
LECTURE II 

THE REVITALIZATION OF BUSINESS POLITICAL ACTION: 

THE NEW PAC'S AMERICANA 

In December, 1980, the late Washington Star, 

with uncommon generosity, editorially commended 

the political maturity if not the analytic wisdom 

of the FTC. While the staff of the Commission had 

concluded that television advertising directed to 

young children was inherently and pervasively 

deceptive, the staff confessed -- prudently said 

the Star -- that they could conceive of no remedy 

for such deception, and hence, that the Commission 

should close its rulemaking inquiry into Children's 

Advertising Practices. At long last, sighed the 

Star, the Federal Trade Co~mission was responding 

appropriately to the "public howl" against government 

regulation. 

This "public howl" is a curious phenomenon. 

Its decibel level is indeed attested to by 

such sensitive polls as the Yankelovich survey for 

Time Magazine, taken in mid-May of 1981, confirming 

that Americans by a two to one margin want the 

government to "stop regulating business and 

protecting the consumer and let the free enterprise 

system work." 



"Howl" theorists, such as the Star's editorial 

writer, thus offer an explanation of Washington's 

retreat from regulation which is congenial to both 

business sentiment and democratic theory: that 

deregulation is simply a response to the will of the 

people. But if we turn our public hearing aids down 

a notch, we discover that the apparent howl is, 

instead, a far more subtle contrapuntal polyphony. 

While the public does, indeed, recoil from the 

term "regulation," it simultaneously displays a 

constant faith in the substance of whole categories 

of regulation. 

Overwhelming majorities continue undaunted to 

support continued regulation of industrial safety, 

auto emissions and safety standards and environmental 

restraints and to call for even more regulation 

designed to strengthen consumer rights and remedies. 

As a National Journal Opinion Outlook Briefing 

Paper on August 24 last observed: "Government is 

seen as the defender of the little guy against 

powerful and uncontrollable forces. Even those 

who are generally opposed to regulation will 

support regulations seen as providing protection 

against powerful forces that an individual could 

not otherwise control." 
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The polls are, or should be, humbling to 

patronizing regulators and regulatory nihilists 

alike since they demonstrate that large majorities 

are also capable of making subtle and altogether 

rational distinctions in their attitudes toward 

regulation. ~hus the public manifests a clear 

preference for self-help remedies and regulations 

designed to assure that consumers are orovided 

with sufficient information upon which rationally 

to base their own decisionmaking. But even stark 

"command and control" remedies for specific perceived 

abuses are not rejected. In a 1979 ABC News-Harris 

poll, 78% of a broad citizen sample did not flinch 

from endorsing a ban on all broadcast advertising 

of "sugary products" to children, while 72% supported 

a ban on all advertising to children under eight. 

The Star must have missed the audio portion of at 

least this part of the public's transmission. 

Still, the undoubted public dyspepsia evoked 

by exposure to the term "regulation" must surely 

be a "sign" as Time r~agazine reads it, confirming 

the nation's "conservative swing." Yet polls show 

no massive shift in public attitudes towards 

regulation in general. Seymour Hartin Lipset and 

William Schneider published in the Jan./Feb. 1979 

issue of Public Opinion a comprehensive comparative 

study of public attitudes towards regulation since 

the mid 1930's. They concluded: 
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For over four decades, ~erican's 

have been ambivalent in their attitudes 

toward regulation. A majority has always 

said they opposed greater regulation, 

but over the years -- as more and more 

regulation has been enacted -- a majority 

has also voiced approval of existing 

regulation and indicated that it did not 

want to roll back the tide. 

So whatever provoked our leaders' acute disaffection 

with regulation, it was not the sudden or dramatic 

growth of "antiregulatory sentiment" in the Washington 

Star's orchestration, "from a squeak to a public howl." 

What was it then? What led such staunch defenders 

of the public weal as Congressman Bethune to lament: 

Federal regulations have gone too far. 

Must this country be like Sweden, where it 

is against the law to spank ~our child, 

before we say no to the federal bureaucracy? 

Industry is dying in America because of 

federal regulations. It distresses Me 

greatly to see a giant like Chrysler Cor-

poration faltering on its haunches . The 

handwriting is on the wall for the FTC and 

all federal bodies to stop killing the 

American businessman and our economy. 
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(This splendid rhetoric was the peroration of an 

impassioned assault on the FTC's proposed rule 

to require funeral directors to provide the 

bereaved with an itemized price list!) 

I have a few modest suggestions. But first 

allow me briefly to recaoitulate the first lecture. 

In that lecture, we exolored the taxonomy of 

regulatory politics. We labeled the consumer 

movement a species or strain of what James Q. 

Wilson called "entrepreneurial politics." We saw 

that consumer political enterprise thrived in the 

benign political environment of the 60's and early 

70's by skillfully tapping the consensus --broadly 

shared by the public and critical elites alike 

supporting the legitimacy of government inter­

vention to cure business abuse. We suggested that 

Congress, though reflexively troping toward business, 

was nonetheless constrained by its sensitivity to 

this consensus and its fear of public outrage and 

political retribution for violating it -- retribution 

for service as the "handmaidens of the special 

interests." (In the 60's it was of course not vet 

necessary to point out that a consumer or an 

environmental or civil rights concern was not what 

we meant by "special interest." "Soecial interest" 
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meant simply moneyed interests -- and not a small 

moneyed interest, as in the case of the individual 

consumer-- but a big moneyed interest.) 

By the late 1970's, however, consumer entre­

preneurial politics were afflicted with acute anemia. 

What happened between 1965 and 1970, or even 1974 

and 1978, to effect so radical a change? 

If the public was not in revolt against 

regulation, two virulant strains of distemper 

which colored the public mood nonetheless orovided 

a fertile political environment for a determined 

business assault on regulation: 

First, if we were not a people howling in 

indignation at regulation, we were howling in 

economic pain and anxiety. And, second, if the 

public had not abandoned hope for regulation, 

the public's faith in the will and capacity of 

government to fulfill this hope had been pro­

foundly shaken. 

Thus, Yanklovich explains that, "Antigovern­

ment sentiment is really an unhappiness with cost 

and inefficiency, rather than reflecting a belief 

that government should not play a major activist 

role in our society." But he also tells us, 
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"By the start of the millenial quarter century, the 

majorities expressing confidence in government had 

disappeared, and the previously small number of 

Americans concerned with waste, government indifference, 

and citizen impotence had grown into large majorities. 

The changes move in only one direction -- from trust 

to mistrust. They are massive in scale and impressive 

in their cumulative message. In the course of a 

single generation, Americans have grown disillusioned 

about the relation of the individual American to 

his government." 

Against this dark backdrop of economic insecurity 

and political disillusionment, Congress' historic 

sensitivity to business demands in times of economic 

stress might alone have been sufficient explanation of 

Congress' reaction against business regulation. And, 

if there had been added only the extraordinary 

mobilization of business political action which took 

place following the 1974 Congressional elections, 

that would have been cause enough. And had there 

been added only the radical alteration of the incentive 

structure of Congress, especially the emerging dominance 

of the media campaign and the congressional dependency 

for career survival upon corporate PAC's, that would 

have been explanation enough. And had there been 
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added only the dimming of popular trust in liberal 

governance, the decimation of liberal leadership in 

Congress and the lost conviction of the liberal 

survivors, that would have been enough. 

Among all other contributing causes, however, 

the mobilization of business political action which 

took root following the 1974 Congressional elections 

is such a truly formidable -- and radical -- change 

that it merits more than passing acknowledgment. 

For that reason, this lecture is devoted to a 

celebration of that mobilization, especially the 

newfound brotherhood of business solidarity, the 

tender mutual embrace of business and the truth 

seekers of the economics profession and, finally, 

the technical and organizational triumphs of business 

grassroots lobbying in restructuring the Congressional 

environment and Congressional perceptions of their 

constituencies. I will touch on the felicitous mating 

of business political initiatives with Congress's altered 

incentive structure, especially Congress's now chronic 

indenture to plutocratic campaign financing. Finally, 

we'll take note of the ways in which consumer political 

energy, both within and out of Congress, waned as 

business waxed. 
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BUSINESS MOBILIZES 

In 1969, Edwin Epstein surveyed the domestic 

political economic battlefield and declared the 

contest between consumer interests and corporate 

interests a draw. The leveling factor lay not in 

business's lack of ~re~onderant economic and nolitical 

resources, but constraints in the deployment of 

those resources. 

Perhaps the most significant constraint was a 

simple lack of motivation. Buoyed by economic 

expansion, prosperity, and confidence, few business­

men felt threatened by the discrete and relativelv 

modest regulatory initiatives of the '60s. Packaging 

and labeling standards, uniform interest rate 

disclosures, minimum safe performance standards 

for automobiles and household goods, while circum­

scribing narrow areas of cor~orate autonomy, rarely 

threatened market shares or penetration. neither, 

in an expansive economy in which the costs of 

meeting such standards could be passed through to 

consumers, did such regulation greatly threaten 

profitability. While Ralph Nader may have ~rovoked 

fear and loathing in Detroit, Nader was not at 

first perceived as a threat to the greater cor~orate 

community. And such political consumer entrepreneurs 
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as Lyndon Johnson, Warren Magnuson and Phillip 

Hart were themselves perceived as moderates, limited 

in their regulatory goals, and unthreatening. 

Another inhibitor of business political energy 

was the political diffidence of most corporate 

executives. Corporate political activity was not 

only allocated low corporate priority, it was also 

not quite respectable. Of course, direct corporate 

campaign funding was illegal and those legal 

inhibitions lent an aura of illegitimacy to all 

forms of political enterprise. Political activism 

was certainly no path to corporate ascendancy or 

peer regard. "The best men" were not assigned to 

Washington offices. Trade associations were 

starved of funds and confidence. Jeff Joseph, 

chief lobbyist for the Chamber lamented businesses' 

early lack of spine and spirit: "Business didn't 

even want to try to fight against something with a 

consumer handle on it. They weren't that sophisticated, 

they weren't that well organized. I think a lot of 

people were concerned about their image." 

Such business political action as took place 

tended to be narrowly self-serving, preoccupied 

with sectarian issues directly affecting the 

individual firm or trade. As Epstein observed 

in 1969, "Corporations utilize their political 
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