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CHAPTER 7 

Political Parties and Interest Groups 

CHAPTER FOCUS 
First, this chapter provides a detailed exploration of one unique aspect of American politics: political 
parties, with emphasis on the two-party system. Second, the chapter surveys the wide variety of interest 
groups or lobbies that operate in the United States and also assesses the impact they have on the 
political system. After reading and reviewing the material in this chapter, you should be able to do each 
of the following: 

1. Define the term political party and contrast the structures of the European and American parties, 
paying particular attention to the federal structure of the American system and the concept of 
party identifi cation. 

2. Trace the development of the party system through its four periods, and off er reasons that parties 
have been in decline since the New Deal period. 

3. Describe the structure of a major party and distinguish powerful from powerless party organs. 
Discuss the difference between ÒrepresentationalÓ and ÒorganizationalÓ party structures, and 
indicate why the Democrats use one system and the Republicans another. 

4. Define intraparty democracy and state its effect on the last few Democratic nominating 
conventions in the last few contests. Evaluate the relative strengths of state party bosses in recent 
years, and discuss the increasing importance of primaries in relation to the boss system at 
conventions. 

5. Describe the machine, discuss its functions, and trace its decline. Contrast its structure with that of 
ideological and reform parties. 

6. Offer two explanations for the persistence of the two-party system. Explain why minor parties 
form and discuss diff erent kinds of parties. Analyze why they are so rarely successful. 

7. Describe some of the issue differences between delegates at Democratic and Republican 
conventions, and indicate whether or not there are major differences between the parties. 

8. Explain why the characteristics of American society and government encourage a multiplicity of 
interest groups, and compare the American and British experiences in this regard. 

9. Describe the historical conditions under which interest groups are likely to form, and specify the 
kinds of organizations Americans are most likely to join. 

10. Describe relations between leaders and rank-and-fi le members of groups, including why the 
sentiments of members may not determine the actions of leaders. 

11. Describe several methods that interest groups use to formulate and carry out their political 
objectives, especially the lobbying techniques used to gain public support. Explain why courts 
have become an important forum for public interest groups. 

12. List the laws regulating confl ict of interest, and describe the problems involved with Òrevolving 
doorÓ government employment. 
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STUDY OUTLINE 
I. PartiesÑ Here and Abroad 

A. Party definition: a group that seeks to elect candidates to public offi ce by supplying them 
with a label. It operates in three arenas: 
1. In the minds of the voters 
2. As an organization for recruiting and campaigning 
3. As a set of leaders in government 

B. European parties more centralized 
1. Party the only route to nomination 
2. Elected offi cials vote with the party 

C. American parties quite decentralized: federalism, laws, and primaries weaken control of 
government 

D. Political culture 
1. Parties unimportant to average American 
2. Parties dominate more in Europe with dues and meetings 

II . The Rise and Decline of the Political Party 
A. The Founding  

1. Founders were worried about factions 
2. JeffersonÕs Democratic Republicans 
3. HamiltonÕs Federalists 
4. By 1820 Federalist party ceased to exit 

B. The Jacksonians: mass political participation because more people eligible to vote 
1. Political participation a mass phenomenon 
2. Political conventions emerge 
3. JacksonÕs Democrats 
4. WhigsÑ opponents of Jackson 

C. The Civil War and sectionalism 
1. Jacksonian system unable to survive slavery issue 
2. Republicans become dominant due to Civil War 

D. The era of reform 
1. Progressive push measures to curtail parties (primary elections, civil service, etc.) 
2. Effects: made parties weaker but also political corruption reduced 

III . The National Party Structure Today 
A. Party organization: a loose structure 

1. Role of national convention 
2. Role of national committee 
3. Republicans: bureaucratized party operating as consulting fi rm 
4. Democrats: factionalized party but changing to compete 
5. National committees raise both federal and soft money 

B. National conventions 
1. National committees issue call, set selection rules 
2. Actual formulas very complex 
3. Manner of choosing delegates is important 
4. Current Democratic rules: weaken influence of party leaders 
5. Consequences of reforms: delegates ratify decisions of voters; parties attract different 

white-collar voters 
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IV . State and Local Parties: Key Party Organizations in the United States 
A. The machine 

1. Recruitment via tangible incentivesÑ money, jobs, and favors 
2. High degree of leadership control 
3. Abuses controlled by reforms (example: Hatch Act) 
4. Both self-serving and public regarding 

B. Ideological parties 
1. Principle above all else but contentious 
2. Usually a third party 
3. But some local reform clubs (New York, California) 
4. Often intense factionalism within clubs 

C. Solidary groups 
1. Most common form of party organization 
2. Members motivated by sociable enjoyment/friendships 
3. Neither corrupt nor inflexible, not hard working 

D. Sponsored parties 
1. Created or sustained by another organization 
2. Example: Detroit Democrats controlled by UAW 
3. Not very common 

E. Personal following 
1. Examples: Kennedys, Curleys, Talmadges, Longs; candidates need own money 
2. Viability today, affected by TV and radio 
3. Advantage: vote for the person but harder to know with so many candidates 
4. Disadvantage: takes time to know the person and disbands after election 

V. The Two-Party System 
A. Rarity among nations today 
B. Evenly balanced nationally, not locally 
C. A permanent feature due to electoral laws and public opinion 
D. The two-party system caused by electoral laws 

1. Single member not proportional representation 
2. Plurality to win  
3. Electoral College good example 

E. The two-party system caused by public opinion 
1. Two broad voter coalitions but back agreement on values 
2. Minor parties have diffi cult time since major party accommodates dissidents (see the 

ÒTypes of Minor PartiesÓ box) 
VI. Nominating a President 

A. Are the delegates representative of the voters? 
1. Democratic delegates much more liberal 
2. Republican delegates much more conservative 
3. Explanation of this disparity? Revise rules on delegate selection 

B. Who votes in primaries and caucuses? 
1. Primaries now more numerous and more decisive 
2. Primary voters apparently more ideological 
3. Caucuses overrepresent activist opinion even more 
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C. Who are the new delegates? 
1. However chosen, todayÕs delegates a new breedÑ unlikely to resemble average citizen; 

usually ideologically motivated activists 
2. Increase in partisan loyalties and voting among Americans since 1980s 
3. Advantages of new system include signifi cance of activists but favors candidate with 

strong views 
4. Disadvantage: may nominate presidential candidates unacceptable to voters or rank 

and fi le 
VII. Do the Parties Diff er? 

A. George Wallace: Ònot a dimeÕs worth of diff erenceÓ 
B. Some differences between party rank/fi les 
C. Greater ones among activists/leaders/offi cials 
D. Candidate many need to appeal to extremes rather than center to win nomination 

VIII . Interest Groups  
A. The proliferation of interest groups 

1. Many kinds of cleavage in the country 
2. Constitution makes for many access points 
3. Political parties are weak 

B. Interest group activity varies over time 
1. Since 1960, proliferation began 
2. 1770s, independence groups 
3. 1830s and 1840s, religious, antislavery groups 
4. 1860s, craft unions 
5. 1880s and 1890s, business associations 
6. 1900s and 1910s, most major lobbies of today 

C. Factors explaining the rise of interest groups 
1. Broad economic developments 
2. Government policy itself 
3. Emergence of strong leaders, usually at certain times 
4. Expanding role of government in a given area 

IX . Kinds of Organizations 
A. Institutional interests 

1. Defined: individuals or organizations representing other organizations 
2. Types: business fi rms (e.g., General Motors and trade/governmental associations) 
3. ConcernsÑ bread-and-butter issues 
4. Other interestsÑ governments, foundations, universities 

B. Membership interests 
1. Americans join some groups more frequently than in other nations: sense of duty 
2. Most sympathizers do not join 

C. Incentives to join membership organizations 
1. Solidary incentivesÑ pleasure, companionship (League of Women Voters, AARP, 

NAACP, Rotary, etc.) 
2. Material incentivesÑ money, things, services (farm organizations, retired persons, etc.) 
3. Purpose of the organization itselfÑ public-interest organizations (e.g., Ralph NaderÕs 

PIRGs) 
D. Influence of the staff 

1. Staff influence the greatest in groups based on solidary and material incentives 
2. Interest group behavior: more staff wants than membersÕ beliefs 
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X. Funds for Interest Groups 
A. Foundation grants 

1. Public-interest groups dependent 
2. From 1970 to 1980, Ford Foundation contributed $21 million 

B. Federal grants and contracts 
1. National Alliance for Business and summer youth job programs 
2. Money given to project, not group 
3. Cutbacks in early 1980s under Reagan administration 

C. Direct mail 
1. Unique to modern interest groups 
2. Letters must generate 2Ð3 percent check return 

XI. Problem of Bias 
A. Reasons for belief in upper-class bias 

1. More affluent more likely to join 
2. Business/professional groups more numerous; better fi nanced 

B. Why these facts do not decide the issue 
1. Describe inputs not outputs; groups better at blocking than passing laws 
2. Groups often divided among themselves 

C. Important to ask what the bias is 
1. Many confl icts are within upper-middle class 
2. Pluralist view was probably wrong in the 1950s 

XII. Activities of Interest Groups 
A. Information 

1. Single most important tactic; access to legislators depends on credible information 
2. Most effective on narrow, technical issues 
3. Offi cials also need cues; ratings systems 

B. Public support 
1. In the past, lobbyists used mainly insider strategy 
2. Increasingly, lobbyists use outsider strategy 
3. Central to outsider strategy is grass-roots lobbying 
4. Some groups try for grass-roots support (abortion, Medicare, Social Security, 

environmental protection, and affirmative action issues) 
C. Money and PACs 

1. Greatest flow since attempted regulation 
2. Number of PACs quadrupled from 1975 to 1982 
3. Rise of the ideological PAC; most conservative 
4. Average corporate PAC donation modest 
5. Most PAC donations go to incumbents in Congress 
6. No evidence yet that PACs influence voters, except where voters have no interest 

and/or any guide for ideology 
D. The Òrevolving doorÓ 

1. Promise of future jobs to offi cials 
2. Few conspicuous examples of abuse 

E. Demonstrations 
1. Disruption always part of American politics 
2. Used by groups of varying ideologies, etc. 
3. Better accepted since 1960s and now conventional 
4. History of ÒproperÓ persons using disruption: suffrage, civil rights, antiwar movements 
5. Offi cials dread no-win situation 
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XIII . Regulating Interest Groups 
A. Protection by First Amendment 
B. 1946 law accomplished little in requiring registration 
C. New lobby act enacted by Congress (Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995) 

1. Broadens definition of a lobbyist 
2. Lobbyists must report twice annually 

D. Signifi cant restraints prior to 1995 still in effect 
1. Tax code: threat of losing tax-exempt status 
2. Campaign finance laws limit size of contribution 
3. Limits of new law and no enforcement organization created 
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