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PREFACE

A recent article in the Washington Post quoted several professional lobbyists saying that lobbying was a profession that could not really be taught (Goldman 2012). It had to be experienced—meaning those who practiced the profession could only learn it by doing it. As Mike House, who works for the private for-hire lobbying firm Hogan Lovells, said to the Post, “It’s all about good instincts. And instincts can never be taught.” Having worked for interest groups on and off for about eight years, as well as having been an occasional lobbying target when I worked on the staff of the New York State Senate, I am inclined to agree with Mr. House’s assessment. That makes writing a college textbook about lobbying intimidating. Actually none of the lobbyists I know, and I have known many, ever intended to become lobbyists when they were in college. When life suddenly deposited them into the profession, they had to learn it by instinct, though most of them also benefited from mentoring by older, more experienced lobbyists. Still, I doubt that I can teach anybody how to lobby, and this book is in no way a lobbying manual.

I can, however, teach college students a fair amount about what interest groups are and why they exist, as well as what lobbyists are and how lobbying works in the most generalized sense. That is what this book is about, and I think it is worthwhile to know. The number of interest groups and lobbyists in national politics—and, I strongly suspect, at the state and local levels—is rapidly growing. Even organizations that traditionally stayed out of blatant advocacy politics are now jumping into the advocacy game. An obvious recent example is the Heritage Foundation, the formerly academic-like think tank that is reorienting itself as a bold advocate for conservative ideas and policies (Milbank 2012). American citizens are abandoning their traditional political parties, and too often they do not vote, but they are supporting ever more interest groups, either through their direct participation or with their money. The US political system is a system of interest group politics—that is, policy being made by competing interest groups—and every student should realize this fact and try to understand it, even if they are not political science majors or do not want to be lobbyists. After all, nearly every student will go on to join one or more interest groups in their lives, if they are not already members! In this book I lay out and explore the basic ideas of interest group politics and provide details on how it works. For students who do go on to be lobbyists, I hope this means the gap that instinct must fill between knowing and professionally doing will now be smaller.

If I have made mistakes in my facts or in how I understand prevailing theories, I accept all of the blame. None goes to Toby Wahl at Westview Press, who asked me to write this book. Thank you very much for the wonderful opportunity to distill nearly everything I know about interest groups and lobbying, academic learning and personal experience, into a book for undergraduate and graduate students. I was so excited about the prospect that I laid out this book’s basic structure within five minutes of being asked to write it! Special thanks also to Ada Fung at Westview Press, who took over the project and drove it forward with an enthusiasm and efficiency that helped me sustain my own enthusiasm. Good editors terrify me because they show me how inadequate my own writing can be, and my initial development editor, Brooke Maddeford, was exceptionally harsh while also being very nice. The same can be said of my project editor, Rachel King, and my copyeditor, Beth Wright of Trio Bookworks. Thanks for all of your help.

I want to thank my colleagues Jeff Cummins, Mike Heaney, Melanie Ram, and Heath Brown, who were all kind enough to read through parts of this manuscript and give me their insightful comments. Then there were the fourteen people who reviewed my manuscript. Fourteen! I’d like to thank for their invaluable feedback Mark Brewer (University of Maine), William Byrne (St. John’s University), David Damore (University of Nevada, Las Vegas), Rodd Freitag (University of Wisconsin, Eau Claire), Bryan McQuide (University of Idaho), Chapman Rackaway (Fort Hays State University), Laura Woliver (University of South Carolina), and the seven reviewers who chose to remain anonymous.

I have a few last points to make about writing this book. First, I must acknowledge the interest group textbooks already on the market that are very good and written by people I deeply respect. I believe my book is different in many ways from theirs and values their contributions while also adding to them. Second, because a lot of interest group politics and lobbying must be experienced to be understood, not only have I tried to include lots of direct quotations in this book, but I also felt it important to do a little field research for it, even though the book is not a work of primary research. So thanks go to the many lobbyists, interest group staff, legislative staff, and administrative agency staff who gave me their time when I was in Washington, DC. Thanks to the Office of the Provost and the Henry Madden Library at California State University, Fresno, for funding the trip and the sabbatical. And thanks to the American Political Science Association for giving me office space in the Centennial Center during my time in Washington. Third, I have never written for students before. Although I had ideas of how I might do it, I decided to actually have my students read an early draft of the manuscript and provide feedback on whether it made any sense at all to them. I teach a course on interest groups and lobbying, so it was easy to assign my manuscript. Not only did this give me an opportunity to see how it worked in an actual class, but I also encouraged my students (yes, by offering extra credit) to provide me with comments on the manuscript and how they thought it might be improved. That turned out to be surprisingly valuable (and a little painful), so thanks to Brooke Smith, Caitlin Ryan, Xavier Vasquez, Jessica Boujikian, Rebecca Levers, Juan Santiago, Patrick Simon, Brittani Smith, and Roxanne Castillo.

Finally, while a lot of people argue that much of our nation’s problems with governing come from interest groups and lobbyists, I do not share that belief. Yes, there is too much money in American politics today, but I think a ban on lobbying would do a lot more harm than good. Interest groups and lobbyists provide an important type of political representation. The United States is so diverse that no political party, not even lawmakers elected to serve constituents in geographic regions, can effectively articulate the needs of all the groups of citizens sharing common interests whom they are supposed to represent. Interest groups can, and most of them do it well. The lobbyists I know may be a little stuck in narrow visions of what policy should be and whom it should serve, and they may believe their own rhetoric a little too much, but in that sense they are no different from the rest of us. In any case, that is what they are hired to do. Faithfully representing the people who employ you is the hallmark of a good, professional, and ethical lobbyist. We should not punish lobbyists for doing a good job representing the groups of people who hire them. We should find ways to best use their representational skills for the greater good of our representative republic.

Very special thanks to Melanie Ram for putting up with all of this. I don’t think you were expecting me to write another book quite so soon. Thanks for your patience, encouragement, and all-around support!
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INTRODUCTION





First Shoot All the Lobbyists?

In 2006 a man named Jack Abramoff was sentenced to six years in federal prison for fraud and conspiracy involving the corruption of government officials (he actually served three and a half), but in the minds of most people tuning in to the congressional investigation, Abramoff was prosecuted for being a lobbyist. And they probably approved of that. Washington Post writer Jan Witold Baran, who covered the Abramoff investigation, wrote of the public’s view of lobbying, “If Shakespeare lived today, perhaps he would write, ‘First shoot all the lobbyists’” (Baran 2006). Baran, though, went on to actually defend the lobbying profession, emphasizing that most of the tens of thousands of people practicing it are ethical and honorable. That opinion was not shared by a letter to the editor in my hometown newspaper, which said of 2012 Republican Party presidential hopefuls that “the nominee will be a mere puppet for the man who is possibly the most dangerous man in America: [lobbyist] Grover Norquist. . . . He is much more than [the man who heads Americans for Tax Reform], however. He holds huge influence over the tea party and other ultra-conservative zealots.”1 A dim view of lobbying also comes from the good-government organization Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, which issued a study in 2012 reporting that several once-powerful lawmakers were now lobbying for special interest groups they had helped fund with public money while still in Congress. Said the center’s executive director Melanie Sloan, “This is part of the reason why the public is so disgusted by the revolving door” (Farnam 2012b). Of course, Sloan’s detractors probably say that she is just another lobbyist herself.

Who and what are these lobbyists that the public is so disgusted with? In the 2012 Republican primary, former House Speaker Newt Gingrich was accused of being one for Freddie Mac, the government-backed housing finance company many conservatives blamed for the housing market crash of 2008. The accusation must have been serious because Gingrich vehemently denied ever having been one, and by the letter of the law he was right. Why be afraid of being labeled a lobbyist, though, when by all accounts hiring one is good for business? A team of tax experts calculated that in 2004 lobbyists for corporations working on the American Jobs Creation Act produced a return of over $220 for their clients for every $1 spent (Alexander, Scholz, and Mazza 2010). Whatever lobbyists are doing, and whether for good or for ill, apparently they do it well.

What about the special interest groups these lobbyists work for? Some are obscure, such as the Organic Consumers Association or the International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies, while others are virtually household names and feared by lawmakers. Washington journalist Jeffrey Birnbaum used to survey prominent Washingtonians about which groups were the most powerful, with famous organizations such as the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Rifle Association (NRA) usually vying for the top spot.2 Another journalist, Jonathan Rauch (1994), argues that there are so many of them, demanding so many special benefits and favorable policies from Congress, that they threaten the very existence of the US government. Lawmakers, he says, are so beholden to these interests that they cannot react to a crisis without offending them. There is actually a whole cottage industry of books by journalists, former lawmakers, and scholars condemning the proliferation of interest groups in American politics (e.g., Gardner 1972; Birnbaum 1992; Drew 1999; Kaiser 2009). They find evidence of interest group influence in places one might not even expect, such as an effort by the McDonald’s Corporation to lobby the Oxford English Dictionary. In 2007 McDonald’s joined forces with the British Chambers of Commerce and Conservative Party to pressure the venerable dictionary to modify or drop its unflattering definition of the word “McJob” (Thompson 2007). The dictionary’s editors successfully resisted.

Interest groups and lobbying are perhaps the hardest subjects to define, study, and teach in political science. Most people, including students, come to the subject predisposed to disliking them. It is easy to identify and define members of Congress, legislative bodies, administrative agencies, judges, the courts, and even political parties, but what exactly is an interest group? And would you know one if you saw one? Americans for Tax Reform perhaps, and maybe even Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington. But what about the Rotary Club? Or the American Automobile Association? Or the Camp Fire Girls? All three have taken positions on public policy at one time or another. Does that make them interest groups? Are you in an interest group and do not even know it? Lots of people are. Many corporations, perhaps a majority, also lobby. In fact they employ more lobbyists in Washington, DC, than anybody else. Are they interest groups?

It is because interest groups are so hard to define and identify that scholars are not even sure how many of them there are. A conservative estimate is at least seven thousand working in Washington, DC, but I suspect that drastically undercounts even just the number active in national politics. Tens of thousands more work at the state and local levels. Scholars cannot even agree on what the exact term is for them. Interest group? Organized interest? Pressure group? Special interest? Are there any un-special interests?

The same problem exists with lobbyists. Who are they? One reason they might be hard to spot is because they themselves often avoid the title, printing “government affairs associate” or something equally vague on their business cards. Many like the term “advocate,” but that could include a lot of other people you might not associate with lobbying. If Jack Abramoff is like Grover Norquist, then is he also like Ralph Nader, the founder of Public Citizen who wrestled with General Motors in the 1960s? Or like John Muir and David Brower, respectively the founder and political reorganizer of the Sierra Club? Muir and Brower at times both led the famous hiking club on political crusades against the government. They would probably describe themselves as advocates, but does that mean they are also lobbyists?

Whatever lobbyists are, we should probably not shoot them, outlaw their profession, or suppress the interest groups they work for. James Madison did not think so, arguing in Federalist No. 10 that suppression of any faction of citizens with a common interest is a remedy “worse than the disease.” Suppressing them would also be illegal under the First Amendment of the US Constitution, which guarantees the right to freely assemble and petition the government for a redress of grievances. Even if outlawing lobbyists and interest groups were possible, it would be unwise. They provide representation for parts of the public that care intensely about political issues or have strongly held beliefs they feel must be pursued through the policy-making apparatus of the state. Since American society is so heterogeneous with many groups organized, or at least with the potential to be organized, around a wide range of issues and beliefs, there is no way they can be represented by any political party. To win majorities, parties must assemble and represent many interests, but trying to represent everybody means they represent nobody well. US presidents and senators have the same problem. Even House members represent too many competing interests in their districts to be effective advocates for them all. Private organizations speaking for distinct groups of people have no need to represent any majority.

The upside of interest groups is that they can and do provide focused representation for small groups of people organized around narrow, well-defined interests that could probably not ever be priorities for political parties. The downside is that there are so many private organizations representing group interests in national politics today that the relatively small number of public officials whose attention they compete for cannot possibly respond to them all. Nor do interest groups represent all factions of the public equally. Some simply have more resources than others with which they can make their constituent members’ voices heard more loudly by policy-makers. And some potential constituent members simply cannot get organized, or even realize that they had better be organized, if they want to avoid being hurt by the policies advanced by competing interest groups. What groups do share with parties and constituent-based representation in government is a disregard for the public interest.

One book on groups and lobbying cannot do justice to all of the motivations and concerns connected to interest group representation—not even close. Instead I try to provide a broad overview of the subject. This book starts, in Chapter 1, by defining interest groups and explaining why they are so prominent in the United States. Then I explore in Chapters 2 and 3 how and why interest groups form, why they fail to form, and why they sometimes emerge out of social movements. In Chapter 4, I describe how lobbyists interface with the members of interest groups, the people they are supposed to represent, and problems with representation quality as groups grow older and larger. I try to assemble all of these pieces together in a coherent manner in Chapter 5 to provide a foundation for the second half of the book. In Part II, I explore how interest group lobbyists gain influence in the institutions of the national government, such as Congress in Chapter 6, the executive branch (president and bureaucracy) in Chapter 7, and the judicial branch in Chapter 8. In these three chapters I show how employing various methods of influence can enhance or detract from the basic representative function of interest groups. In Chapter 9 I discuss how group lobbyists interact with each other through bargaining, conflict, and strategically choosing where to lobby. Chapter 10 focuses on campaign finance, a subject that could (and does) fill whole books. While my overview of interest groups in electoral politics could be considered a little thin, since the subject of electoral politics is so vast, interest groups are also becoming smaller players in this arena, especially when compared to the new super PACs that have sprung up.

In Chapter 11 I return to the book’s overarching theme of political representation. I do not believe that interest groups provide the fairest form of representation, though they may provide the fairest possible form of representation. Their lobbyists are supposed to be vigorous advocates for their members, and only their members, though sometimes political pressures prevent them from fulfilling even that role particularly well. Yet, like them or not, interest groups may have to be accepted as vehicles for representation because they already exist in large numbers, and these numbers are increasing. They actually appear to be the only form of political participation that is increasing, if indeed joining an interest group is participation (though it is no harder than voting). The real key in the representation problem, though, is the lobbyist. They are supposed to be the spokespersons for a faction of citizens sharing an interest, and how well they provide representation before government is an important question.

Notes

1. Letter to the editor, Fresno Bee (Fresno, CA), February 20, 2012.

2. I have Birnbaum’s lists for 1997, 1998, 1999, and 2001 and will share them on request. I have not heard that he has made any since.



PART ONE


Origins and Structure



CHAPTER ONE





Interests and Interest Groups

What is an interest group? Would you recognize an interest group if one called you and asked for money? Or if you saw its logo on a fundraising letter? Perhaps you have seen the logo of the American Bankers Association on one of your local bank’s walls, and even suspected that it refers to some kind of organization representing banks and the people whose profession is banking. Checking ABA’s Web site would probably remove any doubt, for it says, “The American Bankers Association is the voice of America’s $13 trillion banking industry, representing banks of all sizes and charters, from the smallest community bank to the largest bank holding companies.”1 The Web site also lays out a variety of problems the multitrillion-dollar banking industry apparently has with current government policy, and describes what ABA leaders are doing to convince lawmakers in Congress, the White House, and regulatory agencies to solve them. That sounds like lobbying, and you, like most people, probably associate lobbying with interest groups. If so, then the Center for Education Reform must also be an interest group: its home page says its purpose is to urge lawmakers to enact policies promoting consumer choice in K-12 education because that is what its supporters want.2 Both the center and ABA represent a group of Americans who have needs and desires, what we call “interests,” that can only be fulfilled by changing public policy. It feels right to call them interest groups.

But what about the Alliance to Protect Nantucket Sound, which describes itself as a “nonprofit environmental organization dedicated to the long term preservation of Nantucket Sound”?3 Made up of residents of Hyannis, Massachusetts, along with their elected officials and civic associations, the alliance’s goal is to convince the Federal Aviation Administration to deny approval of a giant solar wind farm on the shores of Nantucket Sound. Does that make this environmental organization an interest group? What about the Trans Canada Company or the nonprofit organization Consumer Energy Alliance? From 2012 to 2013 both tried to convince President Barack Obama to permit the construction of the Keystone Pipeline to move oil from Canada to Texas. Or what about Bold Nebraska, which represents people who do not want Obama to approve the pipeline because it might pollute water in the underground Ogallala Aquifer?4 Are they all interest groups?

What about American Crossroads, organized under the federal tax code as a 527 nonprofit by President George W. Bush’s former advisor Karl Rove to raise money for conservative candidates in elections? Is it an interest group even though it does not appear to have any actual members? How about former House majority leader Dick Armey’s Tea Party–tied FreedomWorks, which organized resistance to President Obama’s 2009 health care plan? What about the Tea Party itself? Or any political party? Are they not interest groups because they try to influence policy by changing the ideological composition of elected legislatures rather than changing the minds of people already elected to those legislatures? Is Haliburton, a corporation subsisting on government contracts, an interest group because it aggressively pushes lawmakers to give them these contracts? Is BP Oil an interest group? Citibank? The United Way? What about Southern California’s Metropolitan Water District, a giant public agency that provides municipal water but also spends money to shape policy in the state legislature and battles other political groups such as the Mono Lake Committee for control of water resources? Universities solicit lawmakers for grants to fund large research projects. Are they interest groups too?

Defining Interests and Interest Groups

It is easy to identify members of Congress because the process of becoming one is clearly laid out in the Constitution. Regulatory agencies are also pretty easy to distinguish from other organizations because they are created by acts of Congress. Even political parties can be identified without too much trouble. Interest groups, though, are harder. In fact, scholars cannot even agree on what to call them. Is an “interest group” the same as an “organized interest,” “social movement organization,” “special interest group,” “private interest,” “pressure group,” “lobby,” “nongovernmental organization,” or “political organization”? Perhaps it would be easier to start by thinking about why some entities are not interest groups. Presidents and executive branch officials often pressure Congress to pass (or to not pass) legislation, and members of Congress try to pressure them in return, and they all try to influence the decisions of Supreme Court justices. These policy makers lobby in that they try to persuade each other to enact policies they desire, but they are not working for interest groups. They serve in institutions created by public law to formally make policies benefitting all citizens within their jurisdictions. They wield powers that flow directly or indirectly from the nation’s most fundamental law, the Constitution. So while government officials and lawmakers lobby each other, no government institution is an interest group. Apologies to the Metropolitan Water District.

Political parties are not interest groups either. Apologies to Democrats, Republicans, and all of America’s small third parties. Parties gain political power by trying to get enough of their members elected to office to command a majority and thus directly control lawmaking institutions. To do that, they need the support of a majority of voting citizens, which means trying to represent many different groups of people at once, often bitterly realizing that trying to represent everyone usually results in failing to represent anyone well. When we talk about an interest group, we refer to a singular interest. Each group represents one need or desire, or at most a few very closely related needs or desires, held by only a small number of people. Consequently, most interest groups cannot gain formal political power by electing their members to public office. They represent too few people. Whatever influence interest groups have in government, it is informal rather than formal.

Corporations are not interest groups either. They exist first and foremost to make a profit in the marketplace and return that profit to their shareholders, not lobby for government largesse and favorable policy. Nor do they represent any definable group of people with a common interest. Their shareholders might be considered constituents, but most of them are involved with the company to make money, not influence policy. Corporations often do wade into the political arena, usually because a change in policy (or lack of policy change) will have a direct impact on their financial bottom lines. Moreover, some corporate executives have tried to claim they actually represent the interests of their employees and customers, sometimes even persuading them to contact lawmakers on the company’s behalf, as Allstate Insurance did with its forty-five thousand employees in the 2011 fight over whether to raise the nation’s debt ceiling (Dash and Schwartz 2011) and as Caterpillar did when the fight happened again in 2013 (Yang and Hamburger 2013). CEOs, however, are not accountable to their employees and customers and thus cannot be said to represent them in the political process. The same is true of universities, hospitals, and similar nonprofit organizations. They are not interest groups. Apologies to Citibank and the United Way. Corporations and nonprofits do collectively employ more lobbyists in Washington, DC, than true interest groups (Salisbury 1984), but they tend to only lobby sporadically (Brasher and Lowery 2006). Real interest groups represent some portion of the public, not just their own leaders and CEOs.

Interest groups, then, are private organizations, not formal parts of the government. This is why they are sometimes called nongovernmental organizations. They primarily exist to provide informal political representation to citizens, usually by persuading lawmakers that it would be valuable to enact policies that help these citizens pursue strongly felt interests. A person’s interest is fundamental to their character and is often grounded in economic need, aspects of personal identity (e.g., profession, ethnicity, sexual orientation), perceptions of fairness and justice, desires to acquire or achieve, and even metaphysical beliefs and values including religion. More broadly, interests define a person’s perception of who they are and what they believe so strongly, so intensely, that its absence would change that person’s identity. They would be a different person without that interest. Interest groups are thus formal aggregations of people sharing the same interest.

American society is extremely diverse, and so the number of different interests that are felt intensely enough to motivate people to form an interest group is probably unknowable. Not every individual interest leads to a mobilized interest group, often only because there are not enough other people who share the same interest to form a group, or because people with similar interests are too geographically dispersed (though today this is not the barrier it used to be). Those who do find enough soul mates who share their interest, who believe the interest should be embedded in the nation’s laws (and thus also apply to everyone else), and who are willing to dedicate enough time and money might then form an interest group. This is the beginning of a workable definition of “interest group,” but further development requires exploring the concept of self-interest.

A Culture of Self-Interest

Interest groups only exist to represent their members’ self-interests. People join or otherwise support an interest group because they want it to advocate for policies that make it easier for them to pursue their personal interests, even though public policy is supposed to treat everyone equally. While some interest groups do claim to advocate for the public interest or common good rather than just the good of their members, that is still simply their point of view. Ask coal miners and users of energy from coal-fired plants in West Virginia whether the common interest is served when environmental laws force their mines to shut down, putting them out of work. Ask Louisiana’s shrimping industry if it is well served by offshore oil drilling that is supposed to make the United States energy independent even though oil spills kill marine life. Coal miners and shrimpers benefit from cleaner air and cheaper oil but are hurt by lack of income. Policy that serves one person’s idea of what ought to be true for everyone benefits only that person’s self-interest, often at the expense of somebody else’s self-interest.

Simply put, we create interest groups to help us further our personal interests through the nation’s lawmaking process. This should not be surprising. Our political and economic systems are based on the fundamental belief that everyone has a right to pursue his or her own self-interest, and that no one’s interest is more or less legitimate than anybody else’s. We expect our government to protect this right to pursue our self-interest, and we often look to public officials to help us out by enacting policy prioritizing our self-interest, even when it is harmful to a majority of other citizens. We may talk about the virtues of compromise and the public interest, but then we denounce our leaders as incompetent or corrupt when new policy in any way threatens our self-interest. Compromises are only “obvious” and “sensible” when they give us what we want. In other words, we recognize no public interest in our political system, only many individual interests that sometimes aggregate into interest groups. Could it be any other way?

Democracy and Interests in the Classical World

In her book Beyond Adversary Democracy (1980), political theorist Jane Mansbridge argues that it once was different, and how our political beliefs subsequently changed to make individual self-interest almost sacred tells us a lot about why interest groups are both numerous and legitimate in the United States today.

Smaller, simpler societies have common interests because their needs are general, even universal. Everyone must eat, drink, and have shelter. But as societies more easily satisfy these basic needs and become larger, more complex, and more affluent, other common interests become harder to discern. Common interests may even cease to exist as citizens become more concerned with their own idiosyncratic needs and desires, or find that they want the riches and pleasures others have. They become driven by the contentious pursuit of individual self-interest.

For instance, Mansbridge argues, members of prehistoric hunter-gatherer groups had no real concept of individual interests. Resources for survival were acquired together and shared together so that decisions for the group were made by consensus for the common good of the group (10). Of course, these tribes were very small and very homogenous. From birth to death people lived with the same tribe and spent nearly all of their time working with fellow tribal members to acquire the food and water they all needed to survive. Each person’s individual interest was the group’s interest because everyone had a common interest in survival (12).

Collective decision making in the common interest survived the birth of civilization and was central to democracy in classical Athens of the fifth century BCE. All Athenian citizens (men descended from citizens and who had completed military service) were expected to participate in the Assembly, where decisions were debated until the collective good was determined and policy was made by unanimous consent. What benefitted one citizen was assumed to benefit everyone, so unanimous consent was desirable and possible to achieve (Mansbridge 1980, 9). Politics, said Aristotle, was not about satisfying personal needs but the process of discovering the common interest (Graziano 2001, 108). Participation and deliberation should be every citizen’s way of life, not something to be opted out of. Those who did not participate were scornfully called “idiots” and, if we believe Aristophanes’s play The Acharnians, fined for not attending the Assembly.

Yet sometimes the Assembly had to fall back on majority rule because achieving consensus was impossible (Mansbridge 1980, 13). This was an important change from more primitive societies. Majority rule means there must be one or more minorities whose interests are so different that they cannot be persuaded to accept the majority’s view of the common good. In such cases there arguably is no common good, just conflict between the interests of the majority and those of the minority, with the latter getting hurt. These differences tend to emerge in larger, more affluent societies, Mansbridge argues (13), because enduring differences in wealth and privilege create different experiences and expectations—what is often called “social hierarchy” or a class system. Enduring differences between the wealthy, the military, and poorer citizens led to clashes of interests in the Assembly that ultimately weakened Athens. Pericles rose to power in 461 by promising the lower classes more political influence at the expense of wealthier citizens and more spending on public works (such as the Acropolis), but the internal divisions he created weakened Athens as it entered the disastrous Peloponnesian War with Sparta (Fornara and Samons 1991).

Pericles’s supporters and rivals acted more like political parties than interest groups because they sought power through elections, but it was the size, complexity, and affluence of Athens that made it harder to discern the common good and pushed it into factional conflict. This is perhaps why Aristotle warned in his Politics that city-states should not be too large, fearing that factions would tear them apart. Yet it happened again in republican Rome. Differences in wealth and ancestry created a strong social hierarchy in Rome, but Romans still believed that all citizens should participate in lawmaking and elections. This guaranteed that conflicting class interests would emerge in the political arena. From the fifth to the last century BCE, the Romans tried to cope with competing social factions by building an increasingly complicated system of checks and balances to give each interest a voice in policy making (Abbott 1901).

Originally the two elected executive offices of consul, and the senators they appointed to recommend laws, were held by the wealthy patrician class descended from ancient Roman nobility. Yet because majority rule was used to elect consuls, some from the lower plebeian class won consular offices and went on to become senators. They won office by promising to create new political offices and institutions serving the interests of just their class. Examples of this were the Plebian Council, which made laws advancing their interests, and the offices of the public tribunes, who could veto any laws threatening plebian interests. Ultimately this led to the emergence of wealthy plebeians disconnected from the interests of the poor, increasing the emphasis on self-interest rather than the good of the republic. Empowering these contentious interests resulted in a political system of separated powers so full of faction-controlled vetoes that the republic could no longer function (Abbott 1901). Military leaders like Julius Caesar and Pompey took advantage of the dysfunction by using their personal wealth and popularity to gain permanent control of high offices (Holland 2005). The result was a civil war creating so much instability that these competing factions finally supported a wholesale transfer of political power into the hands of Augustus Caesar, the first Roman emperor (Everitt 2007).

That the complicated webs of factional interests brought down democratic Athens and republican Rome was not lost on the men who wrote the US Constitution. In Federalist No. 51 James Madison defended the system of checks and balances they created as the best solution to the “mischief of factions” he warned about in Federalist No. 10. Time will tell whether he and his peers were wise to create a system of balancing powers as Rome had tried to do, but for all his concern about factions driven by self-interest, Madison could not endorse any government that suppressed them. He and his colleagues were too deeply embedded in political and economic beliefs that glorified individual self-interest. Factions of people driven by self-interest might be dangerous, but the Founders believed it was natural human behavior (Mansbridge 1990). Factions supporting populists like Pericles and Caesar may have hurt Athens and Rome, but they had to be endured and controlled, not destroyed. In the Founders’ view, self-interest was tied to liberty, and liberty was sacred.

Self-Interest and the Social Contract

The political and economic philosophy that assigned such a fundamental role to individual self-interest emerged after Europe had achieved enough political stability that factions grounded in economic differences could emerge (Mansbridge 1980, 15). In the Dark Ages following the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century CE, the strongest remaining institution was the Roman Catholic Church, but its message, articulated by Saint Augustine, was stoic submission rather than political participation. A person’s only interest was in achieving salvation after death, not trying to understand disputes between the church and young monarchies, or wondering why there was sometimes more than one pope.

When more earthly interests did reappear, they were an economic response to the new political stability of the High Middle Ages in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Explorers and merchants established trade routes to the Middle and Far East, which, in turn, allowed many Europeans to enjoy a standard of living higher than subsistence, demanding goods imported from Asia or items created at home by skilled artisans (Bishop 1968). Once established, these artisans aggressively protected their economic interests by forming guilds to control entry into their professions and guard production secrets to ensure minimum prices and job security. Merchant houses formed to provide systems of insurance and credit that were essential for making world trade possible and also helped form a wealthy new business class. Though not interest groups per se, trade guilds and merchant houses bore more than passing resemblance to modern labor unions and trade associations (Bonnett 1935).

The Enlightenment that swept Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries allowed philosophers to ask what the purpose of government really was and why any government had the right to rule beyond claims to a divine right. Yet most of the political and economic theory that Enlightenment thinkers produced ended up, intentionally or not, justifying the commercial foundations of European empires. Adam Smith’s economic theory in The Wealth of Nations (1776) asserted that individual choice in the pursuit of one’s self-interest by acquiring wealth and property led to a healthy and productive society. Similarly, the political theory that emerged even before Smith’s book, and that so informed the authors of the US Constitution, argued that the legitimate role of government was to protect individual self-interest (Mansbridge 1990).

This theory is found in the works of Great Britain’s political theorists Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and David Hume (Mansbridge 1980, 15). Hobbes argued in Leviathan (1651) that everyone is driven by self-interest, which, in the absence of government and society, leads them into deadly conflict with each other over scarce resources. People consent to be ruled because, in exchange, the ruler is obligated to protect them from each other so they can pursue their interests in relative safety. In other words, people are naturally self-interested, and in Hobbes’s state of nature, where there is no government, people are free to make choices purely aimed at fulfilling their needs, wants, and desires. Often they take what they want from each other by force. By submitting to government in exchange for some security, they sacrifice some of this freedom to pursue their self-interest.

In his Second Treatise on Government (1689), John Locke expanded on this notion of a social contract between ruler and ruled and the obligations of each, especially as it related to the protection of property. In the state of nature one is only responsible for one’s self, and pursuing self-interest through labor creates property rights. Everyone is equal because there is no society and government to impose hierarchy, so all self-interests are equally valid, and everyone is free to acquire property. Because the property acquired is always threatened by others in the state of nature, civil society is created through the social contract as an arena for pursuing self-interest under a set of rules determined by the state, often by majority rule. In return for sacrificing part of their absolute liberty for security, the remaining liberty of citizens to pursue their self-interests had to be guaranteed. That indeed was the purpose of government. These ideas would probably have been alien to the Athenians, but they made sense to the Founding Fathers of the United States and were the intellectual foundations of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

The Founders also understood the risks embedded in social contract theory from the work of Scottish philosopher David Hume. In On the First Principles of Government (1777), Hume argued that there were enough similar individual interests in society that people might well end up pursuing them together in factions. Because the House of Commons, eighteenth-century Britain’s dominant political institution, now elected its members and made laws though majority rule, it was possible that a large enough faction might take control of the House and use the lawmaking process for its own advantage. But because factionalism was a byproduct of people’s natural proclivity to pursue self-interest, factional strife was inevitable in free societies with representative political systems and could not be repressed. Hume’s solution, reminiscent of republican Rome, was to create a web of checks and balances to minimize the influence of factions without suppressing them.

This fear of factions surfaced in the writings of James Madison, especially Federalist No. 10, and the importance of checks and balances was stressed in Federalist No. 51 as well as in John Adams’s Thoughts on Government. Reflecting British political theory, Madison argued that political factions are a natural consequence of self-interested human behavior. As he wrote in Federalist No. 10, “By faction, I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.” But because individual self-interests, and therefore factional interests, are natural, they must be respected. Of eliminating factions he wrote in the same paper, “It could never be more truly said than of [this] remedy, that it was worse than the disease.”

This historical overview provides a foundation for understanding what interest groups are and why they are a part of the American political system. They are collections of people, each of whose individual self-interest is similar to those of others, all of whom see the political arena as the best place to pursue their mutual self-interest and so form an organization to pursue those interests. But organizations are not built around just any kind of interest. As I show in Figure 1.1, some interests, like interests in eating food, drinking water, and having shelter, are so universal (lower on the vertical axis) that they cannot be held by just one group in the population. Interests that are so esoteric they are unique to an individual (higher on the vertical axis) also do not lead to group formation. Groups form around “mid-range” interests, those that are shared by many but rarely by a majority. Also, the more intensely people feel about a particular interest, the more likely they are to take the time to promote or defend it in the political arena. So, as I show with the horizontal axis in Figure 1.1, more universal or esoteric interests might still be the foundation for forming a group if people feel strongly enough about them to commit some resources. That is why the area showing the range of interests capable of leading to group formation expands on the right side of Figure 1.1.
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FIGURE 1.1 Level of Interest Needed to Form Interest Groups

Larger, more diverse societies like the United States produce a greater variety of interests that are intensely felt by a minority of its citizens. These interests are strong enough that the people who hold them are willing to commit time and money to form organizations that use politics to promote them. Social contract theory, so familiar to the Founders, makes pursuit of self-interest a legitimate basis for political action. Every person has a natural right to pursue their wants and desires through the political process. Since the state has a fundamental responsibility to acknowledge and protect these interests, it is acceptable for citizens, including citizens organized into groups, to make demands on government. The founders guaranteed it in the First Amendment to the Constitution.

Lobbying: The Right of Interests to Petition

The First Amendment’s last clause reads: “Congress shall make no law . . . abridging . . . the right of the people to freely assemble and petition government for a redress of grievances.” It captures the two key parts of interest group politics: collective action (the right to freely assemble) and lobbying government to answer the demands of citizens (petition for redress of grievances). The idea of citizens with similar interests proactively or reactively demanding that their government protect their self-interest is the cornerstone of democratic government, and using intermediaries to press these demands is the very definition of representation. Where did these constitutional rights to assemble and petition come from? Unsurprisingly, they evolved right along with social contract theory.

Evolution of the Right to Petition in Great Britain

The origin of the right to assemble and petition can be traced back to the signing of the Magna Carta in 1215. The Great Charter hardly granted new rights to English citizens, but it did stipulate that the barons of England had a right to petition the crown for a redress of their grievances and even expect the monarch to respond (Lawson and Seidman 1999). It was from this duty of the king to consult the nobility and respond to petitions that the institution of Parliament (which simply means “discussion group”) evolved (Holt 1992). When Parliament grew to include appointed county and city representatives after 1265, the idea that a legislative body had an obligation to hear and respond to the concerns of citizens, rather than just the nobility, was established.

The famous legal scholar Sir William Blackstone argued in his Commentaries on the Laws of England (1766) that expanding the power of the House of Commons in the seventeenth century, as well as giving more citizens the right to vote for their representatives in the Commons, led to a greater emphasis on citizen petitioning. Often it was the only way legislators knew what the interests of the public were (Lawson and Seidman 1999). Petitioning was an individual right, though, not a collective right. In 1640, after several attempts to present petitions to Parliament were rejected, riots resulted. Afterward, no more than twenty people could sign a petition, no more than ten were allowed to present it, and all petitions had to be approved first by a variety of public officers. At least these conditions were superior to those in Imperial Russia, Blackstone argues, where the czar executed petitioners whose petitions failed. After the Glorious Revolution of 1688 brought constitutional government to Great Britain, the importance of allowing individual petitioning to protect self-interest as a civil right was made very clear with the enactment of the English Bill of Rights (Holt 1992).

The Right to Petition in America

English civil liberties and political theory found their way across the Atlantic Ocean as colonization of North America took place, with the right of individual petitioning enshrined by the Puritans in the Massachusetts Body of Liberties in 1642 (Lawson and Seidman 1999). The right in Massachusetts was astonishingly broad, granted to all people subject to the colony’s laws, including women, bondsmen, and Native Americans. It appears many actually did exercise this right to seek redress of grievances from the colonial government.5 A century later, it was the failure of King George III and Prime Minister Lord North to address, or even acknowledge, petitioned grievances that justified revolt by the American colonists. In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson wrote, “In every stage of these Oppressions, We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free People.” Such violations of rights under the English Bill of Rights, Jefferson argued in the Declaration, broke the covenant of the social contract between colonists and king and justified breaking away from the British Empire.

To ensure that respect for the right to petition would endure in the United States, and at the urging of four states as a condition for constitutional ratification, James Madison incorporated it into the First Amendment of the Bill of Rights (Lawson and Seidman 1999). Petitioning was already a regular part of government in Madison’s home state of Virginia, and he would make sure it was embedded in the Bill of Rights (Thomas 1993, 149). In fact, his original draft of the First Amendment only articulated rights to assemble and petition; the more famous rights of freedom of worship, speech, and press were added later.6

The right to petition may be in the same clause of the First Amendment as the freedom to assemble, but no assembly is required to petition. Grounded in the belief that people naturally pursue individual self-interest, petitioning is an individual right, but it may be done collectively. The amendment also places no limit on what form the petitioning might take, or what individuals might petition for, though “redress of grievances” suggests seeking relief from actions the government has already taken, rather than demanding that it take an action. Early efforts to demand redress, however, backfired. In 1830 the right to petition was used by abolitionists in an effort to end slavery in the District of Columbia, with a massive petition to the House of Representatives.7 Rather than grant any actual redress, the House, under pressure from Southern interests, responded by banning petitioning until 1844 (Thomas 1993, 182–183).

Most petitioning is done today by employing professional agents, or lobbyists. While initially condemning lobbying for special legislative favors in 1875’s Trist v. Child (Susman 2008), the Supreme Court upheld the First Amendment protection for lobbyists under the right to petition in United States v. Rumely (1953) and United States v. Harriss (1954). Hiring these lobbyists, though, is expensive, so for most Americans the freedom to petition can only be pursued in conjunction with the freedom to assemble. Thus, while it is not legally necessary, petitioning is often done collectively by a multitude with a common grievance. People combine resources to employ lobbyists to seek redress of whatever grievance is preventing them from pursuing their common interest. That too has been validated by the Court in NAACP v. Alabama (1959). But the First Amendment does not guarantee that the government will actually provide any redress, so the collective had better employ a good agent to lobby on their behalf.

A Very Brief History of Interest Groups in the United States

In 2005 the Congressional Quarterly Researcher published a report on the rapid growth of the Washington, DC, lobbying profession (Katel 2005): “Lobbying is a growth industry. . . . The number of registered lobbyists in Washington has more than doubled during the past decade, to 26,013 (up from about 10,000 in 1996), and last year clients paid lobbyists an unprecedented $2 billion to help influence Congress.” Another count places the number of lobbyists at 35,000 in 2008 (Allard 2008). There are also well over seven thousand organizations that might be comfortably labeled interest groups, and they too rapidly increased in number in the twentieth century. Indeed, special-interest lobbying in the nation’s capital always appears to be booming, just as it has always been associated with political corruption, the buying and selling of influence, and flagrant disregard for the public interest.

Lobbying in the Early Republic

What drives people to form interest groups is explored in the next chapter, but one reason is to take advantage of the government’s growing interest in solving particular economic or social problems (Leech et al. 2005). This is why interest groups do not appear in significant numbers in Washington until the late nineteenth century. Why form a group to petition in Washington if the national government shows no interest in solving, or even recognizing, any problems? French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville found in the 1830s as he toured the country to write Democracy in America (1835) that instead of looking to their government to redress grievances, Americans preferred to form groups to solve problems in place of government action. Local problem solving was easier for nonpolitical groups to do in small-town, agrarian antebellum America, where all problems and politics were truly local. The national government was a distant and comfortably theoretical abstraction.

Lobbying, however, did accompany the very first Congress of the United States. Even in the beginning the federal government had responsibilities for national finance, foreign policy, and defense. Agents representing banking interests fought hard to shape the fiscal policies of first Treasury secretary Alexander Hamilton, especially his proposal for the government to assume the debts of the states after the Revolutionary War (Herring 1929, 31–32). Thomas Jefferson complained to President George Washington about New England legislators pressuring Hamilton (whom Jefferson reviled) at the bidding of financial interests, even though Jefferson believed it came at the expense of their own constituents’ interests (Truman 1951, 6). Also of great concern to many was Hamilton’s proposal to create a Bank of the United States, which was desired by Northern financiers and merchants who wanted a stable currency, but was opposed by speculators profiting off the existing system of multiple currencies with no fixed value, as well as Southern farmers who saw a national bank as an attack on states’ rights (McDonald 1979).

The agents these people employed to influence Hamilton may have even been called “lobbyists,” for one version of the word’s history claims that it was already being used in Great Britain to refer to petitioners waiting in the lobbies of the houses of Parliament in London (Hansen 2006). The other popular account is that the word was coined in the 1870s by President Ulysses S. Grant in reference to influence seekers lying in wait for him in the lobby of Washington’s Willard Hotel (McKean 2004, 3). Regardless of the term’s true origin, lobbyists have been spending a lot of time waiting around for lawmakers ever since.

There were reputedly plenty of them focusing their efforts on the small national government of the antebellum era. Most lobbied on behalf of individuals and corporations, rather than anything like today’s interest groups. The interests of steamship companies seeking rights—often monopoly rights—to control trade on rivers and canals, the interests of early railroad companies trying to secure government financing, and even early weapons manufacturers seeking military contracts were represented before Congress by men like Thurlow Weed, Collis Huntington, Samuel Colt, and even famous sitting senators like Daniel Webster. In the 1850s, the bribes these lobbyists allegedly paid to members of Congress in return for votes on trade tariff levels led to the first real investigation of undue corporate influence (Susman 2006; Jacob 2010, 16–17).

The Gilded Age

The political, economic, and social fabric of the nation transformed dramatically after the Civil War, and so did lobbying. The Gilded Age (roughly the 1870s and 1880s) is now remembered, with a fair amount of dramatic license, as a time of corruption and excess. In other words, it was the golden age of lobbying. A collection of semisovereign states were being fused into a single nation as the United States underwent industrialization. The new economic and social problems this change brought could only be efficiently resolved with uniform national policy, not a patchwork of state laws (when there was any law at all). New territory was being added to the nation, and it was up to the federal government to figure out how best to use it. Harnessing the West’s potential as a vast supply of natural resources and new markets required large-scale infrastructure development: the building of canals and nation-spanning railroads. The private sector was unable or unwilling to pay these development costs, especially since the federal government could be persuaded to do it for them (Thompson 1985). And persuasion meant lobbying.

Designing policy to meet these new demands for infrastructure and financing was well beyond the capabilities of the poorly educated, amateurish, and understaffed Congress of the time (Thompson 1985). Coming to help this suddenly important but rather unready body were the agents of industrialists: colorful men who used their legal and social talents to secure public contracts, favorable policy, and general largesse for their well-heeled employers. Around Washington moved larger-than-life lobbyists like William Chandler and self-styled King of the Lobby Sam Ward. If the yellow journalism of the late nineteenth century is to be believed, Ward and Chandler left a legacy of a Congress corrupted by wine, food, and women as they sought votes and government subsidies benefitting “fat cat” industrialists such as Astor, Carnegie, Vanderbilt, and Rockefeller. Ward’s influence was allegedly so great that he did business out of the conference room of the Senate Appropriations Committee in the Capitol (Jacob 2010).

Much of this corruption may well have been exaggerated by the likes of David Graham Phillips, whose “The Treason of the Senate” series in Cosmopolitan Magazine (not the one known today!) in 1906 described senators being bribed with money and lucrative corporate directorships in return for enormous land grants and contracts by the vague but decidedly sinister “Interests.” Looking back at the Gilded Age from a time not too far removed, political scientist Pendleton Herring wrote of the “old lobby” that actual bribery was not nearly as pervasive as people like Phillips would have it, though the influence of men like Ward and Chandler was profound. Sam Ward in fact boasted that he never gave a bribe because he never needed to. His influence came from his skill at building personal relationships. Legislators had plenty of time on their hands. They were living far from home and family; looking for food, drink, and entertainment; and were perhaps a little awed by the opulent lifestyles of the great industrial families and their lobbyists (Jacob 2010). Who would not want to spend an evening at the lavish high-society dinners thrown by that famous gourmet chef Sam Ward? Or enjoy a little game of cards where a congressman might win big when playing against a lobbyist? Or perhaps spend time with a “lobbyess,” even if it meant missing crucial hearings and votes on Capitol Hill (Herring 1929, 36)?

While fun nights out might have helped them build impressive portfolios of relationships, Gilded Age historian Margaret Susan Thompson (1985) argues that lobbyists were also valued by legislators because they helped with the important district-relations work that kept elected officials in office, especially patronage decisions. There were scandals and bribery—such as the noxious Credit Mobilier mess of 1872, where shares of stock in a company building the First Transcontinental Railroad were handed out by lobbyists and even by members of Congress to other congressmen in return for votes—but clear vote buying was hard to find. An investigation pushed by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913 failed to uncover any clear corruptive connection between senators and lobbyists, at least none anybody would admit to (Katel 2005, 624).

The Gilded Age, however, was still not a period of interest group formation; these lobbyists were agents for personal or corporate interests, or for individuals seeking patronage jobs from their members of Congress (Herring 1929, 36–37). Studying the historical record, political scientists Daniel Tichenor and Richard Harris (2002) found quite a few individual business leaders testifying before Congress between 1833 and 1880, but virtually nobody representing anything that could be called an interest group. In the 1880s, however, organized groups began to appear. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, Tichenor and Harris identified roughly 400 group representatives appearing at hearings, and about 1,600 from 1900 to 1920. Partially this was because scandals like Credit Mobilier and the inflammatory journalism of Phillips convinced many businessmen it would be safer to work through trade associations rather than be seen lobbying directly (Herring 1929, 41). But new demands for more far-ranging national policy-making were just as responsible for the creation and boom of organized groups—perhaps even more so.

The Age of Organization

In Figure 1.2 I use data from the Web site Lobbyists.info to chart the birth rates of American interest groups.8 The solid line shows the number of organizations engaged in national and state politics established each year, whereas the broken line shows the number of births of groups only lobbying the federal government. Consistent with what Tichenor and Harris discovered, the lines only really start to rise at the end of the nineteenth century.

Most of these newcomers were trade associations for industries, such as manufacturing companies and railroads, as well as a variety of professions, such as tailors, builders, shop owners, lawyers, and doctors. Business leaders sponsored many of these trade groups because it was not cost effective to lobby individually when the new workplace safety and monopoly-busting laws coming out of Washington concerned whole industries (Aldrich et al. 1994, 224). Highly skilled professions organized associations, such as the American Bar Association (founded in 1878) to represent the collective interests of lawyers. Formerly nonpolitical associations chose to become politically active, as the American Medical Association (founded in 1847) decided to do in 1899.9
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FIGURE 1.2 Interest Group Birth Rates, 1776–2011

Source: Lobbyists.info and Washington Representatives

As the twentieth century dawned, bakers, bankers, candlestick makers, miners, cobblers, textile manufacturers, brewers, lumberjacks, bond dealers, pet sellers, printers, and pickle canners (among others) all sought political representation through associations. Many were actually encouraged to form associations by the government as part of its efforts to organize American industry for World War I. Most of these associations initially operated on shoestring budgets, working out of office space and with staff supplied by their member businesses. Still, by the 1920s, Herring claimed that it was just about impossible to think of any business or profession not represented in Washington by some interest group (1929, 2, 78).

Farmers across the South, Midwest, and even the far West were also organizing. Price instabilities, unstable economic conditions, railroad transportation costs, and overall fears that industrialization and modernization were going to leave rural America behind sparked the creation of the National Grange and the National Farmers Alliance (Browne 2001, 63–64). Founded in 1870, the Grange mobilized so many farmers that even strict free-market devotees in Congress agreed to provide price supports or price floors and ceilings for most crops rather than risk being booted from office. For a time the Grange, which flirted for a while with the idea of becoming a political party, was even able to influence Senate confirmation of federal judges (Ainsworth and Maltese 1996).

But not all of the turn-of-the-century organizing shown in Figure 1.2 occurred around economic interests. Out of the abolitionist movement of the mid-nineteenth century came advocacy groups more tied to social causes than businesses and professions. While John Gardner, founder of the archetypal social activist group Common Cause, says, “Future historians may remember the 1970s as the decade when citizen action emerged as a revitalizing force in American society” (Gardner 1972, 72), what citizen activist group was more successful than the early twentieth century’s Women’s Christian Temperance Union or the Anti-Saloon League? After a brutal advocacy war (see Odegard 1928), these groups achieved the greatest political victory of all: amending the Constitution to ban alcohol. Other women’s rights activist groups went on to further amend it to give women the right to vote in 1920.

Growing public concern about the physical and social health of America during the Industrial Revolution also spurred the formation of cause-oriented interest groups. They pressed lawmakers for child labor restrictions, antimonopoly laws, safer working conditions, immigration reform, and some small amount of social insurance support for the elderly and unemployed (Clemens 1997; Gamm and Putnam 1999). Tichenor and Harris found about 150 such organizations testifying before Congress from 1900 to 1909, and then over 400 during the next decade (2002, 598).
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