an independent maverick would be 

unable to work within constitutional confines -- with congress, the courts, the press, 

and the ruling institutions of American society -- to successfully find consensuses and 

SOHarvey Mansfield, "Only Amend: Perot vs. the Constitution," The New 
Republic 6 July 1992, 14. See also Jean Bethke Elshtain, "A Parody of True 
Democracy," Christian Science Monitor 13 August 1992, 18. 

SI Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Richard D. Heffner (New 
York, NY: Mentor, 1956): Part I, pp. 39-142. 

S2Ross Perot, "Speech to Symposium for Better Government," transcript in Gross, 
The Man Behind The Myth, 233-34. 
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govern the nation. Working both sides of the argument, Mansfield also invoked this 

objection. "Perot calls himself a servant of the people," the scholarly commentator 

wrote, "and he has announced that if the people no longer want him, he will resign. 

That announcement in itself is good reason not to want him. He will neither stand 

up to unpopularity nor take responsibility if it is necessary. ,,83 

Professor Mansfield's essay appeared in The New Republic on July 6, 1992, 

10 days before Perot's withdrawal from the presidential contest. In away, it 

encapsulated the kind of crossfire the businessman had endured throughout the 

preceding two months. In essence a radical centrist, Perot faced unrelenting criticism 

from both left and right. Ed Rollins and the other marketing advisors were correct 

on this score -- to counter such an onslaught and actually have an opportunity to win 

the election outright, Perot would have had to spend millions on advertising. Such 

expenditures were essential to counter the image others created of him by offering 

another that reflected the ideology he wanted to represent. 84 These were the 

imperatives of political campaigning in the media-driven milieu of 1992. Ironically, 

but predictably, within a week after his July 16 withdrawal, coverage of Ross Perot 

did a veritable about-face. Now, "we're down to a stark and easy choice," lamented 

!!3Mansfield, "Only Amend," 14. See also Jean B. Elshtain, "A Parody of True 
Democracy," Christian Science Monitor 13 August 1992, 18. 

84Joe Mandese, "Why Perot Needed $153 Million in Ads to Win," Advertising 
Age 27 July 1992, 32; James Squires, "The Crackup, " 82. 
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the Los Angeles Times, noting wistfully that "he [Perot] gave the system a good 

shaking. ,,85 "Who will play Captain Courageous now," and keep the disenchanted 

voters Perot attracted interested in politics, asked the New York Times mournfully. 86 

"Perot's backers can still fix the system," the Wall Street Journal suggested 

hopefully.87 "Read his plan" for reviving the American economy, recommended the 

Washington Post. 88 

With the candidate out of the race, even Perot's tough campaign manifesto 

received a generally positive press reception. His prescriptions were "candid, 

painful," and possibly necessary, editors commented, hoping that the businessman's 

proposals might still "force Bill Clinton and George Bush to face reality. ,,89 While 

85Robert Shogun and Douglas Jehl, "Perot's Abandonment Adds New 
Uncertainty," Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, AI; Elaine Ciulla Kamarck, "We're 
Down to a Stark and Easy Choice," Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, B7; Lawrence 
Wright et aI., "He Gave the System a Good Shaking," Los Angeles Times 17 July 
1992, D4. 

86Charles Peters, "Who Will Play Captain Courageous?," New York Times 18 
July 1992, A23. 

87John H. Fund, "Perot Voters Can Still Vote to Fix the System," Wall Street 
Journal 21 July 1992, A12. 

88"Read His Plan," Washington Post 21 July 1992, A18. 

89" Perot's Candid, Painful Budget Plan," Los Angeles Times 22 July 1992, B6; 
David S. Broder, "Forcing the Candidates to Face Reality," Washington Post 26 July 
1992, C7. See also Peter Passell, "Will George Bush Read Their Lips?," New York 
Times 23 July 1992, D2; "Lessons From the Grass Roots," The Economist 324 (25 
July 1992): 18; "Perot Warns of Economic Catastrophe," New York Times 24 July 
1992, A13; "Ground Zero," Washington Post 28 July 1992, A18; John Dillin, "Perot 
Reveals Budget Ideas," Christian Science Monitor 30 July 1992, AI. 
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the plan had the "bad taste" of "harsh medicine," it could work, several opined. 90 

"Too much pain, too little gain, " others concluded. 91 At least they were talking about 

the problem, and that, according to Perot's text, was exactly what the candidate 

sought. 

In the weeks after the businessman's withdrawal, spokespersons for both 

parties, including headliners Bill Clinton and George Bush, appealed mightily to 

Perot's followers, adopting much of the former candidate's rhetoric and addressing 

his issues. "We need a new approach to government. A government that offers 

more empowerment and less entitlement. .. a government that is leaner, not meaner; 

that expands opportunity, not bureaucracy; that understands that jobs must come from 

growth in a vibrant and vital system of free enterprise ... We offer our people a new 

choice based on old values," intoned Bill Clinton. 92 Leaving for New York for a bus 

tour across eight eastern and midwestern states, the Democrat promised that "this is 

90See for example Jodie T. Allen, "Perot's Dollar Problem -- And Ours," 
Washington Post 26 July 1992, C2; Steven Greenhouse, "Perot Fiscal Medicine Has 
Bad Taste But May Work," New York Times 30 July 1992, A21; John P. White, 
"Perot is Out, But His Plan is Still Good," Washington Post, 7 August 1992, A21; 

91James K. Galbraith, "Perot's Plan: Too Much Pain, Too Little Gain," New York 
Times 31 July 1992, A27. See also Michael J. Mandel, "Only Austerity -- And Time 
-- Could Make Perot's Plan Work," Business Week 10 August 1992, 16; Steven 
Greenhouse, "Perot's Plan For Economy Called For Higher Taxes, New York Times 
21 July 1992, AI; Robert L. Bartley, "Perot's Secret Plan Looks Familiar: Ask Bush 
and Hoover," Wall Street Journal 29 July 1992, AIO. 

92Text of Clinton acceptance speech "I Still Believe in a Place Called Hope," 
transcription in Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, A12. 
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going to be a real grass-roots campaign. "93 George Bush reprised a similar theme. "If 

you're a Perot supporter, you've been part of one of the most dramatic grassroots 

movements America has ever seen," the President gushed in an "Open Letter To 

Every Perot Supporter in America." Asking them to "study the remaining 

candidates," and their "positions on issues like welfare reform, fighting crime and 

drugs, upholding family values, creating jobs and balancing the budget," the 

Republican incumbent allowed that "as a Perot supporter, you've become an 

important voice in determining the future of our country. You've articulated the 

frustration of working Americans with government. ,,94 "We have broken the faith we 

owe to our children," Perot argued in United We Stand. "The politicians can't 

restore it. Only the people can. Only the people, the owners of this country, can 

make America strong again. ,,95 "Undoubtedly," Benjamin Hooks had said at the time 

of the billionaire's withdrawal, "Mr. Perot touched a nerve of discontent among many 

93Cathleen Decker, "Parties Courting Perot Backers -- Clinton Sets Off By Bus 
On 'An American Journey,'" Los Angeles Times 18 July 1992, AI, A17; Ruth 
Marcus and Edward Walsh, "Candidates Court Perot Supporters -- 2 Democrats Start 
First Political Tour," Washington Post 18 July 1992, AI, A12; Gwen Ifill, "With No 
Break, Clinton Initiates Campaign Tour," New York Times 18 July 1992, A9. 

94George Bush, "An Open Letter to Every Perot Supporter in America," New 
York Times 30 July 1992, A20. See also Ruth Marcus and Edward Walsh, 
"Candidates Court Perot Supporters," Washington Post 18 July 1992, AI; James 
Gerstenzang and Robert W. Stewart, "GOP Seeks to Become Haven for Protest 
Vote," Los Angeles Times 18 July 1992, AI; Maralee Schwartz and Howard Kurtz, 
"Bush Ad Courts Perot Supporters," Washington Post 30 July 1992, A6. 

95Perot, United We Stand, 116. 
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who feel the system does not work for them. This is a very real feeling, and those 

who will remain active candidates would do well to heed this reality. ,,96 Over the 

next few weeks, Perot and his followers prepared to insist that Bill Clinton and 

George Bush do exactly that. For years, the quixotic businessman had liked to quote 

Sir Winston Churchill, the British Prime Minister during World War II, at the time 

of his resignation from Parliament: "Never give up. Never, never give up." The 

smug commentators who wrote in July about Perot's "pattern of quitting in the face 

of adversity" were about to discover that, while he sometimes retreated, he usually 

returned -- with a vengeance -- to fight another day. 

96"What They Said About Perot's Decision," New York Times 17 July 1992, 
A12. 
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Following his withdrawal announcement, Perot dramatically scaled back the 

far-flung organization he had created. Staffers cleaned out their desks in the Dallas 

headquarters, referred to by Perot as the professionals' "Taj Mahal, " and local offices 

across the country were reduced to skeleton crews or closed down altogether. The 

volunteer activists scattered, with some accepting the idea of a leaderless "issues" 

crusade, some leaving to join other campaigns, and others quietly returning to the 

political isolation from whence they had come. Many, however, refused to accept 

Perot's withdrawal passively. Recovering from bitter feelings of abandonment, some 

of the legionnaires who had joined Perot's bandwagon early saw themselves as back 

to square one: "Ross made an agreement with us," Mick Ulakovic, an airline pilot 

and Dallas resident told journalist Carolyn Barta. "He said if we put him on the 

ballot in all fifty states, he would run. We're halfway through that process, going 

full steam ... It's just not his decision anymore. He made a contract with the 

volunteers ... It's not his movement. It's our movement. It's a contract that at this 

point in time he appears to have breached. I for one am very much motivated to 

hold him to his word. "I The "Perot phenomenon was a political revolution," said 

New York coordinator and University of California at Berkeley graduate Kurt 

ICarolyn Barta, Perot and His People: Disrupting The Balance Of Political Power 
(Ft. Worth, TX: Summit Group, 1993),266-67. 
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Koenig. "We have the legislative, executive, judicial, and the press -- whether it's in 

the constitution or not. He wants to create the Fifth Estate. He wants to put voters 

into day-to-day decision making in government. ,,2 

Ulakovic's and Koenig's words gave the lie to media implications that the 

entire Perot phenomena had been bought and paid for with the billionaire's money. 

Early in the campaign, Perot told CNN's Tony Clark that four voter concerns 

explained his popularity: "1) a government that comes 'at the people' rather than 

from them; 2) gridlock on Capitol Hill; 3) the $4 trillion dollar debt, and 4) the 

disintegration of the American Dream. "3 While the debt had always been Perot's 

own central concern, the fourth factor -- the dream of a better country for their 

children -- kept the Perot volunteers working through the dark days of August, 1992. 

For days, staff members at Perot Systems, Inc. were inundated with packages 

containing tiny mirrors -- a not-so-subtle reminder of the billionaire's admonition to 

his followers to "look at themselves in the mirror," and not retreat from adversity. 

"He was our only hope for the country," one supporter told the Seattle Post

Intelligencer. "We're going to hold this thing together somehow. it isn't going to 

end. It isn't the man; it's an idea. It's us," Carolyn Barta summarized the attitude in 

Dallas. "We're going to draft him. We have something to say and something to 

2ibid., 304. 

3ibid., 155. 
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accomplish," Missouri Perot chief Sandy McClure told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.4 

Some of Perot's followers, it appeared, simply would not take "no" for an answer. 

As the crusaders fretted, reorganized, refocused on their values, rethought 

their objectives, and rededicated themselves to the cause, the national media and two 

major party candidates reassessed their positions in the context of what had suddenly 

become a two-horse race once more. Perot's withdrawal reconfigured electoral 

equations for both major party campaigns, and immediately altered planning for the 

final, critical weeks before election day. Victory in 1992's presidential race required 

270 votes in the electoral college (more than 50% of 538 total votes), and as late as 

June 26, just three weeks before his withdrawal, Perot had been leading in 42 states 

with 284 of those votes -- a sol id electoral majority. S Despite indications that most 

of the former candidate's supporters were gravitating toward Clinton, many pundits 

saw Perot's withdrawal favoring President Bush because of the design of the electoral 

map.6 California (and its 54 votes), was now seen as "up for grabs," and while 

4ibid., 265-66. 

SBarta, Perot and His People, 164, 208, cf. Political Hotline estimates of Perot's 
electoral possibilities as of June and July, 1992. See also David Schribman, "Three
Way Race Forces Politicians To Rethink," Wall Street Journal 19 June 1992, A 12; 
Robert J. Posch, "Your Presidential Vote May Not Account In 1992," Direct 
Marketing 55 (July 1992): 70-72; John M. Broder, "Perot Backers Seek Pledges," Los 
Angeles Times 4 July 1992, A21; "Poll Shows 3 Presidential Contenders Close, " 
New York Times 10 July 1992, A18. 

6R.W. Apple, Jr., "A Candidate, and a Race Transformed," New York Times 17 
July 1992, AI; Godfrey Sperling, "Clinton's Bounce, Bush's Rebound?," Christian 
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Clinton had a decided edge, the Democrat would have to spend more time 

campaigning there.7 With Perot out of the picture, Republican strategists once again 

counted Texas (32 votes) as their candidate's stronghold. They could also anticipate 

capturing most, if not all, of the South, including the big electoral state of Florida 

(25 votes), despite the presence of two southerners at the head of the Democratic 

ticket. If they could just "pick off a few more here and there," said one Bush aide, 

they would repeat the victorious Republican pattern of the preceding thirty years. 8 

Accordingly, the President's campaign team vigorously began employing 

negative campaigning tactics that had served them so well in 1988 against Michael 

Dukakis. Bill Clinton's avoidance of the draft during the Vietnam war, for example, 

had continued to haunt him ever since the New Hampshire primary in February, and 

Republican tacticians still hoped to use the draft issue against the Democrat. In one 

late July "fax attack," Bush campaign operatives posted a press release entitled 

"Sniveling Hypocritical Democrats: Stand Up and Be Counted." The piece was so 

Science Monitor 28 July 1992, 18; Richard S. Dunham, "Where Perot's Chips May 
Fall," Business Week 3 August 1992, 23-24; "Unpicking the Republican Lock," The 
Economist 324 (15 August 1992): 21. 

7Douglas P. Shuit, "California Perot Votes Appear to Shift to Clinton," Los 
Angeles Times 18 July 1992, A16; John E. Yang, "Clinton Woos Voters in 'Perot 
Country': California Seen As Being Up For Grabs," Washington Post 27 July 1992, 
A8. 

SAlan Brinkley, "A Whole New Political Ball Game?," New York Times 21 July 
1992, A19; 
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inflammatory that Bush quickly renounced it and vowed to keep his campaign above 

such "sleaze," but his staff admitted to reporters that they did not feel they could win 

with a positive message alone. "We're not going to start moving until we rip the 

skin off the guy, " said one, and another confessed that new policy initiatives 

launched by the administration were merely an effort to "lay a positive foundation" 

before launching "a full-scale attack on Clinton's credibility. ,,9 

President Bush charged that Clinton's health-care proposals would combine 

"the efficiency of the House post office with the compassion of the KGB," and he 

and other Republican surrogates claimed that the Democrat "raised taxes 128 times in 

Arkansas" and "enjoyed doing it. ,,10 Press watchdogs quickly pointed out that Bush 

had "raised taxes" far more than Clinton, especially if Republican researchers' criteria 

-- which included everything from minuscule fee increases to arcane property 

9 Ann Devroyand Dan Balz, "For Bush Aides, Positive Tack Isn't a Winner," 
Washington Post 16 September 1992, AI, A12. See also Ann Devroy, " ... Andthe 
Losers, " Washington Post 5 November 1992, A31. Devroy discussed Republican 
endgame tactics in some detail, noting that following President Bush's "Agenda for 
American Renewal" speech in Detroit, and for last the six weeks leading to the 
election, the Bush campaign launched "a negative barrage ... that far exceeded the 
fusillade aimed at Michael S. Dukakis in 1988 and concluded with a last-minute 
whispering campaign." 

IUMichael Kelly, "Clinton Moves Swiftly Against Bush," New York Times 4 
August 1992, A13; New York Times 21 August 1992, AlD. See also F. Christopher 
Arterton, "Campaign '92: Strategies and Tactics," in Gerald M. Pomper, ed., The 
Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993), 
85; Paul J. Quirk and Jon K. Dalager, "The Election: A 'New Democrat'," in 
Michael Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Quarterly, 1993), 70. 
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reappraisal methodologies -- were used. lI "In this game" of mudslinging, political 

scientist F. Christopher Arterton suggested, "the Republican campaign worked at 

something of a disadvantage of its own making. The 1988 campaign came back to 

haunt it, because many journalists and others believed that the aggressive attacks 

from the Republicans had trivialized the election choice. Since Bush opted for an 

attack strategy again in 1992," the press was more determined -- at least in the last 

three months of the campaign -- to identify distortions. 12 Moreover, where Ross 

Perot had been singularly unprepared for the attack launched against him, Clinton 

strategists were able to blunt a good deal of the more malignant Republican 

invective. For example, Clinton described the President's attack on his health-care 

plan as "an act of desperation by an administration that for twelve years has ignored 

the health-care needs of the American people." Then, citing an ancient Bush 

characterization of Medicare as "socialized medicine," Clinton effectively turned the 

lIMichael Kelly, "Clinton Moves Swiftly Against Bush," New York Times 4 
August 1992, A 13. 

12 Arterton, " Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 85. 
See also Quirk and Dalager, "A 'New Democrat'," in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 
1992,66. For examples of "truth squad" columns in print media, see Joe Klein, 
"Little Lies and Big Whoppers," Newsweek 120 (31 August 1992): 36; David E. 
Rosenbaum, "Where They Stand on the Deficit," New York Times 5 October 1992, 
A17; Wall Street Journal 12 October 1992, A12; Jonathan Alter, "The Smear Heard 
'Round the World," Newsweek 120 (19 October 1992): 27. Broadcast media, as 
well, offered regular "truth police" exposes as the 1992 campaign wound down. 
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Republican attack into a net gain.13 

The Democratic campaign team also showed a talent for gamesmanship 

themselves. In a televised interview earlier in the year, for example, the President 

had told PBS's David Frost that "I'll do whatever I have to do to get elected." 

While Bush had intended merely to voice his determination to campaign vigorously, 

Clinton's media coordinators succeeded in "spinning" the remark to portray their 

opponent as an unethical opportunist. The Democrats, however, walked a thin line in 

their efforts to undermine George Bush's character. The news media were not the 

only ones disgusted by the low level of political discourse during the 1988 election. 

Citizens had voiced their disapproval in many forums, and while Clinton's 

disapproval ratings in 1992 opinion polls rose slightly after Republican attacks, the 

President's negatives soared even higher, indicating that the public, too, demanded a 

better performance. 14 Positive positions might not save the Bush campaign, but 

negative advertising alone would not win the day, either. Clinton's aides felt 

13Michael Kelly, "Clinton Moves Swiftly Against Bush," New York Times 4 
August 1992, A13. 

14Arterton, "Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 85. 
Republicans mulling over election returns agreed. "The basic premise of negative 
campaigning is you don't go after the other guy until your positives are high," one 
aide noted. "Every time Bush hit Clinton on trust and taxes, it reminded them that 
he broke his tax pledge and he has credibility problems with Iran-Contra." 
(Washington Post 5 November 1992, A31). See also Quirk and Dalager, "A 'New 
Democrat' , " in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 66; Kathleen A. Frankovic, 
"Public Opinion in the 1992 Campaign," in Pomper,ed., 111-113,125-27. 
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particularly compelled to avoid any appearance of impropriety in attacking the once 

wildly popular incumbent. 

As the major party candidates continued to post and repost their charges and 

countercharges, Ross Perot testified, at long last, before Senator Kerry's select panel 

investigating government actions on behalf of paws and MIAs in Southeast Asia. 

"We left them there" deliberately, Perot told committee members on August 11, 

1992.15 U.S., Vietnamese, and Laotian officials had all made statements indicating 

that American paws were alive in Laos prior to the U.S. withdrawal from Southeast 

Asia, Perot noted, yet only 10 were ever returned. The numbers of prisoners actually 

released by the Vietnamese never approached American or North Vietnamese pre-

deescalation estimates. Finally, many sightings of Americans had been documented 

throughout Southeast Asia since the war ended, and Perot deemed it unlikely that so 

many American soldiers had voluntarily chosen to remain behind. To make matters 

worse, "federal employees ... have covered up, dissembled, and finessed this issue for 

20 some-odd years" the billionaire concluded. 16 Former officials, including Henry 

15Michael Isikoff, "We Left People Behind," Washington Post 12 August 1992, 
A 14; John Cloud, "We Left Them, Perot Says, " Wall Street Journal 12 August 1992, 
A 12; Michael Ross, "paws Were Left in Laos, Perot Tells Senate Panel," Los 
Angeles Times 12 August 1992, A6. See also Lloyd Grove, "Still the Old Perot," 
Washington Post 12 August 1992, AI4. 

16U.S. Congress, Senate, Special Commission on U.S. Government's Post
Vietnam War POW/MIA Efforts, Perot Testimony On POW/MIA Efforts, 102nd 
Cong.,2nd Sess., 11 August 1992, 12-13, 16-19,22,24. Perot's full testimony is 
contained in pp. 11-56, 105-143, and 172-202. 
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Kissinger, angrily denied Perot's claims. 17 After nearly 20 years, it seemed unlikely 

that any Americans continued to be held involuntarily in Southeast Asia. Still, the 

Texan forced the diplomats to try and prove the negative proposition that they had 

not neglected their duties on behalf of the GIs, and to offer new plans for recovering 

the remains of every U.S. soldier still missing in Indochina. 18 

On August 12, the day after Perot testified in Washington, administration 

officials across town initialed the North American Free Trade Agreement. NAFTA, 

a comprehensive foreign exchange treaty, would profoundly affect U.S. economic 

relations with Mexico and Canada into the twenty-first century by lowering tariffs, 

regularizing environmental and labor regulations, and removing obstacles to free 

mercantile exchange. President Bush actively sought the pact for several reasons. 

First, it allowed the President to point to at least one major economic 

accomplishment in his administration, and to argue that improved trade relations with 

Canada and Mexico offered a new frontier for domestic markets. Secondly, one of 

Bill Clinton's base constituencies, organized labor, vocally opposed NAFTA, and if 

Clinton endorsed labor's position it could undermine his claim to represent a new 

17Michael Ross, "Officials Dispute Perot's Claims About POWs," Los Angeles 
Times 13 August 1992, A4, A18; William J. Eaton, "Angry Kissinger Denies 
Abandoning POWs in 1973," Los Angeles Times 23 September 1992, AI. 

18"Missing, Lost, or Left: The Vietnam War," The Economist 324 (26 September 
1992): 22; "Counting the Ghosts: Did America Leave POWs Behind in Vietnam -
And Did We Know It?," Newsweek 120 (5 October 1992): 48-50. 
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breed of pro-business Democrat who wouldn't knuckle under to traditional partisan 

interests. Finally, Ross Perot had also loudly opposed NAFTA, but many 

conservative businessmen and middle-class suburbanites who had rallied to the 

independent billionaire's cause endorsed the ideal of free trade, and if Clinton could 

be forced to take the union line, those Perot supporters would likely fall in behind 

Bush. The so called "rust belt" states, including Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, 

Pennsylvania, and New York represented large blocks of electoral votes, and with 

hard-pressed blue collar workers there substantially lost to the Republican, he needed 

to pick up whatever pro-business support he could find. 

On the eve of the Republican national convention which began August 12, 

Washington Post statistical analyst Richard Morin, citing Gallup polls, marveled that 

"less than two years after victory in the Persian Gulf war sent his popularity soaring, 

President Bush returns to his adopted home town of Houston this week as one of the 

most unpopular incumbent presidents to seek re-election in the past five decades. "II) 

The President had fallen far indeed from the March, 1991 peak, when his reelection 

had seemed so inevitable. By August, 1992, President Bush clearly faced enormous 

organizational, ideological, and practical obstacles to his reelection. Key players 

from the 1988 campaign organization were gone. Lee Atwater, Bush's chief 

19Richard Morin, "Come November, Will Bush Defy History?," Washington Post 
17 August 1992, A23. See also Houston Chronicle editorial "Four More What?," 
reprinted in Washington Post 12 August 1992, A 13. 
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strategist in 1988, had died, and Roger Ailes, the advertising director of that 

successful effort, retired from political work. James Baker, who chaired the 

campaign four years earlier and had earned his administrative spurs as White House 

Chief of Staff, had been elevated to Secretary of State, and vehemently resisted the 

president's efforts to involve him in the campaign. Baker's replacement as Chief of 

Staff, John Sununu, had defied pleas from Republican leaders to launch domestic 

economic initiatives, and Sununu's replacement, Samuel Skinner, struggled to fill the 

requirements of his position. The members of the campaign team that Bush 

assembled, which included campaign chairman Robert Teeter, senior political advisor 

Charles Black, and strategist Mary Matalin, bickered among themselves and failed to 

provide focused themes for the "November group," Bush's advertising crew, to build 

their commercials around. 20 

Moreover, the incumbent faced significant ideological handicaps, which 

were readily apparent at the Houston convention. Having faced challenges from 

Patrick Buchanan and David Duke in the spring, and hoping to recapture Ross 

Perot's pro-business supporters, Bush aides sought to recover by constructing a 

convention that would appeal to the GOP's most conservative elements. The party 

platform opposed federal funding for birth control counseling, supported a 

constitutional amendment to outlaw abortion in all circumstances, and, even while 

2°Quirk and Dalager, "A 'New Democrat, '" in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 
1992, 61. 
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endorsing NAFTA, called for construction of an impassable barrier along the U.S.-

Mexico border to stop illegal immigration. In fiery prime-time speeches, Buchanan, 

televangelist Pat Robertson, and a succession of others denounced Bill Clinton's wife 

Hillary as a "feminazi," condemned laws promoting gay rights, and tacitly branded 

the Democratic party as anti-religious and unAmerican for failing to embrace their 

vision of traditional "family values." Even before the final gavel sounded, however, 

party loyalists worried that identification with too narrow a constituency might make 

it impossible to recover in time to offer a more moderate appeal. 21 

With its traditionally pro-business, fiscally conservative base, the Republican 

party's fundraising efforts had for decades dwarfed those of the Democrats. In 1992, 

however, the opposition closed the gap considerably. 22 Both of the major party 

candidates received $55.2 million dollars from a fund established from one dollar 

designations made by taxpayers on their federal income tax forms. In addition, 1992 

campaign finance laws allowed the party apparatus to make "off-line" expenditures in 

21Howard Kurtz, "A Decidedly Muddled Message Of Sound Bites," Washington 
Post 20 August 1992, A34; Richard L. Berke, "G.O.P.Tactics Of Attack And 
Apology Is Emerging," New York Times 20 August 1992, A17; Molly Ivins, "A 
Feast of Hate and Fear, Newsweek 120 (31 August 1992): 32-33; "Road To Family 
Values Turns Right To Bigotry," National Catholic Reporter 28 (4 September 1992): 
20. See also Quirk & Dalager, "A 'New Democrat, '" in Nelson, ed., The Elections 
of 1992, 69; Arterton, "Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
81. 

22Stephen Labaton, "Democrats Awash in Money While GOP Coffers Suffer," 
New York Times 13 September 1992, A38; Ann Devroyand Charles R. Babcock, 
"GOP Fund-Raising Trouble," Washington Post 17 September 1992, AI, A 15. 
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support of the national effort, and allowed candidates to recover "administrative 

costs." Both exceptions effectively expanded the amounts available to candidates for 

advertising and other campaign expenses. The biggest loophole in the statutes, 

****** 

Table 7.1: 
Major Categories of Fund-Raising/Expenditures by 1992 

Presidential Candidates 
(Millions of Dollars) 

Campaign committees 
Public Funding 
Legal and accounting 
Privately raised, unrestricted 

Party committees 
Spent "on behalf" of the 

presidential candidates 
"Soft money" 

Totals 

55.2 
3.0 

10.3 
111.0 
179.5 

Clinton 

55.2 
4.4 

10.3 
86.0 

155.9 

69.0* 

69.0* 

Note: Except for the "soft money" amounts, these figures are based on year-end 
reports filed with the Federal Election Commission. The "soft money" figures 
comprise the sums spent only through 23 October 1992; they include the parties' 
spending for all federal candidates, that is, the amounts spent on behalf of Senate, 
House, and presidential candidates are not differentiated. The tabulated amounts do 
not include administrative costs and institutional ads paid for by the two major 
parties. 

*AII but $4 million of these funds were contributed by Perot himself, according to 
his year-end report filed with the Federal Election Commission. 

Reprinted from: F. Christopher Arterton, "Campaign '92: Strategies and Tactics," in 
Gerald M. Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, 
N.J.: Chatham House, 1993): 84-85. 

****** 
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however, was a provision allowing unlimited disbursements of "soft money" for state 

and local "party building" efforts, including voter registration drives, get-out-the-vote 

activities, and grassroots organizing. More than half of the total amounts spent in 

support of both George Bush's and Bill Clinton's candidacies went for such "soft 

money" purposes (see Table 7.0. 23 

Bill Clinton's youthful demeanor, his centrist message, and his positive 

rhetoric appealed to voters despite previous missteps, making it difficult for Bush's 

strategists to focus their attack. Also, a continuing litany of grim economic reports 

supported arguments by both the Democrats and Ross Perot that the nation needed to 

adopt a new domestic agenda. Finally, the Bush team had been forced to expend a 

great deal of energy fending off challenges from Patrick Buchanan r.nd Perot in the 

late spring and early summer. By the time they began, after the August convention, 

to trying to consolidate and broaden their appeal against their Democratic opponent, 

the burden had become enormous. James Baker did finally join the reelection team 

on August 23, 1992, but only under duress, when Bush's chances of reelection were 

clearly slipping away. The "family values" convention theme did not, to say the 

least, play well, especially with party moderates and independents who did not share 

the ultraconservative vision of an American future laid out by the fire-and-brimstone 

23 Arterton, "Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 84, 
105. See also Jill Abramson, "Shaking The Money Tree," Wall Street Journal 21 
September 1992, R8. 
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orators. Bush's post-convention gain in public opinion polls was minuscule, and 

within a week, his popularity had sunk again to pre-convention levels. 24 

Soon after the convention, Republican campaign commercials abandoned the 

"family values" theme. "Trust" emerged as one new focus, along with escalated 

assaults on Clinton's character: Can a youthful, glib career politician nicknamed 

"Slick Willie" lead a great country, one ad implicitly asked; a draft-dodger should 

never be trusted to lead the country's military suggested another. The Bush team 

leavened these attacks with accusations, standard after more than two decades of 

successful GOP use, that the Democrat would prove to be just another "tax and spend 

liberal" in office. For example, producers of one advertisement used fast-forward 

film techniques to, as an observer described it, "show Clinton signing legislation at a 

comical pace, accompanied by 'hillbilly' music, as a narrator discussed Clinton's 

record of raising taxes in Arkansas. ,,25 Despite protests from the press and the 

Clinton campaign that Bush's claim that the Democrat had "raised taxes 128 times" 

as governor were patently false, Republicans continued to cite the figure, and in 

perhaps the campaign's most factually questionable (and thus, controversial) 

commercial, a group of apparently middle-aged, middle-class people discussed 

24Howard Fineman and Ann McDaniel, "Bush: What Bounce?," Newsweek 120 
(31 August 1992): 26-31. 

25Quirk and Dalager, "A New Democrat, "I in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 
71. 
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Clinton's proposals and the amount of additional taxes they could expect to pay if the 

programs were enacted. 26 

By contrast, Bill Clinton's advertisements featured segments with the 

candidate articulating his moderate positions on health care, welfare reform, crime, 

and education. In addition, however, the Democrats responded to Bush's attacks with 

spots featuring Presidential statements, followed by voice-over refutations on point. 

In one, for example, the President said "I'm not prepared to say we are in a 

recession." The Democratic trailer replied, "March 1992 -- jobless rate hits a six-

year high. If George Bush doesn't understand the problem, how can he solve it?" 

Other commercials challenged the President's designations of himself as "the 

education president," the "environmental president," and his job-creation c1aims.27 

The Clinton attack ads, however, used Bush's record, rather than his character, as 

their point of departure. James Carville and his team of tacticians had taken note of 

the public's distaste for low-road political marketing, and studiously avoided issues --

like the still-pending Iran-Contra investigation which promised to implicate then-Vice 

President Bush, or ongoing atrocities committed by Iraq's Saddam Hussein, the still-

viable dictator whom the Gulf War had ostensibly been fought to dislodge -- which, 

26ibid.; Arterton, "Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 
79,98-99. 

27Quirk and Dalager, "A New Democrat,'" in Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992, 
71; Arterton, "Strategies and Tactics," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 99-100. 



284 

had they been used in a political context, could have been viewed by voters as 

"piling on. " 

Meanwhile, with the Senate POW committee "media circus" behind him, 

Ross Perot left current and former officials arguing about the accuracy of his claims 

and moved on to other matters, blasting both Clinton and Bush for engaging in 

irrelevant sniping and posturing, and for failing to address the central issue of his 

nascent presidential campaign -- the federal deficit. 28 In late July, a bipartisan group 

of U.S. Senators, private citizens, and former elected officials had announced the 

formation of the "Concord Coalition," intended to serve in Perot's absence as a 

pressure group to continue to demand deficit reduction. 29 Clinton, however, sought 

to allay middle-class fears that he would raise their taxes by promising to limit 

income tax hikes to "only the most wealthy Americans." For similar reasons, 

President Bush proposed a tax reduction in his convention acceptance speech, saying 

28Michael Isikoff, "Perot Assails Both Parties for Not Addressing Deficit," 
Washington Post 20 August 1992, A31. For "media circus" aspects of the Kerry 
committee hearings, see U.S. Congress, Senate, Special Commission On The U.S. 
Government's Post-Vietnam War POW/MIA Efforts. Testimony of Richard T. 
Armitage et a!., 102nd Cong., 2nd session, 12 August 1992,218-294,295-316. 
Richard Armitage's testimony included his perspectives on Perot's POW/MIA 
involvement. Reagan administration Chief of Staff Howard Baker's testimony related 
to Perot's 1986 Hanoi trip. 

29David S. Broder, "Forcing the Candidates to Face Reality," Washington Post 26 
July 1992, C7; Dan Balz, "Deficit Falling -- In Political Stature," Washington Post 22 
July 1992, AI; Peter Passell, "Will George Bush Read Their Lips?," New York 
Times 23 July 1992, 02. See also Ann Reilly Dowd, "Bill Clinton's Economic 
Plan," Fortune 126 (27 July 1992): 13. 
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that "I'll cut taxes if they [the Democrat-controlled congress] cut spending. ,,30 Both 

candidates avoided news media pressures to specify cuts in specific programs, fully 

understanding that removal of federal beneficence would likely alienate voters in the 

recipient groups. 

Still, the candidates could not ignore the federal fiscal crisis entirely. While 

offering to reduce, or at least not to raise, taxes, President Bush also promised, albeit 

without specifying programs, a reprise of early Reagan administration efforts to cut 

the size of government. 31 Voters, however, demanded more. In August, former 

president Richard Nixon joined the swelling ranks of disgruntled Republicans telling 

people that without a positive program, Bush had no chance of winning.32 Still 

struggling in early September to overcome voter mistrust and present himself as a 

qualified domestic leader with a constructive program, Bush presented a 5-point 

"Agenda for American Renewal" in a major speech to the Detroit Economics Club. 

His preoccupation with foreign affairs, he suggested, had been part of a successful 

effort to make the world safe for American democratic capitalism. If reelected, he 

30Bush convention speech transcript, New York Times 21 August 1992, A 10; 
Molly Ivins, "A Feast of Hate and Fear," Newsweek 120 (31 August 1992): 32-33. 

31 Bush convention speech transcript, New York Times 21 August 1992, A 10. 

32PBS's "Washington Week in Review" (23 October 1992). Black leader Jesse 
Jackson, even while decrying Clinton's neoconservatism, had previously voiced 
similar sentiments. See Kevin Sack, "Jackson Waits For Plan From Clinton," New 
York Times 18 July 1992, A9. 
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would wield U.S. "leverage with other countries that want access to our market" to 

create "a strategic network" of NAFTA-Iike trade agreements to meet the challenges 

of the "emerging global economy." Thus, the President promised a continued 

commitment to foreign relations as the first element of his new domestic agenda. 

On the home front, the best catalyst to "prepare our children for the 

workplace of the 21st century," President Bush argued, "is school choice" -- referring 

to his earlier proposals that "vouchers," backed by public education funds, be issued 

to parents, allowing the parents enroll their children in any school they chose, 

including private institutions, and requiring local education boards to partially defray 

the costs through voucher redemption. Secondly, echoing Reagan-era supply-side 

theories, Bush opined that making more capital available for industry would stimulate 

job-creating investment. Tax cuts, targeted incentives for "enterprise zones" and for 

research and development, and new restrictions on liability awards in civil lawsuits 

would best accomplish that purpose, he said. The American economy faced grave 

challenges in the 1990s, Bush noted, to absorb defense spending reductions, to 

reorganize and streamline business organization, to reduce public and private debt, to 

reconstruct the U.S. banking system, and to meet global competition. However, the 

President insisted, the role of government should be limited to easing "individuals' 

adjustment to a fast-changing marketplace." For that, job training and placement 

services should continue, and cooperation with -- not direction of -- the private sector 

to provide portable retirement systems, adequate health care, and "individual 
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empowerment" to create "character through the ownership of property, through the 

dignity of work," would guide Republican policy choices. 

Finally, the government should be "rightsized," the President concluded. He 

would reduce the White House staff and cut their salaries, he promised, if Congress 

did likewise. Entitlement programs could be cut, Bush insisted, "without cutting 

Social Security," a contention even his most devout believers had trouble accepting. 

A line-item veto, coupled with a constitutional amendment mandating an annually 

balanced federal budget, he said, would give him the tools to effect real savings. 

Specific budget cuts, in other words, would be announced only after negotiations had 

been concluded -- following the election. Until then, "I am committed to cutting 

taxes across the board," he promised, hoping that the public's appetite for lower taxes 

would overcome their apprehension about the federal budget deficit. 33 

For his part, Bill Clinton practically quoted Ross Perot's claim in United We 

Stand that Bush and his mentor Ronald Reagan had, in effect, created the deficit 

through their failed supply-side "trickle down" theories. 34 Democratic spokesmen 

33George Bush, "Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session With the 
Economic Club of Detroit in Michigan (10 September 1992)," Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States: George Bush. Vol. 2 of 2. 1992-93 (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1993). See also Gerald F. Seib and Alan 
Murray, "Where They Stand: A Voters' Guide To The Candidates and the Issues," 
Wall Street Journal 21 September 1992, R6. 

34Perot, United We Stand, 34. Clinton's rhetoric showed an increasing similarity 
to Perot's from the day of the billionaire's July 16 withdrawal. "I don't have all the 
answers," Clinton told Democratic conventioneers in his "I Still Believe In A Place 
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blatantly sought to use the budget issue to attract Perot supporters to their candidate's 

bandwagon. "The thoughtful, disaffected suburban voter who is disenchanted with 

Bush has a sense that something honest and credible must be done about the 

economy," Democratic consultant George Shipley told Newsweek. Bush's "tax cut is 

pitiful pandering," Shipley concluded. "The Perot voters will want no part of it. ,,35 

Clinton's own federal budget reform proposals, however, also failed to match Perot's 

recommendations. 36 As Wall Street Journal analysts put it, "his economic plan claims 

to 'cut the deficit in half in four years' ... but much of the deficit reduction comes 

from an assumption that the economy will perform better under Clinton policies. 

The tax increases and spending cuts proposed in the plan would largely go to finance 

tax cuts and spending increases in other areas. "37 

Locked in a struggle to win votes and the White House, both major party 

Called Hope" acceptance speech, for example. "I do know the old ways won't work. 
Trickle down economics have failed. And big bureaucracies -- public and private -
have failed ... " Transcript in Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, A12. 

35BiII Turque and Ginny Carroll, "Ross Perot's New Tease," Newsweek 120 (31 
August 1992): 34. 

36Ann Reilly Dowd, "Bill Clinton's Economic Plan," Fortune 126 (27 July 1992): 
13; Alan Murray and Timothy Noah, "Wrong Medicine?," Wall Street Journal 29 
September 1992, AI; Peter Passell, "Perot's Budget Cuts," New York Times 29 
September 1992, D 1. See also "Competing Economic Plans,' Los Angeles Times 29 
September 1992, A 19, for a succinct comparison of the positions of all three 
candidates on the eve of Perot's reentry. 

37Gerald F. Seib and Alan Murray, "Where They Stand: A Voters' Guide To The 
Candidates And The Issues," Wall Street Journal 21 September 1992, R6. 
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candidates refused to embrace either Perot's catastrophic vision of an America on the 

brink of disaster, or his painful reform prescriptions. All of the deficit reduction 

proposals presented by the two major party candidates were tepid compared to 

Perot's.38 By late summer, in fact, they appeared to have moved into "politics as 

usual" mode, with Clinton vigorously calling for "reinvestment in America" -- a 

phrase which some observers interpreted as a promise of new federal construction 

programs39 -- and Bush dispensing largess and patronage. When Hurricane Andrew 

devastated southern Florida and parts of Louisiana in late August, for example, the 

President hurried to the scene with generous disaster relief and promises to rebuild 

the ruined Air Force base at Homestead, Florida, which had previously been slated 

for probable closure. Over the following weeks, Bush announced increased 

38Jonathan Peterson, "Candidates Resist Perot Math as They Try to Multiply 
Votes," Los Angeles Times 22 September 1992, AI; Russell Baker, "Two In 
Pangloss Mode," New York Times 15 September 1992, A27. 

39Ann Reilly Dowd, "Bill Clinton's Economic Plan," Fortune 126 (27 July 1992): 
13. Clinton's calls for "reinvestment in America's infrastructure" clearly envisioned 
major new public works projects of the kind often demanded by organized labor (the 
AFL-CIO endorsed Clinton on September 3). Similarly, Democratic endorsement of 
new federal initiatives to retrain displaced workers reprised traditional party appeals 
to its blue-collar constituency. Interestingly, President Clinton presented bills which 
would have delivered on these campaign promises early in 1993, but the bills were 
allowed to die in committee with little objection from the administration -- perhaps 
because the economy had improved somewhat without such "pump-priming," or 
perhaps because a consensus for deficit reduction had triumphed, however briefly, 
over politics as usual. See also Michael Isikoff, "Perot Assails Both Parties For Not 
Addressing Deficit," Washington Post 20 August 1992, A31; Russell Baker, "Two In 
Pangloss Mode," New York Times 15 September 1992, A27; Gerald F. Seib and 
Alan Murray, "Where They Stand," Wall Street Journal 21 September 1992, R6. 
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agricultural subsidies for midwestern farmers, crop damage relief for growers in 

Texas and Florida, and reversed an earlier decision not to sell modern F-16 fighter 

jets to Taiwan. This last action kept plants open and retained manufacturing jobs --

and, perhaps, votes -- in several western states, but defied the President's own 

National Security Agency's recommendations.40 

As much as Clinton and Bush may have desired to ignore Ross Perot, 

however, the Texas billionaire continued to demand their attention, and the 

movement he once headed remained, potentially, a very powerful force. While Perot 

had dismantled the elaborate Dallas political apparatus in the aftermath of his July 16 

withdrawal, state coordinators emerged from the July 18 summit meeting inspired to 

reorganize and reenergize their grassroots crusade. Sustaining momentum for a 

leaderless program, however, proved difficult -- from mid-July to late September, 

New York coordinator Kurt Koenig told journalist Carolyn Barta, "the only thing that 

held it together was the petition drive, " and even that effort often seemed to bring 

out the worst in people. With no leader to keep the movement focuses on its values, 

ideological conflicts burst into the open, and factionalism, always a problem in the 

local offices, intensified rather than diminished. Now, Koenig noted, "it wasn't 

4°Richard G. Lewis, "Bogus 'Billion Bushels," Washington Post 17 September 
1992, A21; "Mr. Bush Sells Out Arms Control," New York Times 29 September 
1992, A16; "You Take $10 Billion, I'll Take California," Time 140 (24 August 
1992): 12; William D. Hartung, "Arms Sales Win Votes And Little Else," New York 
Times 25 October 1992, Fll. See also Jeffrey Denny et aI., "A $100,000 
Understanding?," Washington Post 10 May 1992, Cl. 
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Dallas kicking people out. It was other volunteers kicking people out. A dozen 

people [in New York] tried to take control over the organization." Orson Swindle, a 

Perot organizer from Hawaii, observed similar behavior elsewhere. "In Florida, 

Oregon, Ohio, North Carolina, and California," Swindle said, "two or three groups 

were at the point of killing each other ... I said, 'Folks, I don't know what you think 

power is, but this ain't power. They were cutting each other's throats for no good 

reason. "41 

Swindle emerged, almost by default, as spokesperson for the nascent 

grassroots movement in the days following Perot's withdrawal. Volunteers attending 

Perot's post-withdrawal pep rally in Dallas were so concerned about press leaks that 

they had worked themselves into a state of near-hysteria, guarding meeting room 

doors to prevent reporters gathered outside from hearing anything. To Swindle, "the 

scene had a smell of paranoia ... This is politics," he told the others. "Somebody's 

got to go out and talk" to the press. When no one else volunteered, Swindle began 

holding impromptu press conferences in the lobby, recounting what had occurred 

inside and attempting to field reporters' questions about the group's purpose. On the 

last night of the convocation, Swindle appeared on NBC's "Nightline," and so 

impressed other state coordinators that it became a foregone conclusion that, when 

the time came to elect a chairman for the reorganized UWS movement, Swindle 

41Barta, Perot and His People, 300. 



would be the preemptive favorite. 42 

Perot and his volunteers reconstructed UWS, renamed "United We Stand, 

America" (UWSA), to serve two purposes: l)as a forum for discussing political 

292 

issues and, hopefully, reaching consensuses on policies to address those issues; and 

2)as an advocacy group, to promote positions that members of the organization 

agreed upon, and to support political candidates who endorsed their positions. Perot 

had articulated the central UWSA concerns -- attacking the federal fiscal crisis, and 

reforming political processes and institutions -- and he had spelled out a number of 

actions and policies to effectuate those reforms. It was now up to the volunteers to 

develop a more specific program and to expand the consensus into other policy areas. 

The facts of political life, however, intruded to curtail this process of coalition 

building. Most importantly, time was running out. The critical final weeks of a 

presidential campaign are not the time for a candidate or a party to appear indecisive, 

but rather it is a time to unify and stand upon the principles which have been clearly 

articulated. Secondly, neither Perot's vision of a grand new coalition emerging from 

a reasoned process of public debate nor Kurt Koenig's ideal of a Fifth Estate -- an 

empowerment of the people -- could sustain the activists indefinitely. As attorney 

Clay Mulford, Perot's son in law, observed, Perot "didn't realize that he was the 

personification of the movement and that they were relying on him to keep it alive." 

42ibid., 279-80, 283. 
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The volunteers, however idealistic they may have been, needed a leader. Reluctantly, 

Perot gradually began to accept that role. 43 

His supporters "still have an election role" to play, the billionaire declared in 

late August, rallying the troops. By that time, petitioners had placed his name on 37 

state ballots. After September 1, however, aides redoubled their efforts to insure that 

voters in all 50 states would "have a choice" in November.44 If the two candidates 

refused to address the deficit issue directly, Perot threatened, he might offer them an 

"October surprise" of his own, and reenter the presidential race. 45 The former 

contender, who once compared himself to a "grain of sand that irritates the oyster" to 

produce a pearl, not only refused to go away quietly, he clearly intended to demand a 

public debate on the issues he deemed important. 

Bush's feint-then-attack tactics, however, had finally begun to yield some 

returns against Bill Clinton. The President's eleventh-hour presentation of a domestic 

43ibid., 277, 306. 

44New York Times 20 August 1992, A20; Steven A. Holmes, "Effort Continues 
To Get Perot On All State Ballots," New York Times 22 August 1992, A8; Michael 
Isikoff and Laurie Goldstein, "Perot Spot on New York Ballot Seems Assured," 
Washington Post 26 August 1992, A6; Jack Cheevers, "Perot Will Be Listed On 
Ballot in California," Los Angeles Times 27 August 1992, A6. 

45 " Perot's October Surprise," Wall Street Journal 16 September 1992, A 16. On 
September 18, Perot was on national television all day with much the same message -
- see NBC's "Today" (7 A.M.); PBS's "MacNeil-lehrer Report" (7 P.M.); ABC's 
"Nightline" (11:30 P.M.). See also "What Does He Want?," Newsweek 120 (13 
September 1992): 16-18. 
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"agenda" notwithstanding, his campaign strategy remained clearly centered on 

undermining his opponent's character. With late September polls indicating a slight 

rebound, the technique seemed to be working (Figure 7.1, Table 7.2). 
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Figure 7.1: 
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Clinton continued to appear evasive about his avoidance of military service in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, and with respect to allegations that he had smoked 

marijuana in his youth. Asked early in the campaign about drug use, the Democrat 

had admitted that he once puffed on a joint, but claimed that he "didn't inhale. " 

Younger voters found such protestations of technical virginity where drugs were 

concerned laughable, but the generational nature of the Republican attack likely 

served to bring some older, wavering voters into Bush's column. Clinton also 

vacillated on NAFTA, saying he favored the free trade concept but would seek 

modifications to the agreement' negotiated by Republicans. Then, the Democrat 

promised under duress not to raise taxes on "middle class Americans," raising the ire 

of deficit-reduction crusaders. 

In response to both candidates' lack of focus regarding their economic 

proposals, Ross Perot escalated his threats. "Neither party has come squarely down" 

on the deficit issue, Perot informed viewers of PBS's "McNeil/Lehrer Newshour." 

United We Stand, he said, "represents the swing vote," and Bush and Clinton must 

"deal with the deficit or I will reenter" the presidential contest. Saying his reentry 

remained a "one-in-a-thousand possibility," Perot nevertheless insisted that voters 

could at least "use the option" of voting for him as a protest against the Democratic 

and the Republican candidates.46 While media pundits wondered what the Texan 

46PBS's "MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour" (18 September 1992); "What Does He 
Want?," Newsweek 120 (28 September 1992): 16-19; Jack Nelson, "Perot Says Deal 
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wanted, the billionaire met privately with officials from both campaigns.47 Then, 

when reporters revealed the sessions, Perot patientI)L explained once more that his 

wish to continue to press for economic and political reforms had driven his candidacy 

from the beginning. Creating a serious national debate on those issues remained his 

primary objective, but, somewhat ironically, practical considerations were forcing him 

to contemplate rejoining the contest. Only as a candidate could he demand that the 

national television networks sell him blocks of commercial time to expound his 

views, and only as a candidate would he be included as in any proposed presidential 

debates. Moreover, he had already invested $12 million in his campaign and wanted 

some return on his investment in the form of a public airing of his perspective.4H 

The private negotiations failed to produce significant change in Bush's and 

Clinton's positions, and national television networks increased the pressure for Perot 

to reenter by refusing to sell him commercial time. "It's a funny world," the 

With the Deficit Or I'll Reenter," Los Angeles Times 16 September 1992, AI; David 
Broder and E.J. Dionne, Jr., "Perot Vows To Pressure Candidates on Economy," 
Washington Post 19 September 1992, AI; ABC's "Nightline" (18 September 1992); 
"Perot Targets the Deficit," Christian Science Monitor 21 September 1992,20. 

47"What Does He Want?," Newsweek 120 (28 September 1992): 16-18; Doyle 
McManus, "Perot Meets With Baker, Brown," Los Angeles Times 23 September 
1992, Al3a; Gerald F. Seib, "Baker, Perot Met Twice This Month," Wall Street 
Journal 24 September 1992, A18. 

48Timothy Noah, "Perot May Declare Candidacy to Buy TV Ads Promoting His 
Economic Plan," Wall Street Journal 21 September 1992, C13; Steven A. Holmes, 
"Perot Ponders Re-Entering Presidential Campaign," New York Times 24 September 
1992, A24; "Debate Dilemma," Los Angeles Times 28 September 1992, AS. 
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billionaire told viewers of NBC's September 18 "Today" show, when "you're forced 

to become a candidate to explain to the American people what the problems are. ,,49 

Later that day, volunteer efforts to draft the billionaire climaxed when Perot's name 

was placed on the ballot in Arizona, thus insuring that his name would be before the 

voters in all 50 states. Perot, however, remained a reluctant champion, and decided 

to offer the major party contenders one last chance to address the "hard choices" he 

had recommended. He would hold a convocation in Dallas, he announced, and 

Clinton and Bush were invited to send emissaries, to make their best case and plead 

for support from him and his volunteer legions. so 

The candidates dutifully sent their representatives, and Perot welcomed them 

with a display of warmth. "There is a great deal of overlap" between his economic 

views and those of the two major candidates, he told reporters. He hoped that 

compromises could be reached that would satisfy everyone and, again, he denied 

reports that he had already decided to reenter the race. Comments from his 

49NBC's "Today" (18 September 1992). 

50Maralee Schwartz and Elizabeth Hudson, "Perot and Aides Plan Gathering," 
Washington Post 25 September 1992, A21; Max Boot, "Who's Afraid of Ross Perot? 
The Other Two Candidates, " Christian Science Monitor 25 September 1992, 3; David 
S. Broder, "Perot Backers To Hear Entreaties From Bush, Clinton Camps," 
Washington Post 28 September 1992, A7; Robin Toner, "Nominees Camps Make 
Their Cases To Perot Backers," New York Times 29 September 1992, AI. See also 
Barta, Perot and His People, 314-316, where Barta suggests that Squires and 
company staged the Dallas encounter primarily to pressure Clinton and the 
Democrats to accept more elements of Perot's economic program. 
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supporters attending the Dallas convocation, however, indicated that their minds were 

made up. Ron Ellsworth, for example, Perot's Colorado state coordinator, doubted 

the volunteers "will accept anything that Bush or Clinton say," and declared that "this 

[meeting] is an exercise in courtesy." Following the presentations, Shirley Hamm, 

the Idaho coordinator, called the Republican presentation "the same old 

gobbledygook." Jan Hunt, from Nevada, opined that "the delegates didn't hear 

anything they didn't already know." Reactions of volunteers gathered to watch 

Perot's appearance on "Larry King Live" after the conference reflected the prevailing 

attitudes. The audience sat stonily when King asked the billionaire which of the two 

major party presentations conferees had preferred, and they exploded in applause 

when the host asked how many wanted Perot to reenter the race. As Ellsworth had 

expected, the parties' ambassadors had failed to dissuade the populist billionaire or 

his dedicated followers that they offered a better alternative. Asked what his next 

steps would be, Perot responded that fifty supporters who had attended the meeting 

would now "contact local backers over the next three days to decide whether we 

should run." Then, "it's all in the hands of the volunteers," he said. "They're 

evaluating it now ... We'll know in a few days. "51 

The new Perot groundswell differed in many respects from the first. Key 

51Doyle McManus, "Perot Meets With Baker, Brown Amid Hints of Re-Entering 
Race," Los Angeles Times 23 September 1992, A13; Paul Richter and 1. Michael 
Kennedy, "Top Clinton, Bush Aides Court Perot Backers on Budget," Los Angeles 
Times 29 September 1992, AI, A18. 
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players in the billionaire's spring campaign, including Ed Rollins, Hamilton Jordan, 

media coordinator James Squires, economic advisor James White, and longtime 

attorney and friend Tom Luce, were gone. Replacing them were Perot's son-in-law 

Clay Mulford, media spokesperson Susan Holman, public relations man Murphy 

Martin, and UWSA's Swindle. Perot was determined that, this time, his message 

would not be corrupted by political experts, vacuous rhetoric, and marketing 

flourishes. The vision was simple: there would be few personal appearances by Perot 

-- this would be a television candidacy; there would be no elaborate political 

entourage -- just a handful of campaign managers reporting directly to Perot, and a 

vast army of activist volunteers. At the same time, however, the billionaire was 

determined to avoid the internecine bickering and grandstanding that had marred his 

earlier effort at the state and community levels. Local activists would not be allowed 

to speak for the group or its leadership on their own initiative. New state structures 

were set up, with an established chain of command and often with new coordinating 

personnel who would, in Swindle's words, be "more reliable." Many supporters from 

the first campaign phase were disillusioned and bitter, remarking especially on the 

tight controls emanating from Dallas. Some left, joining earlier defectors, but most 

of those who had hung on so long elected to remain. The volunteers, like thousands 

of other Americans, continued to long for an alternative to the major party choices. 52 

52Steven A. Holmes, "Grass-Roots Drive Shows Hand of Oz," New York Times 
26 September 1992, A20; Steven A. Holmes, "Perot's Summer Followers Stir Again, 
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Swindle typified Perot's reoriented candidacy. Plainspoken, unremarkable in 

appearance, and with a somewhat harried demeanor, Swindle hardly looked like the 

political director of a national campaign. He became the spokesman for UWSA 

because, he said, he "was there, and someone needed to talk to the press." He did 

have some experience, having directed the 1980 Reagan-Bush campaign in Georgia, 

his home state, and he had remained marginally active in Republican politics since 

that time. Most significantly, however, Swindle, a former POW, was a "true 

believer" in Perot's message of looming economic catastrophe, and in the 

billionaire's populist vision of a rejuvenated American Dream. "I suppose I'm the 

most politically sophisticated person around here," Swindle told reporters, "and I 

don't have any sophistication at all." That, however, "is part of the appeal of Ross 

Perot," said Susan Holman, UWSA's newly-designated press secretary. "If we don't 

look slick, that's not bad at all. ,,53 In polling volunteers and assessing support for 

Perot's reentry, the billionaire's new team looked anything but slick. 

Warily," New York Times 27 September 1992, A20; Timothy Noah, "Perot Waters 
His Grass Roots Heavily," Wall Street Journal 30 September 1992, A16; David S. 
Broder, "Perot's New 'Political Guru' Uncertain," Washington Post 30 September 
1992, A17; Jonathan P. Hicks, "The Whirlwind is Over For Perot Advisor," New 
York Times 1 October 1992, A20; ABC's "20/20" (2 October 1992); Sara Fritz and 
John Broder, "Perot Ejects Political Pros, Plans to Fly Solo," Los Angeles Times 3 
October 1992, AI, A16. 

53David S. Broder, "Perot's New 'Political Guru' Uncertain," Washington Post 30 
September 1992, A17; Sara Fritz and John Broder, "Perot Ejects Political Pros, Plans 
to Fly Solo," Los Angeles Times 3 October 1992, AI, A16; Barta, Perot and His 
People, 274-75. 
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Faxes and phone calls sent to supporters around the country asked, "Do you 

want your man to resume his crusade for the presidency?"s4 By September 29, more 

than 1.5 million calls had been logged on Perot's new 800 telephone number, a 

spokesperson claimed. "Amazingly," noted the Wall Street Journal, "not a single 

caller was recorded asking him not to run. "ss All incoming calls, it turned out, were 

counted as supporters in favor of Perot's reentry; no provisions were made to collect 

comments by callers, screen out repeat calls, or register dissent. Critics cried that the 

exercise was a charade to create the appearance of a massive groundswell of support, 

and Swindle only made matters worse, first denying that the canvass was rigged, then 

admitting that the method of collecting data and the targeted group foreordained a 

positive result. S6 "Mr. Perot made no pretense of who we are talking to -- his 

supporters and volunteers, so maybe we have a built-in bias," Swindle said in defense 

of the poll. Perhaps because of the bruises he had already sustained earlier in the 

year, Perot himself was unrepentant, telling viewers of CBS's "This Morning" 

program that those who wanted to register criticism "can send me a letter ... I'm a 

s4Jack Cheevers and John M. Broder, "Poll of Perot Activists a Charade," Los 
Angeles Times 1 October 1992, AI, A19. 

SSTimothy Noah, "Perot Waters His Grass Roots Heavily," Wall Street Journal, 
30 September 1992, A16. 

S6ibid., Jack Cheevers and John M. Broder, "Poll of Perot Activists a Charade," 
Los Angeles Times 1 October 1992, AI, A19; Dirk Johnson, "Perot Supporters Take 
Surveys," New York Times 1 October 1992, A20. 
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businessman. I'm not going to pay for the phone call of some fellow who says 

'Don't do it'. ,,57 

Perot "deserves no second chance," opined Ed Rollins, still bitter over his fall 

from grace. 58 "He lacks the personality" traits necessary for successful pol itical 

campaigning, said Gerald Rafshoon, among others. 59 "Perot and presidential politics 

were a contradiction in terms," observed James Squires. "The best of him -- his 

honesty, his energy, his sensitivity to people, his reliance on common-sense logic, his 

take-me-as-I-am countenance -- kept getting twisted in the oblique nature of the 

system. And his worst traits -- his impatience, petulance and sensitivity to criticism -

- were those for which the system had the least tolerance and offered no 

forgiveness. ,,60 Forgiveness, however, was the last thing Ross Perot wanted from the 

system. For two years, the candidates had strutted and postured from New 

Hampshire to Houston, New York, and Detroit. As retiring New Hampshire Senator 

Warren Rudman noted cannily, however, "the fact is, it doesn't make any difference 

57CBS' "This Morning" (30 September 1992); Jack Cheevers and John M. 
Broder, "Poll of Perot Activists a Charade," Los Angeles Times 1 October 1992, 
A16. 

58Edward J. Rollins, "Perot Deserves No Second Chance," New York Times 28 
September 1992, A15. 

59Gerald Rafshoon, "Why I Left Perot," Washington Post 16 July 1992, A23. 
See also Michael Kelly, "The Center Of Attention," New York Times 2 October 
1992, AI, A19. 

60James Squires, "The Crackup: How Ross Perot's Campaign Came Apart -- The 
Inside Story," Rolling Stone 1 October 1992, 82. 
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until the last four weeks of the campaign ... but nobody understands that. ,,61 Nobody 

except Ross Perot. 

****** 

Table 7.2: 
1992 Poll Ratings: Perot vs. Bush vs. Clinton 

Date % Perot % Bush % Clinton 

April 5 24 44 25 
April 26 41 41 26 
May 10 22 38 27 
May 24 35 35 25 
June 10 39 31 25 
July 2 32 33 27 
July 12 30 35 28 
August 20 16 30 39 
September 24 10 34 43 
October 3 7 35 52 
October 11 10 34 49 
October 18 13 34 47 
October 25 18 31 43 
November 2 14 36 44 

Sources: George Gallup, Jr., The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion 1992 (Wilmington, DL: 
Scholarly Resources, 1993),64,73,83,88,98,112,119,172,179,183,187,192; 
Time/CNN/YankelovichClancy Schulman Poll (10 September 1992); CBS News Poll 
(25 September 1992). 

****** 

61Richard L. Berke, "G.O.P.Leaders Start Picking For 1996," New York Times 7 
November 1992, A8. 
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Chapter Eight 
An 800-pound Gorilla 

Old pols have a saying about winning politicians: "They are like an 800-

pound gorilla; they can sit wherever they want." When Ross Perot announced his 

reentry into the presidential race on October 1, 1992, his popularity, as reflected in 

public opinion polls, had sunk to an anemic 7 %. Few pundits gave him much chance 

of winning -- most, in fact, doubted that he could reapproach the 20% peaks he had 

recorded in the spring. I From all indications, Perot clearly understood that an 

outright victory would constitute a historical event of the first magnitude. Still, he 

was determined to clear a place for himself in the critical last days of public debate. 

"I thought that both political parties would address the problems that face the 

nation, [butl they didn't do it," the incorrigible tycoon told journalists assembled to 

hear his reentry announcement. "Not only is government a mess, politics is also a 

mess. The way political campaigns are run is a mess. The people want a new 

political climate where the system does not attract ego-driven, power-hungry 

people. ,,2 The reporters snickered at that, but Perot plowed on resolutely. Since 

"volunteers in all fifty states have" met the challenge of February 28, 1992, and 

ISee for example "Initial Impact of Perot on Race is Scant, Experts Say," New 
York Times 4 October 1992, AI, A24. 

2Robin Toner, "Perot Re-Enters Campaign," New York Times 2 October 1992, 
AI, A18; '''Honored To Accept': Excerpts From Perot's News Conference," New 
York Times 2 October 1992, A20. 
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"asked me to run as a candidate for President of the United States," he announced, 

"Jim Stockdale, our Vice-Presidential candidate, and I are honored to accept their 

request." He would, despite his own misgivings, return to lead the volunteers he had 

left floundering on July 16. His disclaimer that "one person is nothing in a task this 

large" indicated his reluctance, but his next words displayed a new sense of 

determination: "If millions of you will come together," he said, "we can do anything. 

There's nothing we can't do. It's up to you; it's up to all of us. I promise you I'll 

give it everything I have, but the final results are in your hands, because you own 

this country. "3 Thus, citizen Perot reconfirmed his corporatist/populist credentials 

and, at last, formally threw his hat into the presidential ring. 

As for the press, "I don't care what you do," or say about me, the billionaire 

added. "Just have fun, get raises and bonuses, play gotcha. I don't care. I care 

about this country, I care about the American people, and I love them, and I will do 

whatever I can to serve them. ,,4 In the days following Perot's reentry, the reporters 

compliantly rehashed many of the same negative stories they had run in the spring: 

"Ducking them, Perot points to issues," read one headline, reprising earlier charges of 

vagueness. "Grass-roots drive shows hand of Oz," confided another, highlighting 

3'''Honored To Accept': Excerpts From Perot's News Conference," New York 
Times 2 October 1992, A20. 

4Robin Toner, "Perot Re-Enters Campaign," New York Times 2 October 1992, 
AI, A18. 
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once more the incongruities of a people's movement dependent on its leader's 

largess.5 "Perot unit hired private eyes to probe volunteers," several newspapers 

trumpeted, reviving springtime Republican accusations that the billionaire had 

routinely investigated business and political rivals. 6 Finally, columnists groaned, "it's 

Perot versus our living standards," blasting his calls for economic austerity as "too 

much pain, too little gain. ,,7 Even those who agreed that the federal balance sheet 

deserved more attention tended to belittle the businessman's specific solutions or his 

overall vision, and to demean his positions on other issues.8 

At some point in political news coverage, however, what the reporters say 

becomes less important than the fact that they are talking about a candidate -- "just 

5Elizabeth Kolbert, "Ducking Them, Perot Points to Issues," New York Times 30 
September 1992, A20; Steven A. Holmes, "Grass-roots drive shows hand of Oz, " 
New York Times 30 September 1992, A20. See also Charles Donnelly, "Perot Says 
It All," New York Times 2 October 1992, A31; David Schribman, "Perot is in 
Spotlight Again, But His Intentions Remain Hidden," Wall Street Journal 28 
September 1992, A14; Charles R. Babcock and Michael Isikoff, "Perot Has 
Bankrolled Political Movement," Washington Post 30 September 1992, AI. 

6Michael Isikoff, "Perot Unit Hired Private Eyes To Probe Volunteers," 
Washington Post 1 October 1992, AIO; Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Hired Private 
Investigators," New York Times 1 October 1992, AI. 

7Robert Rollin, "It's Perot versus Our Living Standards," Los Angeles Times 4 
October 1992, MS. See also Hobart Rowan, "Timing Is Everything," Washington 
Post 1 October 1992, A27. 

8See for example Alan Murray and Timothy Noah, "Wrong Medicine?, " New 
York Times 29 September 1992, AI; John Balzar, "'92-model Perot's a Hard Sell," 
Los Angeles Times 30 September 1992, AS; Richard Cohen, "His One Service," 
Washington Post 1 October 1992, A27. See also Thomas B. Rosentiel, "Reporters 
See Perot as Object of Derision, " Los Angeles Times 7 October 1992, A 10. 
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spell my name right, " goes the standard black humor punchline. Haynes Johnson of 

the Washington Post, appearing on PBS's "Washington Week in Review," marveled 

at the amount of media attention the billionaire had generated, and noted how 

thoroughly he was disproving F. Scott Fitzgerald's observation that there are no 

second acts in American lives. By forcing President Bush and Governor Clinton to 

"pay more attention to some of the issues that he's been dwelling on," Perot might 

"reenergize the race," commentator Paul Duke suggested. His numbers may be 

small, but "he's reshuffled the deck," Johnson agreed, concluding that the key 

questions were: "how credible is he, what impact will he have, and what role will the 

debates play. ,,9 

On September 29, the day before Perot's candidacy proclamation, President 

Bush had finally acted to settle the acrimonious debate on whether or not to debate. 

Succumbing to the dual pressures of public expectation and flat polls, Bush 

challenged the Democrats to a series of four televised debates, three between the 

presidential candidates and one featuring the vice presidential choices. The Clinton 

camp quickly accepted, and after Perot's announcement, both parties agreed to 

include the independent challenger and Stockdale, his running mate. 1O The journalists 

gathered to discuss the week's events on PBS viewed Bush's debate offer as "a 

9PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (2 October 1992). 

IOAnn Devroyand Dan Balz, "Bush Makes 4-Debate Offer," Washington Post 30 
September 1992, AI. 
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desperate act," and the incumbent's weakness was graphically revealed, in fact, on 

October 4, when Congress overrode one of his vetoes for the first time in 35 tries, on 

a popular bill to regulate cable television rates. Support for the bill was broadly 

bipartisan, with Republicans on Capital Hill beginning to distance themselves from 

the President and his faltering reelection effort. Hopelessly behind in the national 

polls, derided by hecklers at campaign stops, with the sharks beginning to circle in 

Washington, and with nemesis Perot forcing his staff to rethink last minute strategies, 

Bush had little choice but to debate, even on the Democrat Clinton's terms. 11 

Despite Perot's apparent weakness in early October, neither George Bush nor 

Bill Clinton could afford to forget the strength shown by the feisty independent in 

the spring, especially in Texas and California. If he hoped to win the election, 

Clinton's strategists agreed that he had carry California, thereby securing the state's 

54 electoral votes. Perot had presented a formidable early threat there, even leading 

the Democrat as late as July 12, just days before the billionaire's dramatic 

midsummer retreat. 12 While Clinton had been the chief beneficiary of Perot's 

IlPBS' "Washington Week in Review" (9 October 1992); Ann Devroyand Dan 
Balz, "Bush Campaign Studies Some Tough New Math," Washington Post 5 October 
1992, AI, A 7; Michael Duffy, "Three-Ring Circus, "Time 140 (12 October 1992): 
34-37. 

12Douglas P. Shuit, "California Perot Votes Appear To Shift To Clinton," Los 
Angeles Times 18 July 1992, A 16. See also Maralee Schwartz, "Perot Wins A Place 
On California Ballot, " Washington Post 3 July 1992, A8; Rich Jaroslovsky and John 
Harwood, "The Teflon Texan?, " Wall Street Journal 9 July 1992, AI; Ronald 
Brownstein, "Spotlight Finds Clinton Locked In A 3-Way Tie," Los Angeles Times 
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withdrawal in the big west coast state; his October reentry forced the Arkansan to 

work hard to hold wavering voters. 13 

Meanwhile, in Texas, George Bush faced two very unpleasant election 

scenarios. In the first, Perot could siphon off enough votes to deliver the Lone Star 

state's 32 electoral markers to Clinton. That was a very real concern, not only in 

Texas but in North Carolina and Florida, two other states deemed critical by 

Republican strategists. An even more threatening possibility loomed, however, that 

Perot might actually win the popular canvass in Texas, Florida, or New Jersey. In a 

close election, the loss of any such significant blocks of votes could throw the race, 

for the first time since 1824, into the House of Representatives -- with its solid 

Democratic majority. Most appalling to President Bush, however, was the fact that 

he called Texas home, and losing there would be particularly embarrassing. Either 

way, the incumbent was, to use his own phrase, in "deep doo-doo" politically. He 

had to win in Texas, no matter what the cost. Perot's strength there meant that Bush 

had to divert resources and energy to a furious campaign in his own backyard, 

leaving Clinton free to crisscross what had been, since 1980, the solid Republican 

12 July 1992, AI; Daniel Seligman, "Ask Mr. Statistics," Fortune 126 (13 July 
1992): 112. 

13Jack Nelson, "Clinton Worries Perot May Split Anti-Bush Vote," Los Angeles 
Times 1 October 1992, AI; George Skelton, "Perot's Popularity Slides in California," 
Los Angeles Times 2 October 1992, A25. See also Sam Roberts, "Perot Is Seen As 
A Threat To Clinton In New Jersey," New York Times 3 October 1992, A9. 
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West. 14 

In the week following Perot's reentry, Republicans escalated the nastiness of 

their attack. The President, appearing on "Larry King Live," impugned Bill Clinton's 

patriotism, arguing that his participation in anti-Vietnam war protests while attending 

Oxford University in England were inappropriate. Also, Bush labeled "suspicious" a 

trip to Moscow made by Clinton and other Rhodes scholarship recipients. Within 

hours, California Republican congressman Robert Dornan "clarified" the President's 

implication, suggesting that reporters investigate the possibility that Clinton had been 

a Soviet spy. The pettiness of the invective climaxed, however, when Bush 

suggested to King that his Democratic challenger may have peeked into a girls locker 

room while attending elementary school 33 years earlier. IS 

Clinton responded to Republican bile with expressions of sorrow and resolve. 

Still firmly in the lead, Clinton lamented the "sad, desperate efforts of a dying 

campaign," and Democrats began launching bold attacks on Bush's foreign policy --

the one area in which commentators had viewed the President as invulnerable. Bush 

14B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Battle For Texas Is Slow To Unfold," New York 
Times 30 September 1992, A22; Ronald Brownstein, "Weaker Perot Might Still 
Affect Election," Los Angeles Times 2 October 1992, A25; R. W. Apple, Jr., "I n 
Texas, Three 'Neighbors' Battle For Vital Prize," New York Times 4 October 1992, 
A26. 

ISJoe Klein, "Bush's Desperate Game," Newsweek 120 (19 October 1992): 26; 
PBS's "Washington Week in Review" (9 October 1992); Jonathan Alter, "The Smear 
Heard 'Round the World," Newsweek 120 (19 October 1992): 27. 
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had "cozied up" to Saddam Hussein before the Gulf War, Vice Presidential candidate 

Gore charged, echoing an earlier Perot criticism. The Republican administration had, 

in effect, created the monster the Persian Gulf War was fought to remove -- worse, 

he had not been removed. Moreover, Clinton and Gore suggested, the President was 

too soft on international human rights violators, and his outlook was too driven by 

anachronistic Cold War perspectives. 16 

Perot, accepting the parties' invitation to participate in televised debates, also 

focused on the incumbent's policy failures and campaign tactics. Republicans are 

"trying to redefine their opponents' character," the billionaire told reporters. "If they 

get into character assassination [during the debates], I won't participate ... " The 

candidates should "concentrate on jobs, the deficit, and the economy ... With the 

national debt double what it was when Bush took office and the federal budget 

deficit at almost $400 billion," the upstart entrepreneur declared, "it will take several 

decades to put the economy back on track. ,,17 

On October 9, in the first of several half-hour "infomercials" entitled "Plain 

Talk About Jobs, Debt, and the Washington Mess," the businessman used charts and 

pithy one-liners to layout the program he had presented in more detail in his United 

16PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (2 October 1992). 

17Jack Nelson, "Perot Vows To Fight 'Character Assassination' at Debates," Los 
Angeles Times 6 October 1992, A6; PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (9 October 
1992). 
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We Stand campaign manifesto. He had purchased a full half hour of prime television 

time, Perot told viewers, because Americans need to be "fully informed ... so that they 

can make intelligent decisions as owners of this country." The most important 

problem facing Americans "is our economy and jobs," he argued. "These factors 

determine how we live and how our children will live." No one will take 

responsibility for our $4 trillion dollar national debt, "for the fact that we are the 

most violent, crime-ridden society in the industrialized world, that we have the least 

effective school system in the industrialized world, [or] that we're shipping entire 

industries overseas, destroying millions of jobs, " and reducing the taxpayer base, 

Perot claimed, holding up graphs and tables showing the size of the debt, the 

government's reliance on short-term financing, and the impact those policies had in 

raising interest payments. "We're in deep voodoo," Perot concluded, mocking 

President Bush, and "Washington politicians must assume that we are major dumb. " 

Ignoring the deficit crisis, the administration had run up the debt even further 

in 1992, the businessman charged, "to make you feel good in an election year," and 

"every American going to the polls should be aware of the game they're trying to 

play." The administrators of "our bank," Perot exclaimed, "are like Willie Sutton," 

the bank robber, who, when asked why he robbed banks replied, "because that's 

where the money is." Today, the income taxes "of everyone west of the Mississippi 

River go," not to productive uses, but "to pay interest on the debt," the populist 

entrepreneur scolded, indicating a U.S. map with spreading red ink, "and if we don't 
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take action now as owners of this country, by the year 2020, federal spending wiIl be 

41 % of the nation's gross national product" (GNP). GNP was lower under Bush than 

at any time since World War II, Perot pointed out. The reason production had 

"faIlen off the edge of a cliff," he explained, was "because we got into trickle-down 

economics, and it didn't trickle. ,,18 

American corporations' profits are down, the billionaire said, pointing to 

another graph, "because we're getting our heads kicked in by international 

competition." Japanese banks are the biggest in the world, he claimed, "because they 

make better products than we do, and sell them to us with what used to be our 

money ... It's pretty simple." Eight months into 1992, 700,000 jobs had been lost, 

yet more people were working in government than in manufacturing, Perot lectured. 

For 12 years, the United States had been converting to a service economy, another 

chart indicated, with most of the new jobs created paying minimum wage. Minimum 

wage jobs, however, "just don't support a family; they just don't support our country. 

We've got to go back to building and making things," the entrepreneur insisted. 

Unlike our competitors, "we have no strategy for building jobs in the industries of 

the future." Quite the contrary, Perot said, holding up a list, federal officials "come 

to Washington to cash in ... and, as foreign lobbyists, use [their] influence in the 

White House and congress to ship, not just jobs, but whole industries overseas." We 

18Perot infomercial, "Plain Talk About Jobs, Debt, and the Washington Mess" (9 
October 1992), videotape in author's collection. 
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future. ,,19 
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Other countries use gasoline tax receipts to invest in their future, Perot went 

on, holding up yet another bar chart. "We should do the same." We need to take 

"firm action on entitlements, " or programs like Medicaid and Social Security, will 

"go through the roof by the year 2020." In 1960, we spent $16 billion annually on 

education; in 1992 we will spend $199 billion, he said, yet "we have the least 

effective public school system in the industrialized world. Throwing money at a 

problem won't necessarily fix it," but, he declared, the federal government must lead. 

While "we spend $295 billion dollars a year defending the world, the two economic 

superpowers [Germany and Japan] spend $34 billion and $32 billion dollars" on 

education. Moreover, Perot exclaimed, "we are draining our treasury to defend the 

world [and] the other countries who are rich ... are not bearing their fair share of the 

defense burden. We've got to change that." Our health care costs have skyrocketed, 

and "21 % of our children live in poverty ... These are not alabaster cities." The facts 

are not pleasant, he said, but "the American Dream is for each generation to have a 

better life ... [and) we are losing the American Dream for our children." Voters, 

Perot concluded, must choose a president who will "get the job done, not just talk 

19ibid. 
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about it. ,,20 

The billionaire's infomercial confounded advertising professionals by drawing 

a larger audience than a National Baseball League playoff game. 21 Although the 

majority of voters probably did not see the commercial, and those who did probably 

did not sit through Perot's entire lecture, the ad's timing just two days before the 

first presidential debate served to shape the terms of that confrontation -- especially 

when polls clearly indicated both public interest in Perot's issues and voter 

displeasure with Republican tactics of the preceding week. Stan Greenberg, Clinton's 

pollster, told Newsweek's Howard Fineman that Bush's strategy of attacking the 23-

year-old Oxford student, rather than the Clinton of 1992, had failed miserably. "Our 

negatives are up slightly, but George Bush's are up big time" Greenberg told 

Fineman, who noted that his national newsmagazine's own surveys seemed to support 

the Democrat's contention. "Bush's lowering himself to attack Clinton in this way 

may have backfired," Fineman said, and "that means that the debates mean 

everything" to the Republican's hopes for reelection. 22 

In the first presidential encounter, on October 11 in St. Louis, Missouri, a 

panel of journalists posed questions on major issues, and allowed time for challenges 

2°ibid. 

21 "Perot Outdraws a Playoff Game," New York Times 8 October 1992, A30. 

22PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (9 October 1992). 
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and rebuttals among the contenders. The format resembled debates of previous years, 

but afforded both Clinton and Perot their first, best opportunity to "look presidential" 

by placing all three candidates on the same stage. In something of another symbolic 

setback for the President, luck of the draw placed Democrat Bill Clinton at the center 

of the platform, with Perot and Bush on the wings. The two major party candidates 

immediately assumed antagonistic roles, and while Perot occasionally played 

mediator, more often than not his positions supported the Democrat or condemned 

the incumbent. In the first exchange, for example, President Bush argued that 

"experience is the primary factor" separating his candidacy from the others. "An 

author defined insanity," Clinton retorted, "as doing the same thing over and over 

again and expecting a different result. .. The same old experience is not relevant. "23 

"They've both got a point," Perot countered. "I've got no experience running 

up a $4 trillion dollar debt. .. [but] I do have a lot of experience in getting things 

done. If we're at a point in history where we're ready to stop talking about it and do 

it... ,I have a lot of the kind of experience that counts. ,,24 

In another repost, the Republican once again condemned his Democratic 

challenger's youthful participation in protests against the Vietnam War. "I just think 

it's wrong," he said, "when other young Americans are being held prisoner in Hanoi 

23Quoted from author's videotape; transcripts of first debate in New York Times 
12 October 1992, A14; Washington Post 12 October 1992, A16. 

24ibid. 
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and being drafted out of the ghetto... to demonstrate, or to organize demonstrations, 

against your country. " 

"When Joe McCarthy went around this country attacking people's patriotism, 

he was wrong," Clinton responded angrily, "and one Senator from Connecticut stood 

up to him, named Prescott Bush. Your father was right to stand up to Joe McCarthy; 

you were wrong to attack my patriotism ... I was opposed to the war, but I love my 

country, and we need a president who will bring this country together, not divide it. 

We've had enough division; I want to lead a unified country." 

Time, place, and circumstances should be considered when voters make 

character judgements about the candidates, Perot quietly suggested. Did mistakes 

"occur when you were a young person, in your formative years, or did they occur 

when you were a senior official in the federal government? When you are a senior 

official in the federal government, spending billions of dollars of taxpayers money, 

and you're a mature individual and you make a mistake, then that was on our ticket. 

If you make it as a young man, time passes ... People who never take responsibility 

for anything when it happens on their watch ... well, the time is up. ,,25 

We need action, not character debates, Perot continued at the next 

opportunity. "We need a growing, expanding job base to give us a growing, 

expanded tax base." Reiterating the themes of his infomercial, he condemned the 

25ibid. 
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policies of Bush and his presidential predecessors, called for investment in 

infrastructure to rebuild the job base, and demanded that foreign competitors shoulder 

more of the burden for their own defense. "We can only be a superpower if we are 

an economic superpower," Perot summarized, "and we can only be an economic 

superpower if we have a growing, expanding job base. ,,26 

"We have got to have the courage to change," Clinton agreed, and proceeded 

to reel off a litany of economic facts supporting Perot's conclusions. "We have gone 

from first to thirteenth in the world in wages in the last twelve years, since Mr. Bush 

and Mr. Reagan have been in [office]. Personal income has dropped while people 

have worked harder. In the last four years there have been twice as many 

bankruptcies as new jobs created. We need a new approach." 

Things are not so bad as some "pessimists around here" would have us 

believe, President Bush responded defensively. The United States faced major 

challenges in the post-Cold War milieu, he agreed, but insisted that the "answer is 

not to tax and spend ... I do not believe," the President said, "that the American 

people are taxed too little, but that the government spends to much." His "agenda for 

American renewal," Bush repeated, offered the most moderate, reasonable approach. 27 

"We practice 19th century capitalism, while the rest of the world practices 

26ibid. 

27ibid. 
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21st century capitalism," Perot retorted. "We are about to go through a very difficult 

transition" from a Cold War to a peacetime industrial environment. "The other 

countries and their businesses would be working together," to make the conversion. 

"We, [however], have an adversarial relationship between government and business. 

Our international competitors that are cleaning our plate have an intelligent 

relationship between government and business ... a supportive relationship," the 

entrepreneur concluded. 28 

Again, Clinton agreed. "We must have a transition plan to ... convert from a 

defense to a domestic economy. No other nation would have cut defense as much as 

we already have without that. There are 200,000 people unemployed in California 

alone, because we have cut defense without planning to retrain them and to reinvest 

in the technologies of the future, " Clinton argued. "This administration ... has not 

even released the paltry amount sum of money that congress appropriated. I want to 

take every dollar by which we reduce defense, and reinvest it in technologies for the 

future," the Democrat concluded, embracing a theme articulated by virtually all of 

President Bush's challengers in 1992, including Ross Perot. 29 

But "why punish the middle class consumer to such a degree, "by raising 

gasoline taxes fifty cents per gallon over five years, Boston Globe correspondent 

2!1ibid. 

29ibid. 
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John Mashek asked Perot. "I think punish is the wrong word," the billionaire 

answered. "We're trying to solve" this problem ... If you study our international 

competitors, some of them collect up to $3.50 per gallon, and they use that money to 

build infrastructure and create jobs. We collect 35 cents and we don't have it to 

spend. I know it's not popular ... but the people who wiII be helped the most by it 

are the working people who will get the jobs created because of this tax ... We're 

going to go through a period of shared sacrifice," Perot concluded, and "there's only 

one challenge: it's got to be fair. ,,30 

In his only significant break with Perot, Clinton agreed that tax increases had 

to be fair, and said that "I think Mr. Perot has confronted this deficit issue, [but) the 

problem I have with the Perot prescription is that, almost all economists who have 

looked at it say that if you cut the deficit this much this quick, it wiII increase 

unemployment; it will slow down the economy. That's why I think we should not 

do it that quickly. We have a disciplined reduction in the deficit of 50% over the 

next four years, but first," Clinton said, we need to offer "incentives to invest in this 

economy, [to] put the American people back to work." A jobs bill, he said, would 

be among his first priorities upon assuming office, followed by targeted tax 

incentives of the kind created in the 1960s under President John F. Kennedy. 31 

30ibid. 

31ibid. 
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"Since the President isn't a lone ranger" but must work through Congress, 

"how in the world can you make some of the unpopular changes" you have 

suggested, ABC news' Ann Compton asked Perot. "If I get there, it will be a very 

unusual and historical event," the grinning billionaire answered, eliciting laughter 

from the studio audience. "Because the people, not the special interests, [will haveJ 

put me there," he went on, warming up "I will have a unique mandate ... I welcome 

that challenge ... If the people send me there, we'll get it done, and everybody will 

faint in Washington. They've never seen anything happen in that town ... This is a 

town where the White House says 'Congress did it,' Congress says 'the White House 

did it,' and ... when they get off by themselves, they say 'nobody did it.' Yet, the 

cash register is empty and it used to have our money, the taxpayers' money in it -

and we didn't get anything for it." If I am elected, Perot declared, "all these fellows 

with thousand-dollar suits and alligator shoes, running up and down the halls of 

Congress, that make policy now -- the lobbyists, the PAC guys, the foreign agents -

they'll be over there in the Smithsonian, because we're going to get rid of them. 

Congress is going to be listening to the people. ,,32 

"There are great plans lying all over Washington," the billionaire continued, 

"but nobody ever executed them. It's like having a blueprint for a house you never 

built, when you don't have anywhere to sleep." If the people send me to the White 

32ibid. 
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House, he said, I would "go right to work. I wouldn't wait for the inauguration" to 

form task forces to put Americans back to work. One task force would tackle the 

task of reviving small businesses; another would work on helping our large 

companies which are in trouble, including the defense industry; a third would 

concentrate on "new industries of the future." Additional study groups, Perot said, 

would address the issues of crime, health care, schools, debt and the deficit, and 

develop the mechanisms "to inform the people in detail" about the plans through 

electronic town halls by Christmas. "By the time congress comes into session, [we 

would] have those plans ready to go," the entrepreneur promised. "Let's go do it. "33 

Another interrogator turned to the problem of racial division, asking what 

solutions the candidates might offer. Perot quickly responded that "the first thing I 

would do during political campaigns is urge everybody to stop trying to split this 

country into fragments and appeal to the differences between us, and then wonder 

why the melting pot is broken to pieces after November the third. We are all in this 

together" the Texan said, and the White House should be used as a "bully pulpit" to 

foster unity and love among Americans. "United teams win and divided teams lose," 

he continued. "Our diversity is a strength, but we've turned it into a weakness ... We 

don't have time for hate." If you are "a hater of people," he declared, "I don't want 

your vote." 

33ibid. 
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Once more, Clinton joined the Perot chorus. "We don't have a person to 

waste in this country," the Democrat said. "We are being murdered economically 

because we have too many dropouts, we have too many low birthweight babies, we 

have too many drug addict kids, we have too much violence, we are too divided by 

race, by income, and by region ... If the American people cannot be brought together, 

we can't turn this country around; if we can come together, nothing, nothing can stop 

us. ,,34 

"I love this country; I love the principles it's founded on," Perot said. "I 

don't like to see the people in a deteriorating economy and a deteriorating country 

because the government has lost touch with the people. The people in Washington 

are good people, but we just have a bad system. We've got to change the system. 

It's time to do it because we have run up so much debt that time is no longer our 

friend ... Look at your children," he said, staring straight into the camera. "Think of 

their dreams, think of your dreams as a child, and ask yourself: isn't it time to stop 

talking about it, isn't it time to stop creating images, isn't it time to do it? Aren't 

you sick of being treated like an unprogrammed robot, [where] every four years they 

send you all kinds of messages to tell you how to vote, and then go back to business 

as usual?" So many have sacrificed so much for their country, he concluded. "The 

greatest repayment I can ever give ... is to recreate the American Dream for your 

34ibid. 
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children and grandchildren. "35 

Clinton stood to gain in stature from the debate, but as the frontrunner 

cruising at 50% or more in opinion polls, he also had much to lose. As CBS News' 

surveys director Kathleen Frankovic put it, "there were now two candidates of change 

and one incumbent. This new lineup gave Bush the chance to divide the opposition 

and present himself as an experienced leader. ,,36 The President's woes, however, 

continued to mount. Hours before the St. Louis encounter, 10,000 demonstrators 

gathered outside the White House to protest federal inaction in combatting AIDS. 

Bush protested that federal funding for AIDS had doubled under his administration, 

but just days earlier, Magic Johnson had withdrawn from the President's AIDS task 

force on the virus, saying there was "too much inaction." Such public condemnations 

fed characterizations of the incumbent as unfeeling and out of touch with the pain of 

average citizens. Even as he seized every opportunity to emphasize his foreign 

policy success, the President struggled to reassure voters that, given the opportunity, 

he would refocus on problems at home. During the St. Louis debate, for example, he 

announced that James Baker would be reassigned to direct domestic policy under a 

35ibid. 

36"Polls Show Lead By Clinton Holds," New York Times 12 October 1992, A12; 
David Lauter, "Bush Fails To Impress Uncommitted Voters," Los Angeles Times 13 
October 1992, A14; James M. Perry, "Perot Support Is Rising On His Showing In 
Debate," Wall Street Journal 14 October 1992, A3; Kathleen Frankovic, "Public 
Opinion in the 1992 Campaign,' in Gerald M. Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992: 
Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993), 120, 115. 
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second Bush administration. That anticipated "bombshell" passed nearly unnoticed, 

and the next day a White House press release disclosed that Bush would dismiss his 

three top economic advisors and that the entire cabinet would be asked to resign. 

After the election, the President said, he would decide who among them would be 

asked to leave or to stay. Nothing seemed to help. The dismal economic news 

continued, and the public remained most concerned about their economic future. 37 

Over the several days following the presidential debate, newspapers reported a 

4-to-6 point surge in Perot's popularity, which commentators attributed to the 

effectiveness of his first infomercial and to his performance against Bush and 

Clinton. Nearly two-thirds of post-debate poll respondents felt that either Perot or 

the Arkansan had "won" the first televised encounter and that President Bush had 

"lost." As expected, Perot's "bounce" came primarily at Clinton's expense, with the 

Democrat losing some 3-5 percentage points in the polls and President Bush's 

numbers holding steady at approximately 42 percent. 38 The Democrat continued to 

hold a substantial lead overall, and pundits viewed the President's cabinet reshuffling 

37Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, "Dud Baker Bomb," Washington Post 14 
October 1992, A21; Robin Toner, "Clinton, Fending Off Assaults, Retains Sizeable 
Lead," New York Times 15 October 1992, AI; PBS' "Washington Week in Review" 
(16 October 1992). 

38 Robin Toner, "Clinton, Fending Off Assaults, Retains Sizeable Lead," New 
York Times 15 October 1992, AI; Laurent Belsie, "Debate Success Puts Perot Team 
in Drive," Christian Science Monitor 15 October 1992, 7. 
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as more flailings by a dying candidacy. 39 

On October 13, two days after the initial Perot-Bush-Clinton confrontation, 

Dan Quayle, AI Gore, and James Stockdale squared off for the vice-presidential 

candidates' debate in Atlanta, Georgia. Gore and Quayle were combative from the 

beginning. Quayle assailed Democratic headliner Clinton's character, his 

trustworthiness, and his record as governor of Arkansas. Gore, saying Bush and 

Quayle had reacted "like deer caught in the headlights" when the country entered a 

recession, focused on the administration's failed economic theories which, borrowing 

a page from Perot, he repeatedly characterized as "trickle down" economics. 

"I think the American people can see from what's happening here why this 

country is in gridlock," said Stockdale, deploring the acrimony between his partners 

on stage. The retired admiral, however, added little to Perot's positions, even 

relinquishing time to the other debaters several times, admitting that he had nothing 

to add and wondering aloud "Why am I here?" On a number of occasions, Stockdale 

displayed a folksy humor, which balanced Gore's and Quayle's nasty repartee. The 

independent's wit, however, failed to overcome the general impression of 

unpreparedness that he conveyed to viewers. With another presidential debate 

scheduled just two days later, the Vice Presidential encounter presented a sideshow 

39Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, "Dud Baker Bomb," Washington Post 14 
October 1992, A21; Robin Toner, "Clinton, Fending Off Assaults, Retains Sizeable 
Lead," New York Times 15 October 1992, AI; PBS' "Washington Week in Review" 
(16 October 1992). 
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which only added to voter revulsion, and appeared to have scant impact on weekly 

poll results. 40 

In the second presidential debate, on October 15 in Richmond, Virginia, the 

three candidates sat on stools and fielded questions from a randomly selected 

audience of 209 undecided voters. The format, new to presidential encounters, 

resembled "town hall meetings" of the Democratic primaries, forums for which 

Clinton had shown a marked flair. Television commentators, noting that the 

President's lackluster performance in the first confrontation had not inspired voters, 

expected Bush to follow up Quayle's invective with an all-out attack of his own. He 

appeared ready, in fact, to do just that. "Governor Clinton's program will [addJ $150 

billion dollars in new taxes, [and] spend another 220," he said, warming up with a 

repetition of the disputed charges of his advertisements. The Richmond audience, 

however, stopped him cold. "The amount of time the candidates have spent in this 

campaign trashing their opponents character and their programs is depressingly 

large," noted one questioner. "Why can't your discussions and your proposals reflect 

the genuine complexity and the difficulty of the issues to try to build a consensus 

around the best aspects of all proposals?" 

4°Author's videotape; CNN comments following debate. On PBS' "Washington 
Week in Review" (16 October 1992), the Washington Post's Haynes Johnson noted 
that a New Jersey focus group which met the night after the vice presidential debate 
registered "disgust at the mudslinging [and] attacks ... They're alienated about politics 
as usual, about the press, Washington, the political parties, and they really don't want 
the dirty stuff, " Johnson concluded. 
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Perot quickly embraced the point, declaring that he had "been buying 30-

minute segments to talk about issues ... I couldn't agree more," he said. "Let's get 

off mud wrestling and personalities, and talk about jobs, health care, crime, and the 

things that concern the American people." Bush, however, insisted that "character is 

an issue ... [and] I am deeply troubled by someone who demonstrates and organizes 

demonstrations in a foreign land while his country is at war ... But the big argument 

I have with the Governor ... is his taking different positions on different issues," the 

Republican said. "You can't turn the White House into the waffle house; you've got 

to say what you're for. "41 

Nevertheless, another audience member insisted, "we have many needs" that 

should be addressed. "Can we focus on the issues, and not the personalities and the 

mud?" It "depends on how you define it," the President responded defensively. 

"There is a lot that goes into" being president that is "not specific ... In principle, 

though, I'll take your point, and think we ought to discuss child care or whatever" 

issues you want. 

"I'll take your pledge," Perot said. "I'll stay on the issues." 

"I, too, have been concerned by the tone and the tenor of this campaign," 

Clinton responded. "I'm not interested in his character; I want to change the 

character of the presidency ... I think you're right, and I hope the rest of this night 

41 Author's videotape; transcript in Washington Post 17 October 1992, A34. 
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belongs to you. "42 For the most part, it did. Charles McDowell of the Richmond 

Times-Dispatch, a frequent analyst on PBS news programs, found the way in which 

audience members asserted themselves remarkable. "They were tired of being treated 

as idiots," McDowell said. "They were tired of sound bites and trivializing, and they 

were determined to ask some questions -- and they did. "43 The assembled citizens 

demanded that the candidates elaborate their proposals to meet the challenges of 

international competition, rebuilding domestic infrastructure and creating jobs, crime, 

education, race relations, and political reform. While the candidates offered no new 

approaches, the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times agreed with 

McDowell's assessment, respectively calling the encounter a "relentlessly substantive 

exchange" and a "restrained focus on issues."44 Clinton was clearly more comfortable 

than his cohorts with the format -- he had, after all, suggested it -- and some 54 

percent of viewers contacted by opinion surveyors thought he "won" the encounter. 45 

42ibid. 

43PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (16 October 1992). 

44Howard Kurtz, '''People's Debate' Produced Relentlessly Substantive 
Exchange," Washington Post 17 October 1992, All; Jack Nelson and James 
Gerstenzang, "In a Restrained Second Debate, Candidates Focus on Issues," Los 
Angeles Times 16 October 1992, AI. See also "Citizen's Arrest" editorial, Christian 
Science Monitor 19 October 1992,20; and Maureen Dowd, "A No-Nonsense Sort of 
Talk Show on Issues, Issues, Issues," New York Times 17 October 1992, A 12. 

45Robert Shogan, "Clinton Sails Clearly Ahead in Format's Familiar Waters," Los 
Angeles Times 16 October 1992, AI; Kathleen A. Frankovic, "Public Opinion in the 
1992 Campaign," in Pomper, ed., The Election of 1992, 120. 
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In post-debate polls, Clinton recovered the ground he had lost to Perot, and President 

Bush continued to lag far behind.46 

One question asked in the debate seemed to summarize Bush's problems 

throughout the election year. "How has the national debt affected you personally," 

asked Marisa Hall, a young black woman, "and if it has not, how can you expect to 

understand our problems?" When the President began making general references to 

the pain everyone felt in hard times, both the questioner and the moderator, ABC's 

Carole Simpson, stopped him, demanding that he explain precisely how the recession 

had impacted him and his family. Bush struggled uncomfortably, saying at one point 

that he did not understand the question, then challenging the questioner to explain 

how she had been affected by the recession, and finally telling an anecdote about a 

poor church congregation which still failed to address the central point -- his own 

disconnection from the anguish of his constituents. 47 

Bush's domestic political liabilities increased further during the week when 

Attorney General Barr, under heavy Democratic pressure, finally named a special 

prosecutor to investigate pre-Gulf War loans to Iraq -- agricultural credits that may 

have been diverted by Saddam Hussein to military uses, thus creating the very demon 

46For poll results, see New York Times 18 October 1992, A26; Los Angeles 
Times 19 October 1992, A12; New York Times 20 October 1992, All. 

47 Author's videotape; transcript in Washington Post 17 October 1992, A34. 
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the Gulf War had been fought to eliminate.48 Then, Clinton and Gore kept the 

President on the defensive with charges of "dirty tricks" after the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation revealed, again the same week as the debates, that it was investigating 

charges that officials in the State Department had ordered an investigation of 

Clinton's and his mother's passport files. Lawrence Eagleberger, who succeeded 

James Baker as Secretary of State, expressed outrage that the allegations might be 

true, and announced that he would launch an internal investigation of the matter. 49 

Worse for the President, Clinton's bounce in opinion polls after the second 

debate failed to slow Perot's resurgence, despite news stories the day of the debate 

questioning his past business relationships with governmental units and detailing the 

magnitude of his wealth and his income tax payments, which, on a percentage basis, 

appeared relatively low. 50 Where such poorly-timed negative stories might have 

unraveled the independent in the spring, however, he reposted quickly in the fall, 

48PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (16 October 1992); R. Jeffrey Smith, 
"F.B.I.To Probe Handling OfBNL Report,"Washington Post 11 October 1992, AI, 
A28; R. Jeffrey Smith, "Bush Dealings With Saddam Questioned," Washington Post 
20 October 1992, A21; Elaine Sciolino, "Baker, Informing Iraquis of Credits, Asked 
for Help With Palestinians," New York Times 25 October 1992, AI. 

49PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (16 October 1992); Michael Kelly, 
"Clinton, On Tour of Western States, Chides GOP for Investigating His Mother," 
New York Times 23 October 1992, A21; Robert Pear, "Inquiry on Effort to Find 
Files, " New York Times 23 October 1992, A2I. 

50WaIt Bogdanich, "Perot's Former Concern Has Yet To Pay," Wall Street 
Journal 15 October 1992, AI6; "Perot Paid 6.8% of Income in Taxes," Wall Street 
Journal 15 October 1992, B 10. 
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repeatedly asserting during the debate that he and other Americans paid huge sums in 

taxes, but received poor services in return. He had been lucky in business, and had 

benefitted greatly from the unique opportunities available to Americans, he admitted, 

but that was why he felt a special obligation to serve now. 

Several airings of two more half-hour Perot infomercials during the week-long 

debate period also served to preempt any Bush recovery in opinion polls. In the 

first, again bolstered by charts, graphs, and diagrams, Perot presented further details 

of both his deficit-reduction plans and his proposals for political reform. Using a 

"voodoo stick" sent by a supporter as a pointer, he once more outlined the problems 

as he saw them: a rising deficit, declining personal income and purchasing power of 

the dollar, rising unemployment, increasing international competition and, at home, 

wealth concentrating at the top. "Trickle-down economics," Perot said, "didn't 

trickle ... We have 19th century capitalism in this country ... " Two thousand years 

ago, Perot said, holding up a checklist, the Roman Cicero offered a 4-point 

prescription for effective government: The budget should be balanced; the treasury 

should be refilled; public debt should be reduced; the arrogance of public officials 

should be controlled. As the Texan saw it, the challenges Americans faced in 1992 

called for the same solutions. 51 

First, balance the budget and refill the treasury with spending reductions, 

51Author's videotape. 
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caps on entitlement programs, tax increases, including a 5 year phase-in of a 50 cents 

per gallon gasoline tax, and targeted tax credits and investment spending to create 

new jobs. For the first time, said Newsweek's Howard Fineman, Perot offered "real 

numbers" for budgetary caps, programmatic reductions, and new taxing and spending 

proposals. 52 Holding up a diagram, Perot claimed that neither Bush's nor Clinton's 

plan would do much to reduce the federal deficit. I know you don't like parts of this 

plan, Perot said, "but if anyone has a better idea" to raise the same amounts of 

money and still be fair, we'll do that instead. "We can be flexible ... but the one 

thing we can't do is just sit here playing Lawrence Welk music (,Wunnerful, 

wunnerful, wunnerful'), doing nothing. ,,53 

To complete Cicero's program, the businessman said, "we've got to 

reorganize our government to win the economic war; we've got to get ourselves 

organized for the 21st century." The giant federal bureaucracy just "clutters up 

communications between the people and the leaders," he said. "We've got to change 

the whole organization in Washington to that people come there to serve us and not 

S2PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (16 October 1992). Besides his fifty-cents 
per gallon gasoline tax, which he would phase in at 10 cents per year over five years, 
Perot proposed increases in Medicare premiums and higher Social Security taxes for 
wealthy recipients, and targeted cuts in some capital-gains taxes. The latter proposal 
represented an attempt by the businessman to find a passable compromise between 
Clinton's calls for targeted incentives and Republican demands for an outright across
the-board reduction in capital gains levies. 

S3 Author's videotape. 
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to cash in; we've absolutely got to stop deficit spending;" and we need to "eliminate 

the tricks, the loopholes, and the improper accounting procedures. ,,54 "Passing the 

American Dream to our children," Perot concluded, "is vitally important to everyone 

of us. When I was a young man, it took less than two generations to double the 

standard of living in our country. Today, because of the way our country has been 

mismanaged, it will take more than twelve generations to double the standard of 

living." This will not be easy, he said, but "it will be a whole lot easier than the 

things people did for this country who came before us." The tough things in life are 

those which bring the most happiness and satisfaction, he declared. "Together we 

can do it; together we can do anything. ,,55 

Concerned that his demeanor in the first two infomercials and on the debate 

gridiron might have cast him as a dour prophet of gloom and doom, Perot on 

October 17 aired the first of three half-hour segments designed to "soften" his image. 

He abandoned the pedantic lecturing style of the first ad for a more relaxed 

"conversation" with a single moderator. The format allowed Perot to present stories 

from his childhood that informed his personal mythos, value system, and philosophy: 

his mother's concern for passing hoboes; learning to be a "day trader" under his 

54ibid. To reform the "political mess," Perot called for a $1,000 cap on 
individual contributions, elimination of "all possibilities of special interests giving 
large sums of money to candidates," and free access to blocks of broadcast media 
time for political contenders. 

55ibid. 
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father's tutelage; breaking horses, selling Christmas cards, delivering papers in 

Texarkana, and learning to identify with all segments of the community in the 

process. "My parents realized their dreams through" my older sister Bette and I, the 

billionaire concluded. "It [was] a great way to grow up," he said, and all young 

people should have such an opportunity. 56 

As with his first long commercial, Perot again confounded advertising experts, 

outdrawing regular television programs, forcing his opponents to respond with more 

ads of their own, and blazing the way toward new methods of campaigning for 

national office. 57 As the billionaire began buying blocks of time to present still more 

infomercials in the last two weeks of October, he forced Clinton and Bush to increase 

their television expenditures. The Republicans and Democrats were hard pressed to 

keep pace.58 As Peter Hart, a Democratic pollster, noted, "Ross Perot continues to be 

56Murphy Martin and Ross Perot, "Conversation" part 1 (17 October 1992), 
Author's videotape. 

57"Perot Outscores Regular Shows," New York Times 20 October 1992, A 18; 
David J. Jefferson and Thomas R. King, "Slice it, Dice it," Wall Street Journal 22 
October 1992, AI; Joe Mandese, "Imagine This," Advertising Age 2 November 1992, 
1-2; Bill Carter, "Perot Gave Networks A Race," New York Times 3 November 
1992, A14. 

58Richard L. Berke, "Perot Leads in $40 Million TV Ad Blitz," New York Times 
27 October 1992, A19. Berke reported that Perot had spent $19.8 million on 
commercials on the three major networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC), while Bush and 
Clinton had spent $17.5 million and $5.4 million, respectively. Taking all 
advertising into consideration, Perot had spent $26 million, "more than double what 
either President Bush or Governor Bill Clinton had spent, according to the Federal 
Election Commission." See also Elizabeth Kolbert, "Perot Spending More on Ads 
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the catalyst in the 1992 election. His vote is going to determine which direction 

states go, and we have not yet seen the last chapter. ,,59 In 26 days after reentering 

the race, the upstart Texan spent $37 billion dollars, much of it on the television 

programs, and in the final two weeks he planned to spend even more, "turning his 

campaign into a kind of mini-series, " in the words of one journalistic wag. 60 "The 

two campaigns are reacting nervously to Perot's spending spree, unable to gauge the 

impact of the first independent candidate who can single-handedly outspend the 

major-party nominees, " reported the Washington Post. 61 Kathleen Hall Jamieson, 

dean of the Annenberg School of Communications at the University of Pennsylvania, 

also saw another danger. Perot's longer infomercials "may make Mr. Bush and Mr. 

Clinton's advertising look superficial," Jamieson warned, registering her surprise that 

"the Republican and Democratic candidates were not buying longer blocs of time to 

broadcast their speeches. ,,62 

Low on funds by this time, the major party candidates lacked the financial 

wherewithal to reconfigure their advertising plans. Instead, they continued to rely on 

Than Any Candidate Before, " New York Times 28 October 1992, AI, A 17. 

59Elizabeth Kolbert, "Uh-Oh, Perot," New York Times 25 October 1992, El. 

6OHoward Kurtz, "Perot Escalates Costly TV Ad Blitz," Washington Post 27 
October 1992, AI, A13. 

6libid. 

62Elizabeth Kolbert, "Perot's 30-Minute TV Ads Defy the Experts, Again," New 
York Times 27 October 1992, A19. 
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traditional printed campaign materials, television talk show appearances, and 

interactive radio, television, and print forums to get their messages out. President 

Bush's campaign increasingly had little to lose from pressing an all-out attack, 

despite the public's displeasure with negative advertising. Journalists, including PBS 

commentator Robert McNeil, regarded the third and last presidential debate, on 

October 19 at East Lansing, Michigan, as the "final chance for President Bush to 

break the pattern that opinion polling has consistently given this race. None of the 

previous debates have narrowed the wide lead enjoyed by Governor Clinton since 

Labor Day," McNeil noted, and "some of the latest polls, in fact, show that the lead 

is even wider. ,,63 

Bush finally got center stage in the third encounter, but Clinton immediately 

seized the offensive, condemning Bush's failed "trickle-down" economic policies and 

insisting that new investments for job creation, education and health system reform, 

and public works construction could be financed through cuts in defense and other 

programs, and through taxes on "only the wealthiest two percent" of Americans. 

"Mr. and Mrs. America," retorted Bush, "when you hear him say, 'We're only going 

to tax only the rich,' watch your wallet. I oppose "trickle-down" government, the 

President continued, trying to reframe Clinton's effective soundbite by maintaining 

once more that "less government, not more, is the answer." Voters should be glad, 

63 Author's videotape. 
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he concluded, "to have a president who will stand up to a spending congress. ,,64 

The problem with Mr. Clinton's plan, Perot remarked, is that "it doesn't 

balance the budget ... My plan balances the budget within six years, with fair, shared 

sacrifice. ,,65 

"I disagree with Mr. Perot's plans" to increase gasoline taxes that will hurt the 

middle class, Clinton responded. "His own analysis shows that unemployment will 

be slightly higher in 1995 than it is today. As far as what Mr. Bush says, he is the 

one who raised taxes on the middle class after saying he wouldn't. Just this year," the 

Democrat went on, "Mr. Bush vetoed a tax increase on the wealthy that gave middle 

class tax relief -- he vetoed middle class tax relief this year." Moreover, he argued, 

the current administration has increased, not decreased, federal spending. "The 

middle class is hurting. ,,66 

"All you hear about is how bad things are," Bush lamented, saying that with 

lower interest rates and lower inflation made people better off. An unemployed 

worker, he admitted, was not better off, "but he's not going to be better off if you 

grow the government." Similarly, while granting that the deficit was a problem, he 

suggested that the best solution to that would be a balanced-budget amendment to the 

64ibid. 

65ibid. 

66ibid. 
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u.s. constitution and line-item veto, to "control the big spending congress." Failing 

that, he said, he would continue to wield the veto powers granted the president, and 

reject any legislation that contained unacceptable governmental expansions. 67 

In further remarks, Bush signalled the text of his strategy for the final two 

weeks of the campaign. Hammering on his "trust" theme while seeking to portray 

Clinton as another "tax and spend" Democrat, Bush maintained that the Governor had 

"run Arkansas into the ground" and he would do the same to the United States. 

Worse, the President claimed, Clinton "has a pattern" of embracing both sides of 

issues and failing to face up to facts. By way of evidence, he cited the Democrat's 

expressed desire to raise gasoline mileage standards on American made cars, versus 

his commitment to increase auto industry jobs, his wish to negotiate further 

safeguards under the pending North American Free Trade Agreement, and his various 

statements concerning his draft status and his position opposing the Vietnam war 23 

years earl ier. 68 

Perot, asked to respond before Clinton, replied that "I appreciate the 

sacrifices" made by our people in the military and their families. However, "I look 

on" Clinton's youthful stand on the war and military service "as history. I don't look 

on it as relevant, and I consider it really a waste of time tonight when you consider 

67ibid. 

68ibid. 
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the issues that face our country. ,,69 In the unfolding collapse of banks and Savings 

and Loan institutions, for example, the major party candidates disagreed on the 

magnitude of the S&L problem, but agreed that extensive financial reform was in 

order. Perot, however, condemned "the rotten system" in Washington D.C. 

Lobbyists using "stolen PAC money," he claimed, convinced elected officials from 

both parties to belittle the problem and ignore it, and now taxpayers would have to 

foot the bill. Similarly, in foreign trade, "our country had sold out to foreign 

lobbyists," the billionaire asserted. By way of example, he claimed, "in ten years we 

will not be building airplanes in this country" because foreign companies, with 

representatives working in the campaigns, are in the process now of absorbing major 

American airlines. "We don't have free trade," Perot exclaimed. "Both parties have 

foreign lobbyists on leave in key roles in their campaigns," he said, and "I would like 

for them to look you in the eye and tell you why. ,,70 

"I believe that Ross is right, and that we do need some restrictions on 

lobbyists," Clinton agreed. The President's "waffling" argument, however, shows 

"what is wrong with Mr. Bush," Clinton said. "You have to be for it or against it, 

you can't make it better." I believe, the Democrat continued, "that the American 

69ibid. Perot's 1992 comments assumed an ironic twist in 1994 when, as off-year 
congressional campaigning wound down, the billionaire called President Clinton a 
"draft-dodger, "and questioned his audacity in ordering American troops to Haiti and 
the Persian Gulf, given Clinton's lack of military experience. 

7°ibid. 
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people are sick and tired of either-or solutions, with people being pushed into corners 

and polarized by extremes. I think they want someone with common sense, who will 

do what is best for the American people." Moreover, "I cannot believe he's accusing 

me of getting on both sides. He said trickle-down economics was voodoo economics 

[in 1980]; now he's its biggest practitioner ... It's time for us to stop talking about 

each other and get back to talking about the issues facing our country. ,,71 

"I admit my mistakes," said Bush, again insisting that Clinton had displayed 

"a pattern" of unwillingness to admit errors and indiscretions. "I should have held 

out for a better deal" in the 1991 budget agreement (when he broke his "read my 

lips" pledge), he admitted. Clinton, however, "has never admitted a mistake," 

asserted Bush.72 

"This is about accepting responsibility for your actions," Perot rejoined. 

"80th parties deserve blame" for the 1991 budget which, the businessman claimed, 

raised spending one dollar and eighty-three cents for every dollar in taxes raised. 

"This was not a way to pay down the deficit, this was a trick on the American 

people, [and] that's not leadership ... If you create Saddam Hussein over a ten-year 

period, using billions of dollars in U.S. taxpayer money, step up to the plate and say 

7libid. Clinton referred here to the 1980 presidential campaign when George 
8ush, running in Republican primaries against Ronald Reagan, had characterized the 
supply-side theories of Milton Friedman and other Reagan economic advisors as 
"voodoo economics. " 

72ibid. 
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Kuwait, and then got upset when he took the whole thing," Perot charged. 73 
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"That's outrageous," President Bush burst out. "That goes to the national 

honor. .. we never told Saddam Hussein he could have the northern half of Kuwait. ,,74 

"If you create [Panamanian strongman Manuel] Noriega, using taxpayer 

money, step up to the plate and say 'it was a mistake, '" Perot went on. "That's 

leadership, folks," he concluded, and "in our government, no one takes responsibility 

for anything. ,,75 

President Bush could barely contain his anger, but the damage was done. 

Perot had managed to place the incumbent in a defensive posture on foreign policy, 

his one ostensible strength, and as journalists continued to investigate the 

administration's pre-Gulf War relationship with Iraq during the last days of the 

campaign, the billionaire's charges seemed to contain at least a germ of accuracy.76 

When panelists asked Perot about allegations that he routinely investigated 

rivals and employees, he seized the opportunity to moderate journalistic accusations. 

Like other business people, he said, he had been involved in lawsuits, and 

investigators had been retained. "This is common," Perot maintained. Making 

73ibid. 

74ibid. 

75ibid. 

76ibid. 
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anything more of it was just Republican "dirty tricks ... I started this campaign as one 

person and came out another. " 

Similarly, when commentator Lehrer brought up the billionaire's alleged 

tendency to retreat in difficult situations, Perot responded that "again and again, on 

complex issues, I have stayed the course, " even defying threats against his family by 

the North Vietnamese and others. "I'm spending my money on this campaign; the 

two parties are spending yours -- taxpayers' money. I've put my wallet on the table 

for you and your children, he insisted. ,,77 

In the last two weeks of this campaign, the populist billionaire concluded, "we 

will be going full steam ahead to make sure that you get a voice and that you get 

your country back." "Can we govern?," Perot asked, once again turning to face 

directly into the camera. "The 'we' is you and me. You bet your hat we can 

govern," he declared indignantly, "because we will be in there together ... Together 

we can get anything done." Who, he asked rhetorically, is the best qualified person 

to create jobs, to manage money, to get results and not talk, and to manage your 

estate and pension funds. Voters, he suggested, should consider casting their ballots 

for someone experienced at doing those things.7!l 

While the last debate was Bush's strongest performance, he still "lost" the 

77ibid. 

7!libid. 
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debate among viewers surveyed.79 Pundits expected one last push from the 

incumbent, but began predicting a possible electoral college landslide victory for 

Clinton. For the first time, some began discussing the possibility that 1992 could 

prove to be a "watershed" election, ending 12 years of Republican rule with a 

generational shift, a major reorientation of economic policy, and a newly energized --

and more centrist -- Democratic coalition. 80 

On the campaign trail, Bush finally appeared revitalized in public 

appearances, challenging his critics and condemning the media with equal vigor. The 

President, however, continued to reject the idea, embraced by Clinton, Perot, and, 

apparently, much of the electorate, that domestic economic conditions called for new 

governmental initiatives. Clinton's negatives rose and Bush recovered somewhat in 

the week after debate number three, but the Democrat maintained an average lead of 

8 to 12 points in opinion polls, with President Bush still "stuck," as one observer put 

it, "at about 30%. ,,81 Clinton was running so strongly in the states targeted by his 

strategists that he began campaigning in several of Bush's strongholds, hoping to 

79Kathleen A. Frankovic, "Public Opinion in the 1992 Campaign," in Pomper, 
ed., The Election of 1992, 120. 23 % of respondents thought Bush "won," while 30 % 
gave the nod to Perot and another 30% favored Clinton. 

8°PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (16 October 1992). 

8IPBS' "Washington Week in Review" (23 October 1992). 
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achieve an electoral mandate and make the election a watershed in fact. 82 

"The President is still swinging away at Bill Clinton, hoping to pull things out 

with a big rally in these closing days," PBS's Paul Duke commented on October 23, 

"but the only rally thus far seems to be in the direction of Ross Perot, whose 

campaign is taking on new life. "83 Perot did appear to be the chief beneficiary of 

Bush's eleventh-hour efforts, rising as high as 24 % in one poll, and continuing to 

force the President to make additional stops in Texas, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, 

states that likely would have long since embraced the Republican's cause except for 

the presence of the upstart independent candidate. 84 While "you can't say on the 

basis of anything we know tonight that [Perot] is in a position to win, " columnist 

David Broder remarked, "what you can say with considerable evidence is that he has 

the greatest upside potential in these last 10 days of any of the three candidates." 

With near-daily new "disclosures of officials rummaging through the files, 

trying to get something on Bill Clinton," reporters gathered on PBS's "Washington 

Week in Review" said, the Bush administration "seems to be coming apart at the 

82Timothy Noah and John Harwood, "Clinton Marches Through GOP Country as 
Bush Patrols Citadel in the South," Wall Street Journal 22 October 1992, A16. 

83PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (23 October 1992). 

84Jack Nelson, "Bush Shaves Clinton Lead as Perot Gains," Los Angeles Times 
26 October 1992, A14; David Shribman and Timothy Noah, "Perot's Support is 
Surging," Wall Street Journal 26 October 1992, A3; CNN/USA Today polls recorded 
the following favorablility ratings for Perot: 20% on September 30, 32 % on October 
12, 50% on October 24. 
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seams. ,,85 The President showed the strain when at one point he referred to the 

Democrat as a "bozo," and to his running mate AI Gore as "ozone man" because of 

his well-known environmentalist advocacy.86 For their part, Clinton's strategists 

noted the shifting tides of opinion, and quietly returned to their original campaign 

schedule and game plan, concentrating on 32 key states with 376 electoral votes, 

more than enough to seal their ticket's victory.87 The Democrats played their 

frontrunner's role admirably, lamenting the "sad display" of an incumbent "desperate" 

enough to stoop to petty character assassination. 

Then, at the very moment the polls showed him resurging into, at least, a 

spoiler's role, Perot chose to revisit his springtime charges of Republican "dirty 

tricks." In an October 26 appearance on the CBS television program "60 Minutes," 

he told an interviewer that he had not withdrawn in July because of a "resurgent 

85PBS' "Washington Week in Review" (23 October 1992). 

86ibid.; Andrew Rosenthal, "A Battle of the Negatives," New York Times 31 
October 1992, A I, A 7; Edward Walsh and Ann Devroy, "Candidates Pinpointing Key 
States," Washington Post 31 October 1992, A II; "Overheard," Newsweek 120 (9 
November 1992): 21. See also Bill McAllister and Ruth Marcus, "Presidential Race 
Looks Tighter, Washington Post 25 October 1992, AI, A19. 

87Robin Toner, "Contest Tightens as Perot Resurges and Clinton Slips," New 
York Times 25 October 1992, AI; Bill McAllister and Ruth Marcus, "Presidential 
Race Looks Tighter," Washington Post 25 October 1992, AI; John Dillin, "Clinton's 
Lead Sags," Christian Science Monitor 26 October 1992, 1; Gwen Ifill, "Clinton, 
Forging Discipline, Vision, and Luck," New York Times 5 November 1992, AI, B3. 
See also Craig Smith, National Public Radio's "Weekend edition" (31 October 1992), 
for Clinton national field director's remarks on late campaign strategies. 
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Democratic party," as he had claimed at the time. Rather, he said, he dropped out 

because he had received "a report that there was a plan to smear my daughter 

Carolyn, who was about to be married on August 23 and, believe it or not, fto) 

disrupt the church service at her wedding." The smear, he said, involved a doctored 

photograph, and while his source was a "high-level Republican" official, Perot could 

produce no evidence to prove his allegations. 88 

"Odd and disturbing" wrote columnist David Broder; "a touch unhinged," the 

Washington Post's Richard Cohen editorialized. "I think the news media needs to 

take a look at this because they're the only ones left who can investigate and prevent 

us from electing a paranoid person who has delusions," said White House spokesman 

Marlon Fitzwater. "This man simply cannot see the truth. ,,89 Stories appearing in 

major newspapers over the next few days reviewed the Armitage episode, the 

billionaire's old assertions of death threats from the North Vietnamese and the Black 

Panthers, and his alleged penchant to see conspiracies and launch investigations, and 

the public apparently agreed with the pundits this time, as overnight polls reflected 

88Richard L. Berke, "Perot Says He Quit in July To Thwart GOP 'Dirty Tricks, '" 
New York Times 26 October 1992, AI, A12; Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, 
"Charges Revisited Bitterly By Perot," with excerpts from Perot press conference, 
Washington Post 27 October 1992, AI, A12. 

89Steven A. Holmes, "Bush Aide Calls Perot's Story 'Paranoid, '" New York 
Times 27 October 1992, A 1. See also Paul Richter and Sara Fritz, "Perot Charges 
Plot Forced Him Out; 'Loony,' GOP Says," Los Angeles Times 26 October 1992, 
AI, A18-AI9. 
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that voters simply did not believe Perot's accusations. 90 From a high of 22-24 % of 

the prospective popular vote on October 23, he dropped as low as 14% by October 

28. NBC's "Nightline" ran a special expose on Perot's "paranoias" on October 26; 

comics on the same network's "Saturday Night Live" variety show mimicked him, 

and, while Swindle and other UWSA leaders struggled to refocus on the economy 

and political reform, Perot's central issues, Bush aides diligently kept the billionaire's 

allegations alive for days with repeated denials and calls for investigations. 91 

Meanwhile, the President's own negative ratings could hardly go higher, and 

with just over a week to go until election day, he continued the attack strategy he had 

pursued for months. Perot had seemingly dropped out of the picture for the second 

time in 1992, and President Bush's numbers finally began to inch upward, giving 

Republicans a faint hope of pulling out a last-minute victory. White House aides 

scheduled more campaign stops and appearances, bought more television time, and 

began attacking their opponents with a renewed sense of vigor. Clinton and Gore 

90David S. Broder, "Odd and Disturbing," Washington Post 27 October 1992, 
A19; Richard Cohen, "A Touch Unhinged," Washington Post 27 October 1992, A19; 
Michael Kelly, "Perot Shows Penchant For Seeing Conspiracy," New York Times 26 
October 1992, A12; John M. Broder, "Perot's Penchant For Suspicion Not New," Los 
Angeles Times 27 October 1992, AIS. 

91David Schribman and James M. Perry, "Perot's Support Slips, But Impact in 
Race Remains," Wall Street Journal 30 October 1992, A 16; Robert Goldberg, "The 
Candidates Get Their Comeuppance," Wall Street Journal 26 October 1992, A 14; 
NBC's "Saturday Night Live" (1 November 1992); Kevin Sack, "Perot Aides Try To 
End Story," New York Times 28 October 1992, A 17. 



349 

responded in kind. 

The Texas billionaire, however, refused to go away. Between October 25 and 

November 3, he proceeded with repeated airings of more infomercial installments. 

The first one, entitled "Business Success and Leadership," featured descriptions of the 

various endeavors that informed his "rugged individualist" mythos: the POW IMIA 

missions, the Tehran rescue, the General Motors confrontation, and efforts to spread 

his entrepreneurial philosophy. In the second half hour program, Perot's wife, his 

son, and his daughters reminisced about their family life together, and extolled the 

patriarch's values and vision. "My family feels an obligation to serve you because 

we have been so fortunate," Perot said, concluding the episode. Then, in yet another 

protracted "conversation," "How to Build a Business and Create Jobs," Perot 

reframed his business career to suggest that others could succeed similarly, and to 

argue that his experience made him the best hope for the future in a country facing 

tough economic choices. Closing his case, the billionaire challenged voters to bypass 

the media: "You've got to stop letting these people tell you who to vote for," he 

said. "You've got to stop letting these folks in the press tell you you're throwing 

your vote away. You've got to start using your own head. "92 

Amazingly, Perot's drop in the polls following the "60 Minutes" accusations 

proved short-lived, and his support began to rise again in surveys taken in the final 

92Howard Kurtz, "Perot Escalates Costly TV Ad Blitz," Washington Post 27 
October 1992, AI; Author's videotape. 
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days before November 3. In television talk show appearances and on the stump in 

New Jersey and Pennsylvania, Perot continued to pound away at President Bush. 

Votes for Bush "are the wasted votes," the businessman-candidate told reporters at 

one stop.93 Analysts were surprised, having expected Perot to attack frontrunner 

Clinton because, as CNN's Ken Bodie observed, "for Perot to go up, they have to go 

down. ,,94 The billionaire, however, continued to primarily target the incumbent until 

after October 30. 9S 

On that day, Special Prosecutor Lawrence Walsh drove the last nail into 

President Bush's political coffin when he issued a report detailing evidence linking 

former Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger to the Iran-Contra affair. The report 

93Sara Fritz, "Perot Says Votes For Bush Are Wasted," Los Angeles Times 30 
October 1992, A20; Kevin Sack, "Perot Assails The President," New York Times I 
November 1992, A31. 

94Author's videotape of Vice Presidential debate (13 October 1992); Thomas B. 
Edsall and Mark Stencel, "Clinton Would Feel Effect of Perot Entry," Washington 
Post 26 September 1992, A9; Jack Nelson, "Clinton Worries Perot May Split Anti
Bush Vote," Los Angeles Times 1 October 1992, AI; David S. Broder, "The X 
Factor," Washington Post 13 October 1992, A21; Robert L. Dilenschneider, "There's 
Still A Way For Bush To Win," New York Times 18 October 1992, F13; Kevin 
Sack, "Perot Intensifies His Ad Campaign," New York Times 22 October 1992, A21; 
Cathleen Decker, "Clinton Keeps His Eye On Rearview Mirror -- For Spector Of 
Ross Perot," Los Angeles Times 27 October 1992, A14; Michael Isikoff, "Perot, In A 
Change of Tactics, Directs Fierce Attack At Front-Runner Clinton, "Washington Post 
2 November 1992, A 16. 

9SSteven A. Holmes, "Perot Assails Rivals," New York Times 2 November 1992, 
A14; Michael Isikoff, "Perot, In A Change of Tactics, Directs Fierce Attack at Front
Runner Clinton," Washington Post 2 November 1992, A 16. 
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clearly contradicted President Bush's denials of involvement, placing him in at least 

one crucial meeting which he had disclaimed knowledge of, where details of the 

operation were discussed. Vice President Quayle and others reacted angrily, calIing 

the timing of the report's promulgation a politicalIy-motivated "October surprise." 

That charge, however, failed to generate much support since Walsh had an 

unblemished nonpartisan reputation, and in any case had promised that the report 

would be forthcoming before the election. He simply met the agreed-upon deadline 

when he released the document. 

"Now, who's untrustworthy," Bill Clinton asked, finalIy making the argument 

he had studiously avoided for fear of appearing disrespectful of the presidency or 

offending disaffected voters. 96 The election of 1992, for alI practical purposes, was 

over. As Ross Perot observed, "he [Bush] is history. ,,97 

96F. Christopher Arterton, "Campaign '92: Strategies and Tactics of the 
Candidates," in Pomper, ed. The Election of 1992, 86-87. 

97John M. Broder, "Perot CalIs Vote For Bush the Wasted One," Los Angeles 
Times 1 November 1992, AI. 
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The presidency "is a thankless, slimy job; so why is Perot after it?" asked Los 

Angeles Times political analyst J. Michael Kennedy early in the 1992 campaign. 1 

Few in the national media ever understood that actually getting the candidate elected 

was not -- except for a brief, euphoric period in June -- the main objective of this 

campaign. "Ross Perot never had any great desire to be President, or even really to 

run for the presidency," the tycoon's close friend and longtime advisor Thomas D. 

Barr told New York Times reporter Michael Kelly. "I think," said Barr, "that to 

move to dialogue ... was always the whole point of the exercise, even at the 

beginning. ,,2 Tom Luce, Perot's longtime legal advisor and campaign manager until 

July 16, 1992, did not disagree. "I told Perot early on that he could not win," Luce 

recalled two years later. "But," Luce emphasized, "I felt there was a purpose to be 

served. He could set the agenda; he could have an impact on the country. ,,3 

Perot's emphasis on the interwoven issues of moral, intellectual, and financial 

insolvency and gridlock in Washington, D.C. belied the media's charge of 

IJ. Michael Kennedy, "It's A Thankless, Slimy Job," Los Angeles Times 19 April 
1992, AI. 

2Michael Kelly, "The Center of Attention," New York Times 2 October 1992, 
AI. 

3 Author's interview (12 July 1994). 
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"vagueness." The billionaire, to the contrary, attributed his popularity in 1992 to the 

public's concern about those issues, and to their feelings of helplessness in the face 

of disintegration of their ideals. ,,4 Perot's own experiences informed his dismay at 

both the magnitude of the nation's bankruptcy and the degree of incompetence and 

corruption at the highest levels of government. Clearly, the businessman's focus was 

riveted on the financial crisis he perceived -- all of his other positions, including his 

political reform agenda, sprang from that overarching issue. "With respect to the 

Perot voters," however, Tom Luce mused that "they saw the deficit as a symptom of 

a corrupt system... a process of government that could not balance the budget and 

could not get spending under control -- because of special interests, because of the 

way the political system operated ... " For the majority of people attracted to Perot, 

Luce argued, the debt was simply "the biggest, most visible symptom of a 

government that did not work. ,,5 The billionaire's strength crystallized, however, 

when Citizen Perot articulated this frustration, felt by so many, with "the system, " 

and combined it with a compelling appeal for them to take action, to revitalize the 

American Dream for themselves and their children. 

Ross Perot's personal vision of the American Dream developed in the 

community of his childhood, the Ark-La-Tex (Arkansas-Louisiana-Texas) region, 

4Carolyn Barta, Perot and His People: Disrupting the Balance of Political Power 
(Ft. Worth, TX: Summit Group, 1993), 155. 

5Author's interview (12 July 1994). 
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where three southern states meet and populist politics still resonate after more than 

100 years. Tempered by depression and war, his ideas developed further in the post

World War II world, at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, and in the Navy 

during the early years of the cold war. His perspective matured at the International 

Business Machines Corporation, at his own pathbreaking company, Electronic Data 

Systems (EDS), and in the context of his highly publicized personal crusades against 

crime, for better public education, and in support of American hostages and prisoners 

of war. Perot's vision was grounded in traditional images and values: rugged 

individualism on the one hand; community, family, and country on the other. Of 

necessity, it was a vision of generalities, if for no other reason than that 

individualistic ideals must so often be compromised to serve the needs and ideals of 

the larger community. More significantly for the 1992 presidential campaign, Perot's 

ideological framework had to remain couched in generalities because his supporters 

often disagreed with the positions he took on specific issues. Miller Hicks, for 

example, objected to the billionaire's positions on abortion, foreign trade, health care 

reform, and taxation. He also opposed much of his candidate's deficit reduction 

program, and disapproved of Mr. Perot's personal financing of the campaign, rather 

than raising money through community fundraisers. Yet Hicks headed the Perot 

effort in Austin, Texas, until the businessman's July retreat. "I liked what he said," 

Hicks explained. "The disagreement did not come about until later. It was the 

magic of the moment; it was the time, when this guy came out of nowhere on a 
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white horse and said, 'Come with me, and we'll climb the mountain together. ,,6 

From the beginning of the campaign, pundits and the other presidential 

hopefuls had to take Perot seriously because of his strength in spring polls, because 

of the peculiarities of the American presidential electoral system by which a strong 

third party showing could cast the United States House of Representatives as 

kingmakers, and because of the candidate's fabulous personal wealth. By 1992, 

moreover, Perot had accumulated impressive credentials as a windmill-tilter. His 

adventures had tended to result in apparent defeat, yet in the thick of battle he often 

acted as a lightening rod for change, and, perhaps more importantly, had left lasting 

impressions on hundreds of thousands of Americans. In crusade after crusade, 

whether rescuing Americans abroad or saving corporate America from itself, Perot's 

actions could hardly have been better stage-managed to make him a popular folk-

hero: knight-errant champion of the little guy. Certainly, few public figures shaped 

their own public image more than Ross Perot. In molding the "myth," as he himself 

called it, Perot demanded editorial control over books and films documenting his 

exploits, and maintained tight security around his home, his business, and his 

personal Iife.7 Over the years, he consciously created a highly personalized corporate 

6Author's interview (9 July 1994). 

7David Remnick, "H. Ross Perot: The Boy Scout Billionaire," Washington Post 
Magazine 12 April 1987,28; Mason, Perot, 8; Sandy Sheehy, "The Very Private 
World Of Ross Perot," Money 21 (August 1992): 104. 
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identity for his business: commando-executives, intimidated by none, driven to serve, 

honest to a fault, and willing to do whatever it took to win the day. 

Except for the Tehran rescue, all of Perot's most famous exploits on behalf of 

various little guys failed in the short term, but succeeded in a number of larger 

senses. For example, although he did not manage to alter Chief Executive Officer 

Roger Smith's plans for downsizing and reordering priorities at General Motors, 

Perot focused corporate attention on the need to return to a creed of business 

excellence in order to compete in the global marketplace and restore America's 

industrial base. Similarly, Perot failed to alter the ethics of Wall Street and lost 

millions when the duPont brokerage he had come to substantially own closed its 

doors forever in 1974 -- but even the curmudgeons at Barron's financial weekly 

preferred his evangelistic traditionalism over the Byzantine snobbery of self-satisfied 

middlemen who gloated over his exit. 8 Finally, while Perot failed in his efforts to 

del iver Christmas packages to American prisoners of war and to force a confrontation 

between North Vietnamese officials and POW families in Paris in 1969, evidence 

suggests that his missions did result in somewhat better treatment for the prisoners. 

Moreover, in gathering supporters of POWs and MIAs under an umbrella 

organization, "United We Stand," Perot laid a foundation for his potent political run 

of 1992. Combining an organizational base established for two decades with an 

8Robert M. Bleiberg, "Don Quixote Unhorsed," Barron's 28 January 1974, 7. 
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updated appeal to traditional American political values made a strong third party 

showing somewhat inevitable, given the general public revulsion in 1992 with the 

political status quo. A personal tradition of losing battles but winning wars only 

cemented Perot's appeal to a voter segment which had come to see themselves as 

perennial underdogs. 

In addition, over the years Perot had demonstrated a remarkable consistency 

in his political values and beliefs, as reflected in the actions he took and the public 

pronouncements he made. In 1986, for example, Perot told television newscaster 

David Brinkley that "the United States belongs to its people, and each person in the 

U.S. has an obligation to do whatever he can within limits to make it a better 

country. ,,9 "Read the constitution," Perot counseled audiences in 1991. We, not the 

elected officials, lobbyists, and hangers-on "are the people who own this country. If 

there are 250 million of us, you and I each own 1I250-millionth of this country ... 

We've got to start acting like owners. ,,10 Clearly, by 1992, Ross Perot possessed a 

fully developed personal political ideology. Speaking the language of traditional 

populism -- the individual versus the collective colossus in whatever guise -- Perot 

nevertheless understood that the modern world required corporate organizational 

9ABC's "This Week With David Brinkley" (7 December 1986). 

IORoss Perot, "Speech to Symposium for Better Government in Tampa, Florida 
(November 2, 1991)," transcript in Ken Gross, Ross Perot: The Man Behind the 
Myth (New York, NY: Random House, 1992),209. 
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forms, even on a grand scale. He was not an anti-big government, anti-big business 

demagogue of the type that periodically emerges in the United States. Like the 

Norman Rockwell characters he admired, Perot offered an exceptionally paradoxical 

but nevertheless profoundly traditional vision of American politics -- a corporate 

populism, in which individuals are asked to see themselves as joint stockholders in 

the body politic, and to act accordingly as owners. 

The structure of Perot's vision was modern, but its basis was as old as the 

republic itself. Thomas Jefferson, for example, sought an America of small holding 

farmers, tilling their plots of land or producing manufactured goods in cottages -- yet 

Jefferson laid the basis for American empire by purchasing the Louisiana territory, 

and his followers forever abandoned his yeoman vision when they accepted the 

principles of tariff protection for industrial development, government finance of 

public infrastructure, and national banking. Jefferson's chief rival, Alexander 

Hamilton, never embraced the democrat's ideal of republican yeomanry, envisioning 

instead a great American empire of sprawling cities, great factories, and global trade 

-- yet Hamilton often employed the rhetoric of individualism in support of his 

corporatist vision. Herbert Croly, founder and editor of the influential The New 

Republic magazine from 1914 to 1930, and a noted theoretician of "progressivism," 

celebrated the tendencies of both Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson to seek 

"Jeffersonian ends by Hamiltonian means" -- and insisted that such a paradoxical 
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ideology was possible. 11 Perot's vision was hardly more radical or incoherent, and 

hardly less popular for all of its inconsistency -- the Texan's ideological compass lay 

squarely at the center of American political traditions. 12 

Perot's personal American Dream conflicted on fine points with the individual 

dreams of his many followers, but the difficulty of building a coalition around 

conflicting needs and wants is one of the principle problems any political 

organization faces. Perot's "United We Stand" was no exception. Again, however, 

the American political tradition is fraught with such incongruities. In seeking to 

protect the liberties of individuals while simultaneously promoting a more perfect 

union, Americans display human longings. While pursuing wealth they lament the ill 

effects of materialism, and reveal the logical inconsistency of the human condition. 

Looking to the past, they place their hope in the future, and seek a path -- a political 

IIHerbert Croly, The Promise of American Life (New York, NY: Macmillan, 
1909), passim. Croly wielded enormous influence during the late 1990s and into the 
early years of the twentieth century as a member of Henry Adams' Washington, D.C. 
salon, which included Henry Cabot Lodge, John Hay, and Theodore Roosevelt, 
among others. Croly left his most lasting mark, however, as guiding light of The 
New Republic. 

12See Drew McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy In Jeffersonian 
America (New York, NY: Norton, 1980); Irvin G. Wyllie, The Self-Made Man in 
America: The Myth of Rags to Riches (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1954); Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition (New York, NY: 
Random House/Vintage, 1948). 
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program -- that promises to deliver all things to all people in good time. 13 That such 

visions are paradoxical is beside the point. Voters respond to them, and that makes 

them powerful. 

Americans demanding ideological purity from their elected officials have 

forgotten that paradoxical results are the very stuff of practical politics, where 

compromises of principle become a daily fact of life for the people's representatives -

- if they hope to actually accomplish anything in office. Candidate Perot liked to say 

that politics is very much like making sausage: the final product may be appetizing, 

but the production process itself is nauseating to watch. As the year 1992 dawned, 

Perot looked at the United States and saw a country in crisis: preceding 

administrations had presided over an increase in the national debt and annual budget 

deficit that threatened to leave no capital available for industrial expansion in the 

foreseeable future. The industrial infrastructure had already eroded substantially; the 

few plant expansions being made by American manufacturing companies were, more 

often than not, being made in foreign countries. Fewer high-paying industrial jobs 

were being created, fewer workers were paying taxes, and more Americans found 

themselves in poverty -- factors which, besides undermining the social fabric of the 

13See Michael Kammen, People of Paradox: An Inquiry Concerning the Origins 
of American Civilization (New York, NY: Oxford, 1980). Kammen argues that the 
manner in which -- and extent to which -- cultures succeed in reconciling 
irreconcilable social impulses largely determine the character of those cultures, a 
theoretical perspective that goes far toward explaining the appeal of Ross Perot. 
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nation, further contributed to the capital shortage driving the annual deficit. 

Moreover, the political system seemed to offer little hope of rescue from this vicious 

circle. Elected officials, in Perot's view, had demonstrated an unwillingness, or 

inability, to address these interconnected problems that, left unattended, were 

destroying the American economy and the lives of workers depending on it for their 

livelihoods. 

Perot thought there was plenty of blame to go around, however, for the 

problems America faced -- even for captains of industry like himself. "In the 

eighties, " the entrepreneur told Fortune magazine in 1990, "top management focused 

on golden parachutes, poison pills, financial tricks, and leveraged buyouts -- things 

that have nothing to do with getting competitive. We have really trashed our big 

companies. In the Nineties," he predicted, "we will pay for the excesses of the 

Eighties. Not only that, we'll have to do it when we're hopelessly leveraged -- like a 

punch-drunk fighter. ,,14 Politicians, lobbyists, and nonproductive wheeler-dealers may 

have corrupted America, said Perot, but ultimately the people had to accept 

responsibility for allowing them to do so. "Don't blame our elected officials for 

failing to address these problems," the Texan scolded. "They are simply reflecting 

our priorities, as reflected by endless, but accurate polls. Let's face it: We, not our 

14"Today's Leaders Look To Tomorrow,"Fortune 122 (26 March 1990): 31-32. 
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elected officials, are the dwarfs and wimps." IS Americans had been sleepwalking 

through disaster, according to Perot, and desperately needed a wake-up call. Thus, 

the populist billionaire from Texas patriotically decided to run for president himself -

- to force a discussion of the issues at the very least; but also hoping to revitalize the 

values of an America he saw as increasingly corrupted by narcissistic greed. 

Ross Perot, in short, spoke for a mass of citizens who felt alienated and 

disenfranchised in 1992 -- and who responded to the billionaire's challenge to "do 

something" about their sense of despair and frustration. "The people's voice, when it 

cries as one, is a great roar," Perot wrote in his campaign manifesto. "United We 

Stand: that's the magic. It cannot be ignored ... You can change our country," he 

insisted over and over, on talk shows and in debates and infomercials. "You can 

pass on the American dream to our children," he declared. "You can change the 

world. "16 Most of all, then, Ross Perot ignited a crusade for two kinds of power. In 

the short term, the billionaire populist and his followers sought influence -- power to 

demand that the concerns of voters at the economic, ideological, and political center 

be addressed and their values considered. Because both major parties admitted that 

such voters were crucial to their electoral hopes, Perot and UWSA commanded 

attention. Recognizing this, Perot's crusaders sought in the longer term to translate 

ISH. Ross Perot, "A Tycoon Looks At The Debt Bomb," Washington Post 25 
October 1987, C 1. 

16Perot, United We Stand, 4. 
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the electoral potential they displayed in 1992 into a second kind of power -- at the 

ballot box. Sustaining the wave of grassroots activism nurtured by Perot, they hoped 

to establish themselves as the deciding voting bloc in thousands of congressional, 

state, and local elections. Through political activism, they would recreate America, 

as the shining city on a hill anticipated by the first European settlers in the new 

world. 

The two Perot presidential campaigns of 1992 reflect the difficulties of the 

movement's dual quest for power. Perot I opened with the "Larry King Live" show 

on February 20, 1992, and ended on July 16 with the noncandidate's ostensible 

withdrawal. It began with, as Tom Luce said, a desire to influence the presidential 

debate, to articulate the values of the political center. When, however, polls 

indicated unexpected strength in Perot's appeal, the billionaire and his advisors began 

to believe that they could actually win the election. Then, the objective shifted, from 

building a reform coalition and empowering ideas, to winning the White House 

outright. Ironically, however, as the campaign managers sought to, again in Tom 

Luce's words, "professionalize an unconventional campaign," the tidal wave of 

support which had mounted behind the leader's renegade charisma and populist 

rhetoric rapidly began to dwindle. 17 

Perot II, however, began immediately after the biIlionaire's July retreat, when 

17 Author's interview (12 July 1994). 
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Perot removed the trappings of "professionalism" from the ballot petition campaign 

and his followers began purging themselves, the survivors rededicating themselves to 

the original quest. The key actors in Perot II -- Orson Swindle, Clay Mulford, 

Sharon Holman, and Murphy Martin -- played minor parts, at best, in Perot I, while 

the central characters from Perot I -- Tom Luce, Morton Meyerson, James Squires, 

Hamilton Jordan, and Ed Rollins -- left the stage before the second act. The faces of 

many of the local volunteers who stayed to lead their hero's final campaign surge 

also changed, and although Perot finished with approximately 19% of the popular 

vote, those who cast ballots for him on November 3 may well have been a 

substantially different group from the 19% who supported him in March. It seems 

clear, however, that Perot's supporters throughout the year were at least as interested 

in "sending the message" that they would demand attention in the future as they were 

in achieving victory at the polls in 1992. 

"Don't lose your enthusiasm," Perot admonished the cheering throng at his 

election night party. "Don't lose your idealism, don't lose your love for this great 

country, and please don't feel, gee, I'm powerless again. As long as we're 

together ... ,you have enormous voice in this country. So we will stay together and 

you will be a force for good for our country and our children. "III This campaign was 

conducted for disaffected moderates to acquire a new sense of empowerment, and 

III"Excerpts From Perot's Concession Speech," New York Times 4 November 
1992,5B. 
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because the message was so appealing to the messengers, the scene at Ross Perot's 

election night gathering bore little resemblance to the sad and bitter convocations that 

normally close losing campaigns. "This is not the time to get discouraged," Perot 

cried, rallying his troops. "This is the time to redouble our efforts, to make sure we 

live in alabaster cities undimmed by human tears ... You gave Washington a laser-

like message to listen to the people. ,,19 When he rose to speak at 10 PM on the 

evening of November 3, 1992, Perot had no illusions of winning -- television 

analysts were projecting a mere 17% of the popular vote for his candidacy. Even 

worse, the Texan was failing to capture a plurality in any of the states, and thus 

would not receive a single electoral vote. While final tallies showed that 19% of the 

voters had cast ballots for him, Ross Perot, by any standard measure, lost the election 

of 1992 conclusively. 

Beyond the numbers, however, Perot and his supporters could point to several 

important accomplishments. Election day 1992 saw a reversal of nearly three 

decades of declining voter turnout (Table 9.1), and several analysts attributed the 

increase to Ross Perot's presence. Curtis Gans, director of the Committee for the 

Study of the American Electorate, estimated that 104 million Americans had voted, 

representing 55.9% of the voting age public -- up from 50.2 % in 1988. Except for a 

.5 % uptick in 1980, the year Ronald Reagan defeated the very unpopular Jimmy 

19ibid. See also "Perot Embodied Dismay of Millions," Washington Post 4 
November 1992, A26. 
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Table 9.1: 
Voter Turnout. 1932-1992 

Election Candidates Voter Participation 
(% voting-age population) 

1932 Roosevelt-Hoover 52.4 
1936 Roosevel t -Landon 56.0 
1940 Roosevelt-Wilkie 58.9 
1944 Roosevelt-Dewey 65.0 
1948 Truman-Dewey 51.1 
1952 Eisenhower-Stevenson 61.6 
1956 Eisenhower-Stevenson 59.3 
1960 Kennedy-Nixon 62.8 
1964 Johnson-Goldwater 61.9 
1968 Nixon-Humphrey 60.9 
1972 N ixon-McGovern 55.2* 
1976 Carter-Ford 53.5 
1980 Reagan-Carter 54.0 
1984 Reagan-Mondale 53.1 
1988 Bush-Dukakis 50.2 
1992 CI inton-Bush-Perot 55.9 

*Note: The sharp drop in 1972 is attributable, in part, to a 1971 expansion of the 
voting franchise, to include persons between the ages of 18 and 21. 

Source: The World Almanac and Book of Facts (New York, NY: Pharos/ Scripps 
Howard, 1994): 615. 
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Carter in a landslide, this marked the first time since 1968 that the turnout percentage 

had gone up instead of down. Gans explained the increase in 1992 by noting that, 

while "recession always tends to focus the mind and increase turnout," Ross Perot's 

presence was even more influential than the economy. "In what was clearly a 

repudiation of the two major parties," Gans claimed, "the entire increase in 
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participation can be traced to Perot's candidacy. "20 Roy A. Teixeira, a sociologist at 

the Brookings Institution in Washington, DC, attributed the multiplication of votes to 

the candidate debates and TV call-in talk shows like "Larry King Live," which he 

thought raised voters' "psychological involvement in politics. ,,21 John Porter, a 32-

year-old resident of White Plains, New York, whose vote for Ross Perot was the first 

he had ever cast for a presidential candidate, spoke for many as he explained that 

"there was just never anybody I wanted to vote for before. "22 Clearly, the feisty 

billionaire deserves some credit for raising the level of voter interest in 1992, and for 

motivating people like Porter to involve themselves in politics. 

Perot's supporters also could claim with pride that they had run the most 

successful third party or independent candidacy in the United States since 1912 

(Table 0.1). That unusual election featured one of Perot's idols, Theodore Roosevelt, 

heading the Progressive "Bull Moose" third-party ticket. In large part, TR 

2°Robert Pear, "55 % Voting Rate Reverses 30-Year Decline," New York Times 5 
November 1992, B4; Barta, Perot and His People, 373. Gans cited preliminary data 
which indicated that the Democratic share of the eligible vote rose very slightly, 
while the Republican share declined, trends which, according to Gans, suggested that 
Mr. Perot caused the overall increase in turnout. Gans' figures were confirmed by 
Voter Research & Surveys, a TV polling consortium which, using different 
techniques, found a 54 % turnout. 

21Robert Pear, "55 % Voting Rate Reverses 30-Year Decline," New York Times 5 
November 1992, B4. 

22Alison Mitchell, "Finally, The Economy Was What Mattered Most," New York 
Times 4 November 1992, 14B. 



368 

represented a wing of the Republican party which had become alienated by the 

policies of William Howard Taft, Roosevelt's GOP successor as president after 1908. 

As a former president, Roosevelt had at least as much credibility in 1912 as the 

incumbent. Without such a fracturing of the party in power, Democratic victor 

Woodrow Wilson almost certainly would have lost. Thus, the 1912 election remains 

a unique aberration in twentieth century American political history, both for the size 

of the discontented faction and for the stature of the third party standardbearer. 

Until Ross Perot, no other renegade candidacy had managed to attract 

anywhere near so large a following -- or one so geographically and 

socioeconomically diverse. Perot captured more than 20% of the popular vote in 30 

of the 50 states (see map, Figure 9.1). He topped 25 % in 9 states (Alaska, Idaho, 

Kansas, Maine, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming), and finished second 

in two (Maine and Utah; Table 9.3). Perot's vote did not separate along class lines 

(Table 9.4). The candidate received votes from people in all occupational groups, 

with widely varying incomes and levels of educational achievement. Age was not a 

factor in the election results, either. Although Perot received a higher percentage of 

ballots from voters under the age of 60, many older Americans enthusiastically 

supported him, despite his positions favoring policies that would reduce their income 

from social security. Polls indicated that he was more popular with men than with 

women (by about 4 %), but the difference was hardly statistically significant. He 

received few votes from African Americans, a group which maintained its tradition 
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Table 9.2: 
1992 Presidential Election Returns By State 

State Clinton Bush Perot 
(electoral votes) Popular % Popular % Popular % 

East 
Connecticut (8) 682,318 42.2 578,313 35.9 348,771 21.6 
Delaware (3) 126,054 43.5 lO2,313 35.3 59,213 20.4 
Dist.Columbia (3) 192,619 84.6 20,698 9.1 9,681 4.3 
Maine (4) 263,420 38.8 206,504 30.4 206,820 30.4 
Maryland (2) 988,571 49.8 707,094 35.6 281,414 14.2 
Massachusetts (10) 1,318,639 47.5 805,039 29.0 630,731 22.7 
New Hampshire (4) 209,040 38.9 202,484 37.6 121,337 22.6 
New Jersey (15) 1,436,206 43.0 1,356,865 40.6 521,829 15.6 
New York (33) 3,444,450 49.7 2,346,649 33.9 1,090,721 15.7 
Pennsylvania (23) 2,239,164 45.1 1,791,841 36.1 902,667 8.2 
Rhode Island (4) 213,299 47.0 131,601 29.0 lO5,045 23.2 
Vermont (3) 133,592 46.1 88,122 30.4 65,991 22.8 
West Virginia (5) 331,001 48.4 241,974 35.4 lO8,829 15.9 
Midwest 
Illinois (22) 2,453,350 48.6 1,734,096 34.3 840,515 16.6 
Indiana (12) 848,420 36.8 989,375 42.9 455,934 19.8 
Iowa (7) 586,353 43.3 504,891 37.3 253,468 18.7 
Kansas (6) 390,434 33.7 449,951 38.9 312,358 27.0 
Michigan (18) 1,871,182 43.8 1,554,940 36.4 824,813 19.3 
Minnesota (lO) 1,020,997 43.5 747,841 31.9 562,506 24.0 
Missouri (11) 1,053,873 44.1 811,159 33.9 518,741 21.7 
Nebraska (5) 216,864 29.4 343,678 46.6 174, lO4 23.6 
N.Dakota (3) 99,168 32.2 136,244 44.2 71,084 23.1 
Ohio (21) 1,984,942 40.2 1,894,3lO 38.3 1,036,426 21.0 
S. Dakota (3) 124,888 37.1 136,718 40.7 73,295 21.8 
Wisconsin (1) 1,041,066 41.1 930,855 36.8 544,479 21.5 

(continued) 
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Table 9.2 
(continued) 

State Clinton Bush Perot 
(electoral votes) Popular % Popular % Popular % 

South 
Alabama (9) 690,080 40.9 804,283 47.6 183,109 10.8 
Arkansas (6) 505,823 53.2 337,324 35.5 99,132 10.4 
Florida (25) 2,072,698 39.0 2,173,310 40.9 1,053,067 19.8 
Georgia (13) 1,008,966 43.5 995,252 42.9 309,657 13.3 
Kentucky (8) 665,104 44.6 617,178 41.3 203,944 13.7 
Louisiana (9) 815,971 45.6 733,386 41.0 211,478 11.8 
Mississippi (7) 400,258 40.8 487,793 49.7 85,626 8.7 
N. Carolina (14) 1,114,042 42.7 1,134,661 43.4 357,864 13.7 
Oklahoma (8) 473,066 34.0 592,929 42.6 319,878 23.0 
S. Carolina (8) 479,514 39.9 577,507 48.0 138,872 11.5 
Tennessee (11) 933,521 47.1 841,300 42.4 199,968 10.1 
Texas (32) 2,281,815 37.1 2,496,071 40.6 1,354,781 22.0 
Virginia (13) 1,038,650 40.6 1,150,517 45.0 348,639 13.6 
West 
Alaska (3) 78,294 30.3 102,000 39.5 73,481 28.4 
Arizona (8) 543,050 36.5 572,086 38.5 353,741 23.8 
California (54) 5,121,325 46.0 3,630,574 32.6 2,296,006 20.6 
Colorado (8) 629,681 40.1 562,850 35.9 366,010 23.3 
Hawaii (4) 179,310 48.1 136,822 36.7 53,003 14.2 
Idaho (4) 137,013 28.4 202,645 42.0 130,395 27.0 
Montana (3) 154,507 37.6 144,207 35.1 107,225 26.1 
Nevada (4) 189,148 37.4 175,828 34.7 132,580 26.2 
New Mexico (5) 261,617 45.9 212,824 37.3 91,895 16.1 
Oregon (7) 621,314 42.5 475,757 32.5 354,091 24.2 
Utah (5) 183,429 24.7 322,632 43.4 203,400 27.3 
Washington (11) 993,037 43.4 731,234 32.0 541,780 23.7 
Wyoming (3) 68,160 34.0 79,347 39.6 51,263 25.6 

TOTALS 44,909,326 43.0 39,103,882 37.4 19,741,657 18.9 
(Electoral votes) (370) (168) (-0-) 

Source: Richard M. Scammon and Alice V. McGillivray, American Votes 20 (1992): 
A Handbook of Contemuorar~ American Election Statistics (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly, 1993): 7. 
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Table 9.3: 
1992 Presidential Vote in Social GrouQs 

(in Percentages) 

1992 
% of 1992 Two-party 1988 
1992 Clin- Pe- Clin- Duka-
Total ton Bush rot ton Bush Bush kis 

Party and Ideology 
(sel f-described) 

17 Republican Iiberals/ 
moderates 15 62 22 20 80 85 14 

18 Repub. conservatives 5 82 14 6 94 95 4 
5 Independent liberals 54 16 30 77 23 26 71 

14 I nd. moderates 42 16 30 60 40 51 47 
7 Indep. conservatives 18 54 28 25 75 77 20 

13 Democratic liberals 85 4 11 96 4 6 93 
20 Democratic moderates 76 10 14 88 12 18 81 

6 Oem. conservatives 60 24 16 71 29 34 65 
Sex and marital status 

30 Married men 38 40 21 48 52 60 39 
35 Married women 42 39 19 52 48 54 46 
15 Unmarried men 45 32 22 58 42 51 47 
19 Unmarried women 51 34 15 60 40 42 57 

Age 
22 18-29 years old 44 34 22 56 44 52 47 
38 30-44 years old 42 38 20 52 48 54 45 
24 45-49 years old 41 40 19 51 49 57 42 
16 60 and older 50 38 12 57 43 50 49 

Education 
6 Not a high school 

graduate 55 28 17 66 34 43 56 
25 High school grad. 43 36 20 54 46 50 49 
29 Some college ed. 42 37 21 43 47 57 42 
24 College graduate 40 41 19 49 51 62 37 
16 Post grad. education 49 36 15 58 42 50 48 

(continued) 
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Table 9.3 (continued) 

1992 
% of 1992 Two-party 1988 
1992 Clin- Pe- Clin- Duka-
Total ton Bush rot ton Bush Bush kis 

Race and Region 
21 Whites in East 45 36 19 56 44 54 45 
25 Whites in Midwest 39 39 22 50 50 57 42 
24 Whites in South 34 48 18 41 59 67 32 
16 Whites in West 39 37 24 51 49 58 41 
8 Blacks 82 11 7 88 12 12 88 
3 Latinos 62 25 14 72 28 30 69 

Religion 
49 White Protestant 33 46 21 42 58 66 33 
27 Catholic 44 36 20 55 45 52 47 
4 Jewish 78 12 10 87 l3 35 64 

17 White born-again 
Christian 23 61 15 27 73 81 18 

Family Income 
14 Under $15,000 59 23 18 72 28 37 62 
24 $15,000-$29,999 45 35 20 56 44 49 50 
30 $30,000-$49,999 41 38 21 52 48 56 44 
20 $50,000-$74,999 40 42 18 49 51 56 42 
13 $75,000 and over 36 48 16 42 58 62 37 

Community Size 
II Large cities 52 33 15 61 39 40 58 
55 Suburbs/sm. cities 44 37 19 54 46 54 44 
34 Town/rural 41 39 20 51 49 56 42 

1988 voters 
53 Bush 21 59 20 
27 Dukakis 83 5 12 
15 Did not vote 48 26 26 
II 1992 First-time voters 46 32 22 

Sources: Gerald M. Pomper, "The Presidential Election," in Pomper, ed., The 
Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, N.J.: Chatham House 
Publishers, 1993), 138-39; Paul J. Quirk and Jon K. Dalager, "The Election: A 'New 
Democrat'," in Michael Nelson, ed., The Elections of 1992 (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly, 1993), 78, cf. Voter Research and Surveys exit polls. 
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****** 

Table 9.4: 
Ross Perot's Southern Vote, 1992 

State Perot Vote Total Vote Perot % 
Alabama 183,109 1,688,060 10.8 
Arkansas 99,132 950,653 10.4 
Florida 1,053,067 5,314,392 19.8 
Georgia 309,657 2,321,125 13.3 
Kentucky 203,944 1,492,900 13.7 
Louisiana 211,478 1,790,017 11.8 
Mississippi 85,626 981,793 8.7 
N.Carolina 357,864 2,611,850 13.7 
S.Carolina 138,872 1,202,527 11.5 
Tennessee 199,968 1,982,638 10.1 
Virginia 348,639 2,558,665 13.6 
Total 3,191,356 22,894,620 13.9% 

Total minus Florida 
and Arkansas 2,039,157 16,629,575 12.3% 

Source: Richard M. Scammon and Alice V. McGillivray, compilers and editors, 
America Votes 20: A Handbook of Contemporary American Election Statistics, 
vo1.20: 1992 (Washington, D. C.: Congressional Quarterly Elections Research Center, 
1993): 7. 

****** 

of voting for the Democratic party candidate, but he performed reasonably well 

among other racial and ethnic groups. Except in Florida, an atypical southern state, 

Perot failed to draw as many votes in the old Confederacy as elsewhere. The 

Democratic party's all-southern ticket of Bill Clinton of Arkansas and Al Gore of 

Tennessee undoubtedly hurt Perot in the region, just as it substantially cut into 

Republican support in what had been a critical geographical constituency for that 
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party since the early 1970s. 23 Still, Perot's southern roots and his populist appeal 

retained enough allure in the South enough to garner him 3,191,356 votes there 

(Table 9.4). From a historical perspective, Perot's performance in the South. while 

poorer than elsewhere, remains impressive -- he managed to poll 13.9% of the 

popular vote against a Texas-based incumbent and two of the South's favorite sons in 

their own backyard. If he had generated merely that percentage nationwide, his 

candidacy would still rank among the four most powerful third party challenges of 

the twentieth century (Table 0.1). Clearly, if the maverick billionaire could keep his 

supporters organized, even loosely, they really would constitute a force to be 

reckoned with in any future election contests, both local and national. 

From the moment of his shocking February 20, 1992 announcement on 

CNN's "Larry King Live" that he might run for president, Perot forced public 

discussion of economic matters: the national debt, the federal deficit, and overall 

revitalization of American industry. John Jay Hooker, a former Nashville, Tennessee 

newspaper publisher who encouraged Perot to enter the presidential lists in 1992, 

declared that "Perot will never give up on this. He believes the country's problems 

are malignant, so how can he go home and twiddle his thumbs?"24 Moreover, when 

23"State By State: The Vote For President," New York Times 5 November 1992, 
B2; Steven A. Holmes, "Perot: Eccentric Perhaps, But No Joke," and "Where Perot 
Ran Strongest," New York Times 5 November 1992, AI, B4. 

24John Mintz, "Perot Embodied Dismay of Millions," Washington Post 4 
November 1992, A26. 



376 

the major party candidates showed signs late in the race of drifting toward vacuous 

campaign rhetoric, the Texan's presence forced them and the electorate to more 

seriously consider a number of other important issues as well, including the role of 

the federal government in education, crime prevention, trade policy, and political 

reform. 25 

During the campaign, both major party candidates, Democrat Bill Clinton and 

Republican George Bush, changed campaign strategies and altered their rhetoric and 

their messages in response to the Perot challenge. They discussed the issues he 

wanted discussed, and in some cases adopted positions he advocated. Then, in the 

days after the election, leaders of both national parties presented themselves as 

appropriate heirs to the Perot message. 26 The President-elect was forced to explain 

25See, for example, Martin Jurek, "Perot Refuses To Quit Political Stage," 
Financial Times 20 July 1992,2; Barbara Crossette, "Perot Criticizes U.S. Policy," 
New York Times 12 August 1992, A9; Elizabeth Kolbert, "Ducking Them, Perot 
Points To Issues, New York Times 30 September 1992, A20; David C. Scott, "For 
Mexicans, Trade Is Key Issue," Christian Science Monitor, 1 October 1992, 1; "Mr. 
Perot's Xenophobia," New York Times 10 October 1992,220. 

26Robin Toner, "Dawn Of A New Politics," New York Times 5 November 1992, 
AI; Helen Dewar, "Bush's Loss Moves 'Unshackled' Dole To Center Stage Among 
Republicans," Washington Post 8 November 1992, A30; Lawrence J. Goodrich, 
"Clinton Wants To Keep Down-Home Image," Christian Science Monitor 7 
December 1992, 8; Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, "Republican Ross?," 
Washington Post 11 January 1993, A 17; James Flanagan, "Clinton Economic 
Program Takes Cue From Perot," Los Angeles Times 27 January 1993, D 1; Edward 
Yardeni, "President Clinton's Perot Plan," New York Times 21 February 1993, FI5. 
See also Douglas Harbrecht, "Now, Who Will Harness Perot's Third Force?," 
Business Week 16 November 1992,33. 
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his failure to include Perot in policy discussions, while heads of Congressional 

committees invited the former candidate to testify on issues of the day.27 United We 

Stand, reorganized to advocate legislation and to support candidates for local and 

national office, flexed its muscles almost immediately in races in Georgia, Oklahoma, 

Kentucky, Texas, New Jersey, and California. 28 Clearly, the Perot "phenomenon" 

27"Perot Not Invited, For Fear Of A 'Circus, "t New York Times 13 December 
1992, A40; "Perot Won't Attend Inaugural Events," Washington Post 5 January 1993, 
A4; R.W. Apple, Jr., "Perot Is Expanding His Group To Sway New Congress," New 
York Times 17 January 1993, AI; Timothy Noah, "He's Still Here," Wall Street 
Journal 20 January 1993, R6; John Dillin, "Perot Raps Clintonomics As He Returns 
To Spotlight, " Christian Science Monitor 3 March 1993, 1; David Rogers and John 
Harwood, "Perot Takes Issue With Clinton's Plan As Panel Sees Revenue Off $25 
Billion," Wall Street Journal 3 March 1993, A16. 

28When 1992 election results forced Georgia Democratic Senator Wyche Fowler, 
Jr. into a runoff with Republican Paul Coverdell. UWSA supported the challenger, 
who publicly embraced many of the organization's positions. Coverdell narrowly 
defeated the incumbent Fowler. In Texas, a June, 1993 special election to replace 
longtime U.S. Senator Lloyd Bentson (appointed Treasury Secretary by President 
Clinton) pitted Democratic interim incumbent Bob Krueger against former 
Republican State Treasurer Kay Bailey Hutchison. Hutchison emerged victorious 
after a bitter campaign that featured a Perot endorsement and publication of an 
eleventh-hour "membership poll" from United We Stand, America favoring her. 
Interestingly, in the 1994 regular election, Hutchison was challenged by Richard 
Fisher, a Harvard-educated financier who served as Ross Perot's principle foreign 
policy advisor in 1992. United We Stand, America did not endorse either candidate 
in the 1994 Senatorial race in Texas, and the incumbent Hutchinson won. In New 
Jersey, Republican primary candidates scrambled for Perot's and UWSA's approval, 
while Perot supporters in California's 24th Representative District expressed their 
determination to rid themselves of Congressman Anthony Beilenson -- in 1994, they 
nearly succeeded. See Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots Organization A Growing 
Force In Hill Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (4 June 1994): 
1457; Dan Balz, "Perot Is Casting A Giant Shadow In Texas," Washington Post 5 
April 1993, A6; Sam Attleseyand David Jackson, "Perot Group Backs Hutchison," 
Dallas Morning News 4 June 1993, 17A; Sam H. Verhovek, "Texas Investor Who 
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was not going to disappear soon. 

Perot's supporters could also claim that they had altered forever the way 

political campaigns are conducted in the United States. Some commentators, trying 

to pigeonhole the 1992 campaign, called it the year of talk show politics. 29 

Professional politicians, however, are likely to remember it as the year in which Bill 

Clinton and Ross Perot invented new means to escape from the Washington, D.C.-

based national news media. As retired Admiral James B. Stockdale, Perot's running 

mate, noted, "Ross showed you don't have to talk to [famous newscasters like] Sam 

Donaldson to get on TV. Ross has shown that American candidates can now bypass 

the filters and go directly to the people. ,,30 Perot and Clinton share credit for 

Aided Perot Wins Democratic Senate Bid," New York Times 14 April 1994, A18; 
Jerry Gray, "In Republican Primary Race, Perot Becomes A Factor," New York 
Times 6 June 1993, AI; Alan C. Miller, "United They Stand Against Beilenson," Los 
Angeles Times 20 February 1994, J6; "The Elections [Returns]," New York Times 10 
November 1994, Section B. See also Douglas Harbrecht, "Now, Who Will Harness 
Perot's Third Force?," Business Week 16 November 1992, 33. 

29John P. Sears, "Perot Understands Power Far Better Than Bush Does," Los 
Angeles Times 4 October 1992, M2; Debra Gersh, "Visibility Factor," Editor and 
Publisher 125 (24 October 1992): 36; "Old News Deconstructed," The Economist 325 
(31 October 1992): 23; Rick DuBrow, "A Revolution, Pure and Simple," Los 
Angeles Times 31 October 1992, Fl; Dorothy Rabinowitz, "Talk Show McCampaign 
Comes To End," Wall Street Journal 2 November 1992, A 14; "The Lessons Of 
Campaign '92," Business Week 2 November 1992, 190; Barbara Lippert, "We're All 
Ears," Adweek 9 November 1992, 34; Steven W. Colford, "Ross Perot: A Winner 
After All," Advertising Age 21 December 1992,4. 

30Kevin Sack, "Leaving Door Open, Perot Exits Dancing," New York Times 4 
November 1992, 5B. 
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reducing the impact of "soundbite" politics in 1992, replacing one-liners with longer, 

more substantive policy discussions and lectures and, in the process, effectively 

diminishing control of the political message by the Capital press corps and talking 

heads on national television. Perot and Clinton took the debate directly to the people 

through toll-free telephone numbers and interactive forums including radio and 

television talk shows, computer networks, and "town hall meetings. ,,31 

The Perot campaign also altered the basic forms of campaign advertising. 

Public relations professionals had long held that the public's attention span was 

limited, and that they only responded to vicious negative attacks on the opposition 

and slick, meaningless "feelgood" messages. Defying that argument, Perot produced 

30-minute "infomercials" instead of 30-second political ads. When his pedagogical 

charts and homespun lectures outdrew National Baseball League playoff games, 

31Stuart N. Brotman, "'Teledemocracy' Should Outlive Perot's Candidacy," 
Christian Science Monitor 30 July 1992, 19; Sara Fritz, "Win Or Lose, Perot 
Changing Rules Of Game, " Los Angeles Times 18 October 1992, AI; Richard L. 
Berke, "Satellite Technology Allows Campaigns To Deliver Their Messages 
Unfiltered," New York Times 23 October 1992, A21; Mitch Betts, "Electronic Town 
Hall A Safe Bet?," Computerworld 26 (26 October 1992): 25; Richard L. Berke, 
"Volleys Of Data Replace Blatant Attacks Of 1988," New York Times 29 October 
1992, A24; "The Lessons Of Campaign '92," Business Week 2 November 1992, 190; 
Robin Toner, "Political Metamorphoses," New York Times 3 November 1992, A I; 
Godfrey Sperling, "Perot Has Left His Brand On US Politics," Christian Science 
Monitor 3 November 1992, 18; "Perot: The Candidacy Made For Television," New 
York Times 4 November 1992, BIO; Barbara Lippert, "We're All Ears," Adweek 9 
November 1992, 34; Steven W. Colford, "Ross Perot: A Winner After All," 
Advertising Age 21 December 1992, 4. 
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conventional wisdom about political advertising changed, perhaps forever. 32 David 

Bositis, a senior research fellow at the Joint Center for Political and Economic 

Studies, even while discounting Perot's statistical impact on the race between George 

Bush and Bill Clinton, admitted that "Perot may have breathed some fresh air into 

the campaign. "33 

The erratic course of the 1992 presidential campaign amply illustrates the 

symbiotic relationship between candidates and the reporters who cover them, 

demonstrating both the power of the press and its susceptibility to manipulation. Bill 

Clinton suffered immeasurably from revelations of past indiscretions in the early 

Democratic primaries, but recovered by using interactive television and radio formats 

32Robert E. Hunter, "Perot's Legacy: Pitting TV Against Itself," Christian Science 
Monitor, 22 July 1992, 19; Steven A. Holmes, "Perot's Quiet Campaign: An Odd 
Form Of Politics," New York Times 5 October 1992, A21; Steven W. Colford, 
"Perot Packs Punch In Return To Race," Advertising Age 5 October 1992, I; "Perot 
Outdraws A Playoff Game," New York Times 8 October 1992, A30; Walter 
Goodman, "Perot Leaves A Field Of Broken Rules," New York Times 10 October 
1992, A14; Sara Fritz, "Win Or Lose, Perot Changing Rules Of The Game," Los 
Angeles Times 18 October 1992, AI; "Mr. Perot Presents Some Beef," New York 
Times 19 October 1992, A 16; "Perot Outscores Regular Shows, " New York Times 
20 October 1992, A 18; David J. Jefferson and Thomas R. King, "Slice It, Dice It; 
'Infomercials' Fill Up Air Time On Cable, Aim For Prime Time," Wall Street 
Journal 22 October 1992, AI; Scott Pendleton, "Perot's Legacy: Energized 
Electorate, " Christian Science Monitor 4 November 1992, 8; Michael Ross, "'92 
voters Better Informed, Survey Finds," Los Angeles Times 15 November 1992, A25; 
Steven W. Colbert, "Ross Perot: A Winner After All," Advertising Age 21 December 
1992,4. 

33Steven A. Holmes, "Perot: Eccentric Perhaps, But No Joke," New York Times 
5 November 1992, AI, B4. 
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to broadcast his message, and to paint the incumbent Bush as out of touch with the 

people. Ross Perot benefitted from early positive press coverage, and, like Clinton, 

managed to parlay his early surge into a tidal wave of popularity by making novel 

use of free media. As a result, Republican campaign tacticians concluded that Ross 

Perot, not Bill Clinton, was the candidate they had to beat. Accordingly, they 

mounted a sustained and somewhat successful effort to undermine Ross Perot's 

support -- a strategy which, in Luce's opinion, cost President Bush the election. 

"Clinton was wounded at the time," Luce recalled. He "was third in all the polls, 

was doing very poorly, and the Bush campaign chose to take on Perot instead of 

finishing off Bill Clinton. I think," Luce concluded, "they chose the wrong 

candidate. I think they should have finished off Clinton and then hoped that Perot 

would collapse under his own weight. ,,34 Finally, Perot spent an estimated $40 

million dollars on television advertising -- most of it in the last month of the 

campaign.3s Pundits worried that a wealthy individual like Perot might "buy the 

election," by presenting a misleading, overly positive image of himself. Few of those 

34Author's interview (12 July 1994). 

3sFederal Elections Commission, 1992 Quarterly Candidate Financial Status 
Reports: Ross Perot (Washington, D.C.: Federal Elections Commission Information 
Services Division, 1993); Darrell M. West, Air Wars: Television Advertising In 
Election Campaigns. 1952-1992 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, 1993), 
7; Peter Goldman et a\., Quest For The Presidency, 1992 College Station, TX: Texas 
A&M University Press, 1994),549; John M. Broder, "Not Ready To Launch A Third 
Party, Perot Says," Los Angeles Times 7 November 1992, A22. 
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pundits, however, concerned themselves with the volume of press coverage that 

damaged Perot. 36 While it is impossible to determine whether the impact of the press 

on public opinion is more significant than the impact of public opinion on the press, 

journalists in 1992 seemed to consider uncovering the flaws and blemishes in public 

figures as their primary role in the electoral process -- in effect, forcing candidates to 

spend millions trying to counteract the negative impressions with equally distorted 

positive ones. Anyone concerned for the future of deliberative democracy must 

surely pause soberly when reflecting upon the gross perversions -- by both reporters 

and politicians -- of the images informing public opinion. 

Perot's own money unquestionably drove his "grassroots" movement. Of the 

$1.5 million spent on local committee organization and ballot-petitioning by the end 

of May, more than $1.25 million had been contributed by the candidate himself.37 It 

36Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Pouring Millions Of Dollars Into major Onslaught Of 
TV Ads," New York Times 14 October 1992, A22; Kevin Goldman, "Perot Sparks 
Surge In Political TV Ads," Wall Street Journal 19 October 1992, B8; Joe Mandese, 
"Massive Political Buys Lift Big 3," Advertising Age 19 October 1992, 1; Elizabeth 
Kolbert, "Uh-oh, Perot; His Message and Money Drive The Race Again," New York 
Times 25 October 1992, El; Richard L. Berke, "Perot Leads In $40 Million TV Ad 
Blitz," New York Times 27 October 1992, A19; Elizabeth Kolbert, "Perot Spending 
More On Ads Than Any Candidate Before," New York Times 28 October 1992, AI; 
Sara Fritz, "Can Perot Buy His Way Into The White House?," Los Angeles Times 28 
October 1992, A14; Martin Jurek, "Confounding The Image Makers," Financial 
Times 29 October 1992, 15; "3 Candidates' Campaign For The White House Sets 
Record," Media Industry Newsletter 21 December 1992,4. 

37Tony Chiu, Ross Perot in His Own Words (NY: Warner Books, 1992): 137; 
"Perot's Contributions To His Drive Account For Most Of The Total," Wall Street 
Journal 21 April 1992, A18. See also Richard Morgan, "Sizing Up The Perot 



383 

would be difficult, however, to argue that the hundreds of thousands of voters who 

signed Perot petitions were coopted by his expenditures. Up to 21 % of callers to TV 

talk shows said they would vote for Perot in a three-way race; more scientific polls 

released by major newspapers in April and May forced major party planners to take 

Perot seriously; on June 19, with George Bush's popularity reeling after the Los 

Angeles riots which followed the April 19 acquittal of 3 police officers accused of 

brutalizing black motorist Rodney King, the New York Times released poll results 

showing Perot leading in the three-way race. 38 Perot accomplished this, Tom Luce 

noted, "without spending a dime on paid advertising. "39 In early primary exit polls 

conducted throughout the spring, substantial numbers of citizens who had just cast 

Factor," Adweek 13 July 1992,46; Adam Clymer, "Perot Gave $12 Million To 
Aborted Campaign," New York Times 25 August 1992, A19; Dan Belz and Charles 
R. Babcock, "Perot's $60 Million Help," Washington Post 6 December 1992, A5. 

38Ronald Brownstein, "21 % Say They'd Vote For Perot In 3-Way Race," Los 
Angeles Times 31 March 1992, AI; John Mintz, "Calls Arrive In Waves On Perot's 
Phone Lines," Washington Post 31 March 1992, A6; Robin Toner, "Poll Shows Perot 
Gaining Strength To Rival Clinton's," New York Times 26 April 1992, AI; David 
Maraniss, "Weighty Problems Absorb Democratic Front-Runner," Washington Post 
18 May 1992, AlD, Robin Toner, "Anxious Days For Bush's Campaign," New York 
Times 21 May 1992, A22; David S. Broder, "Primariesvs. Polls," Washington Post 3 
June 1992, AI; Jack Nelson, "Poll Finds Voter Support For Bush Eroded By Riots," 
Los Angeles Times 5 May 1992, A9; David Shribman, "Three-Way Race Forces 
Politicians To Re-Think Strategies," Wall Street Journal 19 June 1992, A12; 
"Presidential Race Now Stabilizing: Polls Show Ross Perot Most Favored With 
George Bush Second," New York Times 19 June 1992, A25. 

39Author's interview (12 July 1994). 



384 

votes for the major party candidates said they would switch to Perot in November.40 

By April 23, just 8 weeks after Perot's "Larry King Show" challenge, volunteers had 

managed to get his name on 16 state ballots, and dozens of local headquarters had 

been established across the country. Texas and California were among the states 

where it was clear early that Perot would be a ballot alternative, and spring polls 

showed the Texan leading in both.41 Those states, with their big blocks of electoral 

votes, were critical to the electoral hopes of any presidential hopeful, and Perot's 

strength there profoundly altered the strategies of both major party candidates. This 

maverick campaign, then, was no billion-dollar fluke. As one commentator noted, 

Perot's was "a bandwagon that wasn't waiting" throughout the first half of 1992.41 

Perot's attraction proved difficult to explain, with pundits variously attributing 

4°R. W. Apple, "Perot's Strength Shown In Oregon," New York Times 21 May 
1992, AI; Robin Toner, "Anxious Days For Bush Campaign," New York Times 21 
May 1992, A22; David S. Broder, "Primaries vs. Polls," Washington Post 3 June 
1992, AI; Thomas B. Edsall, "Disaffected White Male Viewed As Most Likely 
Backer Of Perot," Washington Post 3 June 1992, A15; Jim Mann, "Perot Wins 
Democratic Contest In North Dakota On Write-In Vote," Los Angeles Times 11 June 
1992, A27. 

41 "Survey Shows Perot Leading Both Bush And Clinton In Texas Race," New 
York Times 22 April 1992, A20; Robert Shogun, "Survey Shows Perot Beating All 
In Texas," Los Angeles Times 22 April 1992, A8; "Perot Leads Both Rivals In 
California Poll," New York Times 14 May 1992, A9, A18; R.W. Apple, "He's Not 
On The California Ballot, But Perot Dominates The Race," New York Times 24 May 
1992, AI. 

42James Ragland, "The Perotists: A Bandwagon That Isn't Waiting," Washington 
Post 5 April 1992, B 1. 
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it to charismatic chutzpa lacking in the other candidates or public disenchantment --

with incumbent politicians, with elite "special interests" inside the political 

establishment, or with the American system of governance itself. Those few 

commentators who attempted to analyze voters' attraction to Perot's political 

ideology and vision of the future repeatedly noted contradictions in or ambivalence 

about his various positions. Thus, they tended to dismiss both the man and the 

vision as illogical and paradoxical, never realizing, apparently, the paradoxes inherent 

in American political traditions. They failed to recognize that Americans long for the 

strenuous life even while demanding the benefits of modern civilization; they delight 

in bashing the collective oppressors of the little guy even while worshiping at the 

corporate alter. Of such stuff is the American Dream constructed, and clearly, a 

large part of Perot's appeal was precisely that he did offer Americans a new 

sugarplum vision, and an updated progressive political rhetoric that promised to 

deliver all things to all people. 

Perot's vision, his political theory, and his money, however, still do not fully 

account for his popularity. Perot's most basic source of strength lay in the volunteer 

activists who flocked to his standard. They were a diverse lot. "If you categorize 

people as liberal Democrats, conservative Democrats, liberal Republicans, 

conservative Republicans, and independents," Miller Hicks remarked, "we had them 

from all five categories, in some depth" in Austin. "I had everything in the world," 

Hicks said, from wanted felons to corporate executives, professional people, and 
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intellectuals.43 But "they all agreed on one thing," Tom Luce observed, "and that is 

that the political system is corrupt. I never had a single Perot volunteer in the first 

phase of the campaign ask me if Perot was conservative, or liberal, or what," Luce 

continued. "In their minds, those are bankrupt terms that they are tired of hearing, 

just like they are tire of hearing 'Democrat' and 'Republican.' They put them in the 

same category, and see them, and the press, as part of one system that does not 

function the way that they want government to function." Luce described Perot's 

supporters as the "radical middle ... They are in the [political] middle, as most people 

think of the middle, but they are not moderates -- they are radical in the sense of the 

type of change that they want. ,,44 

Clearly, Perot elicited a great deal of enthusiasm. Channeling that 

enthusiasm, and using it to build a new political force, however, proved to be one of 

the most difficult challenges the populist billionaire faced. United We Stand in the 

spring of 1992 was little more than an outdated mailing list of surviving relatives of 

POWs and MIAs. After announcing his possible candidacy in February, Perot began 

transforming and enlarging the data base, turning it into a campaign organization. 

Partly because of these nonpartisan roots, however, and partly because of Perot's 

broad appeal to voters from every point on the political spectrum, UWSA remained a 

43Author's interview (9 July 1994). 

44Author's interview (12 July 1994). 
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particularly heterogeneous support group. The difficulties of maintaining coherence 

among such a far-flung "organization" manifested themselves almost immediately. 

Local Perot leaders presumed to speak for the candidate on issues and had to be 

curbed; some began to complain of Perot's "dictatorial methods," and many vented 

their resentment when "managers from Dallas" fanned out in an effort to foster some 

control over both medium and message. As even the most ambitious autocrats have 

discovered, constituencies have a way of dictating options, and Perot's following 

proved particularly difficult in that regard. 45 

The image of dictatorial rigidity, too, is as much a part of the Perot mythos as 

is his peculiarly corporatist brand of populism. Cutting through red tape, "getting 

things done," and emerging victorious against all odds requires strong and sometimes 

ruthless leadership. Speaking of General Motors, however, Perot once said, "I love 

two-way communication, but I'll settle for one way as long as it's from the bottom 

45Barta, Perot and His People, 264-65, 322; John M. Broder, "Pros Hijacking 
Perot Campaign, Volunteers Say," Los Angeles Times 23 June 1992, AI; Calvin 
Sims, "In Wake Of Heavy Criticism, Clergyman Staunchly Defends Perot," New 
York Times 16 July 1992, Bl; Jack Cheevers and Andrea Ford, "Perot's Volunteers 
Feeling They Were Left At The Alter," Los Angeles Times 17 July 1992, AI; 
Timothy Noah, "Never Mind," Wall Street Journal 17 July 1992, AI; Laurie 
Goldstein, "Perot Volunteers: The Believers, The Disillusioned, And The Truly 
Bitter," Washington Post 18 July 1992, AlO; Jonathan Moses and Timothy Noah, 
"Perot Sued Over Decision Not To Run," Wall Street Journal 21 July 1992, B8; 
"Perot Pacifies Angry Supporter," New York Times 1 August 1992, A8; Jack 
Cheevers and John M. Broder, "Poll of Perot Activists A Charade, Ex-Backers Say," 
Los Angeles Times 1 October 1992, AI. 
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up. From the top down only is no good. "46 In the spring of 1992, Ross Perot 

struggled to find a way to allow his constituency to develop a consensus in some 

areas, even as he fought to keep his views from being submerged in others.47 

Frequently in the early months of the campaign he responded to reporters' questions 

about his plans with typical straightforward candor: "I haven't thought about it 

much." While a lack of specificity on issues was not unique to Perot's campaign, the 

very process of campaigning in the American electoral system tends to force 

candidates to put up or shut up, allowing little time for consensus-building. 

Again, Perot's own political ideas flowed from his view that the basis of 

American strength and tradition -- the country's political economy -- was on the 

verge of collapse through corruption, inattention, and lack of corporate or 

governmental leadership. Other issues were often, according to Perot, just "gorilla 

dust" thrown up by the media or politicians to distract attention from the main 

problem: economic revitalization. 48 Perot's views on trade, education, crime, 

4600ron P. Levin, Irreconcilable Differences: Ross Perot versus General Motors 
(New York, NY: Plume/Penguin, 1990), 284. 

47Timothy Noah, "Perot Invites The Views Of Many People; Pleasing Them All 
May Be Difficult," Wall Street 10urnal25 June 1992, A16. 

48 As early as 1986, the populist billionaire noted that "the United States now has 
a $2.3 trillion debt and will have a $3 trillion debt by 1989. There is no correlation 
between taxes paid by the people and money spent by the government. .. The taxes 
from millions of working Americans are essential to fund our country's needs. 
Obviously, if millions of our people are not working, not only will we be unable to 
pay our bills as a nation and individually, but we will have to somehow create huge 
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domestic social policies, and various other "peripheral" issues are all most 

understandable if they are viewed as malleable outgrowths of his far more clear (and 

uncompromising) economic objectives. When he took positions, they defied partisan 

categorization. For example, he maintained generally liberal positions on abortion, 

minority hiring and affirmative action, job training, welfare reform, urban policy, and 

subsidies for special interests, but he tended to espouse more conservative lines on 

environmental issues, drugs and crime, education reform, and questions of public 

morality (homosexuality and "family values"). Specific proposals in these and many 

other areas developed slowly for Perot. Pundits in print and electronic media, 

however, repeatedly challenged the candidates to develop responses to questions that 

were on point, and, after a while, even the billionaire's most ardent supporters 

criticized his "vagueness." He had to answer. 49 

make-work or welfare programs, at a time when the United States does not have the 
money." (Mary McCrory, "Perot's Truer Grit, "Washington Post 25 October 1987, 
Cl. See also Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Struggles To Refocus On 'Core Issues, '" 
New York Times 11 July 1992, A7; Jack Nelson, "Perot Says Deal With The Deficit 
Or I'll Reenter," Los Angeles Times 16 September 1992, A 1). The solution, 
according to Perot, was for America's leaders to accept responsibility for creating 
more high-paying jobs -- to drive our consumption-based economy and to fund the 
essential large expenditures of a modern industrial state. 

49" Perot Sampler Short On Policy Details," Washington Post 11 April 1992, A I; 
Steven A. Holmes, "Perot Goes Heavy On Drama But Light On Details," New York 
Times 27 April 1992, AI; John Dillin, "Ross Perot Has An Answer To Almost Any 
US Problem, But He Is Short On Details," Christian Science Monitor 27 April 1992, 
9; Peter Milius, "Perot's Fuzz," Washington Post 4 May 1992, A23; Alan Murray, 
"Like Many A Politician, Ross Perot The Outsider Comes Across As All Things To 
All People," Wall Street Journal 14 May 1992, A 14; "Ross Perot: Where's The 
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Tom Luce continued to maintain in 1994 that "Ross Perot was uniquely 

positioned to continue saying exactly what he wanted to say on any issue, as long as 

he was straightforward. It really did not matter to the Perot voter," Luce insisted, 

"that he felt one way on abortion, for example, and they felt another. Those were 

not important issues to the Perot voter ... What they liked in Perot was the fact that 

he did not talk like a politician. "so Luce may have a point, but another observer 

might conclude that fiscally conservative traditionalists, veterans, and isolationists 

were bound to eventually fall out of solution with voters attracted by Perot's 

positions on job creation, tax policy, and political reform, and by his vision of a 

more inclusive, liberal society. Moreover, critical components of Perot's economic 

Beef?," New York Times 29 May 1992, A28; Robert Shogun and Thomas B. 
Rosentheil, "Perot's Broad Appeal Sewn Together By Vague Threads," Los Angeles 
Times 7 June 1992, AI; Gerald F. Seib, "Perot's Plan To Charge Allies For Their 
Defense Is Fuzzy On The Facts, But Politically On Target," Wall Street Journal 16 
June 1992, A14; Robert J. Samuelson, "Double Talk From The Straight Shooter," 
Washington Post 18 June 1992, A23; Lee A. Iacocca, "Perot, The Mystery Man," Los 
Angeles Times 21 June 1992, M7; Richard Cohen, "Perot: Nothing To Say," 
Washington Post 26 June 1992, A23; John H. Sununu, "We Need A President In The 
White House, Not A Pollster," Los Angeles Times 1 July 1992, B7; David Shribman, 
"Perot Is In The Spotlight Again, But His Intentions Remain Hidden," Wall Street 
Journal 28 September 1992, A14; Howard Kurtz, "Second Honeymoon Didn't Last," 
Washington Post 4 October 1992, A21; Thomas B. Rosentiel, "Reporters See Perot 
As Object Of Derision," Los Angeles Times 7 October 1992, AlO; Jonathan Alter, 
"Perot's Last Casting Call," Newsweek 120 (12 October 1992): 44; Steven A. 
Holmes, "While Perot's Economic Plans Are Detailed, Other Positions Remain 
Vague," New York Times 19 October 1992, All; "Getting Dizzy With Ross Perot," 
New York Times 27 October 1992, A22; Bruce Williams and Andrea Press, "Perot Is 
Refreshing, Perot Is Dangerous," Christian Science Monitor 30 October 1992, 19. 

SOAuthor's interview (12 July 1994). 
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plans alienated important "special interest" voting blocks who, while perhaps agreeing 

that drastic action was needed, were ready to fight to retain their own privileges. His 

denials notwithstanding, Luce and the other advisors, in both phases of the Perot 

campaign, were aware of this problem of constituency instability, and considered at 

least two solutions to it. First, if a credible running mate could be found, the 

campaign's message might be tailored to both standardbearers, a process that would 

make the Perot effort more typical of third party campaigns, moving left or right and 

attempting to rally traditional voting blocks in a new coalition. 51 Secondly, if Perot 

could manage to get diverse elements, including his cadres of grassroots visionaries, 

the corporate lawyers and business advisors who had been at his side for years, and 

high profile political professionals, to work together as a team, a politically viable 

new version of the American Dream might emerge to attract the large block of voters 

clearly alienated entirely by the current state of political culture. 

Early in the campaign, Perot maneuvered to stabilize his base among veterans 

by appointing former Vietnam war-hero/POW Admiral James Stockdale as his 

"interim" running mate. 52 A non-ideologue who had never run for public office, 

Stockdale suited Perot's "outsider" image, but he lacked the name recognition and 

51Jack Nelson, "Billionaire Perot Pushes To Name Running Mate," Los Angeles 
Times 20 March 1992, AI. 

52" Perot Chooses Admiral To Aid Ballot Effort," New York Times 1 April 1992, 
A16. 
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access to a different voter base which the campaign needed to develop into a more 

formidable force. Recognizing these facts of political life, Perot continued to seek a 

running mate with stature right up until his July 16 "withdrawal." According to news 

reports, Senator Warren Rudman, Governor Douglas Wilder, HUD Secretary Jack 

Kemp, former Senator and 1992 presidential contender Paul Tsongas, and even 

General Norman Schwartzkopf, retired hero of the 1990 Gulf War, were seriously 

considered over the course of the year. 53 Also, aware that women voters had not 

embraced his candidacy, Perot considered balancing the ticket with a female running 

mate. Former UN representative Jeanne Kirkpatrick, among others, was considered. 54 

No one accepted Perot's advances. Some rejected his wooing out of hand; others 

briefly flirted with the idea of running, but a fit was never found. Finally, when he 

reentered the campaign on October 1, Perot announced that, for better or worse, 

53David Rogers, "Rudman Is Annoyed," Wall Street Journal 20 May 1992, A 16; 
"Perot Offers Explanation For Inquiries On Rudman," Wall Street Journal 21 May 
1992, A16; Donald P. Baker, "Democrats Want Wilder's 'No' To Perot," Washington 
Post 5 June 1992, Dl; "Tsongas Meets With Perot, But Rules Out Vice President 
Run," Los Angeles Times 27 June 1992, A15; "Perot Considers Kemp," Washington 
Post 8 July 1992, A19; Michael Isikoff, "Perot Staff Researching Potential Running 
Mates," Washington Post 10 July 1992, A9; Donald P. Baker, "Wilder Declines To 
Deny Reports," Washington Post 13 July 1992, A 7; Donald P. Baker, "Perot-Wilder 
Talk Is Laid To Rest," Washington Post 14 July 1992, A15; Andrew Rosenthal, 
"Schwartzkopf Says He Got Two No.2 Offers," New York Times 25 September 
1992, A18. See also Carolyn Barta, Perot and His People, 240-42. 

54Barta, Perot and H is People, 241; Ronald G. Shafer, "Perot Presses For A 
Female Running Mate And To Counter Character Charges, "Wall Street Journal 3 
July 1992, A 1. See also Ellen Goodman, "Perot and Women," Washington Post 13 
June 1992, A21. 
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Admiral Stockdale would be his running mate. 55 

In an attempt to create a winning team for his unconventional campaign, Perot 

and his associates brought in political professionals -- pollsters, managers, and "spin 

doctors" -- to tailor a comprehensive message and try to keep all the diverse groups 

on board. Perot's experiences in business and governmental relations pushed him 

strongly in this direction. He had, in fact, made his predilection to build teams of the 

"best" people to produce "excellent" results something of a liturgy over the years, 

often announcing that he hired only "people who are smart, tough, self-reliant, have a 

history of success since childhood, a history of being the best at what they've done, 

people who love to win. ,,56 The campaign's experience, however, demonstrates that 

such a course contains its own difficulties. Conflicts emerged at the top of the 

Dallas-based apparatus that proved as destructive as the lack of homogeneity among 

constituents. One group of advisors sought to push the campaign's ideological line to 

the left; another group wanted to adopt a more conservative approach. Key aides 

from Perot's successful business ventures, including Luce and former EDS president 

Morton Meyerson, shared the candidate's vision of a nation in crisis and his 

55John E. Yang, "Perot Chooses Unlikely Running Mate," Washington Post 2 
october 1992, All; David E. Rosenbaum, "Eager To Face The Test: James Bond 
Stockdale," New York Times 2 October 1992, A19. 

56Peter Elkind, "Can Ross Perot Save America?," Texas Monthly 16 (December, 
1988): 193. See also David R. Gergen et aI., "Perot on Perot," U.S. News and World 
Report 112 (29 June 1992): 24-37. 
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conviction that strong medicine was required, even if that medicine alienated voters. 

They agreed with Perot that the message was more important than election of the 

messenger. The political pros, however, were trained to win, and worry about 

ideological niceties afterward. Where Perot offered specific -- and painful -- policy 

prescriptions, the professionals, coming as they did from the nonspecific world of 

1990s political marketing, sought to soften the message, arguing from experience that 

creation of a broader base required more, not less, vagueness and dissembling. 57 

Aides also disagreed among themselves and with the candidate on the strategy and 

tactics of advertising. Early in the campaign, Perot planned to present "infomercials" 

that would assume an interest in issues among voters, and attempt to educate them on 

the candidate's positions in half-hour or even hour-long installments. Such an 

approach directly contradicted the prevailing wisdom among political public relations 

specialists, who assumed viewers possessed a very short attention span, a lack of 

interest in issues, and a thirst for catchy but intellectually vacuous jingles and for 

vicious (and often equally intellectually vacuous) negative character attacks on 

opponents. Thus the campaign compounded ironies when the maverick "outsider" 

brought professional insiders on board. 

Immediately after his July 16 "withdrawal," newspaper and magazine 

headlines branded Perot a "quitter," and recalled other instances when he had 

57Timothy Noah, "Never Mind: How The Perot Campaign Imploded So Quickly," 
Wall Street Journal 17 July 1992, AI. 
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withdrawn from impossible situations. What the authors of these articles forgot, 

however, is that, more often than not, Perot returned to do battle once more. In a 

1986 speech to the Detroit Economics Club, delivered just days after his removal 

from General Motors' Board of Directors, for example, the feisty Texan lambasted 

young business school graduates in words reminiscent of his 1971 crusade to remodel 

Wall Street culture at DuPont Glore-Fargan. He was still talking about reforming 

GM in 1992. Similarly, during the lO-week "withdrawal," the candidate once again 

emphasized the issues that had led him to run in the first place: the budgetary crisis 

and its destructive effect on the overall national economy and American society, and 

the need to reconstruct a vision of the American Dream for present and future 

generations, to reaffirm their belief in and commitment to their country. 

When he returned to the fray on October 1, 1992, Perot's campaign was once 

more a crusade for power. At 10: 15 PM on election night, November 3, as he 

prepared to speak to the crowd of cheering supporters in Dallas, Ross Perot could 

look back at a campaign that had accomplished many of the goals he had originally 

set. Orson Swindle argued that more people would have supported Perot, except that 

"if you weren't going to win they didn't vote for you." That, Swindle said, "is a sad 

statement. fISK On continuing the Perot movement, Swindle asked "are we going to 

keep this thing going? In all candor," he said, answering his own question, "there's 

S8Kevin Sack, "Leaving Door Open, Perot Exits Dancing," New York Times 4 
November 1992, 5B. 
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no way we can stop it. This is truly something that is unparalleled in the history of 

our country politically." Noting that Perot had garnered 18 million votes, Swindle 

said "I think the basis for a third party is there if the group wants to pursue that. ,,59 

Stockdale also hinted at Perot's political future and that of his organization: "We're 

overdue to be a three-party country. This is a historic night. ,,60 Finally, John 

DeMotte, Idaho coordinator for the Perot campaign, said "It looks like the makings 

of a third party or at least a watchdog coalition ... People here are scared, mad and 

anxious. ,,61 

Perot vetoed the idea of a third party, saying it would only lead to more 

division among Americans, at a time when they most needed to pull together as a 

team. He agreed, however, with Stephen Best, the campaign's coordinator in Maine 

(the state where he did best, capturing 30% of the popular vote and finishing 

second), who said "We need to stay together. ,,62 The forces unleashed in his 

59Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, "Perot Campaign, Relishing Gains, To Set Up 
Formal Advocacy Group," Washington Post 5 November 1992, A29; Steven A. 
Holmes, "Perot: Eccentric Perhaps, But No Joke," New York Times 5 November 
1992, B4. 

6(
IJohn Mintz, "Perot Embodied Dismay Of Millions," Washington Post 4 

November 1992, A26. 

61Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, "Perot Campaign, Relishing Gains, To Set Up 
Formal Advocacy Group," Washington Post 5 November 1992, A29. Perot got 28 % 
of the vote in DeMotte's Idaho, almost finishing second -- Clinton got 29%, Bush 
43 %, a sharp drop from his 1988 share of 62 %. 

62ibid. 
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campaign should not be squandered, Perot said. Rather, he proposed to convert his 

campaign organization into a watchdog agency, advocacy group, and political action 

organization, which would develop and support (or oppose) candidates for local and 

national office. Before closing the doors on election night, Swindle said he would 

begin immediately to transform United We Stand, America into a legally 

incorporated, dues-paying organization that would push for deficit reduction, job 

creation, and other causes advocated by Ross Perot. 63 

Given such a political agenda, a substantial core constituency of card-carrying 

UWSA members, and virtually unlimited access to mass media, one can see the 

possibility of a new kind of politics evolving from the seed Perot planted in 1992. 

Commentators had for years lamented the sad state of partisan factionalism. Without 

huge patronage bases, and with packaged candidates who avoided substance while 

posing for photo opportunities and mouthing meaningless platitudes in hopes of 

getting a 10 second sound bite on the evening news, the parties often appeared as 

anachronistic relics of a bygone political era. Yet what, after all, was UWSA except 

a political party without primaries, conventions, and the other trappings of power? It 

was a party, one might suggest, for the information age. 64 

63ibid. 

64Tom Luce, in an interview with the author on July 12, 1994, implied as much, 
saying that Perot's candidacy was viable because of changes in communication, and 
that the billionaire's use of modern information-dissemination techniques had blazed 
a trail for future non-political "outsiders" to gain a voice in the political process. 
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Could Ross Perot have won the presidency in 1992? Historically, elections 

tend to narrow in the final weeks. If there are two or more candidates left standing 

at that time, after months of skirmishing, the last four to six weeks really are the 

whole election, as Senator Rudman observed. Given the peculiarities of the electoral 

college, Perot was still standing. "You have to understand," Tom Luce pointed out, 

that "you don't have to get 51 % of the vote" under the American system. "The 

electoral votes of California, Florida, and Texas are [111, or 41 %] of the electoral 

votes you need to win, and he was winning in all three" before his July withdrawal. 

While his retreat weakened his candidacy, Perot retained sufficient strength to make 

the 1992 election a race to the finish. "I am convinced," Luce concluded, that "a 

third of the electorate is not committed to either party, and is unhappy much of the 

time with the political process. ,,65 

Thus, it is conceivable that Perot could have won the 1992 election. That 

result, however, was always unlikely. Far more plausible is the possibility that, had 

he not withdrawn for 10 weeks, Perot might have thrown the election into the House 

of Representatives, where the Democratic majority would likely have made Bill 

Clinton President in the end. The last time that happened, in 1824, the House made 

John Quincy Adams President, even though he had lost the popular vote to Andrew 

Jackson. Four years later, in 1828, Jackson swept into office, smashing the old 

65 Author's interview (12 July 1994). 



399 

partisan alignments and inaugurating a dramatic new era in American political 

history.66 Could Ross Perot be a factor in the 1996 presidential election? In terms of 

real power, Perot, by amassing nearly 20% of the popular vote in 1992, established 

himself and UWSA as political forces which could not be ignored -- in 1996 or in 

the foreseeable future. 

What frightened people about Ross Perot and his 1992 crusade, of course, was 

the degree to which the leader seemed to personify the movement. The power 

represented by Perot's voting bloc appeared to be controlled by the single individual 

at the top. If the leader could so manipulate his minions, he could threaten 

America's constitutional institutions, taking the nation on a course toward 

totalitarianism. History suggests that two factors mitigate against such fears. First, 

the American governmental structure with its three branches, its multiple layers, and 

its checks and balances, was specifically designed to limit such a possibility. The 

66Jackson and his successors recreated American politics, dramatically broadening 
the voting franchise and establishing in the process an entirely new party system, 
most notable, perhaps, for its factionalism, its ideological appeals, and its 
sectionalism. On the other hand, the Jacksonian era may have produced the closest 
thing to "realpolitik" Americans have seen. In any event, Jackson himself generated 
a seemingly endless debate among historians: Was he an elitist or a democrat, a 
hayseed or a sophisticate, a populist or a whig? See for example Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr. The Age of Jackson (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, 1945), and Bray 
Hammond, Banks and Politics in America From the Revolution to the Civil War 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957). For a comprehensive 
historiographical overview, see Charles G. Sellers, Jr., "Andrew Jackson Versus The 
Historians," Mississippi Valley Historical Review 44:4 (1958): 615-34. Ross Perot 
generated similar confusion -- which is perhaps the strongest argument of all that 
Perot's candidacy stands squarely within the American political tradition. 
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arrangement is cumbersome indeed, and is a principle cause of the "gridlock" that so 

frustrated Perot's followers. This system, however, has served for more than 200 

years, even surviving periods when extraordinary executive powers were granted amI 

wielded -- during the Civil War and during the Great Depression of the 1930s, for 

example. 

Second, in a democracy, the image of the President as a single individual 

dictating orders to a vast governmental organization is a fiction. Everyone working 

within American political institutions has responsibilities and must take initiatives in 

order to accomplish them; likewise, each individual in a popular movement 

influences policies to the extent that they voice their opinion -- and there was 

certainly no shortage of individual opinions among Perot's followers. Leaders must 

cultivate an image of inscrutability in order to lead -- their followers must see them 

as a moral compass, and as the repository of public power. 67 But unless the 

American republic is converted to a Stalinist police state, even the most autocratic 

politician is bound, like Gulliver, by many threads. To paraphrase Perot, if the 

United States democracy fails, it will be the people, not the politicians, who must 

bear the blame. 

Truly, the danger cannot be ignored; the modern world has seen too many 

political opportunists rise and fall. Americans could, however, awaken to a worse 

67See Lyn Ragsdale, Presidential Politics (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1993) for a 
fuller exposition of this argument. 
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fate than finding Ross Perot in the White House. As James Squires suggested, the 

nation was fortunate in 1992 that Perot, and not a more ruthless demagogue, served 

as a lightning rod for public discontent. The populist billio,naire articulated many of 

the causes of that discontent, and if the causes remain unaddressed, the public may 

demand far more radical changes than anything proposed by Perot. As Squires 

observed ominously, "the next time the man on horseback comes, he may not be so 

benign. He could be a real racial hater or a divider of people. ,,68 Indeed he might. 

68John Mintz, "Perot Embodied Dismay Of Millions," Washington Post 4 
November 1992, A26. 



Chapter 10 
King of the Gypsies 

On November 8, 1994, Republicans seized control of both houses of the 

United States Congress for the first time in 42 years. In a general repudiation of 

Democratic incumbents, voters also dramatically realigned statehouses toward the 
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G.O.P. In 1995, Republicans would hold 30 of the nation's governorships and exert 

far more influence in state legislatures -- and on upcoming electoral battles, including 

the 1996 presidential race. George Bush's party reasserted its paramountcy in its 

Southern bastion, claiming a majority of Southern delegates to the U.S. House of 

Representatives and provoking one Democratic United States Senator, Alabama's 

Richard Shelby, to change his party affiliation the day after the election. I Ross Perot 

and his followers clearly played a significant role in this historic shift of power. Exit 

polls indicated that 65% of the billionaire's 1992 voters cast ballots for Republican 

candidates for the U.S. House of Representatives in 1994 -- a major change from two 

years earlier, when Perot's supporters split their votes almost evenly between House 

I"The 1994 Elections: State By State," New York Times 10 November 1994, B9-
B 11; Linda Kanamine, "GOP Governors Mount A Comeback," USA Today 9 
November 1994, SA; "New Tilt In Politics," USA Today 10 November 1994, lA; 
William M. Welch, "Southern Lights Are Now Shining On Republicans," USA 
Today 10 November 1994, 7 A. Other Democratic Senators and Representatives also 
threatened to switch to the G.O.P. See Maureen Groppe, "Election '94: Democrats 
Hint At Defecting Unless Party Line Changes," Congressional Quarterly Weekly 
Report 52 (19 november 1994): 3358-60. 
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candidates from the two major parties. 2 The influence of Perot and his followers 

may have been even greater than the polls indicated, however, as a revue of events 

leading up to the midterm elections reveals. 

While the tycoon vetoed the idea of launching a third party in the immediate 

aftermath of the 1992 election, he moved quickly to retain the momentum he had 

generated. By mid-December, 1992, United We Stand, America was reincorporated 

as a nonprofit watchdog corporation, dedicated to insuring continued public attention 

to the erstwhile former candidate's main issues: reducing the federal deficit and 

reforming the political process. Orson Swindle resigned, amicably, to return to his 

home in Hawaii, and Perot himself assumed the organization's leadership mantle. 

Before President Clinton was sworn in, Perot had announced plans to launch a 

national membership drive for UWSA, hold "electronic town halls" and referenda on 

the administration's legislative proposals, and produce more "infomercials" to educate 

voters on issues of the day. The group would actively support and oppose 

presidential proposals and congressional acts, and would strive to become a major 

factor in the 1994 and 1996 elections, the billionaire said. While as a nonprofit --

2" 1992 Election: District Vote For President," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 51 (7 August 1993): 2185-2192; Rhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore 
Perot's Lingering Presence," Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 51 (2 October 
1993): 2671; "Breakdown: How Groups Divided In The Vote For the U.S. House," 
New York Times 10 November 1994, B4; Richard Benedetto, "Tide Shifts As GOP 
Rides Wave Of Voter Angst," USA Today 9 November 1994, 9A; Richard L. Berke, 
"Asked To Place Blame, Americans In Surveys Chose: All Of The Above," New 
York Times 10 November 1994, B 1, B4. 



404 

and technically nonpartisan -- lobbying association, UWSA could not formally 

endorse candidates, Perot and other leaders in the organization could, and he made it 

clear that he planned do so. Having garnered nearly 1/5 of the popular vote and 

established a broad national base, Ross Perot indubitably intended to demand a seat 

at the political negotiating table in Washington, D.C.3 

President-elect Clinton, however, appeared to snub the billionaire by failing to 

invite him to a pre-inaugural "economic summit" colloquy in Little Rock. In 

response, Perot magnanimously pronounced that the President should be given time 

to present his program and to deliver on the promises he had made in 1992. He 

denied having held any expectation that he would be offered a cabinet position or 

even a symbolic advisory role in the new regime, and implied -- somewhat 

ominously -- that Clinton's attitude might allow him more critical latitude in coming 

months. "I've had enough experience around government," the erstwhile campaigner 

told interviewer Barbara Walters, "to know that sometimes they like to use you just 

3ABC's "20/20" (6 November 1992); Michael Isikoff and John Mintz, "Perot 
Campaign, Relishing Gains, To Set Up Formal Advocacy Group," Washington Post 5 
November 1992, A29; John M. Broder, "Not Ready To Launch A Third Party, Perot 
Says," Los Angeles Times 7 November 1992, A22; "Is The Party Over?," The New 
Yorker 68 (16 November 1992): 40-41; Jack Cheevers, "Perot Molding Volunteers 
Into Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles Times 29 November 1992, AI, A28; "Swindle 
Resigns As Chief Of Perot Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles Times 18 December 1992, 
A19; Richard L. Berke, "Perot To Use TV To Promote Group," New York Times 8 
January 1993, A13; Thomas B. Edsall, "Perot Steps Back Into Limelight," 
Washington Post 12 January 1993, AlO; R.W. Apple, Jr., "Perot Is Expanding His 
Group To Sway The New Congress," New York Times 17 January 1993, AI, A19. 
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sort of as a showcase ... I would not want to lend my name to that kind of thing. ,,4 

Moreover, Clinton's "change of position on lobbying" suggested that the new 

President's ability to act would be curbed by "special interests" in the same way his 

predecessors had been. "He [Clinton] is surrounded by people from that system 

now, " Perot said. Former Democratic Party chairman Ron Brown, for example, was 

a registered foreign lobbyist, the Texan pointed out, and for the President-elect to 

name such a man Commerce Secretary conveyed an appearance of impropriety. "I 

obviously feel that we shouldn't put people in that have a severe conflict of interest," 

even if they are good people, Perot said. United We Stand, he hoped, would provide 

a catalyst "to eliminate and diminish the effectiveness of special-interest lobbyists. ,,5 

Spokesperson George Stephanopoulos summarized the administration's 

attitude toward the former candidate, declaring that "I don't know that we have to 

play to Perot, but we certainly do have to address the concerns of those who voted 

for Perot. ,,6 Clinton, Stephanopoulos said, had promised to prohibit lobbying by 

4John M. Broder, "Not Ready To Launch A Third Party, Perot Says," Los 
Angeles Times 7 November 1992, A22. 

5Richard L. Berke, "Perot Re-Enters The Limelight As A Watchdog," New York 
Times 12 January 1993, AI; Robert L. Jackson and Lianne Hart, "Perot Kicks Off 
Recruitment For Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles Times 12 January 1993, AlO. 

6Thomas B. Edsall, "Perot Steps Back Into Limelight," Washington Post 12 
January 1993, AlO; Richard L. Berke, "Perot Re-Enters The Limelight As A 
Watchdog," New York Times 12 January 1993, A17; Robert L. Jackson and Lianne 
Hart, "Perot Kicks Off Recruitment For Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles Times 12 
January 1993, A lO. 
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senior administration officials for five years after they leave office.7 That gesture, he 

implied, should satisfy the upstart populist and his legions. 

On Capitol Hill, Senators and Representatives adopted a decidedly more 

congenial -- and more nervous -- attitude toward Perot than had the President-elect. 

Politicians from both parties actively courted Perot and his followers in the early 

months of 1993. They could hardly do otherwise -- the wealthy parvenu had drawn 

20% or more of the 1992 popular vote in more than half of the nation's 

representative districts, and had garnered the same 1/5 of the vote in fully half of the 

states in which Senate seats would be up for grabs in 1994 as weI I. I! Moreover, few 

misunderstood the implications when Republican Paul Coverdell, with UWSA's 

support, narrowly defeated Georgia's Democratic incumbent U.S. Senator Wyche 

7Thomas B. Edsall, "Perot Steps Back Into Limelight," Washington Post 12 
January 1993, AIO; Richard L. Berke, "Perot Re-Enters The Limelight As A 
Watchdog," New York Times 12 January 1993, A17; Robert L. Jackson and Lianne 
Hart, "Perot Kicks Off Recruitment For Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles Times 12 
January 1993, AlD. 

I!Gerald F. Seib, "Perot's Reaction Will Play A Key Part In How Clinton's 
Package Is Received," Wall Street Journal 16 January 1993, A 16; Timothy Noah, 
"He's Still Here," Wall Street Journal 20 January 1993, R6; Kevin Merida, "Mr. 
Perot Goes To Washington," Washington Post 3 March 1993, A15; Michael Wines, 
"Perot Continues His Campaign, On Capitol Hill," New York Times 3 March 1993, 
AI; Clifford Krauss, "Perot Joins With House G.O.P.In Attacking Clinton," New 
York Times 20 May 1993, A18; Rhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's 
Lingering Presence," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 51 (2 October 1993): 
2674. 
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Fowler, Jr., in a late 1992 runoff election.9 Perot, with his broad base and wide 

appeal, constituted a threat to the re-election hopes of members from both parties, 

and most of them understood that new fact of political life immediately. 10 

Toward the incoming executive, on the other hand, Republicans, like Perot, 

adopted a confrontational attitude even as they promised cooperation. "The good 

news," Senate minority leader Robert Dole (R-Kansas) told reporters, "is that he 

(Clinton] is getting a honeymoon in Washington. The bad news is, Bob Dole wiII be 

his chaperone. "II "He didn't get a majority," Dole continued in an interview with 

New York Times reporter R.W. Apple, Jr. "The country obviously didn't want Bush, 

but they weren't ready for Perot and they had plenty of doubts about Clinton. ,,12 

Like Benjamin Disraeli, the great British statesman who virtually invented the 

modern concept of "loyal opposition" politics, Dole argued that his party had as 

much right as Clinton's to represent the "social welfare of the 'people. "'13 Dole, like 

Disraeli, understood completely that a new law was only good if it could generate a 

9Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots Organization A Growing Force In Hill 
Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1457. 

IORhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 51 (2 October 1993): 2674. 

IIDan Balz and David S. Broder, "Clinton Writing Agenda For Economic 
Change, "Washington Post 5 November 1992, A26. 

12R.W. Apple, Jr., "Clinton, Savoring Victory, Starts Sizing Up Job Ahead," New 
York Times 5 November 1992, B2. 

13Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield, Sybil (London: Penguin, 1980), 330. 
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majority of the people's representatives to vote for it. "We'll obstruct what needs 

obstructing," the Senator would later declare. 14 If that meant rewriting the 

President's bills and filibustering the administration's major reform initiatives, so be 

it. If Clinton and his aides could not generate the votes to pass those initiatives, they 

were bad by definition, within the confrontational framework of opposition politics. 

Any politicians in the nation's capitol who remained unfocused on the pivotal 

electoral potential wielded by Perot and his followers were soon captivated by early 

returns from his Spring, 1993 public relations push. In its first 24 hours, Perot's 

January, 1993 membership drive generated 500,000 telephone calls and signed up 

more than 400,000 new UWSA members, according to spokesperson Sharon Holman 

and national news sources. IS "Tens of thousands of letters are piled in a warehouse, 

waiting to be opened," reported the New York Times, while Perot, looking once 

again like a candidate, appeared on television talk shows and news programs. He 

addressed rallies in Texas, Florida, and New Jersey, and planned more for other 

states where he had run well in 1992. On Friday night, January 29, 1993, Perot 

broadcast the first of his "electronic town halls" in Dallas, lecturing television 

14Bob Dole, "We'll Obstruct What Needs Obstructing," New York Times 12 
September 1994, A15. When, one might ask, does legitimate opposition become 
opportunistic obstructionism? See also Douglas Harbrecht, "Phil Gramm: A Slash
And-Burn Artist's White House Quest, " Business Week 12 September 1994, 48. 

ISEdward Walsh and Helen Dewar, "Telephones Ring Again For Perot," 
Washington Post 17 January 1993, A24; R.W. Apple, "Perot Is Expanding His Group 
To Sway The New Congress," New York Times 17 January 1993, AI, A19. 
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viewers on the budget deficit, condemning Capital Hill lobbyists, who he said were 

"selling out America," and calling on voters to join with other UWSA members to 

"make a difference" by sending in their $15 annual dues. 16 After publishing "ballots" 

in TV Guide, Perot took his town hall concept to a national audience, buying a half 

hour of prime Sunday night viewing time on NBC and spending another $700,000 

from his seemingly bottomless coffers. A 900-telephone number and an electronic 

bulletin board were set up to take viewers' calls and receive input from computer 

operators. 17 A Time/CNN poll reflected substantial public approval for the 

entrepreneur and for his watchdog efforts, even though 42 % of the poll's respondents 

thought the latest burst of activity was simply early preparation for another run at the 

presidency in 1996. 18 Perot fueled those perceptions by continuing to maintain his 

1992 threats: if the new President and Congress proved incapable of addressing the 

16Richard L. Berke, "Perot To Use TV To Promote Group," New York Times 8 
January 1993, A 13; Thomas B. Edsall, "Perot Steps Back Into The Limelight," 
Washington Post 12 January 1993, A 10; Timothy Noah, "He's Still Here," Wall 
Street Journal 20 January 1993, R6; "Perot Refuses To Back Away From The 
Political Stage," Wall Street Journal 29 January 1993, AI; Laurence I. Barrett, 
"HecklerIn Chief," Time 141 (29 March 1993): 27. 

17B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Perot Calls For Politics Of Renewal," New York 
Times 23 March 1993, AIO; Laurence I. Barret, "Heckler In Chief," Time 141 (29 
March 1993): 27. 

18Laurence I. Barret, "Heckler In Chief," Time 141 (29 March 1993): 27. When 
asked what activities they would like to see Perot use UWSA to accomplished, 80% 
approved of efforts to reduce the federal budget deficit, 63 % thought changing the 
country's political processes was an appropriate endeavor, and 52 % hoped to see 
UWSA evolve into a third political party. 
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nation's problems, he might very well run again in 1996. 

Clinton, forced to bow before the Texas whirlwind, conferred with Perot on 

economic policy on February 17, 1993. The fiscal priorities Clinton announced the 

following day to a joint session of Congress demonstrated the degree to which he had 

embraced the billionaire's economic remedies. The budget he would soon present, 

Clinton said, would emphasize deficit reduction in a program of "shared sacrifice." 

Though the Democrat quickly made it clear that the wealthy would shoulder a larger 

share of sacrifice in the form of income tax hikes, his lines closely resembled Perot's 

campaign script. Moreover, the new President made it clear that his promises to 

deliver a middle-class tax cut -- Clinton's Perot-inspired proposal to raise gasoline 

taxes actually raised the middle-class levy -- and a large "stimulus package" of 

appropriations for public works construction would be sacrificed for deficit 

reduction. 19 

Congress likewise embraced Perot, at least superficially, inviting the crusading 

watchdog to share his ideas on economic policy, political reform, and foreign trade. 

Testifying on March 2 -- less than two weeks after Clinton's economic policy address 

19Timothy Noah, "He's Still Here," Wall Street Journal 20 January 1993, R6; 
Gerald F. Seib, "Perot's Reaction Will Play A Key Part In How Clinton's Package Is 
Received, " Wall Street Journal 16 February 1993, A 16; Paul Richter, "President, 
Perot Confer Before Address," Los Angeles Times 18 February 1993, A27; James 
Flanigan, "Clinton Economic Program Takes Cue From Perot," Los Angeles Times 
27 January 1993, 01; Edward Yardeni, "President Clinton's Perot Plan," New York 
Times 21 February 1993, FIS. 
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-- before the Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress, Perot repeated the 

arguments he had expounded in public debate and campaign manifestos: the national 

debt had crippled the country while the political system, held hostage by special 

interests, seemed incapable of responding. Despite all his "good intentions," Perot 

opined, Bill Clinton had succumbed to "old-time politics." The President's proposals, 

the businessman argued, would not sufficiently reduce the deficit to produce much of 

an impact on the overall economy, and he remained imprisoned in the corrupt 

Washington system. Reducing the number of legislative committees and prohibiting 

political contributions from lobbyists -- especially foreign lobbyists -- might be a 

good place to begin overhauling that system, the billionaire suggested. Citizens must 

be better informed about proposed legislation in order to make more informed 

decisions. Government must be rendered more accessible. Running for office, Perot 

declared, must be made far less expensive, in order to allow "the people, the owners 

of this country ... a proper voice in their government. ,,20 

20U .S. Congress, Joint Committee On The Organization Of Congress, Operations 
Of The Congress: Testimony of H. Ross Perot, 103rd Cong., 1st Sess., 2 March 
1993,6-7,11,13-14,60; Timothy Noah, "He's Still Here," Wall Street Journal 20 
January 1993, R6; David Rogers and John Harwood, "Perot Takes Issue With 
CI inton' s Plan As Panel Sees Revenue Off $25 Billion," Wall Street Journal 3 March 
1993, A16; Kevin Merida, "Mr Perot Goes To Washington," Washington Post 3 
March 1993, A15; Michael Wines, "Perot Continues His Campaign, On Capital Hill," 
New York Times 3 March 1993, AI; Kevin Merida, "Perot Stirs Admiration, Fear 
On Hill," Washington Post 7 March 1993, A6; "Campaign Reform Gets A New 
Angel, " Los Angeles Times 15 March 1993, B6; James Risen, "Deficit Reduction 
Has Forced Change On Clinton," Los Angeles Times 25 June 1993, A26. See also 
Ross Perot, Not For Sale At Any Price: How We Can Save America For Our 
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The crusading entrepreneur hoped to use UWSA to influence the Washington 

establishment to accept his policy prescriptions. As local chapters began sponsoring 

political forums, polling members' attitudes, and planning rallies and other political 

activities, Perot's organizational concept began to take on a tangible shape. Dave 

Kaplan, writing in Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report, called UWSA "the 

League of Women Voters with an attitude." Russel Verney, UWSA' s national 

special events coordinator, provided a more succinct description. The idea, said 

Verney, is to fill a perceived political void "by holding politicians accountable to 

voters ... Our purpose is to insure that our members and the public have as much 

information as possible to distinguish between the incumbent and challengers." 

While Internal Revenue Service rules prohibited tax-exempt organizations like 

UWSA from making issuing endorsements, Verney pointed out that "there are ways 

that we could endorse." The group could publish the voting records of public 

officials, for example, or it could sponsor public forums that candidates would ignore 

at their own risk. Or, UWSA might simply disseminate the results of surveys 

indicating the membership's candidate preferences. 21 The entity Verney described 

Children (New York, NY: Hyperion, 1993), passim. 

21Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots Organization A Growing Force In Hill 
Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1456-57. See also 
Jill Abramson, "Under Perot Group's Hood Is Financial Engine Exempt From 
Repairs He's Urging On The Parties,"Wall Street Journal 17 June 1993, A12; 
Martha Kropf, "The Strings of Tax-Exempt Status, " Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
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sounded like less than a party, but like far more of a political force than the 

fundamentally benign League of Women Voters. 

The organizational difficulties so much in evidence in 1992, however, 

continued to plague the new association. Local infighting, resentment of Dallas 

managers by grassroots activists, and the inherent political instability of a coalition 

made up of voters from all points on the political spectrum were confounded by the 

difficulties of promoting a political lobby which could not assume overtly partisan 

positions because of the tax laws. Disputes over who would lead local chapters led 

to resignations by several state chairpersons, departures by splinter groups -- which in 

some cases began trying to form new parties -- and new assertions of central 

authority by Dallas-based UWSA leaders under Perot's command. 22 The billionaire 

faced increasing demands for action from his followers, who often failed to 

Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1457. 

22Jack Cheevers, "Perot Molding Volunteers Into Citizens' Lobby," Los Angeles 
Times 29 November 1992, AI; Jack Nelson, "Perot Focuses On '94 Congressional 
Races," Los Angeles Times 20 May 1993, AlO; Stephen Engelberg, "Perot's 
Organization Shows Fissures And Sagging Morale," New York Times 1 June 1993, 
AI; Dan Weikel, "Ex-Workers Criticize Perot's Irvine Office," Los Angeles Times 6 
July 1993, A3; Gerald F. Seib, "In Perot's Wake, Some 1992 Supporters Now Form 
New Parties," Wall Street Journal 4 August 1993, A I; David Firestone, "Struggle 
Over Use Of Group's Name Divides Perot Followers In New York," New York 
Times 9 January 1994, A22; Dan Balz, "Internal Battles Shake Foundation Of Perot's 
Political Structure," 24 April 1994, A20; Kevin Sack, "Hirschfeld To Finance 
Disgruntled Perot Group," New York Times 18 May 1994, B6; "Perot Plans Rallies 
To Influence Voting," New York Times 25 August 1994, A9(N). 
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appreciate the nuances of tax-exempt maneuverings and forgot their leader's 

admonitions that they, not he, must ultimately establish the historical potency of their 

movement. 23 Perot continued to personify UWSA. Opinion polls revealed sustained 

high personal approval ratings for the quixotic populist throughout the summer of 

1993, while local activists continued to struggle to define their own identities. 24 The 

relative size and power of UWSA remained a mystery, but repeated fracturing and 

splintering indicated a political entity growing by fits and starts, at best. 25 

Although UWSA struggled, Ross Perot continued to wield an enormous 

amount of personal influence. Even as President Clinton accepted substantial parts of 

23Laurence I. Barrett, "Mutiny In Perotland,"Time 141 (24 May 1993): 43-44; 
Ronald G. Shafer, "Perot Faces Pressure From Followers To Back Up His Talk With 
More Action," Wall Street Journal 4 June 1993, AI. See also David Lauter and 
Ronald Brownstein, "America's Vanishing Majority," Los Angeles Times 30 June 
1993, AI. 

24B. Drummond Ayres, "Despite Losing Election, Perot Gains In Standing," New 
York Times 15 March 1993, AlO; Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot's Standing Slips Even As 
His Issues Gain Strength," Wall Street Journal 17 September 1993, AI. 

25Walter Goodman, "Behind Perot's Folksiness, Few Folks," New York Times 16 
January 1993, A47; Dirk Johnson, "Perot Calls, But Bastion In '92 Holds Back," 
New York Times 24 January 1993, A18; David S. Broder, "Perot Is Watching Grass 
Roots Grow," Washington Post 21 March 1993, AI; Stephen Engleberg and B. 
Drummond Ayres, "Perot's Organization Shows Fissures and Sagging Morale," New 
York Times 1 June 1993, AI. See also Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots 
Organization A Growing Force In Hill Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1456-58. As this book neared completion, Kaplan's essay 
offered the most detailed analysis available of Perot's and UWSA's impact on the 
1994 election. While noting the turnover in UWSA observed by others, Kaplan 
argued that the group's impact was growing and could be decisive in the fall 
elections. 
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the billionaire's policy prescriptions along with his populist rhetoric, Perot 

relentlessly criticized the Democrat for accepting halfway measures, for showing too 

much of a willingness to compromise and trade votes, and for not being focused 

enough on the "real" issue -- debt reduction. Following up his March 2 

congressional testimony with new infomercials and with major speeches at UWSA 

membership rallies, Perot continued to hammer away at the shortcomings of 

Clinton's economic prescriptions. Insisting that administration budget analysts had 

underestimated revenue by billions, the lecturing businessman displayed his 

trademark charts and graphs, and urged audiences to call the White House to 

denounce the President's plans. 26 Warming up his invective, Perot attacked the new 

executive's attempt to salvage the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 

a customs union treaty with Canada and Mexico negotiated under George Bush, and 

blasted efforts -- largely directed by first lady Hillary Clinton -- to produce a 

consensus for health care reform. The yet-to-be unveiled health care package --

which the Clintons saw as their administration's legislative centerpiece -- had already 

lost credibility, the billionaire told reporters on May 20, 1993, both because it was 

26Tina Daunt, "Perot Attacks Clinton Budget In USC Speech," Los Angeles 
Times 14 March 1993, B3; E.J. Dionne, Jr., "Clinton's Battle With Perot," 
Washington Post 6 April 1993, B9; Wendy Zellner and Richard S. Dunham, "What 
Does Ross Perot Want?, " Business Week 19 April 1993, 34; Thomas C. Hayes, 
"Perot Urges Calls To Clinton," New York Times 26 April 1993, A19; James 
Gerstenzang, "Perot's Back On The Scene With Charts, Criticism," Los Angeles 
Times 26 April 1993, A19. 
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being prepared without public input in secret meetings, and because program cost 

estimates which had been leaked to the press by planners ran as high as $150 billion 

dollars per year. 27 Testifying once more before congressional committees -- this 

time on the NAFTA agreement -- Perot described White House energy policy 

advisors as "poets, philosophers and beekeepers ... Not one of them," he added, "has 

ever run a business or created a job, far as I know. ,,28 

For his part, Clinton professed bewilderment at Perot's seemingly constant 

fusillade. He could not understand, he said, "why my economic program, which is 

85 percent what Ross Perot recommended in the campaign ... hasn't been endorsed." 

One allegation the businessman had repeated -- that an aide had snubbed a uniformed 

General on the White House grounds -- seemed to particularly upset the young 

President, whom George Bush had attempted to brand as a draft-dodger. Perot's 

"gossip," Clinton insisted, "is an abject lie," and members of the press "ought to be 

ashamed of themselves" for repeating it. "I don't think we ought to be out here 

rumor-mongering," the President said. "I think it does very little to promote the 

27Jack Nelson, "Perot Focuses On '94 Congressional Races," Los Angeles Times 
20 May 1993, AlO; E.J. Dionne, Jr., "Clinton's Battle With Perot," Washington Post 
6 April 1993, A21; Richard L. Berke, "As Perot Jabs, White House Appears To Bob 
And Weave," New York Times 27 April 1993, AI. 

28U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Committee On Small Business, The 
North American Free Trade Agreement, 103rd Cong., 1st Sess., 24 March 1993; 
Gwen Ifill, "Clinton And Perot Call Off Truce," New York Times 2 April 1993, AI, 
A20. 
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public interest. ,,29 

"His [economic] plan won't work," Perot retorted. The administration's 

deficit reduction plan "is based on really tentative promises and guesses." The facts 

are "not being candidly presented to the American people." As for his alleged 

"rumor mongering," Perot, in an ironic echo of Bush's 1992 attack on Clinton's 

"character, "proclaimed that the new Commander-in-Chief, having "ducked" military 

service, "lacked the moral authority" to question the claims of an Army officer. 

"Nobody likes to be called a liar," the irascible mogul concluded, "but to be called a 

liar by Bill Clinton is really a unique experience. ,,30 

Perot was hardly Bill Clinton's only critic, to be sure. Congressional 

Republicans and conservative talk-show hosts offered similar denunciations, and 

distracting sideshows which plagued the administration throughout the spring and 

summer of 1993 lent credibility to their reproaches. The President's effort to allow 

homosexuals to serve in the nation's military without fear of reprisal, for example, 

generated a firestorm of controversy that lasted for months. Also, two different 

potential Attorney General nominees had to withdraw from consideration after news 

29Gwen Ifill, "Clinton And Perot Call Off Truce," New York Times 2 April 
1993, AI, A 10; Ann Devroy, "Clinton Reciprocates Perot's Criticism, " Washington 
Post 2 April 1993, A7; David Lauter, "Clinton Assails Perot," Los Angeles Times 2 
April 1993, A30. 

30Gwen Ifill, "Clinton And Perot Call Off Truce," New York Times 2 April 
1993, AI, AIO. 
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sources revealed that they had illegally employed foreign workers in their 

households. Even Clinton's replacement of the Bush administration's travel staff 

with cronies from Arkansas provoked a violent reaction from the White House press 

corps -- in part because the office had booked accommodations for journalists in the 

Presidential entourage as a gratuity, and reporters had become accustomed to first-

class treatment. 31 When combined with the incessant chorus of criticism from 

without, the apparent ineptitude of his White House staff produced a Bush-like 

decline in Clinton's popularity. By May 20-23, more people disapproved of the 

President's performance than approved, the most precipitous plunge on record, 

according to one analysis. Even Gerald Ford maintained net positive approval ratings 

until six months after his very unpopular 1974 pardon of ex-president Richard 

Nixon. 32 

31Clifford Krauss, "Perot Joins With House G.O.P.ln Attacking Clinton," New 
York Times 20 May 1993, A18; Clifford Krauss, "Perot Criticizes House Rules," 
New York Times 11 June 1993, AI3(N); Thomas L. Friedman, "Clinton Is Victim 
Of Sloppy Transition," New York Times 31 January 1993,01; Eric Schmitt, 
"Compromise On Military Gay Ban Gaining Support," New York Times 12 May 
1993, AI, A16; Michael R. Gordon, "Pentagon Spells Out Rules For Ousting 
Homosexuals," New York Times 23 December 1993, AI, A14; David Johnston, 
"Clinton's Choice For Justice Department Hired Illegal Aliens," New York Times 14 
January 1993, AI, A20; Anthony Lewis, "The Clinton Mystery," New York Times 
28 May 1993, A29. 

32Dan Balz, "Perot Slams The President," Washington Post 27 May 1993, A 10; 
Robert Kuttner, "Clinton's Horse Is Stuck In Retreat," Los Angeles Times 11 April 
1993, M5; James M. Perry, "Journal's Panel Of Political Experts Sees Clinton In A 
Deep Hole And Facing An Unforgiving Public," Wall Street Journal 2 July 1993, A8. 
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Even as Clinton's popularity swooned, Perot's continued to rise. In March, 

1993, his approval rating, at 47 percent, was greater than it had been on election day, 

November 4, 1992. In May, even before Clinton hit his low point, Democratic 

pollster Celinda Lake deemed Perot "the real winner in the first 100 days of 

Clinton's presidency." Analyzing a pair of surveys conducted by Republican and 

Democratic firms, Lake marveled that "a whopping 46 percent of voters -- up from 

one-third -- say they would consider voting for him for president, 27 percent 

strongly." In even worse news for the Democrats, their own studies found that 

people who had cast ballots for Perot in 1992 were increasingly alienated by the 

Washington establishment in general, and the President in particular. Clinton, the 

pollsters concluded, would have a great deal of difficulty winning them over in the 

coming months. 33 

33B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Despite Losing Election, Perot Gains In Standing," 
New York Times 15 March 1993, AlO; Gwen Ifill, "Clinton and Perot Call Off 
Truce," New York Times 2 April 1993, A20; Robert Kuttner, "Clinton's Horse Is 
Stuck In Retreat," Los Angeles Times 11 April 1993, M5; Thomas B. Edsall and Dan 
Balz, "Real 'Winner' In First 100 Days Of Clinton Presidency Is Perot, Democratic 
Pollster Figures," Washington Post 4 May 1993, A6; Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot's 
Standing Slips Even As His Issues Gain Strength," Wall Street Journal 17 September 
1993, AI; "Poll Finds Perot's Standing Has Slipped," Wall Street Journal 16 
December 1993, B16; David Lauter and Ronald Brownstein, "America's Vanishing 
Majority," Los Angeles Times 30 June 1993, AI; Richard L. Berke, "Perot's Support 
Is Here To Stay," New York Times 8 July 1993, AI; John M. Broder, "Clinton 
Failing To Attract Perot Voters, Survey Finds," Los Angeles Times 8 July 1993, 
A21. Despite final election results in 1992 that showed Perot drawing about equal 
numbers from Clinton and Bush, poll analyses at the time of Perot's July, 1992 
withdrawal showed a general appeal to moderates, but with self-described 
conservatives outnumbering liberals two-to-one (see R. W. Apple, Jr., "Poll Gives 
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Having stated their determination to become a permanent electoral force, 

Perot and UWSA struggled to overcome their nonprofit-status handicap. An off-year 

gubernatorial election in New Jersey, and a June, 1993 special election in Texas to 

fill the seat of former U.S. Senator (named Treasury Secretary by President Clinton) 

Lloyd Bentson, provided the first opportunities for the group to flex its muscle. In 

Texas, Richard W. Fisher, a Dallas-based financier who had served as Perot's foreign 

policy, economic advisor, and sometime surrogate speaker in 1992, faced Bob 

Krueger, Bentson's handpicked successor, Texas state Treasurer Kay Bailey 

Hutchinson, and a large field of also-rans in the May 1 open primary. Fisher, a 

wealthy political unknown who, like Perot, financed his own campaign, credited 

Perot as his inspiration, but insisted that "I am not Ross Perot's agent." Neither 

Fisher's 1992 credentials nor his money proved sufficient -- Hutchinson won the 

right to challenge Krueger in the runoff. Courting Perot voters, Hutchinson joined 

UWSA and prepared a policy agenda "right out of the pages of the organization," 

according to Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report. Despite allegations that she 

had used state workers for political purposes, Hutchinson opened a big lead, and 

UWSA cemented her victory two days before the election by releasing a survey 

Clinton A Post-Perot, Post-Convention Boost," New York Times 18 July 1992, AI, 
A8). Perot would not reveal UWSA numbers in 1994, but his action and rhetoric 
indicated a strongly Republican constituency. 
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indicating that 84% of Texas chapter members preferred her over Krueger. 34 

In New Jersey, Democratic incumbent Governor James Florio was considered 

vulnerable because of his endorsement of state tax increases, and Republican primary 

candidates vied for UWSA's and Perot's support throughout May and June, 1993. 

Unable to settle on a preferred candidate, local volunteers initially limited their 

activities to rallies, policy forums, and informational "town hall meetings." When 

Christine Todd Whitman ultimately won the right to face Florio in November, 

however, UWSA members joined other disaffected voters to deliver a stunning 

victory, vaulting Whitman onto the national stage as a rising star among 

Republicans. 3s 

Democrats had deep cause for concern. Besides the drop in the President's 

34Scott Pendleton, "Perot Group May Be Key In Texas Special Election," 
Christian Science Monitor 10 December 1992, 2; David S. Broder, "Another Texas 
Wild Card," Washington Post 21 March 1993, C7; Dan Balz, "Perot Casting A Giant 
Shadow In Texas," Washington Post 5 April 1993, A6; Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass
Roots Organization A Growing Force In Hill Races," Congressional Ouarterly 
Weekly Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1457; "Perot Parades A Republican," New York 
Times 4 June 1994, A8(N); "Ross And The Republicans," Wall Street Journal 8 June 
1993, A16; Sam H. Verhovek, "Republican Gains Texas Senate Seat," New York 
Times 6 June 1993, AI; Jack Anderson and Michael Binstein, "Republicans For 
Perot," Washington Post 27 June 1993, C7. 

35Wayne King, "Backers Of Perot Courted In New Jersey Campaign," New York 
Times 2 May 1993, A28; Peter Marks, "As Thousands Cheer Him, Perot Presses 
Familiar Themes," New York Times 6 June 1993, A45; Jerry Gray, "In New Jersey 
Governor's Primary, Candidates Court Perot's Backers," New York Times 6 June 
1993, AI; "The 1994 Elections, State By State: New Jersey, " New York Times 10 
November 1994, B9. 
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popularity, polls indicated that party stalwarts like Speaker of the House Thomas 

Foley (D-Washington), House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Dan 

Rostenkowski (D-Illinois), New York Governor Mario Cuomo, and Texas Governor 

Ann Richards faced uphill battles for re-election -- in many cases because they had 

opposed independent voter groups like UWSA seeking term limits, spending 

reductions, and tax cuts or, as in Rostenkowski's case, been implicated in corrupt 

political dealings. With his army of disaffected followers affecting election outcomes 

or fielding alternative candidates, the populist billionaire from Texas threatened to 

become far more than a mere opposition leader, usurping the Republicans in that role 

-- G.O.P.strategists, like their Democratic counterparts, had to view him as a serious 

contender for the White House in 1996.36 Accordingly, both parties launched new 

nonprofit grassroots organizations of their own, in a concerted effort to counter 

36Rhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 2 October 1993,2675, passim; Richard 
Morin, "President Perot? How The Impossible Could Happen," Washington Post 30 
May 1993, Cl; David Lauter and Ronald Brownstein, "America's Vanishing 
Majority," Los Angeles Times 30 June 1993, AI; Dale Russahoff, "At A Taxing 
Time, 'The Boss' Is Back," Washington Post 27 May 1993, AI, A8; David S. 
Broder, "Perot: A Midsummer Night's Dream -- Or Nightmare," Washington Post II 
July 1993, C7; Dan Balz, "For Republican Election Plans, Perot Presents A 
Quandry," Washington Post 11 July 1993, A6; Richard L. Berke, "G.O.P.Forgets 
Clinton; The Big Worry Is Perot," New York Times 11 July 1993, A20; Gerald F. 
Seib, "In Ross Perot's Wake, Some 1992 Supporters Now Form New Parties," Wall 
Street Journal 4 August 1993, A l. 
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UWSA and Perot, or at least to slow them down. 37 

For his part, Perot continued to wage his war of words against Bill Clinton 

and his policies. Calling him a "star-struck middle manager," Perot derided the 

President's "Arkansas way of doing things" -- evidenced by more charges of marital 

infidelity, a series of miscues involving Clinton's old friend, White House Chief of 

Staff "Mac" McClarty, and by more serious allegations that the President may have 

engaged in illegal activities with "Whitewater" real estate developers during his 

tenure as governor in Arkansas -- and suggested that he was simply "unprepared for 

the job" of president. 38 

As the summer of 1993 wore on, however, Perot's criticisms of Clinton 

increasingly centered on the President's efforts to gain Senate approval for the North 

American Free Trade Agreement. In many ways, NAFTA provided an ideal issue 

for the populist billionaire to define himself and his movement as a centrist 

alternative to the two national political parties. In attacking the treaty, Perot charged 

that lawmakers had sold out to "foreign lobbyists." Passage of NAFTA, he argued, 

37David S. Broder, "Republicans Launch Grass-Roots Policy Forum," Washington 
Post 22 June 1993, A9; Richard L. Berke, "Shades Of Perot: Parties Go For The 
Grass Roots," New York Times 22 July 1993, A20. 

38PBS' "Talking With David Frost" (26 May 1993); Dan Balz, "Perot Slams The 
President," Washington Post 27 May 1993, AI, A 10; NBC's "Today" (28 May 1993); 
B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Perot vs. Clinton: War Of The Words," New York Times 
28 May 1993, AIS; John M. Broder, "Character Issue Continues To Drive Wedge 
Between President and Perot," Los Angeles Times 28 June 1993, A16. 



424 

would result in a "giant sucking sound" of businesses relocating to Mexico, further 

diminishing the United States' industrial base, eliminating premium jobs, and 

undermining the country's tax structure. Thus, Perot managed to link political 

corruption, the deficit, and his popular condemnation of elitists together in a single 

issue. Moreover, the NAFTA fight loomed as the kind of struggle which could both 

legitimate Perot's claims of nonpartisanship and, perhaps, produce a realignment of 

voting blocs within the two national parties. 39 

In the campaigns in Georgia, Texas, and New Jersey, UWSA had helped 

deliver G.O.P. victories, and pollsters considered the quixotic entrepreneur's 

followers substantially Republican in their political outlook. While few elected 

Democrats flocked to join UWSA, a number of Republican officials did. Besides 

Hutchinson, United States Representatives John Kasich (R-Ohio), Joe Barton (R-

Texas), John T. Doolittle (R-California), and Nick Smith (R-Michigan) joined 

39U .S. Congress, House of Representatives, Committee On Small Business, The 
North American Free Trade Agreement, 103rd Cong., 1st Sess., 24 March 1993; U.S. 
Congress, Senate, Committee On Banking, Housing, And Urban Affairs, The Impact 
Of The North American Free Trade Agreement On U.S. Jobs And Wages, 103rd 
Cong., 1st Sess., 22 April 1993; Keith Bradsher, "Perot Is Opposing Free Trade 
Accord," New York Times 23 April 1993, A22; Jim Mann and James Gerstenzang, 
"Clinton, Trade Agreement Draw New Fire From Perot," Los Angeles Times 31 May 
1993, A19; Peter Behr, "Perot Says U.S. Lacks Home-Field Advantage In Foreign 
Lobbying," Washington Post 1 June 1993, El; Paul A. Gigot, "A Sucking Sound," 
Wall Street Journal 25 June 1993, AlO; Ann Devroy, "Perot Show Has Anti-NAFTA 
Theme," Washington Post 20 August 1993, A 17; Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot Seeks To 
Burnish His Nonpartisan Credentials, "Wall Street Journal 27 August 1993, AI; 
Gerald F. Seib, "NAFTA Is Breeding A Mutant Strain Of Political Ally," Wall Street 
Journal 1 September 1993, A16. 
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UWSA. So, too, did House minority whip Newt Gingrich (R-Georgia).40 In view 

of the looming NAFTA fight, however, more than one observer remarked on what 

strange bedfellows Perot and the Republicans made.41 The trade accord had been a 

Republican brainchild from its inception, though protectionists in the party opposed 

it. More substantive opposition to the treaty came from labor unions, consumer 

groups, environmentalists, and agricultural and textile industries -- in many cases, 

groups and interests long seen as key elements of the base Democratic party 

constituency. Yet, a Democratic president stood at the head of those fighting to pass 

NAFTA. With such odd partisan alignments, the possibility loomed that Ross Perot 

might gain broader credibility in the context of the battle to kill the treaty. 

To promote his crusade against NAFTA, Perot published the third of his 

paperback manifestos, this one entitled Save Your Job, Save Our Country: Why 

NAFTA Shoud Be Stopped -- Now, and produced yet another political infomercial-

cum-"electronic town hall" which emphasized the crusader's newest theme. How, the 

businessman asked rhetorically, could a treaty which opened American borders to 

4°Morton M. Kondracke, "Swimming With A Shark Named Perot," Los Angeles 
Times 20 June 1993, M5; Jack Anderson and Michael Binstein, "Republicans For 
Perot," Washington Post 27 June 1993, C7; Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots 
Organization A Growing Force In Hill Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1457. 

41 Morton Kondracke, "Swimming With A Shark Named Perot," Los Angeles 
Times 20 June 1993, M5; Gerald F. Seib, "Republicans Ride Perot Bandwagon At 
Their Own Risk," Wall Street Journal 30 June 1993, A16; David S. Broder, "Ross 
Perot: Menace To the G.O.P.,"Washington Post 18 August 1993, A21. 
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Mexican manufactures be good for American workers? Rather than constructing new 

plants in the United States, he argued, businessmen would likely opt to invest in 

Mexico, where cheap labor was abundantly available. "If it is passed, the trade 

agreement will pit American and Mexican workers in a race to the bottom." The 

treaty had only gotten to the Senate floor because agents of the Mexican government 

had spent millions of dollars influencing government officials, both elected and 

appointed, Perot claimed. With NAFTA in place, he warned ominously, the country 

might never be able to recover its critical industrial base.42 

Administration spokespeople, newspaper columnists, and former presidents 

responded vehemently, branding his latest book "utter nonsense, " and demeaning its 

sources as well as its conclusions. Partisans from both parties rushed to suggest that 

Perot's leadership of anti-NAFTA forces was not only disingenuous -- since the 

billionaire stood to gain financially from the treaty's passage -- but the worst kind of 

political demagoguery. Several sources cited or quoted in the book objected 

substantively, saying their research had been taken out of context. Steven Hofman, 

for example, who served under Bush's Labor Secretary Lynn Martin, said the book 

constituted "an incomplete reading." Perot and co-author Pat Choate cited Martin's 

42Ross Perot with Pat Choate, Save Your Job, Save Our Country: Why NAFTA 
Must Be Stopped -- Now (New York, NY: Hyperion, 1993); Ann Devroy, "Perot 
Show Has Anti-NAFTA Theme," Washington Post 20 August 1993, A17; Keith 
Bradsher, "A Thin Volume By Perot Puts No Stock In Trade," New York Times 26 
August 1993, D2; Michael M. Weinstein, "Mr. Perot Attacks NAFTA," New York 
Times 12 September 1993, E18. 
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testimony that NAFTA might cost 150,000 American jobs, Hofman noted, but failed 

to mention Martin's estimate that the accord would generate 100,000 to 180,000 

more jobs than it lost. Questioned about his selective use of Martin's testimony, 

Choate replied that "I believe the [job] displacement; I don't believe the gain." 

Similarly, Thea Lee of Washington D.C.'sEconomic Policy Institute contested the 

book's use of the Institute's research findings in assertions that Mexico's wages, 

adjusted for inflation, had "dropped by more than 50 percent over the past decade, 

even as Mexican workers have dramatically increased their productivity. "That's not 

correct," Ms. Lee said. While wages did drop from 1983 to 1988, she declared, real 

wages had risen 20-30 percent in the ensuing five years. In response, Choate said 

that studies which show increases in real Mexican wages "have a different way of 

coming up with numbers. Mexico," he insisted, "has broken the link between wages 

and productivity. "43 While many deemed Perot's and Choate's estimates of American 

jobs at risk inflated, no one, it seems, could really measure NAFTA's impact in 

43Asra Q. Nomani and Paul B. Carroll, "Critics Of Perot's New Book Charge Co
Authors Twist Or Omit Some Crucial Facts," Wall Street Journal 27 August 1993, 
A8; James Gerstenzang, "Kantor Hits Perot's Stance On NAFTA," Los Angeles 
Times 3 September 1993, A15; J.W. Anderson, "Perot's Little Book Of NAFTA 
Nonsense," Washington Post 5 September 1993, C7; Michael M. Weinstein, "Mr. 
Perot Attacks NAFTA," New York Times 12 September 1993, E18; Ann Devroy, 
"Clinton Enlists Carter, Bush, And Ford In Fight For Trade Pact," Washington Post 
15 September 1993, AI; Paul A. Gigot, "G.O.P.Choice: Reagan Or Smoot-Perot," 
Wall Street Journal 17 September 1993, AlO; David Lauter, "White House Calls 
Perot's NAFTA Stance A Political Ploy," Los Angeles Times 21 September 1993, 
A9; "Attacking NAFTA -- More Like A Contact Sport Than A Debate," Los Angeles 
Times 4 October 1993, B6. 
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careers on passage of the accord, however, and they were not about to let a Ross 

Perot undo their efforts. 
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Still riding a wave of public acclaim in late July, Perot returned to his general 

assault on Clinton's economic policies. Concluding a weekend television blitz with a 

Sunday morning appearance on NBC's "Meet The Press," the billionaire encountered 

a buzzsaw of skeptical journalists. "How," one questioner asked, would he get "the 

$141 billion of savings in Medicare and Medicaid programs that his plan promises?" 

Visibly angry, Perot claimed that he would not answer "complex questions" in 

"soundbites." Irresponsible reporters, he said, had made a practice of asking "gotcha" 

questions and planning "sneak attacks" on him. "Don't you think," he asked David 

Broder of the Washington Post "that it would have been responsible for you to call 

me and say, 'Ross, I'm going to ask you this question; bring all your stuff?" The 

questions asked by the panelists, however, did not appear unreasonable, given Perot's 

promotion of his "plan" as a preferable alternative to the President's budget. [n 

failing to respond, he appeared unprepared and temperamental. While campaigning 

in 1992, Perot could afford to defer some nagging questions -- he could, for example, 

delay outlining all of his proposed cuts in social spending. After a year and a half of 

talk, however, he was finding it increasingly difficult to avoid making hard choices 
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and presenting more specific solutions.44 

Observers noted that Perot's performance on "Meet The Press" would have 

destroyed a more conventional politician, but expected the "teflon Texan" to survive, 

because, as James Thurber, a professor of government at American University 

observed, "he's not responsible to a legislative body or to a constituency. ,,45 

Unfortunately for Perot, Thurber was not entirely correct -- the feisty crusader did 

possess a constituency, albeit an unusually loose and ill-defined one, and polls and 

surveys indicated that they were growing increasingly restive.46 

Still, Perot maintained enough presence to prevent the Clinton administration 

from gathering sufficient votes to pass NAFTA, and continued to escalate his 

offensive through the late summer months and into October. Finally, admitting he 

lacked a majority for the treaty, the President took what most pundits regarded as a 

desperate gamble -- on November 4, 1993, the White House challenged Perot to 

debate Vice President Al Gore on the merits of NAFTA on CNN's "Larry King 

44NBC's "Meet The Press" (1 August 1993); Richard L. Berke, "Perot's Budget 
Recipe: Attack And Skip Details," New York Times 2 August 1993, AlO; Dan Balz, 
"Perot Avoids Specifying Spending Reductions," Washington Post 2 August 1993. 
A8. 

45Richard L. Berke, "Perot's Budget Recipe: Attack And Skip Details," New 
York Times 2 August 1993, AlO; Dan Balz, "Perot Avoids Specifying Spending 
Reductions, " Washington Post 2 August 1993, A8. 

46Gerald F. Seib, "Perot Voters Roam Political Landscape," Wall Street Journal 
12 August 1994, AI; Rich Jaroslovsky, "Perot's Standing Slips Even As His Issues 
Gain Strength," Wall Street Journal 17 September 1993, AI; 
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Live." In issuing the invitation, the Democrats implicitly recognized Perot's 

burgeoning strength, but gambled that the public was growing weary of his antics. 

I n any event, they had little to lose.47 

Then, on November 7, just 2 days before the debate was scheduled, the 

billionaire handed the Clinton team an unexpected public relations boost. Clearly 

reveling in his rediscovered notoriety at an anti-NAFTA rally in Tampa, Florida, 

Perot told the crowd that a "mafia-like" group of NAFTA supporters had targeted 

him for assassination. A Tampa police officer, Perot said, had handed him a note 

from the FBI informing him of the plot. As one might expect, journalists reporting 

the story rehashed the tycoon's earlier charges of various plots against him. The 

details in the present case hardly mattered -- FBI officials in Los Angeles, in fact, 

confirmed that they had received an anonymous tip about a potential assassination 

attempt. Both the Tampa police and Secret Service personnel assigned to Perot were 

alerted, but security officials gave the treat little credibility. "There's no way of 

verifying these things; you can't determine the authenticity," special agent Oliver B. 

"Buck" Revell told the Los Angeles Times. "It could be totally legitimate; it could 

be a hoax." Amazingly, the billionaire had once again severely damaged his 

47 Al Kamen and Dan Balz, "Administration Challenges Perot To Debate Trade 
Pact," Washington Post 5 November 1993, AI; David E. Rosenbaum, "Why White 
House Wants To Debate Perot," New York Times 6 November 1993, AI; Jeffrey H. 
Birnbaum, "Clinton Concedes He Lacks NAFTA Votes, Lashes Out At Organized 
Labor, Perot," Wall Street Journal 8 November 1993, A3. 
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credibility on the eve of a potential political coup, by opening himself up to charges 

of paranoia. Sensing victory, the President began a new lobbying offensive for 

NAFTA, even before the Perot-Gore debate took place.48 

The debate itself presented a fascinating display of one-upmanship. Gore 

arrived with a full set of Perot-like charts and photos, purporting to demonstrate the 

good to be expected from NAFTA, while Perot brandished photos of his own, 

portraying, he said, the squalor in which Mexican workers lived -- and, implicitly, in 

which American workers could expect to live if NAFTA passed. With Perot slipping 

in public opinion polls, Gore sought to identify all NAFTA opponents with the 

Dallas magnate, while Perot, for his part, painted a dramatic and terrifying portrait of 

declining safety, environmental, consumer protection, and economic standards that 

would result from acceptance of the trade agreement. Little real cost-benefit analysis 

emerged from the exercise in distortion from both sides -- a fact which, because he 

had presented himself as a patron of rational, considered analysis, worked against 

Perot. The most telling debate point for Gore, however, came late in the discussion, 

when the Vice President brought up the billionaire's family interest in Alliance 

Airport, a sprawling commercial development and free-trade zone outside Dallas, 

48Michael Isikoff, "Perot Tells Large Rally Of Death Threat," Washington Post 8 
November 1993, A4; Ronald Brownstein and Ronald J. Ostrow, "Perot Reports Plot 
To Kill Him For Opposing NAFTA," Los Angeles Times 8 November 1993, A 1. 
See also David Johnston, "Officials Look But Can't Confirm Plot To Kill Perot," and 
"President Opens a Lobbying Blitz For Trade Accord," New York Times 9 
November 1993, A 14. 
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headed by Perot's son, Ross, Jr.49 

Journalists had questioned Perot's interest in Alliance before, suggesting that 

the tycoon's opposition to NAFTA was hypocritical since he stood to gain financially 

from the treaty's passage. 50 Gore, however, took a different tack, suggesting that 

Perot had indirectly encouraged the relocation of American businesses to Mexico by 

49 Author's videotape; "Excerpts From The Free Trade Debate," New York Times 
10 November 1993, B16; Dan Balz and Peter Behr, "Gore, Perot Trade Barbs On 
Trade Pact," Washington Post 10 November 1993, AI; Keith Bradsher, 
"Exaggerations? Yes, Particularly By Perot," New York Times 10 November 1993, 
B14; Bob Davis and Michael Frisby, "Gore Puts Perot On The Defensive In NAFTA 
Debate," Wall Street Journal 10 November 1993, A3; James Gerstenzang and Paul 
Richter, "Gore, Perot Tangle In Heated NAFTA Debate," Los Angeles Times 10 
November 1993, AI; Carla Lazzareschi and Patrick Lee, "What NAFTA's Debaters 
Didn't Say," Los Angeles Times 11 November 1993, D 1; David S. Broder, "Tuesday 
Night Food Fight," Washington Post 11 November 1993, A23. For background on 
Alliance Airport, see Thomas C. Hayes, "New Perot Project: Airport For Industry," 
New York Times 11 July 1989, Dl; Elaine Buckberg, "Airport '89: Welfare For 
Perot,"The New Republic 201 (21 August 1989): 12-13; Tracy Staton, "Perot Group 
Bids To Develop World's Largest Free Trade Zone," Washington Business Journal 
10 (16 September 1991): 18; "FAA Denies Politics Involved In Delaying Alliance 
Grant," Aviation Daily 15 April 1992, 91; Russell Baker, "Monkey Business, 
Anyone? , " New York Times 14 April 1992, A25. 

50Matt Moffett and Jeff D. Opdyke, "Perot's Stand Against Trade Pact Isn't 
Shared By Business Owned By His Family," Wall Street Journal 6 July 1993, A8; 
Bob Davis and Jackie Calmes, "Perot's Family's Airport Project Gets A Little 
NAFTA," Wall Street Journal 9 September 1993, A22; David S. Hilzenrath, "The 
Perots And Cons Of NAFTA,"Washington Post 1 October 1993, Gl; "Opposition To 
Trade Pact May Be Costing Perot," New York Times 21 October 1993, A20. Such 
stories continued to appear after the debate as well. See for example James Risen 
and Juanita Darling, "Perot Seen Profiting, With Or Without NAFTA," Los Angeles 
Times 11 November 1993, A37; John Mintz, "The Perot Contradiction, " Washington 
Post 11 November 1993, B11; Keith Bradsher, "Perot Stake Under Pact Is Not 
Clear," New York Times 11 November 1993, A23. 
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providing them with a cheap distribution center so close to the Texas-Mexico border. 

"Let me give you a specific example," Gore said. "Valmont Electric Company in 

Danville, Illinois, less than a year ago was trying to sell products into Mexico. 

They've got a 13 percent tax at the border; we have a zero tax coming the other way. 

They closed down in Danville -- 400 jobs lost. They [re]opened in Mexico with 100 

jobs down there, and now they ship their products duty-free back into the United 

States through the Alliance Airport, which is the private free trade zone that Mr. 

Perot's company has set up ... Now, if we pass NAFTA, that 13 percent tax that they 

rMexicans] have at their border would be gone and companies like Val mont could 

stay here in the United States, sell their products ... [in both countries], and not have 

to go down there to get over the border. "51 

Incredibly, Perot appeared unprepared for Gore's charges regarding the 

family's Dallas facilities, first belittling the Vice President's argument -- "What we 

see here tonight is why our country is $4 trillion dollars in debt, " he said -- then 

denying that he had a personal stake in the airport, and finally asserting that the part 

played by free-trade developments like Alliance Airport in encouraging business 

relocations to Mexico is "like a trickle of water coming over Niagra Falls." In his 

response, Perot appeared so defensive that his essential point -- that lower labor costs 

provided a much stronger magnet for American manufacturers than lower Mexican 

5lAuthor's videotape; "Excerpts From The Free Trade Debate," New York Times 
10 November 1993, 816. 
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tariffs -- was lost. 52 

In the days after the debate, Clinton pulled out all stops in his effort to pass 

the landmark treaty. The President, Perot charged, is "buying" votes for the treaty --

and White House actions hardly rebutted the allegation. "I don't think I've ever seen 

as much retail politics," one observer remarked to the New York Times, which 

catalogued the President's deals on behalf of NAFTA in an article entitled "Clinton's 

Shopping List For Votes Has Ring Of Grocery Buyer's List. ,,53 As at least one 

editorialist pointed out, such horse-trading has always been an instrumental part of 

the American political tradition, and on November 17, Clinton won approval for his 

NAFT A agreement -- by the barest of margins. 54 In the months leading up to the 

1994 midterm elections, however, Clinton's critics would increasingly echo Perot, 

deriding the President for dispensing "pork" in exchange for his narrow legislative 

victories. 

52ibid.; Carla Lazzareschi and Patrick Lee, "What NAFTA's Debaters Didn't 
Say," Los Angeles Times 11 November 1993, D 1. 

53B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Perot Asserts President Is Using Pork Barrel To Pass 
Trade Accord," New York Times 15 November 1993, A15; Michael Wines, "A 
'Bazaar' Way Of Rounding Up Votes," New York Times 11 November 1993, A23; 
Keith Bradsher, "Clinton's Shopping List For Votes Has Ring Of Grocery Buyer's 
List," New York Times 17 November 1993, A21; "Perot Blames Parade Of Pork For 
NAFTA, Vows Court Fight," Los Angeles Times 18 November 1993, A21. See also 
Eleanor Clift and Bob Cohn, "President Cliffhanger," Newsweek 122 (22 November 
1993): 26-29. 

54 Robert G. Beckel, "Horse-Trading: A Time-Honored Tradition -- So Ignore 
Ross Perot!," Los Angeles Times 21 November 1993, MI. 
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"The battle has just begun," Perot said after the NAFTA vote. UWSA would 

step up its efforts to recruit new members, with the goal of influencing national 

elections in both 1994 and 1996. His organization would take stands on other issues 

like health care reform, he indicated, and would work to punish lawmakers who 

opposed them. 55 Polls, however, revealed a deepening decline in Perot's popularity. 

"Voters tend to like many of Mr. Perot's ideas and to find his blunt espousal of them 

entertaining, but fewer and fewer voters view him as 'Presidential,'" reported the 

New York Times.56 With their leader diminished, the time had arrived for UWSA to 

come into its own, or to fade away like so many other would-be political jihads of 

the past. Even though bickering continued within the organization in a number of 

locations, and whole constituencies splintered off to form third parties in 

Pennsylvania, Virginia, Maryland, Michigan, Ohio, New York, and elsewhere, Perot's 

crusaders remained a political force -- largely because, as Rhodes Cook of the 

Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report observed, "the two major parties have been 

unable to co-opt his [Perot's] following as they have those of major third-party 

55B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., "Perot Looks At Loss On Pact," New York Times 18 
November 1993, A21. 

56ibid.; "A Shift In The Perot Trade Winds?, " Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 51 (2 October 1993): 2674; "The Air Has Gone Out Of His Ears," Business 
Week 6 December 1993,47; "Poll Finds Perot's Standing Has Slipped," Wall Street 
Journal 16 December 1993, B16; Gloria Barger and Jerry Buckley, "A Giant New 
Sucking Sound," U.S. News and World Report 115 (29 December 1993): 18-20. 
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movements in the past. ,,57 

In some locations, UWSA's threats to field alternative candidates had a 

hollow quality. In California's United States congressional district 24, for example, 

Perot's local crusaders agreed that they had little use for Representative Anthony C. 

Beilenson, but in February, 1994, they had yet to decide whether to support a 

Beilenson opponent or field their own third-party candidate.58 Elsewhere, however, 

there were signs that Perot's followers might well become more than an amorphous 

mass of disenchanted naysayers. In Texas, Richard Fisher defeated Jim Mattux in an 

April 12, 1994 primary, earning the right to once again challenge Kay Bailey 

Hutchinson, now a two-year incumbent in the United States Senate. With 

Hutchinson having joined UWSA and Fisher having served as a Perot campaign 

advisor in 1992, both Senatorial candidates in the November 8, 1994 Texas runoff 

57Gerald F. Seib, "In Ross Perot's Wake, Some 1992 Supporters Now Form New 
Parties," Wall Street Journal 4 August 1993, AI; David Firestone, "Struggle Over 
Use Of Group's Name Divides Perot Followers In New York," New York Times 9 
January 1994, A22; Dan Balz, "United We Stand, America Makes Plans, Struggles 
To Define Role, " Washington Post 7 February 1994, A 7; Robert Shogun, "As Ire 
Fades, Perot Group Is A Spotlight In Search Of A Focus," Los Angeles Times 7 
February 1994, A 7; Dan Balz, "I nternal Battles Shake Foundation Of Perot's Political 
Structure," Washington Post 24 April 1994, A20; Kevin Sack, Hirschfeld To Finance 
Disgruntled Perot Group," New York Times 18 May 1994, B6; Rhodes Cook, "Hill 
Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 52 (2 October 1993): 2671. 

58Alan C. Miller, "United They Stand Against Beilenson," Los Angeles Times 20 
February 1994, J6. 
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had Perot pedigrees.59 

Two May, 1994 special elections for the United States House of 

Representatives highlighted UWSA's potential influence even more dramatically, 

however. In Oklahoma, both Republican Frank D. Lewis and Democrat Dan 

Webber, Jr. courted UWSA, appearing at the organization'S public events and 

responding to their questionnaires. Four days before the May 10 election, however, 

in a replay of the technique used previously in Texas and Georgia, UWSA announced 

that a survey of local member revealed an 86 percent preference for Lucas. Lucas' 

victory broke a 20-year string of Democratic victories in Oklahoma's sixth district. 

Two weeks later, in Kentucky, Ron Lewis beat Democrat Joe Prather to become the 

first Republican to represent the bluegrass state's second congressional district in 129 

years. In that race, UWSA-Kentucky published an advertisement noting that Lewis 

had attended three UWSA-sponsored policy forums and supported term limits, cuts in 

congressional salaries, "A to Z spending cuts," and a balanced budget amendment to 

the U.S. Constitution, while Prather had "refused to respond to [UWSA's) 

questionnaire" and "declined to participate in UWSA forums." Like the membership 

survey, the ad was not technically an endorsement, but the implication was clear: 

59Sam H. Verhovek, "Texas Investor Who Aided Perot Wins Democratic Senate 
Bid," New York Times 14 April 1994, A18; "Ex-Perot Advisor Wins Senate 
Primary," Los Angeles Times 14 April 1994, A13. 
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vote for Lewis if you approve of UWSA's agenda. 60 

Disputing continuing allegations of despotic control by Perot, local volunteers 

insisted they acted with comparatively little direction -- or help -- from Dallas, and in 

Oklahoma and Kentucky, especially, the organization launched by the billionaire 

demonstrated that it might well become the 1994 electoral force he had promised. 61 

While grassroots activists canvassed the provinces, Perot and the UWSA leadership 

concentrated on a Washington, D.C. agenda. Defeated on NAFTA, the indefatigable 

campaigner promised to renew crusades for fiscal responsibility and political reform, 

and to launch a new effort to alter the debate on national health care -- the Clinton 

administration's centerpiece. 62 In February, 1994, UWSA began examining 

6OColette Gergely, "Oklahoma: Republican Takes English's Seat," Congressional 
Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (14 May 1994): 1242; Colette Gergely, "Kentucky: 
G.O.P. Wins Second Special Election In Two Weeks," Congressional Ouarterly 
Weekly Report 52 (28 May 1994): 1410-11; Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots 
Organization A Growing Force In Hill Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly 
Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1456. 

61Dave Kaplan, "Perot's Grass-Roots Organization A Growing Force In Hill 
Races," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (4 June 1994): 1458. 

62Myles Gordon, "The Ross Perot Show," Scholastic Update 126 (5 November 
1993): 13; Richard L. Berke, "Down But Not Out, Perot Is Aiming At Health Care," 
New York Times 10 December 1993, A24; Gloria Barger and Jerry Buckley, "A 
Giant New Sucking Sound," U.S. News and World Report 115 (20 December 1993): 
18-20; "Perot Vows Impact On 1994 Races And Attacks Clinton Health Plan," New 
York Times 24 January 1994, A12; Dan Balz, '''We're Not Going Away,' Perot Tells 
Followers," Washington Post 5 February 1994, A5; Robert Shogun, "Perot Calls For 
Fight Against Health Plan," Los Angeles Times 5 February 1994, A20; Gerald F. 
Seib, "Perot And Organization Intend To Take A More Active Role On Health-Care 
Reform," Wall Street Journal 7 February 1994, BIO; Richard L. Berke, "Perot Drops 
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alternative health care proposals, and in July the group endorsed a "modest" proposal 

which, according to the Wall Street Journal, lacked "the ambitious sweep and goals 

of President Clinton's plan and other Democratic proposals that have been passed by 

various committees. ,,63 

Meanwhile, Perot offered to contribute up to $1 million dollars to the 

Republican national committee, to underwrite television programs that he said "will 

provide an objective analysis of the health care system in this country and how to 

improve it." Defending the partisan appearance of his new G.O.P.association, Perot 

said that "the television networks will not sell United We Stand, America time to 

discuss this subject with the American people; however, the networks are more likely 

to sell time to the political parties." Americans, the billionaire maintained, "need 

more facts and less propaganda. ,,64 Even with the new arrangement, however, 

From Sight But Leaves A Message," New York Times 12 June 1994, E4. 

63Richard L. Berke, "Perot Attacks Clinton's Health Plan And Flirts With An 
Alternative," New York Times 5 February 1994, A8; Robert Shogun, "Cooper 
Pitches Health Plan To Perot," Los Angeles Times 6 February 1994, A9; Dan Balz, 
"Cooper Asks Perot Group For A Boost," Washington Post 6 February 1994, A5; 
Gerald F. Seib, "Perot And Organization Intend To Take A More Active Role On 
Health-Care Reform," Wall Street Journal 7 February 1994, B4; "Perot Group Backs 
Modest Health Proposals," New York Times 12 July 1994, A16; "United We Stand 
Endorses Modest Health Care Bill," Wall Street Journal 12 July 1994, A 16(W). 

64Richard L. Berke, "Ross Perot: Ready To Spend $1 Million To Stop Clinton On 
Health," New York Times 1 July 1994, A12; Richard L. Berke, "Texan's Cash Will 
Finance TV Program For G.O.P.,"New York Times 2 July 1994, A7; "Perot Reaches 
Back to G.O.P. -- For Now," Wall Street Journal 15 July 1994, A 12. 
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national television networks still refused to sell the blocks of time demanded by 

Perot. 65 His proposed series never aired. The episode was revealing in several ways, 

however, demonstrating Perot's now-implacable opposition to President Clinton, his 

willingness to form partisan alliances, if necessary, to further his agenda, and a 

growing community of interest between the Perot camp and the Republican party. 

Clinton's health care reform bill never generated enough support for a formal 

vote, and was finally declared officially dead on October 1, 1994.66 The President 

did succeed in passing an omnibus crime bill, once again by the narrowest of 

margins, and once again his eleventh-hour horsetrading to insure the bill's approval 

resulted in inclusion of a number of "special" programs and "targeted" projects. 

Critics, echoing Perot's charges in the NAFTA fight, accused the administration of 

"buying" supporters' votes -- Clinton, who had run for President as an "outsider," 

was increasingly identified as the ultimate political insider, playing "old-fashioned, 

pork-barrel politics," and, implicitly, betraying his 1992 mandate to be an "agent for 

change. ,,67 Republicans rushed to fill the void. Three hundred of them, in fact, 

65R. W. Apple, Jr., "Politicians Still Courting Perot's Leaderless Army," New 
York Times 6 September 1994, A14. 

66Alissa J. Rubin, "Health: Overhaul Issue Unlikely To Rest In Peace," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (l October 1994): 2797-2801; David S. 
Cloud, "Health Care's Painful Demise Cast Pall On Clinton Agenda," Congressional 
Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (5 November 1994): 3142-3145. 

67Richard L. Berke, "Democrats Glum About Prospects," New York Times 4 
September 1994, AI, A22; "Mood Of The Country," WaIl Street Journal 9 September 
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gathered at the nation's Capitol on September 27, 1994, to pledge their adherence to 

a so-called "Contract with America," and to plead with voters to deliver both the 

United States Senate and the House of Representatives to their party. "68 

Brainchild of House minority whip Newt Gingrich (R-Georgia), the "contract" 

promised that if voters transferred power to Republicans, Gingrich and company 

would present, in the "first 100 days" of the new congress, an ambitious slate of 

legislation, including: a balanced-budget amendment to the U.S. Constitution; a bill 

to limit the number of years Senators and Representatives could serve; a new and 

improved crime-prevention bill, with more money for police personnel and for 

prisons, and with harsh mandatory sentences and tougher appeals processes; a welfare 

"reform" bill that would dramatically reduce or deny benefits to a host of recipients; 

new rules for military spending designed to slow the speed of post-Cold War 

reductions; changes in personal-liability laws to limit the numbers of civil suits and 

the size of punitive awards -- both seen as inhibiting business growth. 

Simultaneously, the Republican "contract" promised a grab-bag of tax cuts, including 

a reduction in capital-gains levies on investment returns, several new credits for 

"middle-class" taxpayers, additional benefits for senior citizens, and structural reforms 

1994, A14. 

68Paul Gigot, "G.O.P.Actually Tries To Stand For Something," Wall Street 
Journal 9 September 1994, A 14; Albert H. Hunt, "The Republicans Shoot An Air
Ball," Wall Street Journal 22 September 1994, All. 
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with the stated purpose of encouraging traditional family units. If Republicans failed 

to keep their covenant, the "contract" proclaimed, voters should throw them out in 

1996.69 

The "contract" constituted a deliberate attempt to recast the G. O. P. as future 

"agents of change," yet by any normal yardstick, despite a number of early stumbles 

and failure to generate support for its health care reform package, the hapless Clinton 

administration had succeeded in compiling a fairly impressive two-year track record. 

The federal budget approved in Clinton's first year slowed the growth of the deficit 

as promised, even though deficit reduction had been Ross Perot's central campaign 

issue, not Clinton's. The President managed to assemble an impressive bipartisan 

coalition in winning approval for the NAFTA agreement, but that success likewise 

failed to rally new constituencies to the Arkansan's standard. The administration also 

succeeded in pushing through a comprehensive crime bill, and had, despite the 

President's admitted preoccupation with domestic concerns, achieved some success in 

foreign relations -- a new anti-nuclear treaty with North Korea, progress toward 

Middle East peace through U.S.-facilitated Israeli agreements with the Palestinian 

69Robert J. Samuelson, "Sowing More Cynicism," Newsweek 124 (24 October 
1994): 45; Catalina Camia et aI., "Republican Agenda: Capital Gains; Prologue From 
G.O.P. 'Contract,"'Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 52 (19 November 1994): 
3342-3344; "Contract With America: House G.O.P. Offers Descriptions Of Bills To 
Enact 'Contract, '" Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 52 (19 November 1994): 
3366-3379; David Hess, "Dissention Arises In G.O.P. Over 'Contract With America," 
San Jose Mercury News 1 December 1994, AI, A20. 
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Liberation Organization and Jordan, and successful military interventions in Haiti and 

Kuwait. 

The public's image of Clinton, however, was apparently based less on these 

successes than on negative impressions of White House incompetence, petty scandal, 

daily caricatures presented by radio and television talk-show hosts, and, perhaps most 

importantly, continuing concern about the state of the economy and the future of 

American society. In the process of obtaining some legislative successes and failing 

to achieve others -- most notably health care reform -- the administration expended 

much of its store of political capital. Critical elements of Clinton's "new democracy" 

agenda, including his promised overhaul of the welfare system and of campaign 

finance laws -- received scant attention. Ross Perot's criticisms had the ring of truth, 

and Republicans, with Perot's increasingly complete cooperation, rushed to glean the 

political benefits. 

Appearing again on October 6, 1994 in his favorite milieu, CNN's "Larry 

King Live" show, Ross Perot reveled in early indications that Democrats were in 

trouble all over the country. Crediting his followers as the crucial swing vote, he 

reviewed the elections in which UWSA had made an impact, and predicted the 

outcomes in a number of the upcoming contests. Moreover, the billionaire approved 

of the changes, unequivocally encouraging a Republican landslide on November 4. 

Democrats had controlled at least one of the two houses of congress since 1952, 

Perot pointed out, and voters who found themselves disenchanted with the party's 
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performance should "give the Republicans a turn at bat." Then, if they fail to satisfy, 

he went on, "I promise you, Mr. and Mrs. America, I will give you every ounce of 

everything I have and we well create a third party that will deliver. "70 The 

possibility that Perot might create a third party from the organizational base of 

UWSA had been feared by political professionals in both parties for two years, and 

his decision to couple an explicit threat to launch a third party with his virtual 

endorsement of the G.O.P. seemed odd -- and ominous, although Republicans 

accepted Perot's approval gratefully.71 

On "Larry King Live" and at subsequent UWSA rallies, Perot showed 

particular interest in several races. In Washington, for example, Republican George 

Nethercutt threatened to depose Democratic Speaker of the House Tom Foley. 

Having served in congress for 30 years, Foley symbolized his party's domination of 

the House of Representatives. Two years earlier, he had campaigned energetically 

against a state referendum to limit the number of terms elected officials -- including 

Foley -- could serve. The term limits bill was defeated in Washington, but in the 

7°CNN's "Larry King Live" (4 October 1994); Ronald D. Elving, "Republicans 
On A Roll In House Elections," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (4 June 
1994): 1478; Rhodes Cook, "Clinton May Usher In A Republican South," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (16 July 1994): 1982; John Harwood, 
"Primaries Hearten Republican Hopes For Rout," Wall Street Journal 22 September 
1994, A12; Katharine Q. Seelye, "Perot Urges Voters To Fill Congress With 
Republicans," New York Times 6 October 1994,022. 

71Gerald F. Seib, "A Delighted GOP May Employ Support From Perot In 
Campaign Advertising," Wall Street Journal 6 October 1994, A9. 
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process of killing it, Foley alienated voters who saw such statutes as the best way to 

end gridlock in the nation's capitol. Similarly, Democrat James Sasser of Tennessee, 

who was expected to make a strong run for the his party's leadership in the United 

States Senate, faced unexpectedly strong opposition from Bill Frist, a wealthy heart 

surgeon and political neophyte, and Senator Diane Feinstein of California, the former 

mayor of San Francisco considered a moderate Democrat, was being forced by oil 

magnate Michael Huffington, a complete political unknown just two years earlier, to 

spend millions on her re-election bid. In Oklahoma, U.S. Representative Dave 

McCurdy, another moderate Democrat who had distanced himself from President 

Clinton, struggled to compete with Republican Representative James M. Inhofe, who 

stressed "family values" and his conservative record in campaign ads. In all four of 

these races, Perot told Larry King on October 4, he expected the Republican 

candidates to win.72 

Perot's and UWSA's influence was also apparent in other contests. Perot had 

garnered more than 30 percent of the vote in Maine in 1992 (see Table 9.2), and in 

the race to succeed retiring Democratic U.S. Senate leader George J. Mitchell, 

72CNN's "Larry King Live" (4 October 1994); Katharine Q. Seelye, "Perot Urges 
Voters To Fill Congress With Republicans," New York Times 6 October 1994, D22; 
R.W. Apple, Jr., "Politicians Still Courting Perot's Leaderless Army," New York 
Times 6 September 1994, AI, AI4; Robert Shogun, "Independent Candidates 
Multiplying," San Jose Mercury News 30 October 1994, 13A; Timothy Egan, "It's 
Winter For A Congressional Lion," San Jose Mercury News 5 November 1994, lA, 
26A. 
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Republican Olympia J. Snowe openly courted -- and obtained -- UWSA support in 

her effort to defeat Representative Thomas H. Andrews. In Pennsylvania, UWSA 

retained an active local chapter, but a substantial bloc of former members had also 

left Perot's group to form the Patriot Party. Their presence was most clearly 

noticeable in the U.S. Representative race in congressional district 15, where 

Democratic freshman Paul McHale struggled against both Republican James Yeager 

and Patriot Party candidate Victor Mazzioti, but in Pennsylvania's U.S. Senate race, 

as well, disenchanted voters were seen as crucial to Harris Wofford's effort to retain 

his seat against Republican freshman representative Rick Santorum.73 

Interestingly, Perot's support for Republicans was not absolute. In New 

Jersey's U.S. Senate race, he predicted that Democrat Frank Lautenberg would 

emerge victorious. Lautenberg had been viewed as vulnerable by RepUblicans and 

was targeted for defeat in the Spring.74 In gubernatorial contests in Colorado and 

Texas, Perot endorsed incumbent Democrats Roy Roemer and Ann Richards, 

respectively. Richards, widely admired both as a public speaker and as a successful 

party stalwart, was locked in a difficult battle with George W. Bush, Jr., the former 

73"New Faces In The Senate," New York Times 10 November 1994, B6; Dale 
Russakoff, "Being The Outsider Only Works Once, Senator Wofford Learns," San 
Jose Mercury News 5 November 1994, liA. 

74"The 1994 Elections: State By State," New York Times 10 November 1994, 
B9. 
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President's son.7S In a third race, for the New York governorship, Independent Blase 

Golisano received the billionaire's blessing. The dynamics of the New York race 

made Perot's choice particularly intriguing. There, incumbent Governor Mario 

Cuomo, another major Democratic party figure, faced Republican George Pataki and 

four others in his bid for a fourth term in the Albany statehouse. Perot could easily 

have endorsed the Republican and made a convincing argument that Golisano not 

only had no chance of winning, but that supporting the Independent might deliver the 

election to Cuomo. In choosing Golisano, the Texan may have secretly hoped for 

that result -- Cuomo, after all, had been one of the few prominent Democrats to side 

with Perot in his fight against NAFTA. Moreover, Pataki's G.O.P.support was 

hardly unanimous -- the Republican mayor of New York City, Rudolph W. Guiliani, 

had crossed party lines to endorse Cuomo and to denounce his party's choice, 

Pataki. 76 

On November 9, most of Perot's forecasts came true. Olympia Snowe and 

James Inhofe easily won their Senate races in Maine and Oklahoma, respectively. 

Jim Sasser lost in Tennessee, as did Pennsylvania's Harris Wofford. George 

7SCNN's "Larry King Live" (4 October 1994); "Perot Plans Rallies To Influence 
Voting," New York Times 25 August 1994, A9(N); Katharine Q. Seelye, "Perot 
Urges Voters To Fill Congress With Republicans," New York Times 6 October 1994, 
D22; "The Races For Governor," New York Times 10 November 1994, B6. 

76Kevin Sack, "Cuomo Says He Won't Support Trade Pact," New York Times 11 
November 1993, A23; "The 1994 Elections, State By State: New York," New York 
Times 10 November 1994, B9. 
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Nethercutt turned out the venerable Speaker Tom Foley in Washington. Michael 

Huffington failed to upset California's Diane Feinstein, but that result remained in 

doubt until nearly two weeks after the election, when absentee ballots were finally 

tabulated. California's incumbent governor, Republican Pete Wilson, on the other 

hand, won resoundingly, as Perot had prognosticated. New Jersey's Democratic 

Senator Frank Lautenberg, whose victory Perot had also predicted, squeaked by with 

a bare majority of less than 100,000 votes. Democratic Governor Roy Roemer, who 

received Perot's support at a September 9 rally, polled 55 percent of the ballots cast 

in Colorado to win his re-election bid. Texas Governor Ann Richards was not so 

lucky. Though she managed to recover somewhat in the weeks before November 9, 

in part as a result of Ross Perot's endorsement, she still garnered only 46 percent of 

the vote, against the victorious George W. Bush's 54 percent. 77 The 4 percent 

obtained by Blase Golisano in New York's gubernatorial contest might well have 

denied Republican George Pataki the right to reside in the state's governor's mansion 

in a normal election year. 1994, however, was no normal year. Swept along in the 

G.O.P. tidal wave, Pataki defeated Mario Cuomo by some 200,000 votes. Answering 

questions about Perot's apparent failure to affect the New York race, Perot 

spokeswoman Sharon Holman told reporters that "Perot's intent in endorsing 

Golisano was to get the Independent Party on the New York ballot... Since that's 

77"The Races For Governor," New York Times 10 November 1994, B6. 
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what happened," she said, the billionaire "condiders the endorsement a success. ,,78 

A few weeks before election day, 1994, New York Times columnist R. W. 

Apple, Jr. noted that "it is not the strength of Mr. Perot that draws politicians ... His 

popularity ratings have been sinking for months. It is not the strength of United We 

Stand. While its officials claim millions of members, they have stopped releasing the 

hard numbers, and many doubt their claims. What does matter in the gubernatorial, 

congressional, and legislative elections across the country this fall, is the potentially 

pivotal position of the mass of voters who supported Mr. Perot for President two 

years ago -- almost 2 million of them, 19 percent of the national total. 79 Voters who 

had supported Ross Perot in 1992 voted Republican by a 3-to-l margin in 1994. 

While many of them were incumbents, all but 8 of the 25 congressional districts 

where Perot ran strongest in 1992 returned Republicans to the House of 

Representatives in 1994 (see Table 10.1).80 

Pollster Frank Luntz, who worked for Perot in 1992, called the billionaire 

78"The 1994 Elections, State By State: New York," New York Times 10 
November 1994, B9; Karl Kahler, "Q & A On The News," San Jose Mercury News 
11 December 1994, 29A. 

79R. W. Apple, Jr., "Politicians Still Courting Perot's Leaderless Army," New 
York Times 6 September 1994, AI. 

8ORhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," 
Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 51 (2 October 1993): 2672; "Who Won 
Where: Results In The 435 Races For The House," New York Times 10 November 
1994, B 14-B 15. 
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"the single most powerful political figure in America today" in an October 26, 1993 

interview with the Washington Post. Saying that there were "about 13 million 

Perotians anxiously waiting to flex their pol itical muscle in 1994," Luntz said that ten 

United States Representatives were particularly vulnerable to upset because of Perot's 

and UWSA's strength in their districts (see Table 10.2).81 Half of Luntz's "Perot 10" 

lost their bids for re-election in 1994. Moreover, in a further indication of the 

strength of the Republican landslide, eight of the ten districts selected by Luntz had 

been represented by Democrats, but seven returned RepUblicans for the new congress. 

In most of the ten cases, the presence of alternative candidates at least altered the 

dynamics of the campaign. The barely successful re-election bids of Gejdenson and 

two other U.S. Congressmen -- Anthony Beilenson in California and Paul McHale of 

Pennsylvania -- typified the struggles of Democrats facing the wrath of the populist 

billionaire's minions. None of the three men achieved a clear 51 percent majority, as 

third party challengers drew off substantial blocks of votes in all three instances -

some 6,000 out of a total of 175,000 in Beilenson's case. McHale, facing Patriot 

Party candidate Victor Mazziotti -- an unabashed Perotist -- as well as Republican 

James Yeager, survived by a mere 206 votes. Similarly, Gejdenson won by a razor

thin two-vote margin, getting 42.5 percent of the popular vote against Republican 

81" A Surprise Among Those At Risk In '94," Washington Post 26 October 1993, 
A6. 
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Edward Munster's 42.7 percent and Independent David Bingham's 14.9 percent. 82 

While the quantitative impact of Perot and UWSA remains debatable, however, the 

best indicator of the Perot crusade's continuing influence, as Apple observed, was the 

attention paid to the billionaire by pollsters, party strategists, individual politicians, 

and reporters. 

Clearly, voters were dissatisfied with the status quo. Even when they 

survived, prominent Democrats struggled -- as demonstrated by the difficult re-

election battles of Feinstein, Florida governor Lawton Chiles (pitted against another 

of George Bush's sons), and Virginia Senator Charles Robb (challenged by convicted 

Iran-Contra conspirator Oliver North). Even the venerable Senator Ted Kennedy of 

Massachusetts -- whom Perot had forecast as a loser -- had to fight to retain his seat 

against political novice Mitt Romney, the son of a former Republican governor. 

1994, in fact, produced the most profound repudiation of an incumbent party in at 

least. .. two years. 

President George "Bush's fall was one of the most precipitous declines in 

American political history," Washington Post analyst Ann Devroy commented on 

1l2Rhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," 
Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 51 (2 October 1993): 2673,2675; "Who 
Won Where: Results In The 435 Races For The House," New York Times 10 
November 1994, B14-BI5. 
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election day, 1992.83 "Whatever else 1992 was, " concluded political scientist Walter 

Dean Burnham, "at its center was the landslide rejection of an incumbent president. ,,84 

If 1992 marked the rejection of one resident executive, 1994 produced an equally 

resounding rejection of another -- and of his party as well. Political analysts 

gathered to review Clinton's political plane crash on election eve viewed the 

Democrats' failure to address political reform or to significantly reduce the budget 

deficit as a major factor affecting voters in 1994. The narrowness of the 

administration's victories on the budget, NAFTA, and the crime bill, and the 

difficulty of beating off procedural votes opposing Clinton's foreign interventions, 

the pundits opined, had resulted in White House deferral to congressional Democratic 

leaders, who wished to delay votes on political reform or on further deficit reduction. 

Chief of Staff Leon Panetta admitted that the decision to focus on crime and health 

care reform had probably been a mistake. Clinton pollster Stan Greenburg told 

National Public Radio's "Morning Edition" that Democratic strategists had 

undervalued the public's anger and disillusionment in 1992, and had misunderstood 

the degree to which voters embraced the so-called "Perot agenda" for political and 

fiscal reform. By 1994, one Democratic said, public disaffection with government 

113 Ann Devroy, "Domestic Perils Sink President In Last Campaign, " Washington 
Post 4 November 1992, A27. 

84Walter Dean Burnham, "The Legacy of George Bush," in Pomper, ed., The 
Election of 1992: Reports and Interpretations (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House, 1993), 
1. 
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had turned into "a Leviathan, threatening us all. "85 In 1996, it could envelop the 

Republicans as well. 

Even as G.O.P.leaders proposed a slate of bills to enact their "contract with 

America," some of them began trying to moderate elements of it. "I fundamentally 

agree with what our leadership wants to do, but it isn't going to be easy," said 

Representative Henry Hyde (R-Ill), the incoming Judiciary Committee chairman who 

would be charged with overseeing many of the bills. "Even though most of us 

signed it, there isn't unanimity on every line in it." The contract, reporters concluded 

after listening to Hyde, "is not chiseled in stone. ,,86 Legislative agendas, especially 

ambitious one that promise to cut spending while dispensing new forms of largess, 

are difficult enough to enact even when there is a broad public consensus for the 

specified changes. With a large segment of the population disenchanted with politics 

and impatient for results, however, vacillation -- or worse, failure -- could sour the 

Republican's victory just as it ruined Bill Clinton's. In Tom Luce's opinion, many 

of the people who voted in 1992 for Ross Perot viewed both parties as corrupt. If 

Luce's estimate that one-third of voters are totally alienated and simply seeking a 

way out, the results of 1994 should hardly be seen as a conservative watershed, but 

8SNationai Public Radio's "Morning Edition" (31 October 1994). 

86"Contract With America: House G.O.P. Offers Descriptions Of Bills To Enact 
'Contract,'" Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (19 November 1994): 3366-
3379; David Hess, "Dissention Arises In G.O.P. Over 'Contract With America," San 
Jose Mercury News 1 December 1994, AI, A20. 
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rather as yet another indication, if one were needed, that many Americans are ready 

for a new political arrangement, and perhaps for an alternative party. 87 

Echoing one editorialist's 1992 observation that "Perot understands power 

better than George Bush," James Squires in retrospect also thought Perot understood 

better than his closest advisors that "his success as a politician depended almost 

entirely on his never becoming one. ,,88 "It didn't matter what position Perot took," 

Luce agreed. People embraced Perot as an outsider uncorrupted by Washington 

gridlock. They followed him because of his record as a successful man of action 

who might deliver on his promise to rekindle the American Dream, the contradictory 

creed of traditional American politics: more active intervention by a smaller 

government; greater personal freedom within a more organized and homogeneous 

society. Do the election results of 1992 and 1994 signal the dawn of a new politics, 

S7Author's Interview (12 July 1994); Richard L. Berke, "Anger and Cynicism 
Well Up In Voters As Hope Gives Way," New York Times 10 November 1994, A12; 
Richard Benedetto, "Tide Shifts As G.O.P. Rides Wave Of Voter Angst," USA 
Today 9 November 1994, 9A; Kevin Phillips, "The Return Of Count GOPula: 
Volatile Voters Imperil Republicans," Washington Post 13 November 1994, Cl; 
Steven V. Roberts, "Sea Change," U.S. News and World Report 117 (21 November 
1994): 39-42. Such observations were hardly original by late 1994. See, for 
example Richard Morin and E.J. Dionne, Jr., "Majority Of Voters Say Parties Have 
Lost Touch," Washington Post 8 July 1992, AI; David Lauter and Ronald 
Brownstein, "America's Vanishing Majority," Los Angeles Times 30 June 1993, AI; 
A22; A23; Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Disuniting of America (New York, NY: 
Norton, 1992); Jack M. Germond and Jules Witcover, Mad As Hell: Revolt At The 
Ballot Box 1992 (New York, NY: Warner Books, 1993). 

S8James Squires, "The Crackup: How Ross Perot's Campaign Came Apart -- The 
Inside Story," Rolling Stone 1 October 1992,52. 
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characterized by voter anger and disillusionment, driven by local issues, and 

dominated by political outsiders? Luce thought that Perot, in standing for president 

in 1992, had forever "changed the rules of how the political system is going to 

work ... "I think the changes are a combination of Perot showing what can happen in 

the information age, " Luce said. "The world has changed; the access to people is 

entirely different in the information age, and I think that, coupled with the deep, deep 

alienation that a significant portion of the population feels toward the political system 

in general -- both parties -- means that somebody can successfully run as an 

independent for president. ,,89 In 1996, if both parties remain divided against 

themselves, polarized and immobilized, the opportunity for a centrist "outsider" to 

succeed -- especially one with billions of dollars to spend, and an organization, even 

a divided and rudimentary one -- could be even greater than in 1992.90 

Perot's impact remains unquantified; UWSA's enrollment remains a secret; 

members remain divided on both the larger agenda and on specific issues. As a party 

coalition, the group remains inherently unstable by any conventional measure. 

Journalists have not been remiss in pointing out these things, nor have they failed to 

89 Author's Interview (12 July 1994). See also David S. Broder, '''92 Campaign 
Aides' Post-Mortem Goes On Record," Washington Post 5 April 1994, A4. 

9O"Voters' Discontent With Main Parties Is Seen Increasing," Washington Post 9 
May 1993, A16; James M. Perry, "Journal's Panel Of Political Experts Sees Clinton 
In Deep Hole And Facing An Unforgiving Public," Wall Street Journal 2 July 1993, 
AB. 
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publish indications that the organization is much smaller than it was at its apex 

sometime in mid-1993. Those reporters might be well advised to remember what the 

tiny Russian Bolshevik party accomplished in 1917. Again, however, as R.W. Apple, 

Jr. pointed out, neither Perot himself nor his organization, per se, constitute a threat 

to the traditional balance of power. Rather, it is the huge bloc of disaffected and 

volatile voters, disenchanted with politics and politicians and predisposed to seek an 

alternative, which jeopardize the Washington, D.C. political establishment, the two

party system, and the American system of government as it exists in the 1990s. 

Does Ross Perot hold the key to the American Dream? Will he unlock that 

grail for the 21st century? Shall he sally forth once more to restore chivalry and 

honor to our benighted political institutions, or will another carry the lance in 1996? 

John Jay Hooker, a close confidant of Perot's told the Wall Street Journal that "there 

will be another effort in 1996 ... The question is, what role is Ross Perot going to 

play in that." Would he run for president again as a Republican, as some observers 

suggested, or might he and UWSA support Bill Clinton's reelection? "It will be a 

long time before we see anybody re-elected President of the United States," Hooker 

opined. "The problems are just so enormous." Perot, blasting both major parties, 

implied that he would not run as a representative of either, and given the 

circumstances of 1992's election he would undoubtedly find it difficult to gain the 
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support of George Bush's bitter supporters. 91 Perot's threat to launch a third party 

effort for 1996 should the Republicans "fail" remains palpable. Benjamin Disraeli, 

the great opposition leader, once wrote that "the British People, being subject to fogs 

and possessing a powerful middle class, require grave statesmen. ,,92 He could have 

been speaking of the fickle American citizenry of the 1990s. Perot was no grave 

statesman, but his presence on the public stage galvanized a pivotal bloc of voters in 

1992, releasing them from their fog of inaction and forcing the political establishment 

to pay them obeisance. He has risen from the ashes before. In such a scenario, 

Perot himself, or some other political outsider, might serve as the standardbearer. 

With the businessman's billions backing the effort, such a threat cannot be ignored 

by either party. 

91Perot, United We Stand, 34-37, passim. 

92Robert Blake, Disraeli (New York, NY: St. Martin's Press, 1967),766. 
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Table 10.1: 
United States House of Representatives: 1994 Election Results in Ross Perot's Strongest 1992 Districts 

District Perot's '92 % 1992-94 Member (party) 1992 Member's % 1994-96 Member (party) 1994 % 
Maine 2 33.2 Olympia J. Snowe (R) 49.1 John Baldacci (D)I 
Texas 26 32.2 Dick Armey (R) 73.1 Dick Armey (R) 
Texas 3 30.4 Sam Johnson (R) 86.1 Sam Johnson (R) 
Texas 4 30.2 Ralph M. Hall (D) 58.1 Ralph M. Hall (D) 
Texas 6 30.0 Joe L. Barton (R) 71.9 Joe L. Barton (R) 
Kansas 1 29.5 Pat Roberts (R) 68.2 Pat Roberts (R) 
Utah 2 29.4 Karen Shepherd (D)* 50.5 Enid Waldholtz (R)2 
Utah 1 29.3 James V. Hansen (R) 65.3 James V. Hansen (R) 
Alaska AL 29.0 Don Young (R) 46.8 Don Young (R) 
Calif. 52 28.8 Duncan Hunter (R) 52.9 Duncan Hunter (R) 
Minn. 2 28.3 David Minge (D) 47.8 David Minge (DFL3

) 

Maine 1 28.3 Thomas H. Andrews (D) 65.0 James Longley (R)4 
*freshmen 

'Snowe did not seek re-election; she ran instead for U.S. Senate and was elected with 60.1 %. Baldacci defeated 
Richard A. Bennett (R) 40.7%,John M. Michael (Independent) 8.8%,and Charles Fitzgerald (Independent) 4.8%. 

2In this interesting race, the presence of Independent Merrill Cook clearly changed the contest's dynamics. Karen 
Shepherd, the incumbent Democrat, received 35.9% of the vote, while Cook garnered 18.3%. 

45.7 
76.4 
91.0 
58.8 
75.6 
77.3 
45.8 
64.5 
57.0 
64.0 
51.8 
52.1 

3Democratic Farmer-Labor Party. Distancing himself from the national Democratic Party, Minge defeated Gary B. 
Revier (R) 45.3% and Stan Bentz (Independent) 2.9%. 

4Thomas Andrews did not seek re-election; ran for U.S. Senate instead and lost to Olympia J. Snowe. 
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Table 10.1 (continued) 

District Perot's '92 % 1992-94 Member (party) 1992 Member's % 1994-96 Member (party) 1994 % 
N.Y.30 28.1 Jack Quinn (R)* 51.7 Jack Quinn (R) 66.9 
Nevada 2 28.1 Barbara F. Vucanovich (R) 47.9 Barbara F. Vucanovich (R) 63.5 
Idaho 2 27.9 Michael D. Crapo (R) 60.8 Michael D. Crapo (R) 74.7 
Texas 12 27.8 Pete Geren (D) 62.8 Pete Geren (D) 68.7 
Kansas 2 27.7 Jim Slattery (D) 56.2 Sam Brownback (R)S 65.7 
Idaho 1 27.6 Larry LaRocco (D) 58.1 Helen Chenowith (R) 55.4 
Conn. 2 27.4 Sam Gejdenson (D) 50.8 Sam Gejdenson (D)6 42.5 
Missouri 6 27.4 Pat A. Danner (D)* 55.4 Pat A. Danner (D) 66.2 
Calif. 51 27.4 Randy "Duke" Cunningham (R) 56.1 Randy "Duke" Cunningham (R) 66.8 
Arizona 3 27.2 Bob Stump (R) 61.5 Bob Stump (R) 69.9 
Utah 3 27.1 Bill Orton (D) 58.9 Bill Orton (D) 59.1 
Wash. 8 27.1 Jennifer Dunn (R)* 60.4 Jennifer Dunn (R) 67.2 
Calif. 23 27.1 Elton Gallegly (R) 54.3 Elton Gallegly (R) 65.9 

*freshmen 

Sources: Rhodes Cook, "Hill Finds It Cannot Ignore Perot's Lingering Presence," Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 
51 (2 October 1993): 2672; "1994 Election Results," Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 52 (12 November 1994): 
3301-08. 

SJim Slattery did not seek re-election. 

6 As in Utah's district 2, the presence of a third-party candidate altered the race. With "A Connecticut Party" 
candidate David Bingham drawing off 14.9% of the vote, Gejdenson defeated Republican Edward Munster by 2 votes, 
out of a total of 186,065 ballots cast. 
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Table 10.2: 
1994 Election Results: Pollster Frank Luntz's "Perot 10" 

U.S. Representatives At Risk 

Incumbent at Risk (party - district) 
Richard H. Lehman (D-Calif. 19) 

Bob Carr (D-Mich. 8) 

David Minge (D-Minn. 2) 

Collin C. Peterson (D-Minn 7) 

Marjorie M. Mezvinsky (D-Pa. 13) 

Sam Gejdenson (D-Conn. 2) 

Jim Bacchus (D-Fla. 15) 

Jim Nussle (R-Iowa 2) 

Ted Strickland (D-Ohio 6) 
Ken Calvert (R-Calif. 43) 

1994 Election Results 
Lehman 39.4% lost to G. Radanovich (R) 57%; 
Delores Comstock (Libertarian) 3.6% 
Carr ran for the U.S. Senate and lost to Richard 
Abraham (R); Dick Chrysler (R) captured Carr's 
Michigan District 8 seat, with 51.6% of the vote 
in a 4-way race. 
Minge 51.8% won vs. Gary Revier (R) 45.3%; 
Stan Bentz (Independent) 2.9% 
Peterson 51.3 % won vs. Bernie Omann (R) 
48.7% 
Mezvinsky 45.2% lost to John Fox (R) 49.4%; 
Lee Hustead (Libertarian) 3.7 %, Frank Szabo 
(Independent) 1.6% 
Gejdenson 42.5 % won vs. Edward Munster (R) 
42.7%; David Bingham (A Connecticut Party) 
14.9% -- Gejdenson prevailed with a 2-vote 
margin, out of 186,065 votes cast. 
Bacchus did not seek reelection; David Weldon 
(R) 53.8% defeated Sue Munsey (D) 46.2% for 
Bacchus' Florida District 15 seat. 
Nussle 56% won vs. Dave Nagle (D) 43.5%; 
Albert Schoeman (Libertarian) .5 % 
Strickland 49 % lost to Frank Cremeans (R) 51 % 
Calvert 55% won vs. Mark Takano (D) 38.6%; 
Gene Barkman (Libertarian) 6.3 % 

Source: "1994 Election Results," Congressional Ouarterly Weekly Report 52 (12 
November 1994): 3301-3308. 

****** 
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