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Organized Interests and Parties

As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
relationship between organized interests 
and parties can be troublesome. While 
some organized interests consistently 
support one party over the other, they can 
also highlight differences within the party 
and challenge the party establishment. 
This was vividly illustrated in the 2012 
U.S. Senate nominating contest between 
Lieutenant Governor David Dewhurst 
and Ted Cruz. Cruz’s candidacy received 
massive amounts of support from the 
Club for Growth, most of it in the form 
of independent expenditure ads attacking 
Dewhurst as “big spending and tax raising.” 
The criticism of Dewhurst’s record did not 

go over well with the Republican legislators and governor who had signed off on those 
budgets, which were now being portrayed as filled with wasteful spending.

The ability of groups such as the Club for Growth to wage a campaign independently 
of the party and candidate creates a challenge for the party organization, which would 
rather maintain control of as much of the money and campaign message as possible. 
The challenge is compounded when the special interest group is national and allows 
people from outside Texas to shape the campaign. The job of the party is to elect as 
many people as possible under the party’s label, but the mission of an interest group 
may be much narrower. In contrast, the organized interest will promote commitment 
to its agenda regardless of how narrow that agenda or its appeal might be.

WINNERS AND LOSERS

ne important debate in the area of organized interests is always who wins 
and who loses. One perspective on this issue is the pluralist perspective. 
This perspective looks at politics as a collection of interests and argues that 

democracy is best practiced when citizens participate through groups. When many 
interests are represented, pluralists see wide participation and a healthy democracy. 
The leading voice of pluralism was political scientist Robert Dahl who, in his classic 
Who Governs?, concluded that no single interest dominated and that politics was open 
to broad participation with organized interests representing the needs of real people.23

Critics of pluralism disagree with the idea that the presence of a large number of 
interest groups means that citizens are well served; some people, they argue, will be better 
represented by organized interests than others. C. Wright Mills maintained that the 
“power elite,” the wealthy and powerful interests, were better represented than ordinary 
citizens.24 As one scholar colorfully suggested, “The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the 
heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.”25 Most Texans don’t have enough 

Pluralist perspective
a view of politics that 
argues that democracy is 
best practiced when citizens 
participate through groups; a 
greater number of organized 
interests means wider 
participation and a healthier 
democracy


