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Editor’s Notes

In his book, The Zero-Sum Society, economist Lester
Thurow noted: “To be workable a democracy assumes
that public decisions are-made in a framework where
there is a substantial majority of concerned but disin-
terested citizens who prevent policies from being shaped
by those with direct econemic self-inferest. As govern-
ment grows, however, the numbers of such citizens
shrinks. Almost everyone now has a direct economic
stake in what government does .. .”

Thurow’s pessimistic assessment is an accurate reflec-
tion of the growing influence of special interest groups in
our pation’s public life. It is important to remember,
however, that interest groups have always been an intrin-
sic part of the American political tradition. In the early
days of the Republic, when the functions of government
were limited in scope, they served a vital social role. The
competition of interest groups helped to create a delicate
series of political checks-and-balances within which indi-
vidual freedom and unhindered economic activity were
allowed to thrive.

As government increasingly expanded its activities, the
incentives facing interest groups changed. Political com-
petition, rather than economic competition, became the
most effective way to insure economic survival, Interest
groups found it profitable to manipulate the political pro-
cess as a way of redistributing wealth and insulating
themselves from the uncertainties of the market.

Unfortunately, the delicate system of checks-and-bal-
ances which served our early limited government so well
proved incapable of providing a mechanism for centrally
directing the complex affairs of the nation’s economy.
Interest groups developed veto power over policy
changes that endangered their entrenched economic posi-
tions. Organized lobbying groups and big government
had created the perfect formula for political paralysis and
economic decline.

The Manhattan Institute recently hosted 2 Forum where
three prominent political economists discussed the impli-
cations of interest group activity for our nation’s
economy. The panelists were: Mancur Olson, Professor
of Economics at the University of Maryland and author of
The Rise and Decline of Nations; Samuel Brittan,
economic cammentator for the Financial Times of Lon-
don and author of The Role and Limits of Government:
Essavs in Political Economy; and James Buchanan, Pro-
fessor of Economics at George Mason University and co-
author with Richard Wagner of Democracy In Deficit.
Bob Kuttner, a contributing editor to The New Republic,
served as moderator of the discussion. The following is an
edited transcript of those proceedings.

Following the Forum proceedings is an article by
Manhattan Report Editor Larry Mone that analyzes
interest group advocacy and its impact on media coverage
of economic issues. Finally, Marhattan Report Senior
Editor Thomas Hazlett explores the way special interest
groups have operated throughout our nation’s history i
an interview with Jonathan R.T. Hughes, economic histo-
rian at Northwestern University and author of The Gov-
ernmental Habit. [
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