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PREFACE

This reader makes some of the most important work in political science and
the subfield of American politics easily accessible to students in introductory
courses.

The selections included here have been chosen to help accomplish several
things in a college classroom: introduce students to fundamental concepts in
political science and the study of American politics, such as collective action
problems, agenda-setting power, ideologies, and the median voter; provide
specific insights into the workings of the major institutions and processes of
American government; spur discussion on controversial topics, such as affir-
mative action, gay rights, abortion, and contemporary American foreign pol-
icy; and improve students’ abilities to digest official government documents
like Supreme Court cases and presidential signing statements.

The first chapter, “Fundamentals,” introduces students to three crucial
problems for understanding politics:

1. collective action problems among groups of people and how organiz-
ers and leaders of institutions can try to overcome such problems

2. common resource problems, which are variants of the standard col-
lective action problem but refer specifically to allocating scarce
resources

3. delegation (or principal-agent) problems that are ubiquitous in mod-
ern, democratic government and that require contract-like arrange-
ments to solve

The material in Chapter 1 is a good foundation for students approaching
the rest of the readings. Students reading the classic selections can approach
them fresh with knowledge of the “problems.” One can read Madison’s Feder-
alist 10, for instance, with an eye toward common resource problems.
Madison was concerned that an overpowering majority interest would
oppress other groups, and he favored having many different groups repre-
sented in a single government. It is worth discussing the question: Was
Madison naive about collective action problems inherent when many groups
compete for common resources? The selection from Jenna Bednar in Chapter
3 offers insights into Madison’s views on federalism and specifically about
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how the state governments might provide the checks needed to prevent an
over-reaching national government.

Many of the contemporary selections also have one or more of the “prob-
lems” from Chapter 1 as backdrop. To take an example from Chapter 5 on
Congress, the delegation problem is at the root of the arguments by Cox and
McCubbins on how (and why) partisan majorities grant agenda control to
party leaders in Congress. And Strolovitch’s arguments in Chapter 11 focus
attention on the ways leaders of political advocacy groups must appeal to
specific types of activists in order to sustain collective action. Students bene-
fit greatly from seeing these theoretical threads in contemporary political
science scholarship.

Quite a few of the readings provide grist for lively discussion of current
events and policy controversies. Students will gain knowledge of legal argu-
ments about gay marriage and abortion, and will confront arguments about
the sustainability of recent trends in American foreign policy.

I use these readings when I teach. I hope you find these readings as useful as
I do in understanding politics, and specifically the American political system.

Three people were very helpful to me in assembling this reader. Special
thanks to Erin Ackerman, Jake Schindel, and Ann Shin for making it possible
for me to pull it all together.

KEN KOLLMAN
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FUNDAMENTALS

1.1

MANCUR OLSON, JR.

From The Logic of Collective Action: Public
Goods and the Theory of Groups

Olson introduces us to the concept of the collective action problem. This “prob-
lem” arises when individuals have incentives to free-ride off the contributions
of others, reaping the benefits of some action without paying any of the costs. In
describing the collective action problem and how groups or organizations can
overcome it, Olson strongly challenges the widely held notion that having com-
mon interests is a sufficient condition for a political group to form.

I. ATHEORY OF GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS

A. The Purpose of Organization

Since most (though by no means all) of the action taken by or on behalf of
groups of individuals is taken through organizations, it will be helpful to con-
sider organizations in a general or theoretical way.! The logical place to begin
any systematic study of organizations is with their purpose. But there are all
types and shapes and sizes of organizations, even of economic organizations,
and there is then some question whether there is any single purpose that would
be characteristic of organizations generally. One purpose that is nonetheless
characteristic of most organizations, and surely of practically all organizations
with an important economic aspect, is the furtherance of the interests of their
members. That would seem obvious, at least from the economist’s perspective.
To be sure, some organizations may out of ignorance fail to further their

1
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members’ interests, and others may be enticed into serving only the ends of
the leadership.? But organizations often perish if they do nothing to further
the interests of their members, and this factor must severely limit the number
of organizations that fail to serve their members.

The idea that organizations or associations exist to further the interests of
their members is hardly novel, nor peculiar to economics; it goes back at least
to Aristotle, who wrote, “Men journey together with a view to particular advan-
tage, and by way of providing some particular thing needed for the purposes of
life, and similarly the political association seems to have come together origi-
nally, and to continue in existence, for the sake of the general advantages it
brings.”? More recently Professor Leon Festinger, a social psychologist, pointed
out that “the attraction of group membership is not so much in sheer belong-
ing, but rather in attaining something by means of this membership.”* The late
Harold Laski, a political scientist, took it for granted that “associations exist to
fulfill purposes which a group of men have in common.”>

The kinds of organizations that are the focus of this study are expected to
further the interests of their members.® Labor unions are expected to strive
for higher wages and better working conditions for their members; farm
organizations are expected to strive for favorable legislation for their mem-
bers; cartels are expected to strive for higher prices for participating firms;
the corporation is expected to further the interests of its stockholders;” and
the state is expected to further the common interests of its citizens (though
in this nationalistic age the state often has interests and ambitions apart
from those of its citizens).

Notice that the interests that all of these diverse types of organizations are
expected to further are for the most part common interests: the union mem-
bers’ common interest in higher wages, the farmers’ common interest in favor-
able legislation, the cartel members’ common interest in higher prices, the
stockholders’ common interest in higher dividends and stock prices, the citi-
zens' common interest in good government. It is not an accident that the diverse
types of organizations listed are all supposed to work primarily for the com-
mon interests of their members. Purely personal or individual interests can be
advanced, and usually advanced most efficiently, by individual, unorganized
action. There is obviously no purpose in having an organization when individ-
ual, unorganized action can serve the interests of the individual as well as or
better than an organization; there would, for example, be no point in forming
an organization simply to play solitaire. But when a number of individuals
have a common or collective interest—when they share a single purpose or
objective—individual, unorganized action (as we shall soon see) will either not
be able to advance that common interest at all, or will not be able to advance
that interest adequately. Organizations can therefore perform a function when
there are common or group interests, and though organizations often also
serve purely personal, individual interests, their characteristic and primary
function is to advance the common interests of groups of individuals.
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The assumption that organizations typically exist to further the common
interests of groups of people is implicit in most of the literature about organi-
zations, and two of the writers already cited make this assumption explicit:
Harold Laski emphasized that organizations exist to achieve purposes or
interests which “a group of men have in common,” and Aristotle apparently
had a similar notion in mind when he argued that political associations are
created and maintained because of the “general advantages” they bring. R. M.
Maclver also made this point explicitly when he said that “every organization
presupposes an interest which its members all share.”®

Even when unorganized groups are discussed, at least in treatments of “pres-
sure groups” and “group theory,” the word “group” is used in such a way that it
means “a number of individuals with a common interest.” It would of course be
reasonable to label even a number of people selected at random (and thus with-
out any common interest or unifying characteristic) as a “group”; but most dis-
cussions of group behavior seem to deal mainly with groups that do have
common interests. As Arthur Bentley, the founder of the “group theory” of mod-
ern political science, put it, “there is no group without its interest.”® The social
psychologist Raymond Cattell was equally explicit, and stated that “every group
has its interest.”!° This is also the way the word “group” will be used here.

Just as those who belong to an organization or a group can be presumed to
have a common interest,!' so they obviously also have purely individual inter-
ests, different from those of the others in the organization or group. All of the
members of a labor union, for example, have a common interest in higher
wages, but at the same time each worker has a unique interest in his personal
income, which depends not only on the rate of wages but also on the length of
time that he works.

B. Public Goods and Large Groups

The combination of individual interests and common interests in an organi-
zation suggests an analogy with a competitive market. The firms in a perfectly
competitive industry, for example, have a common interest in a higher price
for the industry’s product. Since a uniform price must prevail in such a mar-
ket, a firm cannot expect a higher price for itself unless all of the other firms
in the industry also have this higher price. But a firm in a competitive market
also has an interest in selling as much as it can, until the cost of producing
another unit exceeds the price of that unit. In this there is no common inter-
est; each firm’s interest is directly opposed to that of every other firm, for the
more other firms sell, the lower the price and income for any given firm. In
short, while all firms have a common interest in a higher price, they have
antagonistic interests where output is concerned. This can be illustrated with a
simple supply-and-demand model. For the sake of a simple argument, assume
that a perfectly competitive industry is momentarily in a disequilibrium posi-
tion, with price exceeding marginal cost for all firms at their present output.
Suppose, too, that all of the adjustments will be made by the firms already in
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the industry rather than by new entrants, and that the industry is on an inelas-
tic portion of its demand curve. Since price exceeds marginal cost for all
firms, output will increase. But as all firms increase production, the price
falls; indeed, since the industry demand curve is by assumption inelastic, the
total revenue of the industry will decline. Apparently each firm finds that with
price exceeding marginal cost, it pays to increase its output, but the result is
that each firm gets a smaller profit. Some economists in an earlier day may
have questioned this result,'? but the fact that profit-maximizing firms in a
perfectly competitive industry can act contrary to their interests as a group is
now widely understood and accepted.!? A group of profit-maximizing firms
can act to reduce their aggregate profits because in perfect competition each
firm is, by definition, so small that it can ignore the effect of its output on
price. Each firm finds it to its advantage to increase output to the point where
marginal cost equals price and to ignore the effects of its extra output on
the position of the industry. It is true that the net result is that all firms are
worse off, but this does not mean that every firm has not maximized its prof-
its. If a firm, foreseeing the fall in price resulting from the increase in industry
output, were to restrict its own output, it would lose more than ever, for its
price would fall quite as much in any case and it would have a smaller output
as well. A firm in a perfectly competitive market gets only a small part of the
benefit (of a small share of the industry’s extra revenue) resulting from a
reduction in that firm’s output.

For these reasons it is now generally understood that if the firms in an
industry are maximizing profits, the profits for the industry as a whole will
be less than they might otherwise be.!* And almost everyone would agree that
this theoretical conclusion fits the facts for markets characterized by pure
competition. The important point is that this is true because, though all the
firms have a common interest in a higher price for the industry’s product, it is
in the interest of each firm that the other firms pay the cost—in terms of the
necessary reduction in output—needed to obtain a higher price.

About the only thing that keeps prices from falling in accordance with the
process just described in perfectly competitive markets is outside interven-
tion. Government price supports, tariffs, cartel agreements, and the like may
keep the firms in a competitive market from acting contrary to their interests.
Such aid or intervention is quite common. It is then important to ask how it
comes about. How does a competitive industry obtain government assistance
in maintaining the price of its product?

Consider a hypothetical, competitive industry, and suppose that most of the
producers in that industry desire a tariff, a price-support program, or some
other government intervention to increase the price for their product. To
obtain any such assistance from the government the producers in this indus-
try will presumably have to organize a lobbying organization; they will have
to become an active pressure group.' This lobbying organization may have
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to conduct a considerable campaign. If significant resistance is encountered,
a great amount of money will be required.!® Public relations experts will be
needed to influence the newspapers, and some advertising may be necessary.
Professional organizers will probably be needed to organize “spontaneous
grass roots” meetings among the distressed producers in the industry, and to
get those in the industry to write letters to their congressmen.!” The cam-
paign for the government assistance will take the time of some of the produc-
ers in the industry, as well as their money.

There is a striking parallel between the problem the perfectly competitive
industry faces as it strives to obtain government assistance, and the problem it
faces in the marketplace when the firms increase output and bring about a fall
in price. Just as it was not rational for a particular producer to restrict his out-
put in order that there might be a higher price for the product of his industry, so
it would not be rational for him to sacrifice his time and money to support a lob-
bying organization to obtain government assistance for the industry. In neither
case would it be in the interest of the individual producer to assume any of the
costs himself. A lobbying organization, or indeed a labor union or any other orga-
nization, working in the interest of a large group of firms or workers in some
industry, would get no assistance from the rational, self-interested individuals in
that industry. This would be true even if everyone in the industry were abso-
lutely convinced that the proposed program was in their interest (though in
fact some might think otherwise and make the organization’s task yet more
difficult).®

Although the lobbying organization is only one example of the logical anal-
ogy between the organization and the market, it is of some practical impor-
tance. There are many powerful and well-financed lobbies with mass support
in existence now, but these lobbying organizations do not get that support
because of their legislative achievements. The most powerful lobbying orga-
nizations now obtain their funds and their following for other reasons.

Some critics may argue that the rational person will, indeed support a
large organization, like a lobbying organization, that works in his interest,
because he knows that if he does not, others will not do so either, and then the
organization will fail, and he will be without the benefit that the organization
could have provided. This argument shows the need for the analogy with the
perfectly competitive market. For it would be quite as reasonable to argue
that prices will never fall below the levels a monopoly would have charged in
a perfectly competitive market, because if one firm increased its output, other
firms would also, and the price would fall; but each firm could foresee this, so
it would not start a chain of price-destroying increases in output. In fact, it
does not work out this way in a competitive market; nor in a large organiza-
tion. When the number of firms involved is large, no one will notice the effect
on price if one firm increases its output, and so no one will change his plans
because of it. Similarly, in a large organization, the loss of one dues payer will



