
INTEREST GROUPS --- I
I. Organized interests have long been a source of fascination for students of American politics

A. many scholars of interest groups have posited that they play a crucial role in American democracy

B. groups help to organize public opinion and participation;

-iron law of oligarchy -- leaders call the shots they are paid to be attentive, active, etc.

- this is critical because we know that, left to its own devices, the public is uninformed, unconstrained and that parties have weakened

C. in short, it is argued, attentive, active groups perform many of the functions that traditional political theory says should be performed by either the people or parties

-makes pluralism possible!

II. interest groups are a ubiquitous part of American politics

A. 7,000 represented in Washington, DC

B. represent virtually every economic, social, ethnic,  ideological, religious interest in the nation

C. help with the articulation of these interests

III. interest groups are often lumped together analytically with political parties, but they are very different --- in at  least 4 ways

A. first, composition
1. parties include a wide variety of people, with different concerns and beliefs

-parties seek to aggregate interests

2. groups are composed of people with specialized concerns, who focus on a few issues

-groups seek to articulate (loudly)

B. second, function
1. parties seek, in a comprehensive fashion, to elect a slate of officials and to organize government

2. groups seek to influence certain public policy decisions on their narrow issues

C. third, legal status
1. political parties are treated as parts of the legal machinery of government

-examples: given money for conventions, no "whites only" primaries

2. groups are considered private associations, outside the formal channels of government, largely protected by 1st amendment

D. fourth, status of members
1. parties treat individuals primarily as citizens

2. groups treat individuals as members

IV. principal goal of groups is to influence policy decisions

A. U.S. system is particularly amenable to groups

1. constitutional basis - 1st amendment right to redress government

2. we are a nation of joiners -- organize ourselves into voluntary groups

3. our federal system of separated powers guarantees numerous access points

B. no wonder that groups flock to Washington, DC -- where they undertake a wide range of activities --- most of which are geared toward gaining/exploiting access

1. lobbying

a. substantive

b. social

c. grass roots - mobilize local support/opposition

2. agenda setting - incubate ideas

3. rate MCs - voting cue for constituents

-AFL-CIO's COPE, Chamber of Commerce, NEA, ADA

4. aid in campaigns

a. money via PACs

b. voter mobilization/registration/GOTV

c. access to membership

d. "soft money" - volunteers, endorsements, etc.




V. traditional view = iron triangle

-committee/subcommittee

-bureaucratic agency

-interest group

A. too restrictive - in current environment other forces have become important

1. media (investigative journalism)

2. dissidents (e.g., Pentagon) - protected by whistle-blowers law

3. consumer groups better organized now than before (e.g., Common Cause, Nader, etc.)

4. courts have become far more active in the process

-Shapiro talks of new iron triangles

B. better to think of situation now as an "issue network" or "subgovernment"

1. composed of interested, informed actors

2. still favors the organized, but the circle is wider

3. generally speaking, the smaller the issue, the more likely producer interests are to dominate

VI. even though many have become concerned about the activities and influence of interest groups, they are difficult to regulate

A. sunshine laws do not seem to work

1. purpose = to open process to greater outside scrutiny

2. impact

a. public not interested

b. gave groups greater access to decision makers

-stripped away insulation: closed meetings

B. limitations on groups are hard to manage

1. 1946 Legislative Reorganization Act

a. included modest attempts

b. diclosure of activities

c. register as lobbyists

2. Supreme Court used 1st Amendment to limit scope of the Act

a. exempted lobbyists using their own money

b. exempted lobbyists who could claim another "principal purpose"

c. exempted those who did not contact members' offices directly

C. basic problem = we are a society that values access to its elected leaders

D. that is not a problem, unless the groups that use that access are unrepresentative of what the public wants

NEXT --- IS INTEREST GROUPS DEMOCRACY INHERENTLY BIASED?
