
P L U R A L I S M  &  
I N T E R E S T  G R O U P  
P O W E R

P S 2 1 A  -  S P R I N G  2 0 2 0

A R G U M E N T :  
I N T E R E S T  G R O U P S  H AV E  A  M O R E  N E G AT I V E  
C O N N O TAT I O N  T H A N  T H E Y  D E S E R V E .  

AT  W O R S T  T H E Y  A R E  A  N E C E S S A R Y  E V I L .  
AT  B E S T  T H E Y  A R E  A  VA L U A B L E  D E M O C R AT I C  
C O N D U I T.  

R E G A R D L E S S  O F  Y O U R  I D E O L O G Y  O R  PA R T I C U L A R  
V I E W S ,  T H E Y  F U L F I L L  A  C O R E  R O L E  I N  O U R  
D E M O C R A C Y.  

Y O U  P R O B A B LY  L O V E  S O M E  A N D  H AT E  S O M E .

T H E R E ’ S  A  L O N G  H I S T O R Y  O F  
H AT I N G  L O B B Y I S T S …



– J O H N  W I L L I A M  D E  F O R E S T  ( 1 8 7 5 )

“Men of unwholesome skins, greasy garments, brutish manners, filthy 
minds, and sickening conversation; men who so reeked and drizzled 
with henbane tobacco and cockatrice whisky that a moderate drinker 

or smoker would recoil from them as from a cesspool; men whose 
stupid, shameless boasting of their briberies were enough to warn 

away from them all but the elect of Satan . . . [and] decayed 
statesmen, who were now, indeed, nothing but unfragrant corpses, 

breeding all manner of vermin and miasma.”

R E M E M B E R  FA C T I O N S ?

• Madison is skeptical of them in Federalist #10, yet argues we can’t sacrifice 
liberty to remove causes 

• 1st Amendment gives interest groups the right to form 

• We have to allow people to organize around causes 

• So, he argues for controlling their effects. How? 

• representative democracy 

• expanding the sphere

W H Y  D O E S  T H I S  C O N T R O L  T H E  E F F E C T S  O F  
FA C T I O N ?

• The more diverse, more plural a society is, the harder it is for one faction to 
dominate 

• pluralism (n.): all social interests freely compete with one another for 
influence over the government’s policy decisions 

• Similar to Federalist #51, let competition check any power of any one 
group 

• Those groups that are most powerful will win out.



– E . E .  S C H AT T S C H N E I D E R  ( 1 9 6 0 )  
T H E  S E M I - S O V E R E I G N  P E O P L E :   

A  R E A L I S T ’ S  V I E W  O F  D E M O C R A C Y  I N  A M E R I C A

“The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings 
with a strong upper-class accent.”

H I S T O R I C A L  &  L O G I C A L  O R I G I N S  O F  I N T E R E S T  
G R O U P S

• Interest groups predate the constitution, even growing under British rule. 

• Those who want particular policies organize to influence legislators, build 
coalitions, and shift policy.

M A N Y  E A R LY  I N T E R E S T  G R O U P S  W E R E  P U B L I C  
I N T E R E S T ,  B U T  Q U I C K LY  D I V E R S I F I E D

• For example: 

• American Anti-Slavery Society (1833) 

• National Trades’ Union (1834) 

• American Temperance Union (1836) 

• As westward expansion occurred and business grew, so did groups aligned 
with those causes



Worries about business interests are not new (1889):

E V E N  T H E N ,  P E O P L E  W O N D E R E D  W H Y  
B U S I N E S S  I N T E R E S T S  O F T E N  D O M I N AT E D .  

R E M E M B E R  C O L L E C T I V E  A C T I O N  P R O B L E M S ?

U N D E R M I N I N G  P L U R A L I S M :  
C O L L E C T I V E  A C T I O N  P R O B L E M S

• Key work: Mancur Olson (1965) The Logic of Collective Action 

• Organization takes work 

• Small groups are easier to organize 

• Big stakes = easier to organize 

• Free riding is the norm, not the exception 

• How to overcome? Moral or selective incentives





T H E  C U R R E N T  
L A N D S C A P E

• 1960 -> 1990 = tripled 

• 2000 -> 2005 = doubled 

• 168 CA Gov groups have DC 
reps 

• Old conception: iron triangles 
• Modern conception: issue 

networks 
• Easier organization? 

• internet, etc.

I N T E R E S T S  A R E  U B I Q U I T O U S  I N  A N Y  O F  T H E S E  A R E A S .  
W A N T  T O  C H A N G E  H E A LT H C A R E ?

• Stakeholders: 

• Doctors’ associations 

• Hospital associations 

• Insurance companies 

• Medical device manufacturers 

• Pharmaceutical companies 

• Medical Attorneys 

• DHHS & the Bureaucracy 

• AARP 

• Patients?

W H AT  A R E  T H E Y  F I G H T I N G  O V E R ?

• Particularized benefits (private interests) 

• Typically what the moniker “special” is used for 

• But: particularized benefits might go to disadvantaged groups 

• Collective goods (public interests) 

• Clean air, water, etc.


