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WHO GOVERNS? TO WHAT ENDS?

1. Do interest groups dominate gov- 1. Is the proliferation of political action
ernment, and is any particular lobby committees (PACs) and other groups
politically unbeatable? good or bad for America’s represen-

2. Why do people join interest groups? tative democracy?

2. Should interest groups’ political ac-
tivities be restricted by law?

Imost every tourist arriving in Washington visits the White House and the
Capitol. Many look at the Supreme Court building. But hardly any walk down
K Street, where much of the political life of the country occurs.

K Street? From the sidewalk it is just a row of office buildings, no different from what
one might find in downtown Seattle or Kansas City. What’s to see? But in these build-
ings, and in similar ones lining nearby streets, are the offices of the nearly seven thou-
sand organizations that are represented in Washington.

It is doubtful whether there is any other nation in which so many organizations are
represented in its capital. They are there to participate in politics. They are interest
groups, or, if you prefer, lobbies.

Explaining Proliferation

There are at least four reasons why interest groups are so common in this country. First,
the more cleavages there are in a society, the greater the variety of interests that will ex-
ist. In addition to divisions along lines of income and occupation found in any society,
America is a nation of countless immigrants and many races. There are at least seventy-
two religions that claim sixty-five thousand members or more. Americans are scattered
over a vast land made up of many regions with distinctive traditions and cultures. These
social facts make for a great variety of interests and opinions. As James Madison said in
Federalist No. 10, “The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man.”
Second, the American constitutional system contributes to the number of interest
groups by multiplying the points at which such groups can gain access to the govern-
ment. In a nation such as Great Britain, where most political authority is lodged in a
single official such as the prime minister, there are only a few places where important
decisions are made—and thus only a few opportunities for affecting those decisions.
But when political authority is shared by the president, the courts, and Congress (and
within Congress among two houses and countless committees and subcommittees),
there are plenty of places where one can argue one’s case. And the more chances there are
to influence policy, the more organizations there will be that seek to exercise that influence.
This fact helps explain why in Great Britain there is often only one organization rep-
resenting a given interest, whereas in the United States there are several. In London only
one major association represents farmers, one represents industry, one represents veter-
ans, and one represents doctors. In the United States, by contrast, at least three organiza-
tions represent farmers (the American Farm Bureau Federation, the National Farmers’
Union, and the Grange), and each of these is made up of state and county branches,
many of which act quite independently of national headquarters. Though there is one
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major American labor organization, the AFL-CIO, it
is in fact a loose coalition of independent unions
(plumbers, steelworkers, coal miners), and some large
unions, such as the Teamsters, were for many years
not part of the AFL-CIO at all. Third, America, unlike
other democratic nations, has public laws that, subject
to certain conditions, permit religious congregations,
private colleges and universities, and other organiza-
tions to own property without paying taxes on it, re-
ceive donations that donors may deduct from their
own income taxes, and apply for government grants
and contracts on an equal footing with business firms.
This so-called nonprofit sector is huge in America but
smaller or nonexistent in most other countries. There
are two main nonprofit organization types, each known
by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) code section that
authorizes its existence. Section 501(c)(3) organiza-
tions receive tax deductions for their charitable giv-
ing and may seek to influence government through
educational activities and the like; but they are for-
bidden from lobbying government officials or con-
tributing to political campaigns. Section 501(c)(4)
organizations are permitted to lobby and campaign,
but donations to them are not tax deductible.

There is nothing even remotely like these legal
arrangements or the U.S. nonprofit sector in Eng-
land, Japan, or India. Like America, these nations
have groups that care about various causes, but those
groups rarely if ever form as nonprofit organizations
that influence politics. For example, those nations each
have their own native feminist movements, but none
has an interest group like the National Organization
for Women (NOW), a 501(c)(4) with half a million

members in 550 chapters across the

land. NOW proposes legislation,

SOI(C).(3). organizes petition drives, and en-
organization

Nonprofit group courages members to contact leg-
that may legally islators and government officials.!
address political NOW?’s sister organization, the
matters but may not NOW Foundation, a 501(c)(3),
lobby or campaign; sponsors conferences and dissem-
donations to it are inates information about women’s
tax deductible. health issues and feminist causes.
501(c)(4) As we discussed in Chapter 10, po-
organization litical action committees (PACs)
Nonprofit group that  havye proliferated. NOW has two:

is permitted to lobby
and campaign;
donations to it are
not tax deductible.

the NOW PAC raises money for
candidates for federal office, and
the NOW Equality PAC raises
money for state and local office

seekers. Table 11.1 summarizes the lobbying regula-
tions for nonprofit organizations.

Fourth, the weakness of political parties in this
country may help explain the number and strength of
our interest groups. Where parties are strong, inter-
ests work through the parties; where parties are weak,
interests operate directly on the government. That at
least is the theory. Though scholars are not certain of
its validity, it is a plausible theory and can be illus-
trated by differences among American cities. In cities
such as Chicago where a party (in this case, the De-
mocrats) has historically been very strong, labor unions,
business associations, and citizens groups have had to
work with the party and on its terms. But in cities
such as Boston and Los Angeles where the parties are
very weak, interest groups proliferate and play a large
role in making policy.?

In Austria, France, and Italy many if not most
interest groups are closely linked to one or another
political party. In Italy, for example, each party—
Socialist, Communist, and Christian Democrat—has
a cluster of labor unions, professional associations,
and social clubs allied with it.> Though American in-
terest groups often support one party (the AFL-CIO,
for example, almost always backs Democratic candi-
dates for office), the relationship between party and
interest group here is not as close as it is in Europe.

The Birth of Interest Groups

The number of interest groups has grown rapidly since
1960. A study of Washington-based political associa-
tions revealed that roughly 70 percent of them estab-
lished their Washington offices after 1960, and nearly
half opened their doors after 1970.*

The 1960s and 1970s were boom years for interest
groups, but there have been other periods in our his-
tory when political associations were created in espe-
cially large numbers. During the 1770s many groups
arose to agitate for American independence; during
the 1830s and 1840s the number of religious associa-
tions increased sharply, and the antislavery movement
began. In the 1860s trade unions based on crafts
emerged in significant numbers, farmers formed the
Grange, and various fraternal organizations were
born. In the 1880s and 1890s business associations pro-
liferated. The great era of organization building, how-
ever, was in the first two decades of the twentieth
century. Within this twenty-year period many of the
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best-known and largest associations with an interest
in national politics were formed: the Chamber of Com-
merce, the National Association of Manufacturers, the
American Medical Association, the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
the Urban League, the American Farm Bureau Feder-
ation, the Farmers’ Union, the National Catholic Wel-
fare Conference, the American Jewish Committee, and
the Anti-Defamation League. The wave of interest
group formation that occurred in the 1960s led to the
emergence of environmental, consumer, and political

reform organizations such as those sponsored by con-
sumer activist Ralph Nader.

The fact that associations in general, and political
interest groups in particular, are created more rapidly
in some periods than in others suggests that these
groups do not arise inevitably out of natural social pro-
cesses. There have always been farmers in this country,
but there were no national farm organizations until
the latter part of the nineteenth century. Blacks had
been victimized by various white-supremacy policies
from the end of the Civil War on, but the NAACP did
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not emerge until 1910. Men and women worked in
factories for decades before industrial unions were
formed.

At least four factors help explain the rise of inter-
est groups. The first consists of broad economic de-
velopments that create new interests and redefine old
ones. Farmers had little reason to become organized
for political activity so long as most of them consumed
what they produced. The importance of regular po-
litical activity became evident only after most farmers
began to produce cash crops for sale in markets that
were unstable or affected by forces (the weather, the
railroads, foreign competition) that farmers could not
control. Similarly, for many decades most workers were
craftspeople working alone or in small groups. Such
unions as existed were little more than craft guilds in-
terested in protecting members’ jobs and in training
apprentices. The reason for large, mass-membership
unions did not exist until there arose mass-production
industry operated by large corporations.

Second, government policy itself helped create in-
terest groups. Wars create veterans, who in turn de-
mand pensions and other benefits. The first large
veterans organization, the Grand Army of the Repub-
lic, was made up of Union veterans of the Civil War.
By the 1920s these men were receiving about a quar-
ter of a billion dollars a year from the government, and
naturally they created organizations to watch over the
distribution of this money. The federal government

il

J OBS The greater the activity of government—for example,
in regulating the timber industry—the greater the
number of interest groups.

encouraged the formation of the American Farm Bu-
reau Federation (AFBF) by paying for county agents
who would serve the needs of farmers under the su-
pervision of local farm organizations; these county
bureaus eventually came together as the AFBE. The
Chamber of Commerce was launched at a conference
attended by President William Howard Taft.

Professional societies, such as those made up of
lawyers and doctors, became important in part because
state governments gave to such groups the authority
to decide who was qualified to become a lawyer or a
doctor. Workers had a difficult time organizing so long
as the government, by the use of injunctions enforced
by the police and the army, prevented strikes. Unions,
especially those in mass-production industries, be-
gan to flourish after Congress passed laws in the 1930s
that prohibited the use of injunctions in private labor
disputes, that required employers to bargain with
unions, and that allowed a union representing a ma-
jority of the workers in a plant to require all workers
to join it.”

Third, political organizations do not emerge auto-
matically, even when government policy permits them
and social circumstances seem to require them. Some-
body must exercise leadership, often at substantial
personal cost. These organizational entrepreneurs are
found in greater numbers at certain times than at
others. They are often young, caught up in a social
movement, drawn to the need for change, and in-



spired by some political or religious doctrine. Anti-
slavery organizations were created in the 1830s and
1840s by enthusiastic young people influenced by a
religious revival then sweeping the country. The period
from 1890 to 1920, when so many national organi-
zations were created, was a time when the college-
educated middle class was growing rapidly. (The
number of men and women who received college
degrees each year tripled between 1890 and 1920.)°
During this era natural science and fundamentalist
Christianity were locked in a bitter contest, with the
Gospels and Darwinism offering competing ideas
about personal salvation and social progress. The
1960s, when many new organizations were born,
was a decade in which young people were power-
fully influenced by the civil rights and antiwar
movements and when college enrollments more than
doubled.

Finally, the more activities government undertakes,
the more organized groups there will be that are in-
terested in those activities. Most Washington offices
representing corporations, labor unions, and trade
and professional associations were established before
1960—in some cases many decades before—because
it was during the 1930s or even earlier that the gov-
ernment began making policies important to business
and labor. The great majority of “public-interest”
lobbies (those concerned with the environment or
consumer protection), social welfare associations,
and organizations concerned with civil rights, the
elderly, and the handicapped established offices in
Washington after 1960. Policies of interest to these
groups, such as the major civil rights and environ-
mental laws, were adopted after that date. In fact over
half the public-interest lobbies opened their doors
after 1970.

Kinds of Organizations

An interest group is any organization that seeks to
influence public policy. When we think of an organi-
zation, we usually think of something like the Boy
Scouts or the League of Women Voters—a group con-
sisting of individual members. In Washington, how-
ever, many organizations do not have individual
members at all but are offices—corporations, law
firms, public relations firms, or “letterhead” organi-
zations that get most of their money from founda-
tions or from the government—out of which a staff
operates. It is important to understand the differences
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Landmark Cases

Lobbying Congress

o U.S. v. Harriss (1954): The Constitution pro-
tects the lobbying of Congress, but the gov-
ernment may require information from groups
that try to influence legislation.

To explore these landmark cases further, visit the
American Government web site at college.hmco.
com/pic/wilsonAGlle.

between the two kinds of interest groups—institu-
tional and membership interests.’

Institutional Interests

Institutional interests are individuals or organizations
representing other organizations. General Motors, for
example, has a Washington representative. Over five
hundred firms have such representatives in the capital,
most of whom have opened their offices since 1970.%
Firms that do not want to place their own full-time
representative in Washington can hire a Washington
lawyer or public relations expert on a part-time basis.
Washington now has more lawyers than Los Angeles,
a city three times its size.” Another kind of institutional
interest is the trade or governmental association,
such as the National Independent Retail Jewelers or
the National Association of Counties.

Individuals or organizations that represent other
organizations tend to be interested in bread-and-butter
issues of vital concern to their
clients. Some of the people who  ; terest group An
specialize in this work can earn  organization of people
very large fees. Top public rela-  sharing a common
tions experts and Washington interest or goal that
lawyers can charge $500 an hour  seeks to influence the
or more for their time. Since they =~ making of public
earn a lot, they are expected to policy.
deliver a lot.

Just what they are expected to deliver, however,
varies with the diversity of the groups making up the
organization. The American Cotton Manufacturers
Institute represents southern textile mills. Those mills
are few enough in number and similar enough in




264 Chapter 11  Interest Groups

Figure 11.1 What the Top Lobby Spent, 1998-2004

Annual lobbying expenditures by the
Chamber of Commerce for the United States

60
53.38
50
41.56

40
34.6

30

1872 18,69 2066
201 9700 - :

Total in millions of dollars

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Source: Center for Public Integrity, Georgetown University, Washington, D.C,,
2006.

outlook to allow the institute to carry out clear poli-
cies squarely based on the business interests of its
clients. For example, the institute works hard to get
the federal government to adopt laws and rules that
will keep foreign-made textiles from competing too
easily with American-made goods. Sometimes the in-
stitute is successful, sometimes not, but it is never

hard to explain what it is doing.

By contrast, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce rep-
resents thousands of different businesses in hundreds
of different communities. The Chamber has led all
interest groups in annual lobbying expenditures. All
told, from 1998 to 2004, it spent $205 million on lob-
bying (see Figure 11.1). Its membership is so large
and diverse that the Chamber in Washington can speak
out clearly and forcefully on only those relatively few
matters in which all, or most, businesses take the same
position. Since all businesses would like lower taxes,
the Chamber favors that. On the other hand, since
some businesses (those that import goods) want low
tariffs and other businesses (those that face competi-
tion from imported goods) want higher tariffs, the

Chamber says little or nothing about tariffs.

Institutional interests do not just represent busi-
ness firms; they also represent governments, founda-
tions, and universities. For example, the American
Council on Education claims to speak for most insti-
tutions of higher education, the American Public
Transit Association represents local mass-transit sys-
tems, and the National Association of Counties ar-
gues on behalf of county governments.

Membership Interests

It is often said that Americans are a nation of joiners,
and so we take for granted the many organizations
around us supported by the activities and contribu-
tions of individual citizens. But we should not take
this multiplicity of organizations for granted; in fact
their existence is something of a puzzle.

Americans join only certain kinds of organizations
more frequently than do citizens of other democratic
countries. We are no more likely than the British, for
example, to join social, business, professional, veter-
ans, or charitable organizations, and we are less likely
to join labor unions. Our reputation as a nation of
joiners arises chiefly out of our unusually high ten-
dency to join religious and civic or political associa-
tions. About three times as many Americans as Britons
say that they are members of a civic or political organ-
ization.!

This proclivity of Americans to get together with
other citizens to engage in civic or political action re-
flects, apparently, a greater sense of political efficacy
and a stronger sense of civic duty in this country. When
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba asked citizens of
five nations what they would do to protest an unjust
local regulation, 56 percent of the Americans—but
only 34 percent of the British and 13 percent of the
Germans—said that they would try to organize their
neighbors to write letters, sign petitions, or otherwise
act in concert.!! Americans are also more likely than
Europeans to think that organized activity is an effec-
tive way to influence the national government, remote
as that institution may seem. And this willingness to
form civic or political groups is not a product of
higher levels of education in this country; Americans
of every level of schooling are political joiners.!?

But explaining the American willingness to join
politically active groups by saying that Americans feel
a “sense of political efficacy” is not much of an expla-
nation; we might as well say that people vote because



they think that their vote makes a difference. But one
vote clearly makes no difference at all in almost any
election; similarly, one member, more or less, in the
Sierra Club, the National Rifle Association, or the
NAACP clearly will make no difference in the success
of those organizations.

And in fact most people who are sympathetic to
the aims of a mass-membership interest group do
not join it. The NAACP, for example, enrolls as mem-
bers only a tiny fraction of all African Americans.
This is not because people are selfish or apathetic but
because they are rational and numerous. A single
African American, for example, knows that he or she
can make no difference in the success of the NAACP,
just as a single nature enthusiast knows that he or she
cannot enhance the power of the Sierra Club. More-
over, if the NAACP or the Sierra Club succeeds, African
Americans and nature lovers will benefit even if they
are not members. Therefore rational people who
value their time and money would no more join such
organizations than they would attempt to empty a lake
with a cup—unless they got something out of joining.

Incentives to Join

To get people to join mass-membership organiza-
tions, they must be offered an incentive—something
of value they cannot get without joining. There are
three kinds of incentives.

Solidary incentives are the sense of pleasure, status,
or companionship that arises out of meeting together
in small groups. Such rewards are extremely important,
but because they tend to be available only from face-to-
face contact, national interest groups offering them of-
ten have to organize themselves as coalitions of small
local units. For example, the League of Women Voters,
the Parent Teacher Association (PTA), the NAACP, the
Rotary Club, and the American Legion all consist of
small local chapters that support a national staff. It is
the task of the local chapters to lure members and ob-
tain funds from them; the state or national staff can
then pursue political objectives by using these funds.
Forming organizations made up of small local chapters
is probably easier in the United States than in Europe
because of the great importance of local government in
our federal system. There is plenty for a PTA, an
NAACP, or a League of Women Voters to do in its own
community, and so its members can be kept busy with
local affairs while the national staff pursues larger goals.
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W.E.B. Du Bois, black scholar and activist, was one of the
founders of the NAACP.

A second kind of incentive consists of material in-
centives—that is, money, or things and services read-
ily valued in monetary terms. Farm organizations have
recruited many members by offering a wide range of
services. The Illinois Farm Bureau, for example, offers
to its members—and only to its members—a chance
to buy farm supplies at discount prices, to market
their products through cooperatives, and to purchase
low-cost insurance. These material incentives help
explain why the Illinois Farm Bureau has been able to
enroll nearly every farmer in the
state as well as many nonfarmers  ;, centive Something
who also value these rewards.'? of value one cannot get

Similarly, the American Asso- Withoutjoining an
ciation of Retired Persons (AARP) organization.
has I ecruited over 30 mllhon solidary incentives
members by supplying them with  The social rewards
everything from low-cost life in-  (sense of pleasure,
surance and mail-order discount  status, or
drugs to tax advice and group  companionship) that
travel plans. About 45 percent of lead people to join
the nation’s population that is P elbier G,

fifty and older—one out of every ~~ Material ir;lgentives
four registered voters—belongs Mclmegi/ ort mg;
to the AARP. With an annual ::r:; w monetary

operating budget of over $200
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Reg Weaver, president of the National Education Associa-
tion, the nation’s largest union.

million and a cash flow estimated at a whopping $10
billion, the AARP seeks to influence public policy in
many areas, from health and housing to taxes and
transportation. To gain additional benefits for mem-
bers, interest groups like the AARP also seek to influ-
ence how public laws are administered and who gets
government grants. For example, the Environmental
Protection Agency funds the AARP to hire senior cit-
izens as temporary workers for various environmen-
tal projects.!*

The third—and most difficult—kind of incentive
is the purpose of the organization. Many associations
rely chiefly on this purposive incentive—the appeal
of their stated goals—to recruit members. If the at-
tainment of those goals will also benefit people who

Removed due to copyright
permissions restrictions.

purposive incentive
A benefit that comes
from serving a cause
or principle.
ideological interest
groups Political
organizations that
attract members by
appealing to their
political convictions
or principles.
public-interest
lobby A political
organization whose
goals will principally
benefit nonmembers.

do not join, individuals who do join
will have to be those who feel pas-
sionately about the goal, who have
a strong sense of duty (or who can-
not say no to a friend who asks
them to join), or for whom the cost
of joining is so small that they are
indifferent to joining or not. Or-
ganizations that attract members
by appealing to their interest in a
coherent set of (usually) controver-
sial principles are sometimes called
ideological interest groups.
When the purpose of the organ-
ization, if attained, will principally
benefit nonmembers, it is custom-
ary to call the group a public-

Since the mid-1960s consumer activist Ralph Nader
has spawned more than a dozen interest groups. In
2000 and 2004 Nader ran for president as a Green
party candidate.

interest lobby. (Whether the public at large will really
benefit, of course, is a matter of opinion, but at least
the group members think that they are working self-
lessly for the common good.)

Though some public-interest lobbies may pursue
relatively noncontroversial goals (for example, per-
suading people to vote or raising money to house or-
phans), the most visible of these organizations are
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Public-Interest Law Firms

A special kind of public-interest lobby is an organiza-
tion that advances its cause by bringing lawsuits to
challenge existing practices or proposed regulations.
A public-interest law firm will act in one of two ways:
First, it will find someone who has been harmed by
some public or private policy and bring suit on his or

her behalf. Second, it will file a brief with a court sup-
porting somebody else’s lawsuit (this is called an ami-
cus curiae brief; it is explained in Chapter 16).

Here are some examples of liberal and conservative
public-interest law firms:

Liberal

American Civil Liberties Union

Asian American Legal Defense Fund
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights
Mexican American Legal Defense Fund
NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund
Natural Resources Defense Council
Women's Legal Defense Fund

highly controversial. It is precisely the controversy
that attracts the members, or at least those members
who support one side of the issue. Many of these
groups can be described as markedly liberal or decid-
edly conservative in outlook.

Perhaps the best known of the liberal public-interest
groups are those founded by or associated with Ralph
Nader. Nader became a popular figure in the mid-
1960s after General Motors made a clumsy attempt to
investigate and discredit his background at a time
when he was testifying in favor of an auto-safety bill.
Nader won a large out-of-court settlement against
General Motors, his books began to earn royalties, and
he was able to command substantial lecture fees. Most
of this money was turned over to various organiza-
tions he created that dealt with matters of interest to
consumers. In addition he founded a group called Pub-
lic Citizen that raised money by direct-mail solicita-
tion from thousands of small contributors and sought
foundation grants. Finally, he helped create Public In-
terest Research Groups (PIRGs) in a number of states,
supported by donations from college students (volun-
tary at some colleges, a compulsory assessment levied
on all students at others) and concerned with organ-
izing student activists to work on local projects.

Recently cracks have begun to appear in the Nader
movement. When Hawaii and California considered

Conservative

Atlantic Legal Foundation

The Center for Individual Rights
Criminal Justice Legal Foundation
Landmark Legal Foundation
Mountain States Legal Foundation
Pacific Legal Foundation
Washington Legal Foundation

plans to develop no-fault automobile insurance, some
former allies of Nader led the effort to reduce auto in-
surance prices by adopting a no-fault system. Nader
denounced this effort and urged Hawaii’s governor to
veto the no-fault bill. Each side criticized the other.

Conservatives, though slow to get started, have also
adopted the public-interest organizational strategy. As
with such associations run by liberals, they are of two
kinds: those that engage in research and lobbying and
those that bring lawsuits designed to advance their
cause. The boxes on pages 267 and 268 list some ex-
amples of public-interest organizations that support
liberal or conservative causes.

Membership organizations that rely on purposive
incentives, especially appeals to deeply controversial
purposes, tend to be shaped by the mood of the times.
When an issue is hot—in the media or with the pub-
lic—such organizations can grow rapidly. When the
spotlight fades, the organization may lose support.
Thus such organizations have a powerful motive to stay
in the public eye. To remain visible, public-interest
lobbies devote a lot of attention to generating publicity
by developing good contacts with the media and issu-
ing dramatic press releases about crises and scandals.

Because of their need to take advantage of a crisis
atmosphere, public-interest lobbies often do best when
the government is in the hands of an administration



268 Chapter 11  Interest Groups

Think Tanks in Washington

Think tanks are public-interest organizations that do
research on policy questions and disseminate their
findings in books, articles, conferences, op-ed essays
for newspapers, and (occasionally) testimony before

Congress. Some are nonpartisan and ideologically
more or less neutral, but others—and many of the
most important ones—are aligned with liberal or con-
servative causes. Here are some examples of each:

Liberal

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

Center for Defense Information

Children’s Defense Fund

Economic Policy Institute

Institute for Policy Studies

Joint Center for Political and
Economic Studies

Progressive Policy Institute

Conservative

American Enterprise Institute

Cato Institute

Center for Strategic and
International Studies

Competitive Enterprise Institute

Ethics and Public Policy Center

Free Congress Foundation

Heritage Foundation

Note that the labels “liberal” and “conservative,” while generally accurate, conceal important differences among
the think tanks in each list.

that is hostile, not sympathetic, to their views. Envi-
ronmentalist organizations could mobilize more re-

may reflect more what the staff wants than what the
members believe.

sources when James Watt, an opponent of much of
the environmental movement, was secretary of the
interior than they could when Cecil D. Andrus, his pro-
environment predecessor, was in office. By the same
token many conservative interest groups were able to
raise more money with the relatively liberal Jimmy
Carter or Bill Clinton in the White House than with
the conservative Ronald Reagan or George W. Bush.

The Influence of the Staff

We often make the mistake of assuming that what an
interest group does politically is simply to exert influ-
ence on behalf of its members. That

For example, a survey of the white members of a
large labor union showed that one-third of them be-
lieved that the desegregation of schools, housing, and
job opportunities had gone too fast; only one-fifth
thought that it had gone too slowly. But among the
staff members of the union, none thought that deseg-
regation had gone too fast, and over two-thirds thought
that it had gone too slowly.!® As a result the union
staff aggressively lobbied Congress for the passage of
tougher civil rights laws, even though most of the
union’s members did not feel that they were needed.
The members stayed in the union for reasons unre-
lated to civil rights, giving the staff the freedom to
pursue its own goals.

is indeed the case when all the
members have a clear and similar
stake in an issue. But many issues
affect different members differently.
In fact, if the members joined to
obtain solidary or material bene-
fits, they may not care at all about
many of the issues with which the organization gets
involved. In such cases what the interest group does

social movement A
widely shared
demand for change
in some aspect of the
social or political
order.

Interest Groups and Social
Movements

Because it is difficult to attract people with purposive
incentives, interest groups employing them tend to
arise out of social movements. A social movement is
a widely shared demand for change in some aspect of
the social or political order. The civil rights movement




of the 1960s was such an event, as was the environ-
mentalist movement of the 1970s. A social movement
need not have liberal goals. In the nineteenth century,
for example, there were various nativist movements
that sought to reduce immigration to this country
or to keep Catholics or Masons out of public office.
Broad-based religious revivals are social movements.

No one is quite certain why social movements arise.
At one moment people are largely indifferent to some
issue; at another moment many of these same people
care passionately about religion, civil rights, immi-
gration, or conservation. A social movement may be
triggered by a scandal (an oil spill on the Santa Bar-
bara beaches helped launch the environmental move-
ment), the dramatic and widely publicized activities
of a few leaders (lunch counter sit-ins helped stimu-
late the civil rights movement), or the coming of age
of a new generation that takes up a cause advocated
by eloquent writers, teachers, or evangelists.

The Environmental Movement

Whatever its origin, the effect of a social movement is
to increase the value some people attach to purposive
incentives. As a consequence new interest groups are
formed that rely on these incentives. In the 1890s, as
a result of the emergence of conservation as a major
issue, the Sierra Club was organized. In the 1930s con-
servation once again became popular, and the Wilder-
ness Society and the National Wildlife Federation took
form. In the 1960s and 1970s environmental issues
again came to the fore, and we saw the emergence of
the Environmental Defense Fund and Environmental
Action.

The smallest of these organizations (Environmen-
tal Action and the Environmental Defense Fund) tend
to have the most liberal members. This is often the case
with social movements. A movement will spawn many
organizations. The most passionately aroused people
will be the fewest in number, and they will gravitate
toward the organizations that take the most extreme
positions; as a result these organizations are small but
vociferous. The more numerous and less passionate
people will gravitate toward more moderate, less vo-
ciferous organizations, which will tend to be larger.

The Feminist Movement

There have been several feminist social movements in
this country’s history—in the 1830s, in the 1890s, in

Interest Groups and Social Movements

The Million Moms March in 2004 demanded a federal
ban on assault weapons.

the 1920s, and in the 1960s. Each period has brought
into being new organizations, some of which have
endured to the present. For example, the League of
Women Voters was founded in 1920 to educate and
organize women for the purpose of using effectively
their newly won right to vote.

Though a strong sense of purpose may lead to the
creation of organizations, each will strive to find
some incentive that will sustain it over the long haul.
These permanent incentives will affect how the or-
ganization participates in politics.

There are at least three kinds of feminist organiza-
tions. First, there are those that rely chiefly on solidary
incentives, enroll middle-class women with relatively
high levels of schooling, and tend to support those
causes that command the widest support among
women generally. The League of Women Voters and
the Federation of Business and Professional Women
are examples. Both supported the campaign to ratify
the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), but as Jane Mans-
bridge has observed in her history of the ERA, they
were uneasy with the kind of intense, partisan fight-
ing displayed by some other women’s organizations
and with the tendency of more militant groups to link
the ERA to other issues, such as abortion. The reason
for their uneasiness is clear: to the extent they relied
on solidary incentives, they had a stake in avoiding is-
sues and tactics that would divide their membership
or reduce the extent to which membership provided
camaraderie and professional contacts.!®

Second, there are women’s organizations that attract
members with purposive incentives. The National
Organization for Women (NOW) and the National
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Abortion Rights Action League (NARAL) are two of
the largest such groups, though there are many smaller
ones. Because they rely on purposes, these organiza-
tions must take strong positions, tackle divisive issues,
and employ militant tactics. Anything less would turn
off the committed feminists who make up the rank and
file and contribute the funds. But because these groups
take controversial stands, they are constantly embroiled
in internal quarrels between those who think that they
have gone too far and those who think that they have
not gone far enough, between women who want NOW
or NARAL to join with lesbian and socialist organiza-
tions and those who want them to steer clear. More-
over, as Mansbridge showed, purposive organizations
often cannot make their decisions stick on the local
level (local chapters will do pretty much as they
please).”

The third kind of women’s organization is the cau-
cus that takes on specific issues that have some mate-
rial benefit to women. The Women’s Equity Action
League (WEAL) is one such group. Rather than rely-
ing on membership dues for financial support, it ob-
tains grants from foundations and government
agencies. Freed of the necessity of satisfying a large
rank-and-file membership, WEAL has concentrated
its efforts on bringing lawsuits aimed at enforcing or
enlarging the legal rights of women in higher educa-
tion and other institutions. In electoral politics the
National Women’s Political Caucus (officially non-
partisan, but generally libe