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This study uses data on the contributions of corporate political action committees to
evaluate six popular theories of business political partisanship. Two theories are
supported by the data: the “Yankee-Cowboy” theory of regional political differences
among U.S. corporations and the regulatory environment theory, which views the
differential relationship to government regulation as a primary determinant of
corporate political behavior. No support is found for four other theories of business
political partisanship: the core-periphery theory, the inner-circle theory, the
managerialist theory, and the domestic-multinational theory. The four disconfirmed
theories are all variants of a perspective known as the theory of “corporate
liberalism,” which hypothesizes a tendency toward greater liberalism on the part of the

more dominant or central corporations in American society.

The political partisanship of American business
has long been a topic of interest in both
sociology and political science. Different schools
hold conflicting theories of the nature of
business political partisanship. Pluralists empha-
size the divisions within the business commu-
nity: policies that benefit one sector of business
are often detrimental to others; hence corpora-
tions frequently find themselves opposed to one
another in the political arena (Truman 1951;
Dahl 1958; Ziegler 1964; Rose 1967; Ippolito
and Walker 1980). Marxist and elite theorists
see much more unity within the business
community: fundamental interests in defending
the system of private property and production
for profit override whatever divisions exist
among corporations. However, even Marxist
and elite theorists make distinctions between the
more conservative and more liberal sectors of
the capitalist class (Domhoff 1972, pp. 109-70;
1978, pp. 117-19; Szymanski 1978, pp. 40-53).
Numerous cleavages have been hypothesized to
explain such political differences within the
business community, including the division
between big and medium-sized capital, domestic
and multinational firms, and regional differ-
ences between North and South. Evidence
demonstrating the significance of these divi-
sions, however, is piecemeal and anecdotal.
New data on the activities of corporate
political action committees (PACs) allow a more
systematic investigation of this question. A
corporate PAC is established by the directors or
chief executive officer of a corporation and is
legally affiliated with that corporation. A
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corporate PAC solicits donations from company
executives and stockholders and distributes that
money to political candidates.! Corporate PACs
are a relatively recent phenomenon on the
American political landscape. Prior to 1971 it
was illegal for corporations to make direct
contributions to candidates for federal office.
Companies wishing to contribute to political
candidates were forced to do so under the table
out of secret corporate slush funds or indirectly,
by channeling money through individual owners
or managers (Heard 1960, pp. 133-34). Be-
tween 1971 and 1976, however, a series of
election law reforms, court decisions, and
administrative rulings legally sanctioned the use
of corporate funds to establish and administer
political action committees (Cantor 1982, pp.
294-308). Since the mid-1970s, the number of
corporate PACs has grown rapidly. In 1974
there were only 89 corporate PACs registered
with the Federal Election Commission; by 1982
there were 1,467. Total expenditures of cor-
porate PACs reached $43.3 million in 1982. The
largest share, $27.5 million, went to candidates
for the U.S. House and Senate, accounting for 8
percent of the total money spent during the 1982
Congressional election. Business-oriented trade
association PACS accounted for another 6
percent of the total (Sabato 1984, pp. 10-16).
While the legalization of corporate PACs has
facilitated a dramatic increase in corporate
campaign spending, it has also provided the first
systematic record of business political partisan-
ship. The same laws that sanctioned corporate
PAC:s also required them to file periodic reports
of their income and expenditures with the

! See Handler and Mulkern (1982, pp. 35-98) for a
detailed discussion of the organization and operation of
corporate political action committees.
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Federal Election Commission. Every two years,
beginning in 1978, the FEC has compiled a
computerized list of all PACs, the candidates to
which they have contributed, and the amount of
those contributions.

These data on corporate PAC contributions
have been used recently to explore several as-
pects of business political partisanship. Ashford
(1986) has demonstrated a link between the mag-
nitude of corporate campaign contributions and
the success of candidates in the 1980 Congres-
sional election. Several studies have shown the
importance of corporate PACs in financing can-
didates of the ideological far right (Koenig and
Boyce 1985; Burris 1987). Clawson, Neustadtl,
and Bearden (1986) have shown that, despite
conflicting PAC strategies by different corpora-
tions in the 1980 election, the aggregate pattern
of corporate campaign spending (measured by
the consistency of business support for one or the
other candidate in each Congressional contest)
was one of remarkable unity. Also using 1980
data, Mizruchi and Koenig (1985, 1986) found
that intraindustry integration and interindustry
constraint were both conducive to corporate po-
litical cohesion as measured by the degree of
overlap in candidates supported. However, apart
from Clawson, Kaufman, and Neustadtl (1985),
who found little consistency in factors associated
with corporate liberalism or conservatism in a
sample of 66 ideologically polarized Congres-
sional races in 1980, there has been no attempt to
systematically analyze those characteristics of in-
dividual corporations that are associated with spe-
cific patterns of political partisanship. Such an
analysis is the aim of this study.

THEORIES OF BUSINESS
POLITICAL PARTISANSHIP

Probably the most frequently hypothesized po-
litical division within the business community is
that between big business and small or medium-
sized business (Monson and Cannon 1965; Baran
and Sweezy 1966; Kross 1970; O’Connor 1973;
Miller 1975; Lindblom 1977; Dombhoff 1978; Us-
eem 1980). We refer to this as the “core-
periphery” theory of business partisanship. Ad-
herents of this theory maintain that large,
oligopolistic, capital-intensive, and/or relatively
profitable firms confront different economic cir-
cumstances from smaller, competitive, labor-
intensive, and/or less profitable firms, and that
this is reflected in different patterns of political
behavior. Core firms, adherents argue, are rela-
tively insulated from the competitive pressures
of the market, have a bigger stake in the long-
term stability of the system, and are better able to
protect their profit margins by passing on any
increase in taxes or labor costs to their custom-
ers. For these reasons, they “tend to favor pro-
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gressive labor and welfare legislation as a means
of ensuring the stability of their own work force
and, more generally, domestic tranquility” (Us-
eem 1980, p. 61). Peripheral firms, by contrast,
confront much more stringent economic con-
straints and are consequently more hostile to gov-
ernment regulation, taxation, unionization, and
welfare spending that puts a floor under wages.
Often this core-periphery theory of business par-
tisanship is incorporated into a broader historical
perspective, known as the theory of “corporate
liberalism,” which interprets the growth of the
welfare state, state regulation of the economy,
and other liberal reforms as products of enlight-
ened efforts of the dominant sector of the busi-
ness community to stabilize the capitalist order
(Kolko 1963; Weinstein 1968; Domhoff 1978).
A closely related perspective is the theory of
the corporate “inner circle” popularized by
Useem (1978; 1984). Like the core-periphery
theory, the inner-circle theory distinguishes
between the more dominant or central firms and
the more subordinate or peripheral firms. Rather
than defining dominance or centrality in terms
of size, market power, or capital intensity,
however, the inner-circle theory classifies firms
according to their prominence or centrality
within intercorporate networks. Firms that are
highly interconnected with other firms through
director interlocks and participation in business
policy formation groups are hypothesized to
follow a political strategy more sensitive to the
classwide interests of business as a whole, while
less connected firms are hypothesized to follow
a narrower, company-specific set of political
priorities. Following this line of reasoning,
Useem predicts that firms that are centrally
located in the intercorporate network will be less
opposed to liberal reform, regulation, and state
intervention than firms on its margins. “Since
welfare, labor, and other forms of government-
managed reforms can be costly to individual
firms but valuable to all if the reforms maintain
societal stability, inner-group members are
likely to be less opposed to state intervention in
these realms than will be other capitalists”
(Useem 1978, p. 228). “Sometimes termed
‘corporate liberalism,’ this attitude is rooted in
. the recognition that the entire business
community and the future of the private
economy will best prosper if it assumes a
posture of compromise. It is this rejection of a
rigid opposition to everything that organized
labor and government programs represent . . .
that distinguishes the inner circle’s views”
(Useem 1984, p. 114).2

2 An alternative interpretation of Useem’s distinction
between company-specific and classwide political ration-
ality is suggested by Clawson et al. (1986). They argue
that company-specific interests encourage contributions



