
office themselves in part-time legislatures. During 
the 2005–2006 session, no fewer than 22 people 
who made their livings in real estate also served as 
members of the Utah legislature—including the 
president of the National Association of Realtors.79 
In Texas, state representative Gary Elkins blocked 
a bill to regulate payday lending, despite the fact 
that he owns a chain of payday loan stores. Another 
state representative, Vicki Truitt, pestered him 
about his conflict of interest but became a lobbyist 
for ACE Cash Express, a payday loan company, 
2 weeks after leaving office.

Taken together, interest groups are the means 
through which individual citizens and private 
companies, as well as governmental bodies, influ-
ence the policy decisions that affect their lives or 
ways of doing business. “I don’t believe there are 
some states where interest groups are stronger 
and others where they’re weaker,” said Alan 
Rosenthal, a political scientist who was an expert 
on state politics at Rutgers University. “In every 
state, interest groups are important. That’s the 
way interests are represented, through groups.”80

Conclusion
The essential job of political parties is to nomi-
nate candidates for public office. The parties no 
longer control many government jobs, but despite 
changes in campaign finance laws, they have 
maintained their positions as crucial fundraising 
organizations. They also perform many other 
functions in American democracy. They aggre-
gate and articulate political interests and create 
and maintain majorities within the electorate and 

within government. They are not the dominant 
organizing forces they once were, in part because 
voters and candidates—and nonparty fundraising 
organizations such as super PACs—have become 
more independent than they were decades ago. 
Parties, however, do still play important roles in 
recruiting political candidates, supporting them 
financially and logistically, and helping them 
market themselves to like-minded voters.

For the past 150 years, two major parties—the 
Democrats and the Republicans—have domi-
nated politics in the United States. Few candidates 
not belonging to either of these parties have won 
office at any level of government, and in most 
cases, the victories of those few have been based 
on personal appeal rather than support for the 
third party they represented. The Republican and 
Democratic parties have been able to adapt to 
changing times and tastes in ways that have kept 
them in power, if not always in perfect favor.

With states regulating increasing numbers of 
industries, interest groups have proliferated so 
that there are now far more lobbyists than elected 
officials. Interest groups help push agendas sub-
scribed to by individuals or corporations. Other 
interest groups push back. Their primary mission 
is to win as many political offices as possible; so 
the parties, with varying success, collate and mute 
the ideological agendas of their interest group 
allies. Parties cannot afford to have any one 
group’s ideas play such a prominent role that 
other groups or voters are alienated. It is a diffi-
cult balancing act to try to appeal to the majority 
of voters at any given time while also standing for 
principles that are clear enough that most people 
are willing to support them.

The Latest Research

This chapter makes clear that political parties have 
critically important roles to play in democratic gov-
ernance. How they go about fulfilling those roles has 
an enormous impact on politics and policy, in effect 

setting the boundaries of what will or can be done by 
the government. One aspect of how parties are execut-
ing those responsibilities has evolved into one of the 
dominant issues in contemporary American politics: the 
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