Unit 3 Notes

PUBLIC OPINION, PARTIES, AND INTEREST GROUPS

I. PUBLIC OPINION

Lincoln declared that the US has a govt. “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”  But if this is true why does the govt have a large debt when the majority of the people support a balanced budget; why did the US send aid to the Nicaraguan govt. when most Americans opposed it; & why don’t we have congressional term limits when most Americans support them?  

Part of the answer is that the Framers did not design a govt. to that would do “what the people want” on a day to day basis.  The Framers set forth the goals defined in the Preamble – form a more perfect union, establish justice, provide for defense, etc.  They created a representative democracy to help achieve these goals.  The Framers also created the Bill of Rights, an independent judiciary, federalism, etc. to serve as a check on public opinion.  

A second part to the answer lies in the fact that it is not that easy to know just what the public thinks. The science of human populations is called demography.  The Constitution requires the government to take a complete census every ten years & many different types of questions are asked beyond just a numeric count of Americans.  There are also many firms & media outlets that conduct opinion polls, etc.   Many opinion polls narrow the issues down to a yes/no or black/white response. The results do not necessarily reflect what the public actually believes about complex matters.  As an example, researchers took a poll in Ohio to see who supported passage of the Monetary Control Bill.  21% favored it, 25% opposed it, and the rest didn’t know.  There was no such thing as a Monetary Control Bill. 

And a third part to the answer lies in the fact that there is a group of people actively involved in govt. issues whose opinions carry more weight.  These people are known as “political elites.”  Not only do they know more about politics, but they tend to also think differently about politics.  And the govt. tends more to the elite view than to the popular view on many matters.

Public opinion is very difficult to define – it often depends on who is asking the questions & how the questions are asked.  Public opinion also suffers from ignorance, instability, & sensitivity to the way the question is worded.  This doesn’t mean that Americans are ignorant, unstable, or gullible.  It means that most Americans don’t find it worth while to spend time thinking about & gathering information about politics.  

The US population is constantly changing, as well.  We are moving toward a trend known as minority majority – it is estimated that by the mid 21st century the population of the US will be less than 50% “white.”  Our population is also aging (as the baby boom generation grows older but has fewer offspring) and is moving from the north and east to the sunbelt regions of the south & west.  These trends may lead to changes in the political attitudes of the “typical American.”

THE ORIGINS OF POLITICAL ATTITUDES  -  Why Do You Think Like You Do?
Political socialization is the process through which a person acquires his political ideology & orientation.  In many dictatorships there is a strong move to socialize children (indoctrinate children) at a very young age to support the existing regime.  In the US it is a much more subtle process – most children study civics, & US government in school.  But in general there are many other influences on our ideological development:

1. The Role of the Family – the majority of people identify with their parents’ political party.  One study found that only 9% of high school seniors identified with the party opposite to that of their parents.  The correspondence diminishes as you age, but there is still a strong correlation.  A 2nd study found that 60% of adults identified with the same party as their parents did.  The overwhelming majority of those who differ describe themselves as “independent.” (It should be noted here that recently more and more Americans are identifying themselves as “independents.”

2. Religion – In general Catholics are more liberal on economic issues than white Protestants; Jewish families are more liberal than both Catholics and Protestants on both economic & social issues.  In part this is because early Catholic & Jewish immigrants tended to be poor & to identify with the party most sympathetic to their plight – usually the Democratic Party.  Also the Jewish faith has traditionally placed more emphasis on social justice, while conservative Christians tend to place more emphasis on personal salvation.  Fundamentalist Christians tend to be more conservative on both economic & social issues.

3. The Gender Gap – the difference in the views of men & women; since the 1960s women have been more likely to identify with the Democratic Party – most likely because the Democrats tend to share women’s’ views on subjects of interest to women.  Women respond differently than men on matters such as gun control, war, children’s issues, pornography, etc).  However, the gender gap tends to fade in those elections where gender-sensitive policies are not in the limelight.  Also, there is no evidence that women will support a female candidate over a male candidate.  In many cases party identification was stronger than gender identification.  

4. Schooling & Information – Studies going back many years show that attending college tends to make a person more liberal.  College students are more liberal than the general population, and students at prestigious or selective colleges are the most liberal of all.  The longer students stay in college – the more liberal they are.  No one knows why this phenomenon exists – it could be that it has nothing to do with being in college, but that it describes those who go to college in the 1st place.  Also the more information you have about certain topics (such as civil rights/civil liberties) the more liberal you tend to be on the subject.  Some speculate that this is because the information tends to be produced by a predominantly liberal group.  Another explanation is that colleges somehow tend to teach liberalism.  We do know that professors are, as a whole, more liberal than other professions.  Perhaps this is because intellectual pursuits require freedom to explore new or unpopular ideas, so professors will tend to have stronger support for civil liberties.  

5. Social Class –  (as defined by income &/or occupation) social class is less important as a determinant of public opinion in the US than it is in other parts of the world. Unskilled, blue-collar workers are more likely to be Democrats and to hold liberal views than professional, white-collar workers.  Differences due to social class have declined over time.  In part this is because many issues that dominate elections today center on race relations, abortion, prayer in school, arms control, environmental issues, etc.  These issues focus less on economic issues than election did in the past.  Also, remember there is a correlation between liberal ideology & higher education.  It stands to reason that the wealthy are more likely to receive a higher education.  Thus we are seeing more wealthy liberals.

6. Race & Ethnicity – over time race has become more of a clear-cut source of political cleavage than social class.  Whites & blacks hold significantly different opinions on certain issues – busing, the death penalty, defense spending, affirmative action, and national health insurance.   That said, there are also many issues on which race makes no impact – abortion, allowing police to search the homes of known drug dealers without a warrant, specific hiring quotas, etc.  Blacks are more consistently liberal than whites.  Further more, there are fewer differences in the political view of poor & better-off blacks than there are between poor and better-off whites.  So at every income level, blacks are more liberal than whites.  There are not as many surveys on the opinions of the 20 million Hispanics & 7 million Asians in the US.  In part this is because they tend to be more concentrated in certain geographic location (the Southwest & West for example) & so appear less frequently in national polls.  Latinos do tend to identify more frequently with the Democratic Party – but at a lower rate than blacks.  Asian Americans identify more strongly with the Republican Party than whites do.  Latinos are more liberal than whites and Asians, but they are less liberal than blacks.  Within the Hispanic community Mexican-Americans are the most Democratic & Cuban Americans are the most Republican.  Among Asians, Japanese-Americans are the most conservative while Korean-Americans are the most liberal.

7. Geographic Region – southerners & northerners differ significantly in their political opinions.  The South is more conservative & the North is more liberal.  This is odd in light of the fact that the vast majority of southern whites belonged to the Democratic Party for years after Reconstruction.  Over time, however, white southerners have drifted toward the Republic Party. Also, city dwellers tend to be more liberal than suburbanites.

8. Age   - the older we get the more conservative we get.  Winston Churchill said, “If you aren’t liberal when you are young, you have not heart; but if you aren’t conservative when you are old, you have no brain!”
What is Political Ideology?

Political ideology is a coherent & consistent set of beliefs about who ought to rule, what principles the rulers ought to obey, & what policies rulers ought to pursue.

The words liberal & conservative are often used as if they have very specific political beliefs – this is not true.  Unless specifically asked, most Americans do not usually use the words liberal or conservative to explain their preference for one candidate over another.  In fact only about ½ of Americans could give plausible definitions of the terms.  It’s possible that Americans’ ideologies do not line up neatly with the liberal or conservative ideologies.  So what do the words liberal and conservative actually mean.

The definitions of these terms have changed since they 1st came into popular use in the early 19th century.  At that time a liberal was a person who favored personal and economic liberty – freedom from the controls of the powers of the state.  Thus an economic liberal supported the free market & opposed trade regulations.  A conservative was originally a person who opposed the excesses of the French Revolution & its emphasis on personal freedom & instead favored a restoration of the power of the church, state, and aristocracy.

Beginning with the time of the New Deal these definitions began to change.  FDR used the word liberal to refer to his political program – one that called for an active national govt. that would intervene in the economy, create social welfare programs, and help certain groups acquire greater bargaining power.  In time, the opponents of these programs began to use the term conservative to describe themselves (Barry Goldwater, in 1964, was the first major politician to describe himself as a conservative).  In general a conservative favored a free market rather than a regulated one, states’ rights over national supremacy, and greater reliance on individual choice in economic affairs.

The following definitions look only at two sets of views – economic policy & personal conduct  

1. Liberal want the government to reduce economic inequality, tax the rich more heavily, regulate business, cure the (presumably) economic causes of crime, allow abortion, protect the rights of the accused, & guarantee the broadest possible freedoms of speech & press.

TRAITS -They are more likely than the average citizen to be young, college educated, & either Jewish or non-

religious

NUMBER – about 17% of the population

2. Conservative – want the govt. to cut back on the welfare state, allow the market to allocate goods & services, keep taxes low, lock up criminals, & curb anti-social behavior

TRAITS –more likely than the average citizen to be older, to have higher incomes, to be white, and to live in the

 Midwest

NUMBER – about 28% of the population
3. Libertarian – they are conservative on economic matters and liberal on social matters; the common theme is that they want a weak and small govt – one that has little control over the economy or the personal lives of citizens.

TRAITS – more likely than the average citizen to be young, college-educated and white, to have higher incomes

 & no religion, to live in the West

NUMBER – about 21% of the population

4. Populists – they are liberal on economic matters and conservative on social matters; they want a govt. that will reduce economic inequality & control business; but they also want to regulate personal conduct, lock up criminals, & permit school prayer.

TRAITS – more likely than the average citizen to be older, poorly educated, low-income, religious, female, and to live in the South or Midwest.

NUMBER – about 24% of the population

Political Elites, Public Opinion, and Public Policy
Who are the political elites? – an elite in this sense is a person who has a disproportionate amount of some valued resource (money, schooling, prestige, athletic ability, political power, etc.)  All societies have elites because every society has some people who have more power or more money or more something than ordinary folk.  

In the US we often refer to the political elite as “activists” – people who hold political offices, run for office, work on campaigns, lead interest groups or social movements, or speak out on public issues.  

Political elites tend to have a more consistent political ideology.  They are more consistently liberal or consistently conservative.  In part this is because they are better informed.  Also they tend to mingle with like-minded peers who reinforce those views.   Some political scientists have gone so far as to say that the political elites form an entirely new social class.  

The elites and the general public often view things in very different ways – but the elites are able to exert greater influence over public policy.  This is true for two reasons

1. Elites raise & frame political issues.  Elites are often able to shape the views of the general public by influencing what issues capture the public’s attention and how those issues are decided & debated.

2. Elites state the norms by which issues should be settled (a norm is a standard of right or proper conduct).  Thus they are able to determine the range of acceptable and unacceptable policy options.  For example, consider AIDS.  The initial public reaction to AIDS was one of fear & loathing.  Many wanted to quarantine those with the illness. These efforts, however, were met with resistance from the medical community & other policy elites.  Thus public opinion about AIDS has shifted over time to one of more sympathy & understanding.

Some problems cannot easily be controlled by the elites.  Most people can see for themselves whether or not there is unemployment or inflation.  The policies about inflation, however, may be shaped by the elites.

HOW AMERICANS PARTICIPATE IN POLITICS

There are many ways to participate in politics:

· Voting

· Affiliation with a political organization or interest group

· Donating money

· Work on a campaign

· Writing/contacting political officials

· Attending protests or rallies – draw attention to your cause

· Civil disobedience 

· Participate through the legal system – work to pass laws, enforce laws, or sue to force/overturn some government action (ex: sue to prevent the school from requiring your child to say the pledge)

What characterizes the participant & the non-participant?

· About 1/5th  of the population is completely inactive  – they typically have little education, low incomes, and are relatively young; many are minorities.  

· Voting specialists –  (vote but do little else) – tend to have little schooling, low income, but are older

· Campaigners -  (vote & get involved in political campaigns) – better educated, identify with a political party, & are willing to take positions

· About 1/9th of the population are complete activists – they tend to be highly educated, have high incomes, & tend to be middle aged.

The Causes of Participation

The Greeks used the word “idiotes” to define a citizen who did not participate in public life.

· The more educated are more likely to participate – this is the number one indicator.

· the wealthier you are the more likely you are to participate

· The older you get the more likely you are to participate (until you reach “old age”).  This is the 2nd most powerful indicator of participation.  Older citizens often feel they have a personal stake in the government

· Whites participate more than blacks, blacks participate more than Hispanics; however, wealthy or highly educated blacks have a higher rate of participation than wealthy  or educated whites

· Religious involvement (in any type of religion) increases political participation

· Gender does not seem to make a difference

· Distrust of the govt. does not seem to affect participation – people who rate themselves as cynical about the govt. are just as likely to participate as anyone else

· Nonvoters are more likely to be poor, uneducated, & black or Hispanic

· Other causes of non-voting include apathy, a sense that one vote doesn’t make a difference, failure to register on time, long lines at the election center, time-zone fallout (people in the West hear the outcomes in the East & don’t bother to vote), etc.

Why has Participation Dropped?  On the one hand we are a more educated society (which is the strongest indicator of participation), but we are also a younger society with more minorities.  Also political parties are not as effective as they once were in mobilizing voters.  Political parties have fewer locals, grassroots ties that encourage participation.  Parties are often viewed as distant & bureaucratic.  Finally there has been a decline in the proportion of the population that feels elections actually make a difference.

There are 2 ways of looking at low participation:

1. Low voter participation is a threat to democracy; it indicates our society is apathetic & unwilling to get involved even at the easiest level of voting.

2. Low turnout is not significant – it just means people are happy with the way things are; it is good that the less educated do not vote – decisions should be made on the basis of valid information not passion & emotion.

II. POLITICAL PARTIES

POLITICAL PARTIES

A political party is a group that seeks to elect candidates to public office by supplying them with a label – a “party identification” – by which they are known to the electorate.  They serve as a means of uniting those who share political ideals, enabling them to elect like-minded representatives, and pursue common legislative goals.  There are three political arenas in within which parties may be found:

· A party exists as a “label” in the minds of the voters; voters often identify with one party & generally vote for candidates who represent their party

· A party is a “set of leaders” who try to organize and control the legislative and executive branches of the government; elected officials in the same party often work together to pursue common goals

· A party is an “organization” that recruits and campaigns for candidates

American political parties have become weaker in all three arenas.  Fewer people take a party label – that is describe themselves as strong Democrats or Republicans.  More and more people describe themselves as independents & they increasingly vote a split ticket (vote for a president from one party and a representative from the other).  As a set of leaders the parties have retained most of their influence (this will be discussed in the unit on Congress).  

As organizations that nominate & elect candidates, parties have become dramatically weaker just since 1960.  In most states parties have very little control over who gets nominated.  The individual personality of the candidate has more influence than the party – a candidate chooses to run rather than the party selecting a candidate to run.  Media consultants have replaced the party as the chief movers and shakers in the campaign.  The candidates more often take charge of their campaign rather than letting the party run the campaign (through candidate centered rather than party centered campaigns).  This has greatly reduced the power of the party over the electoral process.  

In Europe, on the other hand, the parties maintain a great deal of control over the nomination and election process.  The parties in Europe provide the funding, control the nominations, and control the campaigns.  Once in office, officials are expected to support the party line; and voters place their votes primarily along party lines.

PARTY HISTORY IN THE UNITED STATES – THE PARTY ERAS

True we have only two major parties, but each party is made up of a weak coalition of diverse elements.  For each new policy, a new coalition of supporters must be put together & these coalitions differ for each new issue.  

Unless there is a war or extreme hardship, American elections rarely result in dramatic changes in policy.  The Constitution causes such changes to be moderated – to make it difficult for extreme change to occur quickly.  Of course, sometimes extreme change does occur as in 1860 when the election of an anti-slave president led to a bloody civil war, or the election of 1932 which led to the New Deal & the rapid growth in power of the central govt.  In 1964, the elections resulted in sweeping changes to civil rights law, and the election of Reagan in 1980 led to large tax cuts, deregulation in many industries, & cuts in federal spending in some areas.  

Thus we can conclude, that frequently a single election does lead to great changes in government policy.  So why do we often state – “it doesn’t matter which candidate we vote for – nothing will change”?  Probably because extreme changes are often followed by long periods of policy stability & continuity.  Southern Democrats had to accept that slavery was dead, Republicans in the 1940s had to accept the popularity of the New Deal, etc.  

In ordinary times elections are not “critical” – they do not create major party realignments, are not fought over a single issue, and do not result in clear mandates for policy changes.  Most elections are based on the record of the incumbents – if we like what has happened we keep the current party, if we are unhappy we change (but even then some “normal” elections such as that of Reagan can result in vast policy changes).

Party Realignment

In the 20th c. we have had an alternation of dominance by one party and then another.  These shifts are explained by critical or realigning periods.  During such periods a sharp, lasting shift occurs in the coalitions supporting one or both parties.  The issues that separate the parties change & so the type of voter that supports the party changes.  These realignments occur with marked regularity every 28 – 36 years, thus raising the question of the possibility of inevitable cycles in American political life.

What types of realignments occur?

· A major party is so badly defeated that it disappears & is replaced by a new party (as with the Federalists in 1800 and the Whigs in 1856-60)

· The 2 existing parties continue but voters shift their support from one to the other (as in 1932 when the black vote shifted to the Democratic party)

In short realignment occurs when a new issue of utmost importance to the voters cuts across existing party divisions and replaces old issues that were formerly the basis of party identification.

The Party Systems

The 2 party system has prevailed in American history, but it has not always been the Democrats and the Republicans.  Historians identify 5 distinct periods in two-party history.  These are often referred to as party systems:

1. The 1st Party System (1796 – 1824)   Federalists and Democratic Republicans.  The alignment occurred in 1800 when the Jeffersonian Democrats defeated the Federalists.

 Early govt. conflicts were concerned with the balance of power between the national and state governments. 

The Founders disliked political parties – viewing them as factions; Washington (who was not elected as a member of a political party) devoted much of his Farewell Address to condemning parties.  But a party structure still developed.  The Federalists (our 1st  & shortest lived political party - founded by Washington, Hamilton, & John Adams) favored a strong central govt.    Jefferson, Monroe & Madison supported more autonomous states & formed the Democratic Republicans (often also called the Republicans - although not the same party of today – they merely hoped to use this name to imply that their opponents were anti-Republican monarchists; also called the Jeffersonians).  New England  (& its business owners) was strongly Federalist & much of the agrarian South was Democratic Republican.  Adams – our 2nd president – was elected in 1796 as a Federalist by a narrow margin (in fact since Jefferson came in 2nd place he served as vice-president).  But in 1800 Jefferson became president.  So successful were the Republicans that the Federalists virtually ceased to exist (it also didn’t help that many Federalists held pro-British sympathies during the War of 1812. Jefferson was reelected in 1804, followed by Madison in 1808 and 1812, and Monroe in 1816 & 1820 – all Democratic Republicans.

2. The 2nd Party System (1828 – 1856) – the Jacksonian Democrats and Whigs.  The realignment occurred in 1828 when the Jacksonian Democrats came to power 

This system began with the candidacy of Jackson and ends when the Civil War became inevitable.   In 1824, Jackson (a Democratic Republican – although by now the party had shortened the name to Democrats) had won the popular vote but lost in the Electoral College to John Quincy Adams (a National Republican). Jackson gained his support from the South & west & newly arrived immigrants.   He ran again and was elected in 1828 & 1832. One characteristic of this period is the great increase in the number of eligible voters when the requirement of land ownership was dropped.  Also, by now the electors in all states were being chosen by popular vote rather than by state legislators.  Finally the parties began to hold primaries and conventions to choose nominations rather than allowing them to be chosen by caucuses of state legislative & party leaders).  The opponents of Jackson – who called for a more active federal govt. - were the Whigs.  They were primarily Northern industrialists & Southern planters who were united by their mutual dislike of the Democrats.  The Whigs tended to win only when they put forth popular military heroes as their candidates (William Henry Harrison & Zachary Taylor) 

3. The 3rd Party System* (Civil War to 1896) – the deep split over slavery led to the end of the 2nd party system.  The realignment occurred in 1860 when the Whig party collapsed & the Rep. Party came to power

Both Democrats and Whigs tried to straddle the issue to avoid losing members.  But the issue of slavery could not be ignored.  The Whig party dissolved over internal disagreements about slavery.   The Republican Party originally began as an anti-slave party; they formed a coalition among the remnants of several minor parties (especially the Northern Whigs and the Free Soil Party) and put forth Lincoln for the presidency.

The Republicans dominated the national govt. during the war and Reconstruction.  The Democratic coalition was made up of white Southerners and northern working class.  The Republican coalition consisted of businessmen, the middle class and blacks.  

*The 3rd & 4th Eras are often combined and referred to as 1860 – 1928:  The Two Republican Eras

4. The 4th Party System (1896 – 1932)   The realignment occurred in 1896 (when reconstruction was finally over & the South was once again free to participate fully) when the Republicans led by McKinley defeated William Jennings Bryan in one of the most bitterly contested elections in US history.   2 major events gave the Republicans long term control over the govt.:

One was the bitter division created by the war – those who supported the Union side became, for generations, Republicans; while the South (although white southerners are a fairly conservative group) was solidly democratic.  The 2nd event was the candidacy of Williams Jennings Bryan a Democrat who alienated many Democratic voters in the north with his support of free silver. Although the Republicans remained in control; this election is considered a realignment because it brought a different type of voter into the Republican party – the economically conservative working class & moneyed interests – the Republicans became the party for business & insutry.

From 1896 to 1930 with rare exceptions northern states were solidly Republican and Southern states were solidly Democratic.  Most states were now one-party states.  As a result, for many elections the primary was the only election that mattered.  

5. The  5th Party System (1932 – 1968) – The realignment occurred in 1932 when FDR & the New Deal Democrats came to power 

The Republicans failure to (1) prevent the Great Depression and (2) to take major steps to alleviate its effects resulted in a major political alignment.  This time, however, the Democratic Party was the major benefactor.  FDR’s New Deal Coalition combined the working class, the poor, Catholics, Jews, blacks, and southern whites.  Party lines were realigned by economics rather than geography.  New Deal activists were those who believed the govt. should play an important role in guaranteeing all Americans certain minimum living standards.  Those who disagreed aligned themselves with the Republican Party.

6. 1968 – present      The era of divided government.   Through most of the modern era the Republicans have 

controlled the White House while Democrats have controlled Congress. It is possible that the 1980 election of Reagan signaled the start of a new alignment because of the shift of white Southerners into the Republican Party.  But if it is, it is not a traditional realignment because Reagan won less on issues and more on the fact that he was not Jimmy Carter; and the Democrats maintained control of Congress.

Party Dealignment

There is some good evidence that rather than realigning, parties are actually declining.  Between 1960 & 1980 there was a significant drop in the number of people who identified with a specific party.  Also many people voted a split ticket as opposed to a straight ticket.  In 1988 more than ½ of all House Democrats were elected from districts that voted for Bush Sr. as president.  But, if every district that voted for Bush had also elected a Republican Representative, Republicans would have had a 2 to 1 majority (instead of the actual Democratic majority).  Ticket splitting results in a divided govt – with the Presidency & the Congress controlled by different parties.  (prior to the 1900s split tickets were impossible – voters used a certain color ballot to vote for the party of their choice)

The National Party Structure Today

Political parties perform all of the following functions:

· Recruit & nominate candidates – identify possible candidates & set the rules by which candidates seek a nomination

· Educate & mobilize voters

· Act as a bonding agent – seal of approval function – the party seeks to choose candidates of good character who are qualified for the job.

· Provide campaign funds & support

· Organize govt activity – certain House & Senate positions are determined through the party structure

· Provide balance through the opposition of 2 parties – each serves as a check on the other party by constantly watching for weakness, hypocrisy, corruption, etc.  The party that does not hold the presidency constantly critiques his performance.  Each party serves as a watchdog over the other party.

· Reduce tension & conflict in society – the 2 party system promotes compromise & negotiation by encouraging the parties to accommodate voters and voters to accept compromise positions.  In order to gain a winning coalition each party must appease all different types of groups.

The Republican and Democratic Parties are NOT hierarchical.  Nor are they(especially at the state & local level) highly organized, close-knit, well-disciplined organizations.  The national party organization and the 50 state party organizations are largely autonomous & serve different functions – one does not take orders from the other.  

The Republican & Democratic national parties have many similarities:

· Ultimate authority is in the hands of the national convention that meets every 4 years to nominate a presidential candidate

· Each has a national committee (the RNC and the DNC) to manage party affairs – it is made up of delegates from each state

· Each has a national chairman – a paid manager to handle the day-to-day affairs of the party

National Conventions

The national committee determines the dates & location of the convention & determines how many delegates each state will have.  (Potential candidates will campaign more heavily in those states with more delegates).  The formula for deciding the delegate count of each state is very complex.  Democrats consider past voting records of a state & the # of electoral votes a state has.  Republicans consider the number of representatives in Congress a state has, the past voting record of the states in the Electoral College, & number of Republican elected officials in a state.  Thus Democrats give extra delegates to large states, and Republicans give extra delegates to loyal states.

The way in which delegates are chosen is as important as the number of delegates chosen.  Democrats have sought to have more women & minority delegates & fewer local party leaders or elected officials serving as delegates. Many of the delegates are chosen at the lowest level – rather than by the state of national committee. This tends to create more factions within the Democratic Party.  

State & Local Parties

State part committees raise money & provide volunteers to staff campaign events.  They provide support to candidates for both national and state offices.  County party committees coordinate the efforts of the various precinct committees and monitor voting procedures at the polls.  Precinct or town party committees coordinate get-out-the-vote drives, door-to-door canvassing and leaflet distribution.  They are mostly staffed by volunteers & their work is largely centered around election time

Why a Two Party System

Why is it that with such a diverse population and wide range of opinions, we have consistently stuck with only 2 major political parties?  In the world at large, such a system is rare – at best maybe 15 nations have a 2 party system.  Most European nations have a multi-party system.  We have only 2 parties with any chance of winning a national election, and over the past 100 years Republicans have won the presidency 15 times & Democrats 12 times (at the state level there is not such a balance – for a long time the South was so heavily Democratic it was for all practical purposes a one party area & New England was for many years strongly Republican)

1. Elections at every level of government are based on the plurality, winner-take-all method; the winner is the person who gets the most votes even if it isn’t a majority.  Thus the parties must make alliances before the election as there is no 2nd chance.  Thus every party must be as broadly based as possible – a narrow, minor party has no chance of wining. The presidential election is winner take all the candidate with the most votes in each state wins all the electoral votes of that state.  Minor parties cannot compete under this system.

2. Ideological consensus among Americans.  In general, over time Americans tend to support similar political philosophies.  There is no persistent rejection of the American economic system; we have no history of aristocracy; religious issues have consistently been considered private choices (plus we all tend to support Judeo-Christian values).  In many other nations the economy & religion create bitter divides among the people.  Of course we have had bitter divisions in our nation but the 2 party system has endured.  In fact both parties are extremely middle of the road; they are more alike than they are different.  

3. Tradition/historical precedent – Great Britain had 2 parties at the time of the Revolution.

4. In the past the law in many states makes it difficult for 3rd parties to get on the ballot – it often required petitions that contained the signatures of 15% of the votes cast in the last election.  The Supreme Court has held these rigid requirements unconstitutional, but it is still difficult to appear on the ballot in all 50 states with out the backing of the 2 major parties.

Types of Minor Parties   
1. One-issue parties – parties that form around a single issue or policy goal.  The Prohibition Party; the No Nothing (Anti-immigration) Party; the Free Soil (Abolitionist) Party

2. Economic protest parties – usually formed to protest economic conditions; they tend to disappear when the conditions improve.  The Greenback Party, the Populist Party

3. Ideological parties – they profess a comprehensive view of American society & govt. that is radically different from that of the established parties; they take stands on all the political issues.  The Socialist Party, The Libertarian Party, The Communist Party, the Reform Party, the Green Party

4. Factional parties – parties that split off from one of the major parties because of a dispute of some source (often the philosophy of the party’s nominee).  The Bull Moose Party, the Dixiecrats

The Role of Minor Parties

1. Test new ideas or policy suggestions – the major parties will often allow a minor party to test the water on new ideas or proposals.  If the ideas seem popular one of the parties will often adopt them as their own – this often leads to the demise of the minor party.

2. Serve as a check on the major parties – minor parties can draw attention to the shortcomings of the major parties.

3. Spoiler – a minor party will often divide the vote of one party & create a victory for the other party.  For example Teddy Roosevelt drew enough Republican votes from William Howard Taft and Woodrow Wilson ended up winning the presidency.  

III. Interest Groups

An interest group is an organization of people sharing a common interest or goal that seeks to influence the making of public policy; also often referred to as a lobby.

To lobby is to attempt to influence governmental decisions, especially legislation.

A political action committee (PAC) is a committee set up by and representing a corporation, labor union, or special interest group that raises and spends campaign contributions on behalf of one or more candidates or causes.

Why are Interest Groups so Common in the US?

1. The more divisions within society – the more the variety of interests that will exist (we are divided into groups by income, religion, race, location, occupation, etc.)

2. The constitution contributes to the number of interest groups by allowing multiple points of access to the govt.  We can access the govt. through the judiciary, the executive branch, or the legislative branch.

3. The weakness of political parties in this country may explain the number & strength of interest groups.   

What Explains the Increase in the Number of Interest Groups?

1. Over time there have been broad economic developments that create new interests & redefine old ones.  For example, farmers only saw a need to organize once their output was no longer being 100% consumed.

2. Govt. policy can help create interest groups.  For example, the govt. goes to war, soldiers fight, and later they become veterans who demand pensions or medical care.  Another example is the AMA or the ABA that has the power to determine who will become a doctor or lawyer – state govt. grant them this power.

3. Someone must exe4rcise political leadership – many interest groups are formed from a social movement drawn to the need for change.

4. The more activities a government undertakes, the groups will be interested in influencing govt. policy.

5. *More able than the parties to tackle specific issues (with only 2 parties they must steer a middle course & try to please both sides of an issue)

*Overall the most successful groups work in areas where the issues are highly technical, the issues are narrowly defined, and there are few other interest groups involved.

Kinds of Interest Groups – Who Belongs

1. Institutional interest groups – individuals or organizations representing other organizations.  For example, GM has a paid professional lobbyist working for their interests in Washington.  Over 500 corporations hire professional lobbyists.  These lobbyists are often lawyers or public relations firms.  *These are the most successful due to strong financing; the ability to finance key campaigns, and the fact that they tend to endure longer than other interest groups.

2. Membership interest groups – such as the Sierra Club, the League of Women Voters, Amnesty International, the PTA, or the NAACP; organizations whose work is supported by the activities and contributions of its membership.

Kinds of Interest Groups – Goals

1. Groups based on economic interests – they are based on the manner in which people make their living

a. Business groups -/trade associations – seek laws to further their business interests such as low business taxes, trade protection, etc.  They include the Chamber of Commerce, National Association of Manufacturers, Association of American Railroads, American Trucking Association, National Association of Retail Grocers, etc. These groups tend to be very successful because they have been in existence a long time & know the ins & outs of how legislation is passed and they are extremely well funded & able to contribute heavily to campaigns.

b. Labor Unions – an organization of workers who share the same type of job or work in the same industry, the AFL-CIO, the Teamsters, American federation of Musicians, United Mine Workers

c. Agricultural groups – National Grange, American Farm Bureau association, National Farmers Union.  Many represent farmers who grow particular commodities – Associated Milk Producers, National Cotton Council, etc.

d. Professional groups – represent those occupations that require extensive & specialized training; the American medical Association, the American Bar Association, the National Education Association, American Society of Civil Engineers.  Many of their efforts center on maintaining professional standards or protecting the welfare of its members or the clients they serve.

2. Public Interest Groups – seek to promote public policies of benefit to all/they work for the “common good”.  They represent people as citizens or as consumers, or as breathers of fresh air, etc.  Common Cause, Public Citizen, Inc. (Ralph Nadar), the League of Women Voters.  They fall into the following categories

a. Groups that promote causes – the NRA, Handgun Control Inc, Sierra Club, 

b. Groups the promote the welfare of certain groups – Veterans of Foreign Wars, AARP, NAACP, Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund, Southern Poverty Law Center, NOW

c. Religious Organizations – try to influence public policy.  The National Council of Churches, the Christian Coalition, B’nai B’rith Anti-Defamation League 

3. Governmental Interest Groups – the intergovernmental lobby; they represent cities, states, regions to the federal govt.   Many foreign nations also have lobbyists to represent their interests to the US govt. 

Quiz

What do the following interest groups all have in common?

· Amateur Softball Association

· Barbecue Industry Association

· Candy Wholesalers Association

· Chocolate Manufacturers Association

· Retinitis Pigmentosa Foundation

· Sporting Goods Manufacturers Association

They were all members of the National Daylight Saving Coalition – an organization that lobbied to extend the number of days the US was on Daylight Savings Time.  In 1986 Congress extended the period by 3 weeks.  The Retinitis group works for people who suffer from night blindness.  The candy producers joined in the hopes of getting daylight savings extended to beyond Halloween so children could stay out later (this goal was not achieved).  

The point - there is nothing that will not attract an interest group.

Why do People Join Membership Interest Groups?

1. Solidary incentives – the sense of pleasure or companionship that arises out of meeting together in small groups.  Thus many national groups form local units to allow for this type if interaction.  The local chapter lures members & obtains funding from them; the national chapter works towards its political objectives using these funds.

2. Material incentives – money or goods & services.  Farm organizations recruit members by offering services – discounts, classes, workshops, etc.  The AARP offers similar discounts, insurance programs, tax advice, tours, etc.

3. Purposive incentive – the appeal of the stated goal of the organization; members feel passionately about the goals of the organization and are willing to work or fund those goals even if they do not benefit directly from the goals.  If the organization attracts members by appealing to their interest in a coherent set of (usually) controversial principles it is usually called an ideological interest group.  If the goal of the group is to principally benefit non-members it is often called a public-interest group.  Many of these groups can be described as markedly liberal or conservative.  Interest groups that rely on purposive incentives often have the most appeal when the issue is controversial – when an issue is hot such groups grow rapidly.  If the issue dies down, the groups tend to fade.  These groups also tend to do best when the government is in the hands of an administration that is hostile to their goals.

Interest Groups & Social Movements

Many interest groups – especially those with purposive incentives – tend to arise out of social movements (a widely shared demand for change in some aspect of the social or political order.)  Such social movements can arise from a scandal, a disaster (such as an environmental disaster), or the dramatic & widely publicized actions of its leaders (such as lunch counter protests).

Environmental Interest Groups – Sierra Club, National Wildlife Federation, Wilderness Society, Environmental Defense Fund

Feminist Interest Groups – League of Women Voters, Federation of Business and Professional Women, National Organization for Women, National Abortion Rights Action League, Women’s Equity Action League, National Women’s Political Caucus, National Federation of Republican Women

The Union Movement – National Association of letter Carriers, AFL-CIO, American Federation of Teachers, etc.

Human Rights – Amnesty International, ACLU, Asia Watch, Americas Watch, Africa Watch

Funding For Interest Groups

1. Membership dues

2. Foundation grants – such as the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller Family Fund, the Carnegie Institute

3. Federal Grants  - usually given only to support a specific project not to support lobbying efforts.  For example the National Alliance of Business received a $20 million govt. grant to fund its summer youth jobs program.  Still these grants do tend to support the lobby as a whole & enable it to push for its goals.  There has been much criticism lately of govt. grants that fund more liberal lobby projects.

4. Direct mail solicitation – groups use computers to generate mailing lists that target a specific audience

5. Other fund raising projects – runs, concerts, book sales, catalogs, etc.

Methods Used by Interest Groups to Achieve Their Goals

1. Information campaigns / direct lobbying of legislators & other govt. officials – supply credible information to the public – especially the voting public and policy makers.  The fact is that politicians do not have enough time to collect information on all issues independently.  Interest groups can provide factual, precise, up-to-date information on an issue.  Of course, it will most likely be at least partially biased toward their viewpoint.  But lobbyists must be careful to be honest if they want to maintain the trust (and access to) legislators or other policy makers.  Many interest groups provide legislators with “political cues” – a signal that tells the official what values are at stake on an issue – who is for or against a proposal.  For example a liberal legislator will look to see how the AFL-CIO feels about an issue, whereas a conservative legislator might look to the Chamber of Commerce or the Christian Coalition for cues. 

2. Testifying before Congress – interest groups often serve as expert witnesses at Congressional hearings

3. Socializing – parties, benefits, & other social gatherings

4. Propaganda – commercials, etc. to sway public opinion

5. Action – public protests, strikes, marches, etc.

6. Elections/donations to campaigns– interest groups may work towards the election of legislators who will look favorably toward their point of view or their goals.  This is where PACs often come in. The goal of a political action committee is to influence an election result – get a candidate elected.  In recent years nearly have of the candidates in Congressional House elections have received more than half their financial support from PACs.  Candidates for office face very specific guidelines on who can donate, how much each can donate, and how the money can be spent.  PACs, however, are not as regulated and can spend money more freely on supporting or opposing a particular candidate as long as they act independently of the candidate.  Interest groups may also support get out the vote campaigns to increase the number of participants in an election (such as the League of Women Voters – they do not take stands on particular candidates – they merely urge people to vote by informing them of each candidates’ positions).

7. Court work – interest groups will often take up legal proceedings on behave of its interests.  A famous example is the NAACP who funded the case Brown v. Board.  Interest groups can provide financial or legal support to defendants or litigants in such cases or they may become involved directly in the case such as ACLU v. Reno (the case where the ACLU worked to overturn the Communications Decency Act).

Why Do Interest Groups get Such Bad Press?

The stereotypical image is of a lobbyist skulking around the halls of Congress with wads of money in his pocket just waiting to buy some votes.  This is known as influence peddling.   Many believe that interest groups have gained undue influence over the political process.  

Pluralist theory argues that the vast number and variety of interest groups in the US ensures that no single group will dominate.  Followers of the pluralist theory feel interest groups benefit by providing ample access to the government at its various access points (federal, state, local, courts, congress, the presidency, etc.).  They view interest groups as providing a link between people & government.

Followers of elite theory believe the power is located by a few elite groups that look out only for themselves.  Although they acknowledge there are numerous groups; they feel only a few have any real power.  They also believe that a few large corporations hold the largest amount of power.  The smaller groups may win minor policy battles; but corporate elites prevail in the long run & major decision.

Hyperpluralists argue that interest groups have gotten out of control & create gridlock in the political system.  In an attempt to satisfy everyone nothing can be accomplished, programs multiply, and budgets skyrocket.  The government funds cancer research & anti-smoking campaigns and then subsidizes tobacco farmers.  When everyone works to protect only their own self-interest, nothing can be changed.  

Other criticisms:

· it is sometimes hard to tell just who or how many people a group really represents.  Many groups have titles that suggest they have thousands if not millions of members.  Others have names like “The Americans Citizen Group for….” or “People United Against…”

· Many groups do not accurately represent their members – some groups are dominated by an active minority that conduct the group’s affairs

· some groups use illegal tactics such as bribery, etc.

Regulating Interest Groups

Interest group activity is a form of expression & thus protected by the 1st Amendment – it cannot be abolished or curtailed. 

· In 1946 Congress passed the Federal Regulation of Lobbying Act which requires groups and individuals seeking to influence legislation to register with the clerk of the House and the secretary of the Senate.  They must also file quarterly financial statements.  The Supreme Court upheld the law but restricted its enforcement only to those groups that have direct contact with members of Congress.  Groups that lobby only the public at large need not register – general “grassroots” efforts may not be regulated by Congress. The law was only haphazardly enforced & the impression grew that lobbyists unduly swayed Congress.  

· In 1995 Congress passed a 2nd bill that more strictly defined a “lobby” & tightened up regulation:


· a lobby includes any person or group that spends at least 20% of their time lobbying; people who are paid at least $5,000 in any 6 month period to lobby, & corporations & other groups that spend more than $20,000 in any 6 month period on their lobbying staffs

· the law covers groups or persons who lobby Congress, the Executive office, or their staff as well as any law firm that represents these lobbyists

· twice a year they must report the names of their clients, their income & expenditures, the issues on which they worked

· grassroots groups that work only to mobilize citizens to write or vote or take action are not regulated

Other legislation exempts non-profit agencies from taxes & allows donations to these groups to be tax exempt (provided that the organization does not devote a substantial part of its activities to “attempting to influence legislation”.  For example, the Sierra Club recently lost its tax exempt status because f its extensive lobbying campaign.

Campaign finance laws limit donations to any given candidate to $5,000 per election.

Still current estimates put at 20,000 the number of persons who earn their living from lobbying.  Yet only 7,000 are registered with Congress.

The Revolving Door

Many government workers leave their jobs to work in private industry – often as lobbyists. This is often referred to as “influence peddling” – using personal relationships to gain an advantage.   Does this give some lobbies an edge or unfair benefit?  Congress has attempted to legislate some reform:

· Former executive branch employees may not represent anyone before their former agencies in connection with any matter with which they were involved as a government employee.  Nor may they appear before an agency for 2 years after leaving its employ on matters that came within their sphere of responsibility
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