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American Business, American Politics

In the summer of 2011, the front- runner for the republican presiden-
tial nomination stumped for votes in Iowa. A founder of the private eq-
uity firm Bain capital, Mitt romney was one of the wealthiest men ever 
to seek the nation’s highest office, and he campaigned vigorously on the 
strength of his private sector know- how. Boasting only limited experi-
ence in electoral politics— a four- year stint as governor of Massachusetts 
that followed a failed run for Senate— romney embodied a longstanding 
hope in American politics: that a businessman turned statesman could cut 
through the morass of ideology and infighting to restore prosperity to a 
beleaguered economy. Yet like Wendell Willkie, Steve Forbes, and count-
less others before him, romney discovered that running as the “busi-
ness candidate” brought substantial challenges, even from within his own 
party. In a telling exchange at the Iowa State Fair, for example, romney 
awkwardly confronted the persistent anticorporate populism that has 
long marked American political discourse. As he proclaimed the perils 
of the national budget deficit, some in the crowd shouted that congress 
should raise taxes to fund social programs like Medicare. no, romney 
insisted, he would never “raise taxes on people.” But the hecklers weren’t 
finished. not people, they countered: “corporations!” rather than back 
off, the candidate engaged the critique, intoning an instantly famous 
phrase that succinctly captured one of the most protracted and impor-
tant debates in modern American politics. tax corporations instead of 
people? the republican hopeful would do no such thing. “corporations 
are people, my friend,” he said.1

In a narrow sense, romney was completely correct. Any new corpo-
rate expense, like a tax, would change the way a company allocated its 
funds and affect the distribution of money to actual human beings. More-
over, business historians largely agree that “legal corporate personhood,” 
such as the right to own property or sue in court, proved instrumental to 
the development of modern capitalism. Yet by stressing the distinctions 
between corporations and the people who manage them, romney ironi-
cally proved himself wrong in the larger sense: corporations cannot pay 
taxes because only people can pay taxes, he said. corporations, therefore, 
are not people.

Yet the rhetorical firestorm that romney’s comment provoked, both 
among his republican rivals and in liberal circles, extended far beyond 
legal notions of corporate personhood and the semantics of taxation. 
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rather, romney’s entire campaign, from his successful quest for the re-
publican nomination to his loss to President Barack obama in november 
2012, reflected persistent and contentious debates over the role of busi-
ness and business leaders in national politics. corporations may not be 
people, but people do run corporations, and many achieve great wealth 
in the process. But how should that economic power operate politically, 
and in whose interests? do corporate leaders’ values enhance or detract 
from the public good and the general welfare? In a political democracy, 
what is the appropriate role for business?

Americans have grappled with such questions throughout their history. 
Business has tangled with the state since the earliest days of the republic, 
and the interests of capital have frequently clashed with the demands of 
democracy. Industrialization and the expansion of modern administra-
tive government brought ever louder complaints, as entrepreneurs and 
executives from J. P. Morgan to ross Perot opined that “politicians just 
don’t get it” or that only businesspeople “know what it takes” to run 
the country right. At times, particularly amid economic unrest, American 
voters have felt drawn to the notion that a captain of industry might hold 
the secrets to renewed prosperity. Yet just as often, such appeals have 
faltered in the face of longstanding concerns over unchecked corporate 
power and the unseemly pursuit of profit. the mix of admiration and 
skepticism with which the American public views corporations and their 
leaders has deeply shaped the nation’s political values and traditions.

Although the business community has always played an important 
role in national politics, American corporate leaders came to wield a his-
torically unprecedented degree of influence over both political debate and 
policymaking in the late twentieth century. As this book argues, this new 
phase of the politics of business dovetailed with the rise of an increasingly 
powerful conservative critique of new deal– style liberalism that came to 
fruition during the economic crisis of the 1970s. that organized opposi-
tion, which both grew from and fed off of popular distrust of govern-
ment, reshaped American politics into an ideological contest over the role 
of the state. In the wake of liberalism’s apparent failures, conservatives 
promoted “business” and its abstract partner, “free enterprise,” as alter-
natives. Indeed, although Americans had long debated the public role of 
private enterprise, only in the last three decades of the twentieth century 
did the now common dichotomy between “business” and “government,” 
or the idea that devotion to “state” and “market” entailed mutually ex-
clusive social visions, come to dominate national politics.2

this book contends that the decline of liberal and progressive politics 
and the ascent of a business- oriented, neoliberal political culture did not 
emerge naturally from the exigencies of economic crisis or the inexorable 
logic of political traditions but rather as the result of specific efforts by 
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a diverse set of conservative activists. In the chapters that follow, I ex-
amine one such group— the executives, managers, public affairs experts, 
and trade association directors who claimed to speak for the collective 
interests of the American business community. through their mobiliza-
tion in the 1970s, I argue, these business leaders catalyzed and shaped the 
process that historians have labeled the “right turn” toward conservatism 
in American politics. to the extent that corporations are people, in other 
words, this book is about those people.

In the 1970s and 1980s, as the global economic landscape shifted be-
neath their feet, a coalition of business leaders worked to halt the ex-
pansion of the regulatory state, decrease the power of labor unions, lib-
eralize market mechanisms, and shift the tax burden. their “movement,” 
to use the term loosely, united corporate executives and free- market ideo-
logues, association directors and small shop owners, presidential staff 
members and think- tank scribblers. Lobbying America tells the story of 
that movement, focusing chiefly on the country’s three most significant 
business associations— the u.S. chamber of commerce, the national As-
sociation of Manufacturers, and, after 1972, the Business roundtable— 
which united corporate leaders from across industries and regions and 
formed the backbone of a powerful political coalition. Although busi-
ness’s critique of modern liberalism developed over decades, if not gener-
ations, it achieved a new level of political effectiveness by the mid- 1970s. 
organized through these business associations, corporate activists played 
a vital role in stopping the tide of liberal reform legislation and took 
much, but not all, of the wind from the sails of organized labor and the 
public interest movement. tapping into Americans’ longstanding ambiv-
alence toward state power, these champions of market- based economic 
policies fundamentally reshaped public debates on regulation, taxation, 
and fiscal policy by the 1980s.

Yet business’s triumph was far from absolute, notwithstanding frantic 
cries from certain corners that the capitalist class naturally rules politics 
with an iron fist. Indeed, the story told in this book highlights the limita-
tions of business activism in addition to its successes. Progressive liberals, 
despite suffering fracture and a loss of cohesion in the 1970s and 1980s, 
remained a significant political foil. More important, disagreements both 
parochial and philosophical frequently strained business activists’ unity, 
and internal divisions at times prevented them from achieving their stated 
goals. those struggles exacerbated tensions within conservatism, espe-
cially between businesspeople and populist skeptics of corporate power 
(like romney’s hecklers). divisions over regulatory and fiscal policy in 
the 1980s, for example, presaged later schisms, including the rise of the 
Wall Street– bashing tea Party movement in 2009. Moreover, the insti-
tutional and ideological glue that held the business coalition together  
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proved weak and fleeting. In the face of economic globalization, ideologi-
cal fracture, and the financialization of the American economy, the broad- 
based campaign for a “pro- business” agenda ultimately waned. Al though 
business leaders continued to wield substantial political power as indi-
viduals, the coalition that emerged from the economic crisis of the 1970s 
did not survive the 1980s with nearly as much collective clout.

Although their organizational cohesion did not endure, organized 
American business leaders nonetheless established a vital legacy that con-
tinues to shape politics into the twenty- first century. through their po-
litical mobilization, these workhorses of the industrial economy helped 
establish the political preconditions for the success of conservative poli-
tics, electorally and in policymaking. through their sustained intellectual 
and lobbying offensive, these corporate leaders helped redefine the way 
Americans discussed issues like regulation, labor, and the role of govern-
ment in the economy and loudly defended the assertion, captured so fully 
in Mitt romney’s presidential campaign, that business leaders naturally 
know best how to govern a modern, diverse democracy. By successfully 
parlaying their economic clout into a broad- reaching movement with real 
policy consequences, they cemented a conservative and market- oriented 
political vision whose legacy lingers today.

Who and What Is Business?

the story of business’s political mobilization is deeply entwined with the 
history of conservative politics, but it also departs in important ways 
from the trajectory that historians, journalists, and political insiders often 
describe. In the last twenty years, scholars have explored modern conser-
vatism from all sides and have analyzed in great detail the often fraught 
intellectual, philosophical, and organizational connections among self- 
identified conservatives. this scholarship analyzes a broad array of grass-
roots social activists, Burkean intellectuals, religious and moral crusaders, 
racist reactionaries, economic libertarians, and ardent cold Warriors, as 
well as the politicians who organized their activities, courted their votes, 
and relied on their financial and political support. While scholars debate 
this diverse group’s goals, coherence, and ultimate successes, few doubt 
that it mounted a sustained and penetrating critique of new deal– style 
liberalism and became the defining political story of the late twentieth 
century. Moreover, most accounts agree that conservative politics proved 
sufficiently expansive to include within its ranks the powerful corporate 
interests that mobilized through national business associations in the 
1970s. Business leaders, in other words, emerged as a standard constitu-
ency of conservative politics.3
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Yet the executives and business association leaders who populate this 
book were distinct from those people often described as “movement 
conservatives”— politicians like Barry Goldwater and ronald reagan as 
well as policy entrepreneurs like richard Viguerie and Jude Wanniski. 
the people whose lobbying campaigns I analyze embraced a unique role 
and specific policy agenda on issues that directly affected their companies 
and industries. Most were career managers, not self- made entrepreneurs, 
during a period of American capitalism in which managerial values— 
professionalism, pragmatism, consistency— dominated business culture. 
Although the majority shared conservative perspectives on economic is-
sues, many identified as liberals, or at least modern democrats, on ques-
tions like race, immigration, and feminism. Indeed, most politically active 
executives and association leaders kept their distance from hot- button  
issues like Vietnam, Watergate, and civil rights. More important, rela-
tively few saw themselves as a part of a “conservative movement.” Although 
ideology played an important organizing and proselytizing role, these  
men were not ideological foot soldiers in ronald reagan’s army. rather, 
they were “business conservatives” who focused on labor, regulation, eco-
nomic planning, and taxation with minimal interest in most social issues. 
throughout this book, therefore, I employ terms like “liberalism” and 
“conservatism” in the context of business and economic debates, leaving 
other aspects of modern American politics to other scholars.4

By incorporating the politics of business leaders into the broader 
his tory of conservatism, this book expands beyond recent scholarship 
that places a high explanatory premium on intellectuals, politicians, and 
right- wing policy entrepreneurs. one result is that the story told here ex-
poses the failures of the left in addition to the triumphs of the right. In 
the second half of the twentieth century, American liberalism splintered 
mightily, not from an outside attack but under the weight of its own 
internal contradictions. As a philosophy of government simultaneously 
committed to the collective good and to the rights of individuals, liber-
alism faced challenges when those two imperatives came into conflict. 
Labor- liberals and public interest reformers in particular clashed over 
such contests of rights— a union member’s right to a well- paid factory job  
versus a citizen’s right to clean air achieved by closing down that fac-
tory, for example. the “pocketbook politics” of the stagflationary 1970s 
exacerbated those tensions as one person’s pay raise became another’s 
price hike. As several chapters of this book demonstrate, business conser-
vatives skillfully positioned themselves to take advantage, and postwar 
liberalism’s failure to reconcile its competing impulses created intellec-
tual and political space for antiliberal policies.

At the same time, business leaders likewise suffered the sting of inter-
nal contradictions that hampered their political activism. Historically, a 
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critical fault line has divided big business from small business, or, in to-
day’s parlance, the interests of “Wall Street” from the interests of “Main 
Street.” Prior to the Great depression and the rise of new deal– style 
liberalism, distinctions according to size dominated the politics of busi-
ness. Yet as historians like Alan Brinkley have argued, the antimonopolist 
spirit that so shaped the Progressive Era declined sharply in the postwar 
period.5 Although the populist impulse that valorized small over large  
enterprise certainly persisted in many quarters, Americans’ general accep-
tance of bigness— from government bureaucracies to corporate organi-
zations— helped blur those distinctions in policy debates. Indeed, just  
as the liberal coalition assembled by Franklin roosevelt and the new 
dealers managed to unite disparate constituencies, so too did business 
leaders and conservative activists achieve common cause between big and 
small firms. Although the alliances they formed were far from airtight, 
the politics of business that this book explores encompassed the interests 
of everyone from the cEo of the united States Steel corporation to the 
self- employed accountant; from defense contractors at Lockheed to the 
owners of a photography studio in chapel Hill, north carolina.

As a political category, business has a clearly discernible identity, and 
anyone who reads the news understands the journalist who writes that 
“Business opposed the legislation” or “the president sought support from 
business.” But this identity is both slippery and historically contingent. 
“Business” does not entail a constant set of values or preferences across 
different industries, sectors, and regions, or across time. In this book, I em-
ploy the concepts of “business” and “business leader” primarily to describe 
people who self- identified as representatives of concerns that extended be-
yond their specific corporate affiliation. In the 1960s and 1970s, as myriad 
speeches, letters, and media reports attest, “business” was frequently syn-
onymous with “industry”: the extractive, construction, chemical, energy, 
and automotive corporations that typified “big business.” the managers 
and executives from those firms— almost exclusively college- educated 
white men— claimed to represent all of American business, whether acting 
individually or through organizations like the Business roundtable or gov-
ernment advisory boards. As the early chapters of this book argue, large 
national employers’ groups performed a vital homogenizing function by 
distilling the various parochial interests and preferences of their thousands 
of members into a coherent policy platform. Moreover, although such or-
ganizations counted many small enterprises alongside industrial giants on 
their membership rolls, their political lobbying positions in the 1970s col-
lapsed those size- based distinctions. Even when they spoke for small busi-
ness owners, the directors of national employers’ associations nonetheless 
operated as “big business.”
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But the mobilization of American business, and thus the category of 
“business leader,” extended beyond employers’ associations. In the second 
half of the twentieth century, wealthy businesspeople increasingly found 
ways to influence politics with their checkbooks by bankrolling business- 
oriented policy institutes. Buoyed by corporate cash, these “think tanks” 
led an intellectual assault on liberalism and institutionalized conserva-
tive and libertarian economic policy ideas. older organizations like the 
American Enterprise  Institute  (established 1938) underwent  revivals  in 
the 1960s and 1970s, while new outfits like the Heritage Foundation, the 
cato Institute, and the American Legislative Exchange council all burst 
onto the scene. Finally, individual companies also ramped up their politi-
cal presence. Large firms retained growing numbers of in- house lobbyists, 
while small and midsized companies leaned more heavily on a growing  
army of industry- specific trade associations. owners of small firms had 
their pick between two ideologically divergent national associations that 
represented their “class” interests, the conservative national Federation 
of Independent Business (nFIB) and the more liberal national Small 
Business Association, each of which expanded its scope and operations 
in the 1970s.6

the nation’s three largest employers’ associations, however, most 
clearly embodied the spirit of business’s political mobilization. during 
the 1970s, the u.S. chamber of commerce, the national Association of 
Manufacturers (nAM), and the Business roundtable distinguished them-
selves as the “Big three” of business activism and the preeminent voice  
of the collective business community. though institutionally and histori-
cally distinct, together they represented the belief that a united corpo-
rate class could and should defend the common interests of all business. 
Moreover, their public relations campaigns and direct advocacy with 
policymakers pioneered lobbying campaigns that recast political debates 
and policy options. As a result of their national prominence, the cham-
ber, the nAM, and the roundtable form the empirical and analytic focus 
of this book.

the politics of business in an era of economic upheaval and dramatic 
change in the operation of American capitalism unfolded primarily on  
the national stage. Based in Washington, d.c., the organizations and lead-
ers who populate this book dedicated the bulk of their political energies 
to national policymaking on such issues as environmental and consumer 
product regulation, labor law, economic planning, and taxation. Ironi-
cally, in an era in which Americans came to trust their government less 
and less and conservative politicians preached the virtues of antistatism, 
the federal government in the second half of the twentieth century be-
came the fundamental battleground for organized business groups. to be 
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sure, such a focus should not minimize business leaders’ abiding concern 
with policy issues that extended beyond the nation’s shores. Although 
this book primarily considers domestic economic policy and its implica-
tions for national politics, global economic transformations, from the 
liberalization of capital flows to the increasingly multinational nature of 
major producers, provide essential context for those debates. If I appear 
to downplay the international in favor of the national, such omissions 
stem from my desire to reflect the paramount concerns of my subjects.

Likewise, I can only hint in these pages at the numerous ways corporate 
leaders and business associations shaped American political culture out-
side Washington, d.c. As business and labor historians have shown, in-
dividual firms played vital roles in reshaping American capitalism during 
the second half of the twentieth century by deliberately relocating their 
factories, interceding in local politics, and partnering with local boosters. 
Moreover, the powerful dynamics of industrial relations likewise played 
out on state, municipal, and workplace levels. But the politics of business, 
as understood by the men who identified as its chief advocates, revolved 
around federal policy, so this book generally retains a focus on national 
politics. thus I concentrate on organized labor’s campaigns for specific 
legislation rather than its shop- floor operations, and I track regulatory 
politics in the u.S. congress rather than in state houses. Business’s issues 
were national issues, and its story is a national story.7

What Is Lobbying?

Lobbying is not the world’s oldest profession, but it’s close. For as long as 
human beings have selected some among their number to make decisions 
for the rest, people have found ways to promote their personal interests. 
At its heart, lobbying is the process by which an interested person or 
group petitions a society’s leaders for some favor, benefit, or privilege. 
In the united States, every citizen’s right to petition the government is 
enshrined in the First Amendment, alongside the freedoms of speech, re-
ligion, and the press. As any number of sordid tales confirm, the process 
has historically appeared messy and unseemly— from gunmaker Samuel 
colt bribing congressmen to extend his patent to tommy “the cork” 
corcoran using his new dealer credibility to procure government con-
tracts for clients. However, although businesspeople have lobbied gov-
ernment since the early days of the republic, the second half of the twen-
tieth century witnessed a historic boom in the sheer quantity of paid 
representation. the mobilization of American business and the burgeon-
ing strength of conservative critiques of liberalism arrived right along 
with this explosion in lobbying.8
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For many people, in the 1970s no less than today, the very word “lob-
bying” provokes loud protests about corruption, influence peddling, and 
the underhanded subversion of democratic principles, and corporate lob-
byists face the brunt of this public ire. Yet for all its pejorative implica-
tions, lobbying remains a protected constitutional right and, in the view 
of most policymakers, an indispensable element of modern governance. 
In the years after World War II, the federal bureaucracy grew ever more  
expansive and complex. The 535 voting members of Congress and the 
staffs of myriad regulatory and administrative agencies could never hope 
to remain abreast of the tremendous flow of information, analysis, and 
interpretation relevant to their daily decisions. Lobbyists fill that gap, as 
political scientist Lewis dexter wrote in 1969, “by supplying informa-
tion, feeding useful questions, writing speeches, making analyses of re-
ports, finding out who is lined up how on any matter of concern.” Indeed, 
from a social science perspective, lobbying’s key function is to facilitate 
what business and legal scholar John de Figueiredo describes as “infor-
mation transfer between interest groups and policymakers.”9

the popular belief persists, however, that lobbying is dirty; informa-
tion provided to a policymaker by an interested party is, by definition, 
self- serving and cannot make any claim to objectivity. For as long as there 
has been a government to lobby, therefore, reformers have advocated reg-
ulation. In the early years of industrialization, the united States took the 
lead over other democratically governed nations by attempting to reign 
in professional influence peddlers. In the 1870s, congress responded to 
outrage over the machinations of railroad industry representatives by at-
tempting to require lobbyists to register with the government, but those 
efforts fared poorly, beset by weak enforcement provisions. Beginning 
around the turn of the twentieth century, progressive political activists 
helped develop state- level regulations, such as the prohibition on giving 
gifts to lawmakers, and by the 1950s, nearly forty states regulated lob-
bying in some way. But at the federal level, only with the arrival of the 
modern administrative state during the new deal did congress make 
real  strides. The  first  significant  lobbying  regulation  occurred  in  1935 
and  1936  through  the  Public  Utilities Holding Company Act  and  the 
Merchant Marine Act, which required employees of certain types of firms 
(registered holding companies and shipping companies, respectively) to 
file reports with the government before lobbying legislators or regula-
tors. In 1938, fears of fascism spawned the Foreign Agents Registration 
Act, which regulated lobbying by representatives of foreign governments. 
Finally, in 1946, the Federal regulation of Lobbying Act mandated that 
any person hired to lobby congress on behalf of someone else had to reg-
ister and submit reports of her or his expenses related to that lobbying. 
the legislation placed no limitations on the constitutionally protected act 
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of lobbying itself, and even its calls for greater transparency and disclo-
sure were, in the words of one lobbying expert, “widely ignored.” that 
1946 law was ultimately superseded by the Lobbying disclosure Act of 
1995, which broadened the definition of a lobbyist beyond those in the 
pay of third parties and increased the registration and reporting rules. 
during the entire period discussed in this book, therefore, the 1946 act 
was the law of the land.10

But the classical notion of lobbying represents only one avenue by 
which corporate leaders influenced the political process. Yet another es-
sential component to business’s political mobilization involved the dra-
matic increase in campaign donations to candidates who supported busi-
ness groups’ agenda. Although policymakers initially hesitated to restrict 
lobbying for fear of breaching the First Amendment right to petition, no 
such ambivalence applied to limiting campaign spending. the flagship 
regulations, the tillman Act of 1907 and the Foreign corrupt Practice 
Act of 1911, barred corporations and banks from giving money to candi-
dates for federal office and established formal spending limits for certain 
federal campaigns.11 not until 1976, in Buckley v. Valeo, did the Supreme 
court declare that political donations constituted constitutionally pro-
tected political speech (a logic upheld and extended in Citizens United v. 
FEC in 2010). As chapter 1 describes, a series of congressional reforms 
to campaign finance law, particularly after Watergate, paved the way for 
a dramatic explosion in corporate- funded political action committees 
(PAcs), dramatically recasting the landscape of campaign financing.

By the end of the twentieth century, the concepts of campaign finance 
and corporate lobbying had become deeply intertwined in the national 
political imagination. the arrest, trial, and imprisonment of conserva-
tive lobbyist Jack Abramoff in 2006 revived the public’s interest in big- 
money lobbyists with tight connections to fund- raising PAcs. Lobbyists 
like Abramoff doubled as “bundlers,” major campaign donors who used 
their influence and networks to encourage others to contribute the maxi-
mum amounts allowed. the Citizens United ruling in 2010, which over-
turned restrictions on corporate and union campaign donations on the 
grounds that such giving constituted constitutionally protected speech, 
likewise brought increased scrutiny on the intersection between influence 
and  cam paign finance. Furthermore, recent social science has demon-
strated the degree to which modern lobbyists use campaign donations as 
a means to gain and maintain access to lawmakers. Although a minority 
of organized pressure groups devote resources to both lobbying and cam-
paign finance— most choose one or the other— those who pursue both 
strategies account for a striking majority of the money spent on either 
one.12
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Although this strategic combination of lobbying and campaign finance  
may appear commonplace in the post- Abramoff, post- Citizens United 
world, it represents a relatively recent historical development. In fact, dur-
ing the years treated in this book, campaign finance and lobbying largely 
operated in separate spheres. Most interest groups, including major cor-
porations and business associations, believed that influencing incum-
bent lawmakers through lobbying was far more important than donat-
ing to campaigns. through the 1980s, in fact, many large corporations 
and trade associations kept their campaign contributions separate from 
their lobbying activities. corporations, for example, would direct PAc 
money to local and state politicians where parochial decisions could 
have a major effect on their immediate balance sheets but did not give as 
much to national candidates. Instead they would send their lobbyists to 
Washington.13

Moreover, the practice of lobbying— a distinct strategy from campaign 
finance— can itself be divided into two distinct forms: direct and indirect. 
direct lobbying, probably the more familiar form, occurs when a firm, 
union, or other interest group hires a specific person to represent its inter-
ests on a given piece of legislation or regulatory rule making. Such lobby-
ists might be permanent employees of a company or group, or they might 
be hired professionals from independent lobbying firms who represent 
clients but have no institutional commitment to any issues or causes. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, American companies hired greater numbers of in- 
house lobbyists and public affairs specialists, known euphemistically as 
“Washington representatives,” or sometimes just “Washreps.” In 1961, 
for example, only 130 firms were represented by registered lobbyists, and  
only 50 of those were based in the nation’s capital; by 1979, 650 firms 
boasted such representation, and 247 had staffs in Washington. As lob-
byists’ numbers grew, moreover, their character shifted. In the early 
1960s, most Washington representatives focused on sales and market-
ing and worked for companies that did significant business with the fed-
eral government, such as defense contractors. By the end of the 1970s, 
most full- time Washington representatives were lawyers, public affairs 
executives, and former government officials whose daily work centered 
far more on legislative issues. Although the lobbyists’ jobs and back-
grounds changed, such in- house representation remained the dominant 
model for most large companies until the 1980s, when the proliferation 
of pri vate lobbying firms offered companies the opportunity to outsource  
their Washington representation.14 the growth of this second model cre-
ated the much- reviled “revolving door” culture by which former govern-
ment officials— elected and otherwise— routinely leave public service to 
leverage their insider contacts into lucrative paychecks.
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Business’s political mobilization in the 1970s— that brief moment of 
unity and intra- industry cohesion that so deeply shaped modern Ameri-
can politics— overlapped both the rise in direct lobbying by Washington  
representatives and the rapid expansion of business- oriented PAcs. 
nonetheless, national employers’ associations profited most from a dif-
ferent strategic option: indirect, sometimes called “grassroots,” lobbying. 
Indirect lobbying meant that rather than hire professional influence ped-
dlers, groups like the nAM, the chamber, and the Business roundtable 
organized constituents themselves to contact and pressure lawmakers on 
specific issues. their chief organizational strategy thus involved rallying 
support among business owners, trade association members, and, in the 
case of the Business roundtable, high- powered chief executive officers 
from major industrial corporations. As several chapters in this book illus -
trate, Washington- based associations used massive public relations cam-
paigns to generate broad- based enthusiasm for or against certain poli-
cies. they then used their national networks to coordinate a common 
vocabulary— “talking points,” to the cynics— and consistent message, 
which constituents from across the country communicated back to their 
representatives. Finally, paid lobbyists, association directors, and corpo-
rate executives relied on evidence of that grassroots support as they took 
their cases directly to lawmakers.

Indirect lobbying emerged as the most effective and most common 
strategy for national employers’ associations because it provided a mech-
anism for overcoming the collective action problem at the heart of pan- 
business mobilization. Political campaign donations and direct lobbying 
represented firm-  and industry- specific approaches to gaining preferential 
treatment, such as a subsidy or government contract, but they proved less 
effective vehicles for targeting larger policy issues whose effects touched 
different types of firms and industries. Why would a company devote 
scarce resources to a political battle where its competitors— who hadn’t 
contributed— would also benefit? Employers’ associations overcame these 
free- rider problems through the mechanisms of indirect lobbying, which 
involved less commitment of financial and political capital by individual  
companies. Because the issues they focused on most had the broadest 
ap peal, these associations were able to develop vast networks to gener-
ate grassroots lobbying, rooted in broad ideological claims about free 
enterprise and the stifling effect of government regulation. As a result, 
this type of engagement cemented a shared political consciousness among 
disparate businesspeople and deepened their sense of commitment to a 
common political project. In the process, united and organized business 
groups honed their two- pronged attack on a variety of economic policy 
issues, targeting specific legislators as well as the general public’s attitudes 
toward business, regulation, labor, and taxation. their movement ulti-
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mately coalesced at the confluence of these tactics: on one hand, lobbying 
congress; on the other, lobbying America.

***

Placing the politics of business in the context of a rapidly shifting eco-
nomic and cultural landscape between the late 1960s and the early 1990s, 
Lobbying America tells the story of how businesspeople got themselves 
mobilized and what their mobilization created. the book follows a loose 
chronological format, although the thematic chapters in the middle over-
lap in time as they explore the variety of policies around which business 
groups mobilized. While certain issues, such as consumerism and taxes, 
receive sustained treatment in specific chapters, I spread the analysis 
of other themes, such as environmental regulation, inflation, and labor 
power, throughout the book. overall, the narrative traces the politics of 
American business from a sense of foreboding and crisis in the late 1960s 
through its period of cohesion and political power in the mid-  to late 
1970s and finally to its fragmentation in the 1980s and 1990s. For in 
the end, the unity that distinguished business lobbying during the 1970s 
dissolved, fractured both by changes in the nature of American capital-
ism and by the shifting political climate. Yet even once that historical 
moment passed, the experience of the pan- business political movement 
left a profound legacy. By lobbying America, organized corporate leaders 
ultimately shaped both the policy options available to lawmakers and 
the framework through which Americans— liberals, conservatives, and 
all others— debated and considered the central problems of capitalism 
and democracy.




