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Dem ocratic and pluralist theory could not have gained the , 
degree o f  ascendency which it enjoys in advanced capitalist 
societies i f  it had not at least been based on one plainly accurate 
observation about them, nam ely that they perm it and even 
encourage a m ultitude o f  groups and associations to orga n s  
openly and freely and to compete with each other for the ad 
vancem ent o f  such purposes as their members m ay wish. With 
exceptions which m ainly affect the Left, this is indeed the case.

W hat is w rong w ith pluralist-democratic theory is not its 
insistence on the fact o f  competition but its claim  (very often its; 
im plicit assumption) that the m ajor organised ‘interests’ in 
these societies, and notably capital and labour, compete on 
more or less equal terms, and that none o f  them is therefore able 
to achieve a  decisive and perm anent advantage in the process of 
competition. This is where ideology enters, and turns observa 
tion into m yth. In previous chapters, it was shown that business; 
particularly large-scale business, did enjoy such an advantage! 
inside the state system, b y  virtue o f  the composition and ideo 
logical inclinations o f the state elite. In this chapter, we shall 
see that business enjoys a massive superiority outside the state 
system as w ell, in terms o f  the immensely stronger pressures 
which, as compared w ith labour and any other interest, it iš 
able to exercise in the pursuit o f  its purposes.
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One such form o f  pressure, which pluralist ‘group theorists’ 
tendto ignore> *s more im portant and effective than any other, 
and business is uniquely placed to exercise it, w ithout the need 
o f  organisation, cam paigns and lobbying. This is the pervasive 
and permanent pressure upon governments and the state 
generated by the private control o f  concentrated industrial, 
commercial and financial resources. T h e existence o f  this major 
area of independent economic power is a  fact which no govern 

ment, whatever its inclinations, can ignore in the determination 
>0f  its policies, not only in regard to economic matters, but to 
most other matters as well. T h e  chairm an o f  the editorial board 
of Fortune m agazine said in 1952 that ‘any president who wants 
to seek a prosperous country depends on the corporation at 
least as much -  probably more than -  the corporation depends 
oil him. His dependence is not unlike that o f K in g  John on the 

janded barons at Runnym ede, where M agn a C arta was born’ . 1 
The parallel m ay not be perfect but the stress on the indepen 
dent power o f  business, and on the dependence o f  governm ent 
upon it, is altogether justified, not only for the U nited States but 
for all other advanced capitalist countries.

O f course, governments do have the form al power to impose 
; their will upon business, to prevent it, by the exercise o f  
legitimate authority, from doing certain things and to compel it 
to do certain other things. A nd this is in  fact what governments 
have often done. But this, though true and important, is not at 
all the point at issue. Q uite obviously, governments are not 
completely helpless in the face o f  business power, nor is it the case 
that businessmen, however large the concerns which they run, 

jean openly defy the state’s command, disregard its rules and 
flout the law. T h e point is rather that the control by business o f 
large and crucially important areas o f  economic life makes it 
extremely difficult for governments to impose upon it policies to 
which it is firmly opposed. O ther interests, it m ay well be said,

1 Vlilis, The Power Elite, p. :6g. O r, as Alfred de G razia  puts it, ‘whoever controls 
the grc it industries will have awful political power’ (Politics and Government, 
1963, vol. 2, p. 56).
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are by no means helpless vis-d-vis their government either* th 
too m ay oppose, sometimes successfully, the purposes* 
policies o f the state. But business, in the very nature of 
capitalist system o f economic organisation, is immeasur^^ 
better placed than any other interest to do so effectively, and to 
cause governments to p ay  m uch greater attention to its "wishes 
and susceptibilities than to anybody else.

W riting about the U nited States, Professor Hacker has noted 
in this connection that:

... what Parsons and other liberals like to think of as business 
regulation is, despite the predictable complaints of businessmen ' 
more a paper tiger than an effective system of economic controls in 
the public interest ... [and, he goes on] a few questions may be 
asked about these supposed powers of the national government. Can 
any public agency determine the level of wages, of prices, of profits? 
Can it perhaps, more important, specify the level and direction of 
capital investment? Can any government bureau allocate raw 
materials or control plant location? Can it in any way guarantee 
full employment or the rate of economic growth ? Has any writ of the 
Anti-Trust Division actually broken up one of our larger corpbra- 
tions in any appreciable way? The simple answer is that measures 
such as these are neither possible under the laws nor do we know 
what the reaction to them would be.1

Even for the U nited States this m ay well underestimate the 
influence which governments do have, b y  direct and indirect 
intervention, on economic life; and in m any other capitalist 
countries, where a more positive philosophy o f  intervention has 
generally come to prevail, governments have been able to do 
rather more than w hat is here suggested as possible.

Nevertheless, the limits o f  intervention, at least in relation to 
business, and particularly against it, are everywhere much more 
narrow and specific than insistence on the formal powers of 
governm ent would tend to suggest; and the area o f decision-;' 
m aking which is left to private enterprise is correspondingly 
greater than is usually conveyed by the assiduously propagated 
im age o f  a ‘business com m unity5 cribbed and confined by 
bureaucratically meddlesome governments and their agents. -

Even governments which are determined to ‘control5 private;:

1 A .H acker, ‘Sociology and Ideology’, in M .B lack  (ed.), The Social Theories <if 
Talcott Parsons, 1 9 6 1 ,  p .  3 0 a .
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nterpri®6 soon find that the mechanisms o f  intervention which 
^ ey seek to superimpose upon business are extremely cumber- 
oine and almost impossible to operate without the collaboration 

jjid help o f business itself. But that collaboration and help is 
unlikely to be forthcoming unless a price is paid for it -  the 
rice being that governments should not be too determined in 

|he pursuit o f policies which business itself deems detrimental 
to it, and of course to the ‘national interest’ .

: £ What is involved here is not necessarily or at all the active 
resistance o f the controllers o f economic power to the law, or the 
deliberate evasion o f duly promulgated regulations, though 
tliere may be that as well. M ore im portant than such defiance, 
Which may be politically dam aging and even dangerous, is the 
'inert power o f business, the failure to do such things as are not 
positively commanded by the state but merely asked for, and 
-the doing o f other things which are not strictly illegal. M uch is 
 possible on this basis, and would be sufficient to present a 
 reforming governm ent with form idable problems, so long as it 
chose to operate within the framework o f a capitalist regime. As 
.professor M eynaud notes, in a reference to Italy which is o f 
more general application, private ownership and control

_ 1... makes it very difficult to undertake a policy of reform within the 
framework of established economic structures. Any government 
concerned to engineer a certain redistribution of economic power 
arid of the social product without bringing into question the founda 
tions of the system rapidly comes up, in the medical sense of the 
word, against a kind of intolerance of the regime to such changes.1

* This ‘intolerance’ , it must be stressed, is not such as to prevent 
any kind o f  economic policy o f  which business disapproves. T he 
Veto power o f  business, in other words, is not absolute. But it is 
very large, and certainly larger than that o f  any other interest in 
capitalist society.

It has sometimes been argued that governments have now 
come to possess one extrem ely effective weapon in relation to 
business, nam ely the fact that they are now by far the largest 
Customer o f private enterprise and have thus ‘an im portant and 
speedy instrument for influencing the decisions o f private indus 
try. and commerce in such a w ay as to enable the government

1 M eynaud, Rapport sur la Classe Dirigeante Italitnm, p. ) 9 1.



to achieve on time its m ajor national industrial objectives’-!
Y e t  it was only a  few months before this was written that'x 

Labour Governm ent W hite Paper on state purchasing hacl 
elicited from The Times the comment that ‘it is quite clear that 
any idea o f  wielding the big stick o f  the Government’s 
chasing power to com pel individual firms or industries radically 
to change their methods as an instrument o f long-term economic 
policy has been completely rejected’ .2 N or is there much evi-' 
dence that other governments have been notably effective in the 
use o f  this power in their relations with private enterprise. '

In the abstract, governments do indeed have vast resources 
and powers at their command to ‘wield the big stick’ against 
business. In  practice, governments which are minded to use 
these powers and resources -  and most o f  them are not -  soon 
find, given the economic and political context in which they 
operate, that the task is fraught with innum erable difficulties 
and perils. , -

These difficulties and perils are perhaps best epitomised in 
the dreaded phrase ‘loss o f confidence’ . It is an implicit testi 
m ony to the power o f  business that all governments, not least 
reforming ones, have always been profoundly concerned to, 
gain and retain its ‘confidence’ . N or certainly is there any other 
interest whose ‘confidence’ is deemed so precious, or whose ‘loss 
o f confidence’ is so feared.

T h e presidency o f John F. K ennedy provides some illumin 
ating instances o f this concern. Soon after he cam e to--office; 
President K ennedy found him self engaged in a ‘spectacular 
power struggle’ with the Business Advisory Council, ‘an ex 
clusive and self-perpetuating club o f  top corporate executive 
that had enjoyed a private and special relationship with the 
governm ent since 19331 and which ‘from Administration -to 
Adm inistration ... had a continuous privilege to participate in 
governm ent decisions with no public record or review’.? The

1 R . M axw ell, ‘H ow  to Buy a  New Industrial Efficiency’, in The Times, 3 October 
1967 (Italics in text).

2 The Times, 35 M ay 1967,
3 Rowen, The Free Enterprisers. Kennedy, Johnson and the Business Establishment 

pp. 61-3. Another writer has described .the Council as follows: ‘Although nominally 
a private organisation, the B A C  is publicly influential in a  way in which pressui? 
groups without the same ease o f access to the federal government can never be. 
It is apparent, for instance, that it serves as a  recruiting and placement agency for 
personnel in m any o f  the federal agencies. M ore significantly, it prepares elaborate
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Secretary o f Com m erce, Luther H artw ell Hodges, though 
, rcjjy a fiery radical, entertained the odd notion that the man* 

0f  appointment o fB A C  members, and its procedures, ought 
to be modified. In  the event, the difficulties this produced led 
the BAC itself to sever its official connections and to rename 
‘tself the Business Council. ‘Hodges drew plans for a new B A C , 
oae that would include a broad cross-section o f  Am erican 
business -  big, m edium  and small-sized. It w ould include 
representatives as well o f  labor, agriculture and education5.1

But these plans never m aterialised: faced with m any problems 
which appeared to him  to require business support, ‘and 
sensitive to the growing insistence that he was “ anti-business” , 
the President turned full circle from his earlier, firm and bold 
posture toward the Business Advisory Council’ .2 A  rapproche 
ment was engineered and arrangements were m ade for ‘small 
committees o f the B C  to be assigned to each o f several govern 
ment departments and agencies -  and to the W hite House 
itself.3 For their part, ‘labor leaders complained about the 
Kennedy cam paign against “ inflationary w age increases” , 
itself part o f  K ennedy’s assurance to business that he was 
playing no favorites. But the President wanted to restore a good 
working relationship with the Business Council regardless o f  
labor’s concerns’ . 4

It was only a few months later that the President found 
himself‘at w ar’ with no less a m ember o f  the business establish 
ment than Roger Blough, the chairm an o f U .S. Steel, who 
announced a substantial increase in the price o f  steel produced 
by his company and who was soon followed by other steel giants. 
-Qn this occasion, the mobilisation o f  various forms o f  presiden 
tial-pressure,6 including a spectacular display o f presidential 
anger on television, succeeded in causing the rescinding o f the 
increases -  though only for a year However, the episode was no 

;loss to business in general, since it merely enhanced the

"studies”  and “ reports” . Although the specific import o f such advisory reports is 
often hard to gauge, the Justice Departm ent has found it necessary to inform the 
Secretary o f the Interior that “ fundamental questions o f  basic policy”  are being 
initially setded by industry advisory committees, with the result that government 
action amounts to no more than giving effect to decisions already made by such 
committees’ (Kariel, The Decline o f American Pluralism, p. 99).

1 Rowcn, op cit., p. 70. 2 Ibid., p. 71. 3 Ibid., p. 71.
4 H>id., p. 73 (my italics). 5 For which see ibid., chapter 6.
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President’s almost obsessional concern to earn and enjoy*|S 
‘confidence’ . Indeed, Governor Gonnally, who was riding irt 
President’s car at the time o f the assassination, has recaH«8jl 
that part at least o f K enn edy’s purpose in undertaking the trill 
to Texas, was to reassure its ‘business community’ as to h it  
intentions; ‘ I think it galled him ’, Governor Connally writes 
‘that conservative business people would suspect that he ^  
w ealthy product him self o f  our capitalistic system, would d p  
anything to dam age that system’.1 . .„-g;

T he ‘confidence’ o f  business is also that elusive prize which'th^- 
Labour governm ent o f M r Wilson has pursued with unflagging 
zeal ever since it first cam e to office -  though to no great avaif) 
Thus, The Times reported in the autumn o f 1967 that:

... leading industrialists are likely to be called on by the Prinie' 
Minister during the coming months for private talks aimed at 
convincing the business community that its views will be of central 
importance in the Government’s planning of its economic policies 
Labour came to power with a large fund of good-will among the" 
business community.2 It is perhaps a recognition of its subsequent 
disillusion that the Prime Minister is now ready to intervene in the' 
constant Whitehall-industry dialogue to restore confidence necessary 
for promoting higher investments and changing practice.3

T h e zeal is not a  m atter for surprise. Given the degree of 
economic power which rests in the ‘business community’ and- 
the decisive importance o f its actions (or o f  its non-actions) for 
m ajor aspects o f  economic policy, any government with serious' 
pretensions to radical reform must either seek to appropriates 
that power or find its room for radical action rigidly circum 
scribed by the requirements o f business ‘confidence’ . So far, no 
governm ent in any W estern-type political system, whatever its 
rhetoric before assuming office, has taken up the first of these 
options. Instead, reform-minded governments have, sometimes 
reluctantly, sometimes not, curbed their reforming propensities 
(though never enough for the men they sought to appease) or 
adapted their reforms to the purposes o f business (as happened 
in the case o f the nationalisation proposals o f  the 1945 Labour 
governm ent), and turned themselves into the allies of the very:

1 J . Connally, ‘W hy Kennedy went to T exas’, Life, 24 Novem ber 1967, p. too.
2 This m ay w ell be doubted.
3 The Times, 3 O ctober 1967.
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e rces they had promised, while in opposition, to counter and
.J ue. Politics, in this context, is indeed the art o f  the possible. 

t>ut what is possible is above all determined by what the 
‘business comm unity’ finds acceptable.

jtywadays, however, it is not only with the power o f  their own 
business class that reform-minded and ‘ left-wing’ governments 
bjive to reckon, or whose ‘confidence’ they must try and earn. 
Such governments must also reckon, now more than ever before, 
#ith the power and pressure o f outside capitalist interests and 
forces -  large foreign firms, powerful and conservative foreign 
governments, central banks, private international finance, 
official international credit organisations like the International 
Monetary Fund and the W orld Bank, or a form idable com 
bination o f all these. Econom ic and financial orthodoxy, 
and a proper regard for the prerogatives and needs o f the free 
enterprise system, is not only what internal business interests 
;£xpect and require from their office-holders; these internal 
interests are now powerfully seconded by outside ones, which 
may easily be o f  greater importance.

Capitalism, we have already noted, is now more than ever an 
international system, whose constituent economies are closely 
related and interlinked. As a result, even the most powerful 
capitalist countries depend, to a greater or lesser extent, upon 
the good will and cooperation o f  the rest, and o f  what has 
become, notwithstanding enduring and profound national capi 
talist rivalries, an interdependent international capitalist ‘com  
munity’ . The disapproval by that ‘com m unity’ o f  the policies o f 
one of its members, and the w ithdrawal o f good will and 
cooperation which m ay follow from it, are obviously fraught 
with major difficulties for the country concerned. A n d so long as 
a country chooses to remain part o f the ‘comm unity’ , so long 
must the wish not to incur its disapproval weigh very heavily 
upon its policy decisions and further reduce the impulses o f 
reform-minded governments to stray far from the , path of 
orthodoxy. Central bankers, enjoying a high degree o f auto 
nomy from their governments, have come to assume extraordin 
ary importance as the guardians o f  that orthodoxy, and as the 
representatives par excellence o f  ‘sound finance’ . A  conservative 
government in a relatively strong economic and financial
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position, such as the governm ent o f  President de Gaulle Ioni 
enjoyed, m ay play rogue elephant without undue risk of 
retribution. A  radical government, on the other hand, would be" 
unlikely to be given much shrift by these representatives of 
international capitalism.

M oreover, radical governments, as was also noted earlier 
norm ally come to office in circumstances o f  severe economic and 
financial crisis, and find that credits, loans and general fir ancial 
support are only available on condition that they pursue 
economic and foreign policies which are acceptable to their" 
creditors and bankers and which are only m arginally distin* 
guishable, i f  at all, from the conservative policies they had 
previously denounced.

A  case in point is that o f  the Labour government which was r  
elected in O ctober 1964 and re-elected in M arch 1966. It was -- 
M r W ilson him self who, in an often-quoted phrase, warned the - 
Trades U nion Congress before the election o f 1964 that ‘you can 
get into paw n but don’ t then talk about an independent 
foreign policy or an independent defence policy’ .1 This was 
well spoken, and applies at least as m uch to an ‘independent* 
economic policy. But M r W ilson did, all the same ‘get into 
paw n’ soon after he cam e to office, and went deeper into pawn 
in subsequent years. His governm ent duly pursued policies of a 
sufficiently conservative character to ensure the continued, _ 
unenthusiastic, support o f  capitalist governments, central; 
banks and international financial agencies. But that support- 
was naturally conditional upon the strict observance o f . 
economic and financial orthodoxy, o f which an ‘incomes 
policy’ m ainly designed to keep down wages was a central 
element; and the creditors had to be given the right to assure 
themselves, by a process o f  continuous surveillance, that the 
Labour governm ent did pursue the required policies.

This kind o f  dependence and surveillance has always been 
characteristic o f the relations between the world o f advanced 
capitalism  and those governments o f the ‘Third  W orld’ which 
have sought aid and credits from i t ; and the price o f  such aid 
and credits has always been the pursuit by the governments 
concerned o f policies designed to favour, or at least not to 
hinder, foreign capitalist enterprise, and the adoption in 

1 T .U .C , Annual Report, 1964, p- 383.



Imperfect Competition 1 55

international affairs o f p o lic i«  and attitudes not likely, at the 
least, to give offence to the creditors and donors.

But these external pressures do not only now affect the under 
developed countries o f  the ‘T hird  W orld’ . They can also be 
directed, with considerable effect, upon the governments o f 
advanced capitalist countries; and here, obviously, is a great 
source o f  additional strength to national capitalist interests 
faced with governments bent on policies unacceptable to these 
interests. Class conflict, in these countries, has always had an 
international dimension, but this is now even more directly and 
specifically true than in the past.

I I

fn the light o f the strategic position which capitalist enterprise 
enjoys in its dealings with governments, simply by virtue o f  its 
Control o f  economic resources, the notion, which is basic to 
pluralist theory, that here is but one o f  the m any ‘veto groups’ 
:iri capitalist society, on a par with other ‘veto groups’ , must 
appear as a resolute escape from  reality.

O f these other groups, it is labour, as an ‘interest’ in society, 
whose power is most often assumed to equal (when it is not 
claimed to surpass) the power o f  capital. But this is to treat as an 
accomplished fact w hat is only an unrealised potentiality, whose 
realisation is beset with immense difficulties.

For labour has nothing o f the power o f capital in the day-to- 
day economic decision-making o f  capitalist enterprise. W hat a 
firm produces; whether it exports or does not export; whether it 
 invests, in what, and for w hat purpose; whether it absorbs or is 
absorbed by other firms -  these and m any other such decisions 
are matters over which labour has at best an indirect degree of 
influence and more generally no influence at all. In this sense, 
labour lacks a firm basis o f economic power, and has conse 
quently that m uch less pressure potential vis-a-vis the state. This 
is also one reason w hy governments are so much less concerned 
to obtain the ‘confidence’ o f  labour than o f  business.

Moreover, labour does not have anything, b y  w ay o f  exer 
cising pressure, which corresponds to the foreign influences
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which are readily marshalled on behalf o f capital. There are rus '  
labour ‘gnomes’ o f Zurich, no labour equivalent o f  the 'VVorld- 
Bank, the International M onetary Fund, or the O E CD , to 
ensure that governments desist from taking measures detri 
m ental to wage-earners and favourable to business, or to press 
for policies which are o f  advantage to ‘lower income groups’ " 
and which are opposed to the interests o f economic elites. For 
wage-earners in the capitalist world, international solidarity is--1 
part o f  a  hallowed rhetoric which seldom manifests itself con-- 
cretely and effectively; for business, it is a permanent reality.

T h e one im portant weapon which labour, as an ‘interest* 
does have is the strike; and where it has been used with real 
determ ination its effectiveness as a means o f pressure has often- 
been clearly demonstrated. A gain  and again, employers and 
governments have been forced to make concessions to labour 
because o f the latter’s resolute use o f the strike weapon, or even 
because o f the credible threat o f its use. O n innumerable, 
occasions, demands which, the unions and the workers were told, 
could not conceivably be granted since they must inevitably ̂  
mean ruin for a firm or industry or inflict irreparable damage to 
the national economy, have somehow become acceptable when’ 
organised labour has shown in practice that it would not desist.

Determination, however, is the problem. For labour, as a 
pressure group, is extremely vulnerable to m any internal and - 
external influences calculated to erode its w ill and persistence. - 
Because o f  the effectiveness o f  these influences, governments- 
have generally found it unnecessary to treat labour with any 
thing like the deference which they have accorded to business, 
T h ey  have sometimes trod on the latter’s toes, but never as- 
heavily as they have trod on the toes o f  labour — as M r Wilson’s” 
Labour governm ent, for instance, has done in pursuit of an 
‘incomes policy’ .

O ne im portant weakness which affects labour as a pressure 
group, as compared to business, is that the latter’s national 
organisations are able to speak with considerably more 
authority than can their labour counterparts.

There are a number o f reasons for this. O ne o f them is: that, 
business organisations can truly claim  to ‘speak for business’, 
either because they include a very high percentage o f individual,. 
business units or because the firms which they do represent are
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^sponsible for a crucial part o f economic activity. T h e equiva 
lent labour organisations on the other hand nowhere include a 

“majority o f wage-earners, and mostly include far less. Business 
associations, in this sense, are m uch more representative than 
trade unions.

Secondly, and more important, business is nowhere as divided 
as labour. T h e  point has been made before that business is 
neither an economic nor an ideological monolith, speaking 
always or even norm ally with one single voice on all issues. 
Indeed, its separate interests find everywhere expression in the 
different national associations which represent different sectors 
of the ‘business comm unity’ . These divisions, notably the 
division between large-scale enterprise and medium or small 

I business, are by no means negligible, either in specific or in 
general terms. But they do not prevent a basic ideological 
consensus, which is o f fundam ental importance in the represen 
tation and im pact o f  business. Thus the policies advocated by 
the Diet o f Germ an Industry and Com m erce m ay well be more 
‘moderate and liberal’ than those o f  the Federation o f Germ an 
Industry;1 and similar shades o f difference m ay also be found 

".among national business associations in other countries. But 
these differences obviously occur within a fairly narrow 
conservative spectrum o f agreement which precludes major 

' conflict.' Business, it could be said, is tactically divided but 
strategically cohesive; over most o f  the larger issues o f economic 
policy, and over other large national issues as well, it m ay be 

"expected to present a reasonably united front.
’ This is certainly not the case for trade union movements 
anywhere. Their outstanding characteristic, in fact, is division, 
not unity; and the divisions from which they suffer, far from 
being tactical and superficial, are more often than not deep and 
fundamental.
" Trade unions have o f course always been divided from each 
other (and often, indeed, within themselves) in terms o f the 
particular functions and skills o f  their members, sometimes by 

„geography, often by religious, ethnic or racial factors. But, 
whether because o f  these factors or for other reasons, they are 

"above all divided by ideology and attitudes from each other and 
within themselves.

* Braunthal, The Federation o f German Industry in Politics, p . 27.



In  some countries, for instance France and Italy, uf-!% 
divisions find institutional expression in the existence 
separate, distinct and often bitterly antagonistic federations °IS 
Communist, social-democratic and Christian, whose conflitip 
are a profoundly inhibiting factor in their encounter both w it^  
employers and with the state, and in their effectiveness 
pressure groups. Nowhere does business suffer anythin’̂  
remotely com parable to these divisions.

M oreover, even in countries where ideological cleavages have- 
not found institutional expression, trade union movements have = 
still been subject to profound divisions, which m ay be contained^ 
w ithin one organisation, but which are scarcely less debilitating-?'

This, for instance, has always been the case for the trade?- 
union movement in Britain, where the divisions have often been? 
based on functional differences between the unions, upon which 
have also, often coincidentally, been superimposed differences? 
and conflicts between more m ilitant and less militant unions- 
and this latter difference has also regularly occurred inside 
individual unions, with a more m ilitant and left-wing element 
at odds with a generally more ‘m oderate’ and ‘responsible’ 
leadership and following.

This division between leaders and members is also one which 
has not usually affected business associations. T he basic cause of 
that division, from which Communist unions have by no means 
been immune, lies in the profoundly ambiguous role which" 
trade union leaders tend to assume in capitalist societies. For 
on the one hand, these leaders are expected to defend the 
‘sectional’ interests o f  their members with the utmost determina 
tion, both against employers and, where occasion arises, as it 
often does, against the state; but on the other hand, they are 
also expected by ‘public opinion’ , and often required by the 
state, to act ‘responsibly’ , in the ‘national interest’ , which; 
generally means that they should curb and subdue their 
members’ demands rather than defend and advance them.

This is particularly true in regard to strike action. As Dr, 
V .L .  A llen has noted,
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Strikes take place within a hostile environment even though they,, 
are a common every-day phenomenon. They are conventionally 
described as industrially subversive, irresponsible, unfair, against
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interest of the community, contrary to the workers' best 
wrests wasteful of resources, crudely aggressive, inconsistent with 
democracy and, in any event, unnecessary.1

* t w hat is im portant about this is that trade union leaders, 
articularly ‘reformist’ ones, are themselves deeply influenced 

these notions. A s D r Allen also notes,

Union officials are particularly prone to the anti-strike environ- 
ental influences because they are frequently made out to be 
oonsible for the behaviour of their members ... Once they are 

committed to a strike call, union officials tend to become defensive, 
apologet10 an<* concerned about taking avoiding action. When they 
£0 actually engaged in a strike, they are frequently motivated by a 
desire to end it quickly irrespective of the merits of the issue.2

T h e s e  ‘environmental influences’ are indeed formidable. 
They include not only the mass m edia, which m ay be relied on, 
almost unanimously, to blast the ‘irresponsibility’ o f any m ajor 
(or even minor) strike, whatever the merits o f  the case, and 
similarly to condemn those who lead it; they also include the 
government which m ay equally be expected, whatever its 
political label, to use every available means o f influence and 
power at its command to erode the will and purpose o f the 
strikers, and particularly o f their trade union leaders.3 This m ay 
not always be successful; but it is at least always tried.

Nor is it only ‘environmental influences’ o f this sort which 
tend to cause union leaders to be chary o f  sustained militant 

faction for the advancem ent o f their members’ interests. Such 
 action is likely to involve a serious drain o f  union resources. It is 
;also likely to strengthen the hand o f m ilitant elements inside the 
unions whose challenge to their authority trade union leaders 
are naturally concerned to resist. M oreover, the fear o f failure, 
despite great sacrifices, always looms large, and is enhanced by 
an unnerving awareness o f the strength o f  the forces arrayed 

Against labour. A nd while the success o f  m ilitant action must 
 often depend upon the solidarity and support o f other unions, 
ithis is seldom easy to ob tain ; even when it is obtained, it is not at 
all guaranteed to last the necessary length o f time.

V L. Allen, Militant Trade Unionism, 1966, p. 27. 8 Ibid., p. 27.
- a;For a notable recent example, involving the Labour government, see P. 
Foot, The Seamen’s Struggle’, in Blackburn and Gockburn (eds.), The Incom-



»
Some o f  these weaknesses are inherent m  the position o ft^ !  
unions in capitalist society. But in this instance too, structuS 
constraints m ay be more compelling, or less; and this is at I<S 
in part determined by the ideology and outlook which ttaj 
union leaders bring to their task. j g

W ith the exception o f  France and Italy  where the larg§ 
trade union movements are run b y Communists and otl  ̂
M arxist socialists, the trade union movements in the countrie 
o f  advanced capitalism  are led and dom inated by men who cal 
themselves socialists, or social-democrats, or Christian deral 
crats, or, as in the case o f  the U nited States, mainly pj^ 
Democrats. These different labels obviously betoken substanti- 
differences in attitudes towards the capitalist system. Whet 
some trade union leaders, notably in the U nited States, accgp 
that system as given, and do so very gladly, others tend t 
subscribe to a belief in the ultim ate achievement o f an altogetKe 
different social order. A nd where Am erican trade union leadei 
generally believe and proclaim  that there exists a fundamenti 
identity o f interests between capitalist management an 
labour,1 most trade union leaders in other capitalist count® 
are on the whole less apt to believe this, or at least to prć 
claim  it.

O n  the other hand, the practical importance o f the idee 
logical differences between Am erican and the vast majority c 
non-Comm unist trade union leaders and officials in othe 
capitalist countries can easily be exaggerated.2 For whfl 
A m erican trade union leaders explicitly accept capitals 
structures as beyond challenge, their counterparts in oth« 
countries have tended, in practice, to act on the same view, an 
to treat as irrelevant to trade union strategy whatever commi 
m ent they m ay have to another social order.

This has greatly eased the relations o f trade union leadei 
w ith employers and governments and provided a firm basis for

5 Thus, even a  trade union leader like W alther Reuther, who is often thought 
as being to ‘the left’ o f most other Am erican trade union leaders, is apt to prodat 
that ‘we must shape policies in the knowledge that free labor and free manag 
ment are less antagonistic than partners, that they have more in common than; 
conflict. W e need to broaden areas o f understanding and minimise areas o f co. 
flict’ (Quoted in K arie l, The Decline o f American Pluralism, p . 63).

2 Indeed, it can easily be exaggerated, as far as their trade union activities a 
concerned, in regard to m any Communist trade union leaders as well. 1
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ss 0f  collaboration between them which has turned these 
 ̂ Hers int0 j uni° r partners o f  capitalist enterprise. T h a t 
ocess has now assmned a much more official character than in 

Z past : trade unions are now regularly ‘consulted’ by  their 
= riunents, and their representatives are also to be found in 

Various organisms o f  the state system. T rad e union leaders have 
found it easyto believe that, because they have been recognised 
^ a necessary element in the operation o f  capitalism, they have 
alš> achieved parity w ith business in the determination o f  
oiicy. In fact, their incorporation into the official life o f  their 

countries has m ainly served to saddle them with responsibilities 
ffhich have further weakened their bargaining position, and 

"which has helped to reduce their effectiveness.

'-There are, however, other and more specific reasons for 
dismissing as altogether unrealistic the view  o f  labour as an 
interest group comparable in strength to business.

Serious pressure group activity, it is generally agreed, now 
"occurs much more at executive and administrative, rather than 
atlegislative, level. As the state has increasingly come to assume 
ĝreater powers in all fields o f  economic and social activity, so 

"have the m ajor ‘interests’ in society also naturally come to 
direct their pressure activities towards governm ent and 

-administration. This, as w ill be seen presently, does not m ean 
that legislatures are o f  no consequence in this respect. But it 
does mean that the most significant part o f  pressure group 
.activity must now bear on the executive pow er; it is now only 
the1 weakest groups which seek to wield influence prim arily 

"through legislatures, precisely because they have little or no 
hold over the executive. T h e m ajor ‘ interests’ use both means, 

: with the greater emphasis on the governm ent and the admini- 
' stration.
. But as has already been argued at length, business enters this 
competition on extremely favourable terms in comparison with 

:labour or any other ‘interest’ . For businessmen and their 
-representatives norm ally have a rapport w ith ministers, civil 
servants and other members o f the state elite which is very 
different from that o f labour and its representatives. G iven the 
influences which affect political office-holders and adm ini 
strators, and which were noted in previous chapters -  social
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provenance, personal ties and connections,1 class situation, self 
interest, ideological inclinations, conceptions o f  the ‘national 
interest’ -  business pressure groups m ay reasonably expect that 
their views and demands w ill meet with an initial degree of com, 
prehension, sym pathy or at least respect o f  a  kind entirely different 
from that accorded to their labour equivalents; and this is just 
as likely to be the case when ‘left-wing’ governments are in office 
as when labour has to deal with conservative administration 

A n  additional and im portant reason for this difference is that 
labour, as a pressure group, always appears as a  very much more 
‘sectional’ interest than business. Its demands, however worthy 
in themselves, are easily capable o f  being construed as detri 
m ental to economic and financial viability, as inflationary, as 
inimical to the efficient conduct o f industrial or other affairs, as 
dangerous to the m aintenance o f ‘confidence’ , not least abroad, 
as certain to imperil the competitiveness o f home enterprise, as 
‘selfish’ or ‘unrealistic’ or ‘unsound’ -  in short, as clearly against 
the ‘national interest’ .

T h e  demands o f business, in contrast, are always claimed to 
be in the ‘national interest’ . For one thing, business opposition 
to labour demands which can be, and are, characterised in the: 
terms just noted is, by definition, congruent with that interest; 
For another, business demands which are designed to strengthen 
the position o f individual firms or o f  particular industries, or of 
capitalist enterprise at large, can always be presented, with a: 
high degree o f plausibility, given the capitalist context in which 
they are made, as congruent with the ‘national interest’ .

This m ay not always achieve the desired results, and it is 
obviously not the case that all business pressure is always-' 
successful and labour pressure always in vain. It is rather that 
governments and civil servants are very likely to feel that in 
endorsing the former, they are in all conscience furthering the 
‘national interest’ ; and equally likely to feel that this is not the 
case, or is very m uch less likely to be the case, in relation to 
labour’s demands.2

1 O ne Japanese writer recalls the rather charming fact that ‘shortly after he took 
office late in 1954, Prime M inister H atoyam a Ichiro issued an order to all govern 
ment agencies forbidding civil servants to play golf and mahjong with businessmen 
(N. Ike, Japanese Politics, 1958, p. 160). For the closeness o f  the relations of civil 
servants to business in Japan, see ibid., pp. i6 tff.

* A  French writer notes, in this connection, that ‘ top civil servants prefer to deal
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1’his likelihood is further increased b y  the vast resources 
bich business interests are able to marshall in the advance- 
ent of their cause. Governm ent departments and regulatory 

nCies which are concerned with matters and policies 
affecting the m ajor interests are strongly influenced by the 
Information and evidence presented to them  by these interests, 

"and indeed often rely, in the determination o f their policies, upon 
it Moreover, they are highly susceptible to the weight and 
intensity o f the pressures which interests are able to generate, 

-prom this point o f  view, business is infinitely better placed than 
labour, or any other interest, given its vastly superior resources. 
Moreover, the largest and most powerful firms do not need to 
tely on any intermediate body to speak to governments and 
present their case on their behalf -  they do so for themselves, 
with the confidence born o f their power. As Professor M eynaud 
also notes, ‘Siemens, Rhone-Poulenc, M ontecatini, Courtaulds, 
General Motors, need no interm ediary to deal with the authori 
ties’.1 But these intermediaries are all the same o f  no mean 
importance in the presentation o f  industry’s demands, in the 
pressures they are able to generate, and in the degree to which 
they are able, by the deploym ent o f their resources, to help 
shape the official mind, and also ‘public opinion’ .2 As Professor 
Ehrmann has observed for France, ‘the large, well-organised 
economic interests in the nation, especially when they are 
represented b y competently staffed peak associations, such as the 
National Employers’ Council, are in almost constant consulta 
tion with the M inistry’s tax section’ (i.e. the M inistry o f

with the top men of industry and finance rather than with the representatives o f 
small or medium enterprises, or vine or beet growers. T o the failings o f  the former, 
the latter add a complete lack o f  understanding o f  economic life and an all too 
evidently exclusive concern for their particular interests. M oreover, the interests 

-,iof large employers are interlinked w ith the national interest. This creates a  com  
munity of language between these employers and officials; and though officials 
are aware o f a  certain am biguity in the situation, they appreciate the knowledge 

slhese men have, and the fact that they are able to give to their demands the polish 
of general ideas’ (Brindillac, ‘Les Hauts Fonctionnaires’, p. 871).

1 Meynaud, Nouvellts Etudes sur Us Croupes de Pression en France, p. 27. A n American 
study also notes that among the 200 largest manufacturing concerns in the U nited 
States, ‘Washington representatives are the rule rather than the exception, particu- 
larly among companies m aking “ hard goods”  for the government’ (P.W . 
Chcrrington and R .L . Gillen, The Business Representative in Washington, 1962, p. 1V 

a For which see chapter 7.
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Finance).1 No interest other than business, anywhere, has the” 
same ease o f access to the most important organs o f  executiv 
power, and none enjoys the same fam ilarity with its agents. 
is any other interest able to wage, when required, the kind of 
pressure cam paign which business interests can Undertake 
Thus, the Labour-M anagem ent Relations A ct o f 1947, better 
known as the Taft-H artley A ct, was profoundly detrimental ter 
Am erican trade union interests, and they fought hard against it- 
but their struggle was as nothing to the cam paign which the 
N ational Association o f M anufacturers was able to wage for fo- 
promulgation. In a different context, it is very difficult to think 
that any interest other than business could muster the kind of 
resources and sympathies which were mobilised in Britain to 
persuade the governm ent to establish commercial television 
and it is equally difficult to believe that a trade union, or anjr 
other interest, would be able to command the resources 
required to wage for their own purposes the anti-nationalisation 
cam paigns which British firms have waged at one time or 
another since the w ar.3 O ne Am erican writer has said, in regatd- 
to the U nited States, that ‘ the flaw in the pluralist heaven is that 
the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent' 
the system is skewed, loaded and unbalanced in favour of a 
fraction o f a m inority’ .4 This is also true for other capitalist, 
countries. -, č_/

T h e argument, it m ay be worth stressing yet again, is not that 
this im balance autom atically ensures that business interests 
always achieve their purposes and necessarily impose their 
w ill upon the state in regard to their every demand. Nor isitto 
suggest that other organised groups o f every sort have not often 
waged highly successful campaigns, sometimes even against

1 H .W . Ehrmann, ‘French Bureaucracy and Organised Interests’, in Admms- 
trative Science Quarterly, 1961, vol. 5, no. 4, p. 541.

1 For which see H .H . W ilson, Pressure Group: The Campaign for Commercial T(k- 
vision in England, i960.

3 See, e.g. H .H . Wilson, ‘Techniques o f  Pressure’, in The Public Opinion Quarterly,̂  
1951, vol. 15.

1 E.E.Schattschneider, The Semi-Sovereign People, 1960, p. 31 . Some thirty years 
ago Professor Schattschneider made the point in terms which remain: singularly 
apposite: ‘Business men collectively constitute the most class-conscious group m 
Am erican society. As a class they are more highly organised, more easily mobilised, 
have more facilities for comm unication, are more like-minded, and are more 
accustomed to stand together in defence o f their privileges than any other grou;l_ 
(E E, Schattschneider, Politics, Pressures and the Tariff, 1935, p. 287).
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stro n g  business opposition. H ad business predominance been 
absolute, it would be absurd to speak o f  competition at all. 
jjthere if competition, and defeats for powerful capitalist 
in te re sts  as well as victories. After all, D avid did overcome 
Goliath. But the point o f the story is that D avid was smaller than 
goliath and that the odds were heavily against him.
'T h is imbalance between business and labour as pressure 

groups manifests itself also in the workings o f two other ele 
ments o f the state system, nam ely legislatures and the organs 
o f  sub-central government, w hich must now be considered.

I l l

legislative assemblies in advanced capitalist countries now tend 
to play a subsidiary role in the decision-making process. Though 
solemn tributes continue to be paid to them as the ultimate 
repositories o f the ‘popular w ill’ , governments seek increasingly 
to insulate themselves from effective parliam entary pressure.

Nevertheless, legislatures do retain a certain degree o f 
influence; and while m ajor ‘ interests’ now tend to consider 
them as auxiliary instruments in the advancement o f their 
purposes, they still find it worth while to exert what pressure 
they can through representative assemblies. In this instance too, 
however, business interests are m uch better placed than their 
competitors.

For one thing, it is conservative parties o f one denomination 
or another w hich have continued, throughout this century, to 
Idminate legislative assemblies. There have been exceptions to 
this pattern, but the general situation has, in simple terms of 
iftajorities, been one o f  conservative predominance. T h e  
Conservative majorities in these assemblies have for the most 
part been made up o f men drawn from the upper and middle 
classes; and whatever their social origin, the members o f these 
majorities have in any case been strongly disposed to take a 
favourable view o f  capitalist activity and a correspondingly 
unfavourable view  o f  proposals and policies which appeared to 
them detrimental to it. T he extreme case is obviously that o f the 
IJnited States, where men w ith a  strong bias in favour o f  private



enterprise have always formed the overwhelm ing majority 
the House o f Representatives and the Senate. American laboiij=! l  
has always had to depend upon such legislators as it could enli^R 
to defend its interests and advance its claims, with no greaf^ 
guarantee that these men could be relied on to be its consistenf'- 
advocates, let alone effective ones. But even in the legislative"' 
assemblies o f other countries it is norm ally interests associated  ̂- 
with business and property which have had the big parlia- - 
mentary battalions on their side.

M oreover, it would not do to forget that the parliamentary' 
groups o f social-democratic parties, like social-democratic-* 
trade union leaders and officials, have often acted, at the behest^ 
o f  their leaders, on a view o f  the ‘national interest’ which 
required them, not to advance working class interests but to help " 
subdue them. M ost members o f these groups have easily sue- - 
cumbed to a parliam entary em brace which m arkedly affected 
such political virility as they possessed and caused them to see 
the world through a parliam entary haze not at all conducive to : 
the m ilitant assertion o f a class consciousness which many of 
them in any case never had in the first place. A nd those of them, 
who did have it and who sought to act upon it have always 
found that they had to contend with a variety o f procedural and 
other obstacles precisely designed to curb that assertion. Even 
more important, they have also regularly found themselves at 
odds, often very sharply, with their parliam entary and party- 
leaders and with their ‘loyal’ and ‘responsible’ colleagues: of all 
the forces which have contained socialist parliamentarians in 
social-democratic parties, none has been more effective than, 
their own leaders and fellow parliam entarians,1

For their part, Communist parliamentarians, protected by a. 
thicker ideological carapace,’ have been rather less vulnerable 
to the debilitating effects o f w hat M arx called ‘parliamentary 
cretinism’ ; but they have not by any means been immune to the. 
disease. It is not necessarily true that ‘ there is more in common 
between two parliamentarians one o f whom  is a Communist : 
than between two Communists one o f whom  is a parliamen 
tarian’ . N or is it inevitable that the parliam entary groups of 
revolutionary parties should assume the characteristics of their 
bourgeois counterparts. Y et, parliam entary participation,

1 T h e  Parliamentary Labour Party is a classic example o f this phenomenon.
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Kici parties pledged to revolutionary change cannot reason 
ably shun in the political conditions o f W estern-type regimes, 
does greatly enhance opportunistic tendencies, and provides 
jriiich encouragement for the view  that politics is above all a 
gutter o f  parliam entary strategy, tactics and manoeuvre, for 
the sake o f which much in terms o f  principle and purpose m ay
be sacrificed.

Conservative majorities work to the advantage o f business and 
related interests. But for m any o f  their purposes, these interests 
rely not on numerical legislative superiority but on other 
favourable factors.
: One of these has to do with the im portant fact that powerful 

aiid established interests often need do no more, in order to 
remain, as it were, in possession, than to prevent the passage o f 
legislation and the prom ulgation o f measures which adversely 
affect their privileges. As Professor Ehrmann has noted, ‘ this 
negative effect o f parliam entary action is frequendy all that 
matters, since to defeat com peting claims is for organised 
business generally more decisive than to secure new laws for 
which there is little need as long as business can count on a  
sympathetic administration’ .1

Legislative assemblies lend themselves adm irably to this 
negative inhibiting and blocking purpose, which an Am erican 
writer has characterised in an apt phrase as ‘policy-making by 
default’ .2 T h e House o f Lords, in the days when it enjoyed 
substantial powers, fulfilled this role to perfection, and its 
history has in fact been a saga o f struggle against the erosion 
of privilege o f  every kind. T h e U nited States Senate is another 
body exceptionally well adapted to w age this struggle. ‘ Even 
one senator’, one writer notes, ‘can make a nuisance o f him  
self; a handful o f  them in a wrecking mood can bring the 
executive branch into a  cowering state o f  contemptible 
paralysis.’3 This is perhaps a little strong and tends to under 
estimate the means o f  pressure upon recalcitrant legislators

1 Ehrmann, Organised Business in France, p. 218.
; 1 Blaisdell, American Democracy Under Pressure, p. 39. Professor Blaisdell also 
notes that ‘ the failure o f Congress to deal resolutely with the issues involved in 
the control of property through the corporate form of business organisation 
amounts to a tacit acceptance o f the situation as in the public interest’ {ibid., p. 39).

* V .O .K e y , Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups, 1958, p. 476..
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w hich the executive branch itself possesses, i f  it is minded 
to use them, which is adm ittedly a large qualification. The 
im portant point, however, is that the ‘wrecking mood* of 
senators or o f members o f the House o f  Representatives is most 
likely to be directed against measures o f which the ‘business 
com m unity’ also disapproves, including m any measures 0f  
welfare which m ay affect property rights and which can con« 
veniently be denounced as ‘creeping socialism’ , or some such.V

Similarly, it is no small advantage to Germ an business 
interests to have as chairm an o f  an important financial sub- - 
committee o f the Bundestag a man who ‘frankly asserted that he 
him self would favour no bill that was regarded by important 
segments o f  industry as too heavy a burden’.2 It is not very, 
likely that any other group in Germ an society could find so 
staunch and explicit a  defender o f  its interests in a position of 
equivalent pow er.3

This kind o f pro-business bias, which is encountered in all the 
legislatures o f the capitalist world, stems in part from the 
unprompted inclinations o f legislators. A s in the case o f govern 
ments and civil servants, it would be naive to think that mem 
bers o f legislatures are the unwilling instruments o f powerful 
business and other propertied interests. I f  they defend these 
interests, it is because they find it easy to equate that defence 
with the ‘national interest’ .

1 A t the end of 1967, the Washington correspondant o f The Times was moved to 
write that ‘the fact that there are some 35 million poor people in this, the richest 
country in history, is sufficient evidence o f the middle-class interests o f Congress ' 
and its devotion to business needs . .  A  medical report o f  the southern regional 
council spoke o f children lucky to eat one meal a day, o f  children afflicted with 
chronic diarrhoea, chronic sores and deformities, and of shacks without running 
water or electricity.

M an y families have a  diet o f comm eal, flour, rice and non-fat dried milk. In 
California, the richest state in the union, m igrant workers earn as little as S i,000 
(just over £400) a«year. These are the so-called “ invisible poor” , and to these 
m aterial wants must be added the oppression o f  Negroes, and unpunished violence j  
and murder. This is an old story for the U nited States, but W atts, Newark and - 
Detroit are ominous warnings that the poor are no longer invisible or quiescent; 
Y e t Congress managed to spend 340 days in session doing remarkably little about 
it ’ (‘Cloud Cuckoo Land o f  Am erican Congress’, The Times ig  December 1967).,

2 Braunthal, The Federation o f German Industry in Politics,-p. 172.
® Professor Braunthal also notes that ‘ the BDI [Bundssverband der Deutseken ; 

Industrie] is prim arily interested in the work o f  the Economic Affairs, Foreign Trade-,- 
and Finance Committee [of the Bundestag]. By and large, it has been successful in
“ colonising”  these committees with chairmen and members who tend to be.
responsive to its aims’ (ibid., p. 169).



Imperfect Competition

On the other hand, pressure helps and m ay often be required,
< regard to specific policies and demands.

That pressure m ay be very diffuse. O ne Am erican study 
notes that ‘most lobbyists believe that the best argument for 
jjjost senators most o f the time is advantage to the senator’s 
state’ .1 But it is also very likely that a Senator w ill believe that 
measures which are o f advantage to business and which are 

ressed for by business interests will be o f advantage to his state; 
£nd he will find far fewer reasons for thinking so in regard to 
m easu res which are o f  advantage to, and advocated by, labour.

However, a  personal element also enters. For the same 
Senator also knows that election cam paigns are expensive: 
‘... perhaps the “ norm al”  expenditures, to strike a rough 
average o f the varying reports o f  experts, is in the neighbour 
hood of $500,000 and closely contested battles in large two 
party states often cost over a m illion dollars’ .2 The same writer 
jdds that ‘ the bulk o f his cam paign fund ... is likely to be made 
up of a few large contributions from individuals and groups with 
a vital interest in his behaviour in office’.3 These contributions 
will obviously m ainly come from business and will at least make 
tiieir recipients attentive to the requirements o f the contributors.

But even where the relationship between pressure and 
parliamentary behaviour is not quite so obvious, business and 
pther propertied interests have immeasurably greater resources 
than any other interest to shape the legislative mind and will, 
and to influence the legislative process. T he pressure m ay be 
direct and personal, and take a  m ultitude o f form s; or it m ay be 
exercised via  ‘public opinion’, by means o f ‘grassroots’ cam 
paigns, which are vastly expensive, and which on this and other 
"grounds (for instance the control o f mass media) business 
interests are far better placed to undertake effectively than 
anyone else. M r Row en, for the U nited States, notes in regard 
to President K ennedy’s tax reform proposals in 1961, particu 
larly the proposal for tax withholding on dividend and interest 
income, that ‘although the W ays and Means Com m ittee 
approved withholding, the m ail cam paign inspired by business 
men, bankers, and savings and loan associations, ultimately 
defeated the proposal. Congress’s susceptibility to this kind o f

1 D , R . M atthews, U.S. Senators and Their World, i960, p. 182. 
t 2 Ibid., p. 72. 3 Ibid.
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pressure is a sad comm entary on the Am erican le g is l^ S j  
process.’ 1 Such campaigns m ay not always succeed; and otl^J' 
interests are often able to exercise considerable pressure up6|§ 
legislatures. But the fact remains that business groups aj|3>
infinitely better equipped than other economic groups 'tS$
exercise effective pressure upon these bodies. ''ffil.

Professor Alm ond has written that what is ‘striking’ about
... the structure of business influence in German politics aii(£J 

government is not the mere [!] fact that the business community^ 
has a degree of influence disproportionate to its size. This is a pattff2 
which is familiar in the United States, England, and indeed in any countrf j  
with a capitalist economy and a democratic government. What is unusnklž- 
in the German pattern, as compared to the American, is 
direct and massive involvement of business pressure-groups hv-r 
representation in the Bundestag and in the financing of the parties/ f 
By virtue of their penetration of the middle-class parties and their'- 
delegations in the Bundestag, these pressure group organisations -  
acquire a crucial political importance, influencing in importanh- 
ways both the spirit and content of German politics.2 . ' "1
This is a curious emphasis. For what is really striking is pxt~ \ 
cisely w hat Professor Alm ond dismisses so casually as a ‘mere! i 
fact, nam ely the ‘disproportionate’ influence which the'" 
‘business com m unity’ exercises upon the parliam entary assem-i- 
blies o f advanced capitalist countries: the forms this assumes are-.- 
no doubt matters o f  genuine importance; but, it might be 
thought, rather less so than the fact o f  predominance, however.-’, 
achieved.

W hat that fact indicates is that the legislative element of the 
state system, like all the other elements which have been, 
considered previously, has norm ally remained, notwithstanding   
universal suffrage and competitive politics, m uch more thVN 
instrument o f  the dom inant classes than o f the subordinate 
ones, even though it  is now rather less exclusively their instru 
ment than in former days. Legislatures m ay help to attenuate

1 Rowen, The Free Enterprisers, p. 54.
2 G . A. Alm ond, ‘T he Politics o f German Business’, in H .Speier and W.P.’ 

Davidson (eds.), West German Leadership andForeign Policy, 1957, p. 2 1 1 (my italics).-; 
Note also, in confirmation o f this pattern, that in 1958, 52 per cent o f the Liberal- 
Dem ocratic Party ’s members o f the Japanese D iet had associations o f  one kind or % 
other with business (R ,A .Scalapin o and J.M asum i, Parties and Politics in Cons'̂  
temporary Japan, 196a, p. 63).
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j|j6 pattern o f  class dom ination; but they also remain one o f  
its means.

I V

Tust as legislative assemblies have lost power to the executive, so 
Jave local and regional units o f  government in advanced 
capitalist countries become ever more m arkedly dependent on 
central power and subordinate to it. Even in the United States, 
^itb its powerful tradition o f  decentralised power, w hat Harold 
ĵ aski called in 1940 the ‘obsolescence o f  federalism’ had steadily 
increased in the succeeding years.

yet while the trend towards the nationalisation o f  public 
power has been very marked, the process is very far from com 
plete Not only have local and regional units o f  government 
retained m any powers as agents o f the centre; in m any cases 
they have also, even though contingendy, retained a substantial 
degree of independent initiative and decision, most obviously in 
the United States. Even as agents o f  the central government, 
these units often have had a  certain amount o f freedom as to the 
manner in which they have discharged their functions, and this 
Bas been o f considerable importance to those who have come 
tinder their authority.

These are reasons enough for a b rief consideration o f the 
character and distribution o f sub-central power in advanced 
capitalist societies, particularly in the U nited States, where 
inuch o f pluralist theory has used ‘local com m unity power’ as 
its context and sought to rebut ‘ruling class’ and ‘power elite’ 
concepts by reference to it .1

The main lines o f the pluralist argument in regard to ‘local 
community power’ are essentially similar to those employed for 
the more general contention that power in the United States is 
'dispersed, not concentrated, dem ocratic and not pluto- 
oligarchic.

The claim, it must be noted, is not that ‘everybody’ in local

1 For a bibliography o f relevant m aterial up to 1962, see C . Press, Main Street 
Politics: Polity Making at the Local Level, 1962; for more recent references, see, 
eg. A. Rose, The Pouter Structure. Political Process in American Society, 1966,
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communities has an equal share of power. Thus Profess
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the leading theorist o f  pluralist local community power nkp* 
that in N ew  H aven, ‘a  wage earner is rarely appointed- 
elected to any o f  the city ’s leading offices’ .1 T h e claim is raflv -̂ 
that power is distributed between different elites who z ff  
influential in different ‘issue areas’ , and whose power is ‘noV 
cum ulative’ . Nor, Professor D ahl suggests, is there any specific 
evidence, in regard to m ajor decisions, that economic powerig^ 
decisive element in the determination o f  policy. As one critic ojf 
the thesis summarises it: ‘There are elites but there is no eliti5 *' 

M oreover, and equally important in terms o f pluralist* 
claims, Professor D ahl, while adm itting that blue-collar workers 
are almost totally excluded from decision-making groups,3 alsu 
argues th a t: "v

None the less it would be wrong to conclude that the activities and 
attitudes of people in these strata have no influence on the decision 
of government officials ... Though wage earners lack social standing, 
they are not without other resources, including the ballot, and what 
they lack as individuals they more than make up in collective resources: 
In short, although their direct influence is low, their indirect 
collective influence is high.4

W ith minor variations, these are the basic contentions of 
pluralist theoreticians.

T h e most important flaw in the argument stems from what 
G. W right M ills called ‘abstracted empiricism’, which signifies 
in this instance the accumulation and usage o f  relevant data 
without proper regard to the total socio-economic context in 
which it alone has meaning.

Thus, it is perfectly true that members o f  the upper classes 
and the holders o f economic power do not necessarily or eveh 
very often take a direct part in local and state government. But 
this does not mean that they do not form the crucial reference 
point for those who do actually run these units o f government6 
Professor Kaysen has written that:

1 R . A . D ahl, Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City, ig6 i, p.^o.v- 
s'T-G itlin , ‘Local Pluralism as Theory and Ideology’, in Studies on the Left, 

1965, vol. 5, no, 3, p. 35. This is an excellent critique o f pluralist theory in regard 
to local comm unity power.

3 D ahl, Who Governs?, p. 230. * Ibid., p. 233 (my italics).
s F or the predominantly middle-class character of Am erican state legislatures, 

see B. Zeller, American State Legislatures, 1954.
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 jlie branch manager of the company whose plant is the largest 
empl°yer m a town or t l̂e Vice-President of the firm proposing to 
build a plant which will become the largest employer in a small state 
t̂reats with local government not as a citizen but as a quasi- 
sovereign power ... Even large industrial states and metropolitan 
ĉities face similar problems: the largest three employers in Michigan 
aCcount for probably a quarter of the state’s industrial employment;

Detroit the proportion is more nearly a third. At this level, the 
^Corporation’s scope of choice, its financial staying power, its indepen- 
dertce of significant local forces are all sources of strength in dealing 
Width characteristically weak governments at the local and often 
at the state levels.1

Jn the light o f the real economic power which business enjoys, 
knd of the prevailing culture which legitimates this power, the 
question whether top executives or middle ones actually run for 
election and serve in local or state governm ent appears gro 
tesquely irrelevant. O ne study, concerned with ‘C ibola ’, duly 
notes that ‘ the overt direction o f  the political and civil life o f 
Cibola has passed almost w holly into the hands o f  a group o f  
middle-class business and professional men, almost none o f 
Whom occupies a position o f  economic dominance in the com  
munity .2 But there is every reason to assume that these ‘middle- 
class business and professional men’ are acutely conscious o f the 
importance to their communities o f  those who do occupy ‘a 
position o f economic dom inance’ , that they themselves are not 
moved by ideas and purposes which are likely to clash greatly 
with the views o f  these power-holders, and that they also know 
full well how large are the resources the latter have at their 
disposal, should conflict arise. Indeed, Professor D ahl himself 
aptly notes that ‘notables’ are influential on decisions which 
touch upon business because ‘politicians are w ary o f  their 
potential influence and avoid policies that m ight incite the 
Notables in bitter opposition’ .3

: I C. Kaysen, T h e  M odern Corporation: H ow  M uch Power? W hat Scope?’, 
in Mason (ed.), The Modem Corporation, pp. 100—I. See also H. Zeigler, ‘ Interest 
Groups in the States’, in K . Vines (ed.), Politics in the American States, 1965: ‘No 
matter what kind o f economy enjoyed by the state, the businesses dominate the 
itructure o f lobbying' (p. 109). For an illum inating account o f  this power as wielded 
it local level by  oil interests, see Engler, The Politics o f Oil.
: 2 R .O . Schulze, ‘T h e Role o f  Econom ic Determinants in Com m unity Power 
itructure’, in American Sociological Review, 1958, vol. 23, no. t, p. 6. 

s Dahl, Who Governs?, p. 84.



i 7 4 The State in Capitalist Society

O ther people than businessmen are o f course consulted and: 
deferred to by  politicians and officials; and other interests than 
business are taken into the reckoning. As in national terms 
power and influence at local and state level are not a zero-sum 
affair. But w hat is important here is that given the incidence of 
economic, social and cultural power in the U nited States, those - 
w ho hold political power and office, whoever they m ay be, are 
at all times m uch more likely to defer to powerful business- 
interests than to any other.1 In any case, most other such inter*, 
ests are also likely to defer to business. Those people who do not 
and who put forward policies to which business is opposed, may, 
on occasion and in particular places, find politicians and officials 
on their side in the conflict: B movies are full o f such heroes.   
A ctual life is likely to be different, and has fewer happy endings.. 
As Professor D ahl says, it would indeed be wrong to conclude 
that wage-earners and others have no influence. But it is pro 
foundly misleading to claim that ‘ their indirect collective 
influence is high’ . For, taken in conjunction with the systematic 
underestimation o f the power o f business and property, what 
this implies is that ‘ordinary voters’ compete in a pluralist 
political m arket situation on more or less equal terms (indeed on- - 
advantageous terms) with organised interests whose resources are 
immensely greater than their own. The notion is absurd, and is  ; 
rendered the more absurd, in the Am erican context, by the fact 
that the ‘ordinary voter’ is influenced by a variety o f communi-' 
cations agencies which are overwhelm ingly on the side of 
business interests, with few, i f  any, ideological ‘countervailing 
forces’ . Nor, it should be added, does this com placent pluralist 
view  take account o f the active discouragement which those who 
hold ‘radical’ opinions must expect to encounter in many 
‘communities’ , particularly smaller ones.

In this connection, com m unity power theorists o f  the pluralist 
persuasion take little account o f w hat has been called ‘the 
second face’ o f  power, or ‘ the fact that the power m ay be, and 
often is, exercised by confining the scope of decision-making to 
relatively “ safe”  issues’ and by ‘creating or reinforcing social 
and political values and institutional practices that lim it the

1 ‘T h e  price o f  survival o f  a  state regulatory agency . . .  is accommodation   
within its field o f  regulation, whether the field is insurance, milk or oil’ (Karici, 
The Decline o j  American Pluralism, p. 103).
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scope o f the political process to public consideration o f only 
-those issues which are com paratively innocuous’ . 1 Innocuous, 
that is, to privileged interests. G iven the political and ideologi 
cal weakness o f the Am erican labour movement, it is o f course 
above all in the U nited States that these interests are able to 

s avail themselves o f this power. For nowhere else is their political 
and ideological hegem ony so marked. As in national terms,

: business at local and state level is not only at an enormous 
competitive advantage in getting those things it wants; it is also 
uniquely well placed to prevent those things from being done, 
or even seriously discussed and considered, which it does not 
want.2

Ultimately, the proof o f the pudding is in the eating: had not 
privileged interests exercised so potent a hold on local power, 
the ‘shame o f the cities’ would not now be as crying as it was 
when Lincoln Steffens, writing at the turn o f the century, made 

<his name by denouncing it: the answer to pluralist theories 
of local power is provided by the cities themselves.

One difference between the U nited States and other capitalist 
countries is imm ediately obvious in relation to local community 
power, nam ely that in m any o f  the latter, a  number o f cities and 
even regions have in this century passed under the control o f 
labour, socialist and communist authorities, thus sometimes 
forming veritable ‘red enclaves’ .

Here is one instance where working-class movements have 
made a distinct inroad in the political hegem ony o f  the dom i 
nant classes, and supplanted hitherto entrenched traditional 
elites. As a  result, m any such authorities have been able to 
boast o f substantial achievements in housing, welfare, civic 
amenities, etc.; and their own example has often established 
criteria o f local administration which have served an important 
purpose.

1 P. Bachrach and M . Baratz, ‘T w o Faces o f  Power’, in American Political Science 
Review, 196a, vol. 56, no. 4, p. 948,

2 ‘On some questions that are considered settled, there is a constant pressure for 
conformity- f t  is only on the unsettled issues that discussion is permissible. Such 
questions as land policy, private enterprise, and other matters dealing with the es 
tablished interests are considered settled, and no discussion o f the change o f  the 
rules is deemed desirable’ (F. Hunter, Community Power Structure: A  Study o f Decision 
Makers, 1953, p. 182).
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T h e power o f  these authorities has, however, been severe] 
circumscribed, both by the general context in which they hav 
operated and by central governments.

Thus, it has been noted, for Germ any, that ‘although the Spj) 
is in control o f a  m ajority o f  the cities and some o f  the Lander it 
must be cautious in its economic and financial policies because 
it cannot afford to alienate the local businessmen o f whose tax 
support it would be deprived i f  they were to move to a ffiopî  
hospitable area’ .1 This m ay well exaggerate the economic 
constrictions under which these particular authorities need to 
have laboured, but it is obviously true that even progressive 
local authorities, not only in Germ any, have been much con 
cerned to placate propertied interests, and have suited their 
behaviour and policies to the purpose.

M ore important than this ‘local community power’ , however 
has been the control o f central government and the powers it 
has been able to exercise to curb the radical tendencies of 
even the reddest o f red enclaves. For that purpose, central 
governments have not least been able to rely on their own 
agents. Thus the powers o f the prlfet in France are sufficiently; 
large to constitute a powerful additional check upon the 
radicalism o f local authorities; as one student o f  the French pre- 
fectorial system has noted, ‘ the possibility o f a Prefect in high office 
holding extreme views or marked prejudices is as unprobable as 
an extreme Minister o f the Interior in a normal French 
cabinet’ .2 ‘ Extrem e’ m ay here safely be read as ‘extreme left’; 
These representatives o f the central power are, like their Cot; 
leagues in central government, most likely to be men o f very 
‘m oderate’ views; and they are also more likely to count many 
more industrialists, landowners and other notabilities among 
their friends and acquaintances than left-wing trade unionists 
and ‘extreme’ socialists. T h ey are, in fact, an intrinsic part of the 
bourgeois establishment o f their alloted areas. N or in any case 
are they likely to be unmindful o f the fact that the most prom 
inent members o f that establishment are likely to have good 
contacts in governmental circles, upon whose favourable 
opinion a successful prefectoral career depends.

Also, it should not be overlooked that while more or less

1 Brauntha], The Federation o f German Industry in Politics> p. 186.
2 B, Chapm an, The Prefects in Provincial France, 1955, p. 161.
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. £lC3\ authorities have long been a fam iliar feature o f  all 
^jvanced capitalist countries save the U nited States, conserva 

tive elites everywhere have m aintained a rem arkably strong 
jj0ld on vast areas o f administration, notably in the countryside 

"tiiit hy n0 means °nly there. As in national politics but rather 
qfjore slowly, these conservative elites have undergone notable 
changes in their social composition, in the sense that ‘feudal’ 
aJ1d aristocratic local leaders have increasingly been replaced 

or have at least had to make some room for, middle-class 
professional and m anagerial or entrepreneurial ones.1 This kind 
0f change in the nature o f local leadership m ay have a variety of 
important consequences for local governm ent; but it does not, 
Žf course, negate the fact o f middle- and upper-class predomin- 
ance.

Neither for that m atter is that predominance necessarily 
negated by the election o f  radical or socialist authorities. As 
Mr Guttsman has noted for E ngland:

The local political oligarchs who hold positions of power, honour 
and trust as councillors, magistrates, governors o f schools and 
ĥospitals, reach their eminence largely through the party organisa 

tion. They, like the national political leaders are recruited mainly 
from the middle class. This is clearly so in the Conservative Party, 
"but even the representation of the Labour Party on local elected 
i bpdies contains a considerably larger proportion of men and women 
from groups above the manual working class than we find with the 
population as a whole, let alone in the group of labour voters.2

; Middle-class radical councils m ay well do m uch for  their 
working-class electorates: the point, h ow ever is that at this 

Llevcl as at national level not m uch is done by the working
1 ‘Traditionally in rural Jap an ’, one writer notes, 'theyuryokvsha (i.e. the m en of 

(influence) almost always sprang from the larger landowning families, because 
(landownership and pow er were related. This is to some extent still the case; but it is 
; aisb true that new sources o f influence have appeared in recent decades as a result
of economic and social change’ (Ike, Japanese Politics, p. 75). These new sources of 

: influence, the same writer suggests, are ‘wealth and capability’. T h e  same pattern 
(of‘de-feudalisation’ and ‘bourgeoisification’ has been characteristic o f  all advanced 
(capitalist countries. For Britain, see, e.g. A .H .B irch , Small-Town Politics, !959, 
chapter 3.

2 Guttsman, The British Political Elite, p. 27. See also L .J . Sharpe, ‘Elected 
Representatives in Local Governm ent’, in The British Journal o f Sociology, 5962, 
vol. 13, no, 3; for specific cases, see, e.g. F .Bealey, J.Blondel and W . P. M cC ann, 

'Constituency Politics. A Study o f Newcastle-under-Lyme, 1961, and Birch, Small-Town



classes. H ere too the largest part by far o f  the population vg 
mains for ever ruled by  others who m ay or m ay not hav 
welfare and radical orientations, who m ay or m ay not combinf 
these orientations with bureaucratic propensities, but who are 
in any case, them.

A t the end o f  the previous chapter it was said that the economic 
elites o f capitalist society cannot rest content with the general 
support o f  governments and other parts o f the state system. But 
neither can these elites be content with the massive advantage 
w hich they enjoy in the pursuit o f their specific purposes. For 
the whole structure o f economic and political domination 
w hich has been analysed here depends, in Western-type 
political regimes, on the support or at least on the acquiescence 
o f those w ho are subjected to it. The subordinate classes in 
these regimes, and ‘interm ediary’ classes as well, have to be 
persuaded to accept the existing social order and to confing 
their demands and aspirations within its limits. For dominant 
classes there can be no enterprise o f greater importance^ and 
there is none w hich requires greater exertion on a continuous 
basis, since the battle, in the nature o f  a system o f domination, is 
never finally won. I t  is w ith this process o f legitimation of 
capitalist society that the next two chapters are concerned.
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