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Abstract: This paper explores the how the reduced transaction costs of internet-mediated 
communication have affected organized collective action in the guise of pressure group 
campaigns.  Relying on a comparative analysis of the 1984 and 2008 Democratic Primary 
campaigns – both of which were heavily contested and eventually determined by the 
“Superdelegate” votes of party leaders – the paper asks why interest groups collectively 
organized a short-term pressure campaign in 2008 when no such organized public outcry 
occurred in 1984.  It explores three overlapping causal narratives (1) path dependent 
critical junctures in the development of the Democratic party nominating system during 
the intervening 24 years, (2) increased media “bandwidth” in the form of 24-hour cable 
networks and internet sites, allowing for heightened information levels reaching 
motivated partisans, and (3) the introduction of internet-mediated political associations 
engaging their membership base in novel campaign techniques.  The paper concludes that 
(1) and (2) created a more permissive environment for collective action, but (3) stands 
alone as the central distinction between the two cases.  The paper concludes with a 
discussion of the internet’s implications for group engagement in politics, in particular 
the divergent political economy of the new generation of political associations. 
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Introduction 

 

Since the days of E. E. Schattschneider and V.O. Key, political scientists have 

been well attuned to the costs of association-building.  In his biting critique of early 

pluralist scholarship, Schattschneider wrote,“The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the 

heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.  Probably about 90 percent of the 

people cannot get into the pressure system... Pressure politics is a selective process ill 

designed to serve diffuse interests.  The system is skewed, loaded, and unbalanced in 

favor of a fraction of a minority.1”  Likewise, Key wrote that “the lobbyists for electrical 

utilities, for example, are eternally on the job; the lobbyists for the consumers of this 

monopolistic service are ordinarily conspicuous by their absence.2”  Mancur Olson’s 

classic treatise, The Logic of Collective Action, provided a formal theory explaining this 

phenomenon. Individuals in large groups, like firms in a market, have an incentive to free 

ride on the actions of others.  This results in the underprovision of collective action and a 

limited range of circumstances under which “latent groups” can convert diffuse interest 

into political action.3   

These seminal works in political science tell us that latent group activation is too 

difficult for the wide variety of diffuse interests.  Despite the subsequent rise of 

professional advocacy groups in the 1970s around “post-materialist” issues, this central 

                                                 
1 Schattschneider, E.E.  1960.  The SemiSovereign People.  Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Brace, 
Jovanovich Publishers.  Pg 35 
2 Key, V.O.  1958.  Politics, Parties, and Pressure Groups, 4th edition.  New York: 
Crowell.  Pg 166 
3 Olson, Mancur.  1965.  The Logic of Collective Action.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.  Pps 111-131 



 3

conclusion remains highly salient.4  Rights’-based advocacy organizations raise their 

funds from a small segment of the public, rarely more than 1%, and convert this support 

into expert lobbyists, researchers, and media staffers.5  The startup costs for such 

organizations remain high, however, and the groups typically attempt to address the free 

rider problem through the provision of some form of selective or solidarity-based 

incentives (discount cards, magazines, backpacks, etc).  This contributes to a pervasive 

public perception of Washington, DC as dominated by “special interest groups” – groups 

who can overcome the organizational hurdles of association-building and, in a sense, 

afford to partake in politics. 

 But what happens if the costs of latent group activation are dramatically reduced? 

The advent of internet mediated communication has been described as a shift in 

“information regimes”6 and it has already given rise to many large-scale, novel forms of 

collective action in the non-political context.7  Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia that 

relies entirely on voluntary contributions and open editing platforms, is the 8th largest 

website on the internet and is a more popular web activity than online purchasing, 

internet dating, setting travel reservations, using chat rooms, and participating in online 

auctions.8  A product of widespread collective action, somehow Wikipedia, YouTube, and 

other hubs of “web 2.0” activity don’t find the collective action problem to be so 

                                                 
4 See Berry, Jeffrey.  1999. The New Liberalism.  Washington, DC: Brookings Institution 
Press for discussion of these groups 
5 Skocpol, Theda.  2003.  Diminished Democracy.  Norman, OK: University of 
Oklahoma Press. 
6 Bimber, Bruce.  2003.  Information and American Democracy.  Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.  Pg 105 
7 Bruns, Axel.  2008.  Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond: from Production to 

Produsage.  New York: Peter Lang. 
8 Rainie and Tancer, 2007 “Pew Internet Report: Wikipedia Users.” 
http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/212/report_display.asp 
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problematic after all.
9  With the costs of content-production, -aggregation and -

dissemination reduced to infinitesimal levels, hobbyists of all stripes are finding each 

other online and generating a wealth of information.  Technology scholar Clay Shirky 

describes this as a shift in media production process from “filter, then publish” to 

“publish, then filter.10”  Axel Bruns argues that it represents such a dramatic change that 

we must coin completely new terms, suggesting that we are moving “from production to 

produsage.”11  What are the political implications of the “ridiculously low” transaction 

costs associated with online communication?12  Does the change in communications 

regimes necessitate a reexamination of our thinking about pressure group politics? 

 This paper explores pressure group mobilization in the Democratic Party 

primaries of 2008 and 1984 to present evidence that the change in information regimes 

has indeed led to a decisive difference in the mobilization of bias around latent interests.  

It argues that a new class of internet-mediated political associations are acting as venues 

for public discontent around issues that otherwise are left unaddressed by the interest 

group system, and that the differences-in-kind between this new generation of interest 

groups and traditional advocacy groups is worthy of significant scholarly attention.   

What is particularly noteworthy about these two primaries is that both were 

technically decided by independent “Superdelegates” – individual party stakeholders who 

are given an independent vote in the nomination process.  While Walter Mondale was 

                                                 
9 “Web 2.0” began as a marketing term and has never adapted a rigorous definition.  The 
term refers broadly to a shift from using the internet to find static information to using the 
internet to find other people.  See Bruns 2008, Shirky 2008, or Benkler 2006 for lengthy 
treatments of the topic and its implications.  
10 Shirky, Clay.  2008.  Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing without 
Organizations.  New York: Penguin Group 
11 Bruns, 2008. 
12 Shirky, op cit. 



 5

able to rely on his Superdelegate supporters without incident or public outcry in 1984, the 

spring of 2008 featured full-page ads in the New York Times and USA Today from a 

coalition of interest groups that declared “The Democratic Party must be democratic.  

The superdelegates should let the voters decide between Clinton and Obama, then 

support the people’s choice.”  In two weeks’ time, these groups had garnered 400,000 

petition signatures from Democratic voters supporting their efforts, and had generated 

enough contributions through online fundraising to take out these expensive print media 

advertisements.  Meanwhile, the wiki-based  Superdelegate Transparency Project (STP) 

relied on the voluntary efforts of 200 “citizen journalists” to aggregate local knowledge 

about the identities and voting preferences of the 769 privileged party insiders with such 

a vote, many of whom had no previous public profile.  Either the amount of latent interest 

in “letting the voters decide” had changed between 1984 and 2008 or the shift in 

information regimes contributed to a distinctly more permissive environment for the 

mobilization of bias.   

 After discussing the details and circumstances of the two primaries, three 

explanatory variables are explored: (1) the path dependent impact of Bush v Gore (2000) 

and fading memories of political conventions of old in Democratic Party politics, (2) 

increased “bandwidth” for media coverage of the topic due to the growth of 24-hour news 

programs such as MSNBC, CNN, and Fox News Channel, and (3) the reduction of 

transaction costs as collective action moves online.  I argue that (3) is of primary 

importance in this case, though both (1) and (2) played important roles by creating a more 

permissive environment.  Critical to this finding is the lack of participation by prominent 

left-wing interest groups that had been present in 1984 and 2008.  The issue-based 
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professional advocacy groups that constituted the interest group population of 1984 were 

still present in 2008, and in both cases these groups chose not to participate.  Rather, it 

was a new generation of internet-mediated organizations that mobilized collective action 

in 2008.  This leads into a discussion of the differing political economies of these 

separate “generations” of political association.  The paper’s conclusion evaluates the 

evidence and identifies next steps for further research. 

 

The Contested Democratic Primary of 1984: No Teapot, No Tempest 

 

“At 7:30 a.m. [June 6th, 1984] aides began contacting uncommitted delegates, 
mostly elected Democratic officials and regional party leaders, to ask them to 
stand by for a call from Mondale.  The candidate, refreshed and outwardly 
unshaken by the reports from California, turned on his powers of persuasion.  He 
made some 50 telephone calls, reaching such party luminaries as Atlanta Mayor 
Andrew Young, New Jersey Senator Frank Lautenberg and Alabama Governor 
George Wallace.  The unstated threat: Mondale was certain to win, and late 
arrivals to the bandwagon were less likely to be remembered favorably by the 
candidate.  About 40 recipients of the Mondale message took it seriously enough 
to join him.  That, by the reckoning of Mondale’s aides, put their boss over the 
top.”13  

 

 This passage appeared in the June 19th, 1984 issue of Time Magazine, describing 

the circumstances under which former Vice President Walter Mondale had finally 

secured his party’s nomination after a brutal three-and-a-half month campaign.  Viewed 

at the outset with an aura of inevitability, Mondale faced a surprisingly tough challenge 

from Senator Gary Hart, who in the end won more total primaries and caucus races than 

Mondale.  Neither of them had received the necessary majority of 1,967 supporting 

delegates – partially because Reverend Jesse Jackson had himself won four states – but 

                                                 
13 [Time Magazine, June 19, 1984.] 
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Mondale had a plurality of delegates, a slim lead in total primary votes cast, and the vital 

support of party insiders.  Mondale had offered a “guarantee” on the campaign trail that 

he would have the requisite delegates by June 6th, the day after the final state primaries in 

California and New Jersey.  Having badly lost in California, Mondale turned to the 

independent “Superdelegates” – a new feature of the 1984 convention rules adopted by 

recommendation of the Hunt commission in order to give Democratic party leaders a 

renewed voice in the process14 – and pressured them into delivering his victory.  These 

Superdelegates were free to change their votes at any time, and indeed the Hart campaign 

held out brief hopes of convincing them that Mondale’s long string of late-primary losses 

presented a sign that he didn’t have the support necessary to beat Reagan in the general 

election.  Yet despite his popular appeal to young “yuppie” voters, there is little evidence 

that party insiders ever hesitated in throwing their support behind Mondale.  Reporting 

months earlier, in the February 6th issue of Time, Ed Magnuson noted the following: 

“Mondale … serenely triumphed in the first actual selection of flesh-and-blood 
delegates.  In an effort to guarantee that elected officials will have more influence 
at this year’s convention, the Democratic Party has given its members in Congress 
the right to choose 191 delegates.  That process began last week in the House, 
where Mondale has had a score of aides drumming up support for nearly a year.  
It paid off.  Of the 164 delegates chosen, Mondale won 75.  [John] Glenn got 17; 
[Alan] Cranston, 11; [Jesse] Jackson, 7; Hart, 5; and [Reubin] Askew and [Ernest] 
Hollings, 4.  There were 42 delegates officially uncommitted.  While that showing 
reinforced Mondale’s standing as the man to beat, it was hardly conclusive, since 
3,769 delegates are still to be selected.”15 

 

 At no point during the primary process was the legitimacy of these Superdelegates 

brought up for public examination.  On May 21st, when citing a congressional 

                                                 
14 Aldrich, John.  2009.  “The Invisible Primary and Its Effects on Democratic Choice.”  
PS: Political Science & Politics.  Volume 42, Number 1.  Pg 33 
15 [Time magazine, February 5, 1984.] 
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Democratic leader that “Mondale doesn’t really need to win any more to put him over the 

top,” and noting the “Reason: he should do well among the 219 ‘superdelegate’ and 39 

at-large delegates still to be picked among party leaders and state officials,” Time 

reporters made no mention of the possibility that party leaders, rather than the voters 

themselves, deciding the election would provoke public outcries.  Again on May 28th, 

when Time dispassionately reported that “Indeed, Hart will probably finish the spring 

having won most of the primaries and perhaps even a majority of the cumulative popular 

vote.  Yet Mondale still has a wide lead in total delegates,” there was no indication that 

this would be seen as a problem for the party to resolve.  Through the beginning, middle, 

and end of this, the most hotly contested primary in party history, there was no mass 

collective action challenging the power of party leaders to step in and determine the 

nominee.  There was no tempest brewing, nor were there any political pressure groups 

serving as “teapot” in which such discontent might brew. 

 

 1984 on Steroids?  Similar Setup, Different Results in 2008 

“Indeed, 2008 is looking like 1984 on steroids: For the poorly organized, 
underfinanced insurgent (Hart), substitute a candidate (Barack Obama) with the 
money and organization to compete with the establishment candidate (Hillary 
Clinton).  For a front-runner about whom the party faithful are hardly enthusiastic 
(Mondale), substitute a candidate (Clinton) who has a loyal, energized 
following.”16 – Ruth Marcus, Washington Post 

 
 
 
 Reflecting on Mondale’s fateful June 6th phonecalls in a  January 16th, 2008 

Washington Post column, Ruth Marcus penned the column above, offering one of the 

                                                 
16 Marcus, Ruth.  2008.  “Parsing Tsunami Tuesday,” Washington Post.  January 16, 
2008.  Accessed at http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2008/01/15/AR2008011502863.html 
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first looks past the February 5th “Super Tuesday” set of primaries and noticing that, 

thanks to proportional allocation of delegates, “it’s easy to imagine the race remaining as 

scrambled as it seems right now, and the array of states voting on Feb. 5 producing a 

fractured outcome that would deliciously extend what once looked like an unalterably 

front-loaded campaign.”  As with ’84, the Democratic Party had attempted to develop a 

schedule that would quickly determine their nominee.  As with ’84, the party had a clear, 

anointed frontrunner with ties to a previous Democratic administration and a spate of 

early Superdelegate endorsements.  And as with ’84, an early upset (this time in the Iowa 

caucuses rather than the New Hampshire primary) would pave the way for a wire-to-wire, 

hard-fought primary battle that eventually would require the input of Superdelegates to 

determine a winner.   

It is easy, with the benefit of hindsight, to assume that these party insiders would 

eventually have named Obama as the nominee.  Unlike Hart, who had won the most 

primaries, but neither the most votes nor the most pledged delegates, Barack Obama led 

Hillary Clinton in all three of these measurable categories.17  But particularly in the 

middle of the campaign season, during the month of February when it became clear that 

the contest would likely be decided by Superdelegates, there was a great brewing 

controversy regarding the legitimacy of their role and the danger of potentially 

                                                 
17 This point is marginally complicated by the disputed Michigan and Florida primaries.  
Obama, along with several other candidates, had removed his name from the Michigan 
primary ballot in support of the DNC decision to strip the state of its delegates as 
punishment for violating the party-determined primary calendar.  Clinton’s name 
remained on the ballot, leading to her contention that she had received “more total votes 
than any candidate in party history.”  Likewise, though all candidates’ names were on the 
Florida primary ballot, they honored a pledge not to campaign in the state and there was 
debate over whether and in what manner the state’s voters and disputed delegates should 
be factored into running tallies of delegate, primary, and vote totals. 
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overturning the “will of the people.”  This controversy was not generated by Obama’s 

campaign organization, but rather came from a set of progressive interest groups and 

“citizen journalists” who were concerned that a brokered convention would destroy the 

Party’s chances in the general election. 

 
 

The Superdelegate Transparency Project: A Storm Brewing 
 
 Chris Bowers of OpenLeft.com – one of the top 15 left-wing political blogs in 

200818 -- first raised the Superdelegate issue in the political blogosphere on Friday, 

February 1st, with a post titled “Obama Catches Clinton Nationally; Brokered Convention 

Looms.”  Reflecting upon the latest Gallup and Rasmussen polling numbers, Bowers 

remarked, 

 
“In their post-Edwards polling, Gallup and Rasmussen now have nearly identical 
numbers, showing Clinton up by about 2% nationwide. In such a close campaign, 
it will become virtually impossible for one candidate to reach 2,025 entirely via 
pledged delegates, since there are only 3,253 pledged delegates. When only 2% 
separates the candidates nationwide, no candidate can possibly win over 60% of 
the pledged delegates. So, unless Clinton's early voting advantage will overwhelm 
Obama on Tuesday, it certainly looks like Super Delegates will decide who wins 
the Democratic nomination. 
 
Long-term, right now I think the most likely scenario for the nomination is that 
Clinton and Obama remain pretty close in pledged delegates, but through early 
voting in February 5th states, super delegates, and arguments over Florida and 
Michigan, Clinton eventually cobbles together enough support to seal the 
nomination sometime in March. The best analogy might end up being the way 
Mondale, despite losing almost all of the final primaries to Hart, eventually sealed 
the nomination via Super Delegates in 1984. The party will be divided, and the 
Republican nominee will be strong. And so, despite having the most favorable 

                                                 
18 See www.blogosphereauthorityindex.com for full rankings, or Karpf, David. 2008.  
“Measuring Influence in the Political Blogosphere.”  Politics and Technology Review, 
George Washington University’s Institute for Politics, Democracy, & the Internet.  Pp 
33-41. 
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national electoral outlook Democrats have seen in over thirty years, we will 

actually be significant underdogs in the presidential campaign.”19 
 
 This message spread through the elite political blogosphere, attracting heavy 

attention and debate.  Online Clinton supporters greeted the news as a positive sign, 

expecting that party insiders would back Clinton and deliver her the nomination over 

Obama, who they argued would be “unelectable” in a match-up with John McCain.20  

Obama supporters reacted negatively, predictably calling it a travesty-in-the-making.  

Bowers and others who had yet to endorse a candidate viewed it primarily as a “complete 

disaster,” another example of Democratic campaign professionals managing to grasp 

defeat from the jaws of victory.  By Monday, February 4th – the day before the 20 Super 

Tuesday primaries – Bowers had concluded that the pre-election polling numbers made it 

a certainty that Superdelegates would determine the nominee.  This led him to the 

following suggestion:  

 
“After some thought, the best solution I can come up with is to get a majority of 
super delegates to pledge to support whoever wins the majority of pledged 
delegates following the final primaries and caucuses in early June… Our options 
are not pretty, but that would be better than letting bylaws and super delegates 
determine the nominee instead of voters.  Hopefully, either Clinton or Obama will 
run up a long list of wins, and the other candidate will drop out.  Failing that, 
hopefully the super delegates will line-up behind whoever has the most popular 
support and pledged delegates.  Failing both, we could be facing a crisis in the 
party where the nominee lacks legitimacy in the opinion of the rank and file.”21 

 

                                                 
19 Bowers, Chris.  February 1, 2008.  “Obama Catches Clinton Nationally; Brokered 
Convention Looms.” Blog post, OpenLeft.com.  Retrieved online, February 2, 2009: 
http://www.openleft.com/showDiary.do?diaryId=3576 (emphasis added) 
20 Beeton, Todd.  February 4, 2008.  “It’s the Superdelegates, Stupid.”  Blog Post, 
MyDD.com.  Retrieved online, February 2, 2009: 
http://www.mydd.com/story/2008/2/4/181028/6612#commenttop  
21 Bowers, Chris.  February 4, 2008.  “Superdelegates To Determine Nominee.” Blog 
Post, OpenLeft.com.  Retrieved online, February 2, 2009: 
http://www.openleft.com/showDiary.do?diaryId=3633  
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 Thus was the Superdelegate Transparency Project (STP) born.  OpenLeft joined 

with several prominent political blogs and progressive organizations to organize an 

internet-based campaign to pressure Superdelegates to support the outcome of the 

primaries and caucuses.  How one defines this outcome remained a murky question –total 

votes cast, total pledged delegates collected, and total primaries/caucuses won each 

provided a different metric, and the disputed state of the Florida and Michigan primaries, 

which had had their delegates stripped by the Democratic National Committee after they 

refused to comply with the party-determined primary calendar, only added further 

complication to the competing metrics.  Though this provided fodder for heated debate in 

both the blogosphere and the mainstream media (MSM) through the spring and much of 

the summer, what is of interest here is the pressure tactics used by this short-term 

coalition of groups and networked individuals over a roughly three-week timespan. 

 The coalition engaged in two primary activities.  First was a wiki-based 

information-gathering project, itself titled “Superdelegate Transparency Project” 

(Superdelegateinfo.org).22  A joint project of LiteraryOutpost.com, OpenLeft.com, 

DemConWatch.blogspot.com, Sourcewatch.org, and the Huffington Post’s “Off the Bus” 

project, the site served as a central gathering place for collecting information on the 

identities of the 796 Superdelegates themselves, whether they had made a candidate 

endorsement, and which candidate the voters in their local district had favored.  The site 

also provided contact information for these Superdelegates, so that anyone visiting the 

                                                 
22 “Wiki” refers to a class of software code that allows for quick, open editing.  
Wikipedia is the best-known wiki, though similar code is used in the popular GoogleDocs 
and the platform has been around since 1995, when it was designed to support working 
groups in organizations.  See http://www.wiki.org/wiki.cgi?WhatIsWiki for further 
historical details. 
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site could write letters or e-mails urging them to support the will of the voters.  Since 

many of these Superdelegates were not well-known elected officials, this informational 

resource was a powerful tool for motivated partisans and attracted the interest of CNN 

and other MSM outlets.23  Roughly 300 volunteer “citizen journalists” contributed to the 

project.   

Meanwhile, MoveOn.org, Democracy For America, Color of Change, Courage 

Campaign, OpenLeft, PowerPAC, and FairVote Action engaged in more traditional 

pressure tactics.  Activating their massive online membership lists, these organizations 

gathered over 400,000 petition signatures from left-wing partisans calling on 

Superdelegates to “let the voters decide between Clinton and Obama, then support the 

people’s choice.”  In just under two weeks, the organizations compiled this massive 

petition and also raised enough funds from their member-supporters online to take out 

full-page ads in the USA Today and the New York Times on February 20, 2008: 

 

                                                 
23 CNN, April 1st, 2008. Retrieved online, February 2, 2009: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=adXrt2lhKlU 
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The goal of all these campaign efforts was basic enough.  The Clinton campaign 

had adopted a relatively strident tone, asserting when asked about the role of 

superdelegates vis a vis the will of the voters that “we are interested in acquiring 

delegates, period,” and “superdelegates are, by design, supposed to exercise independent 

judgment.”24  Obama-supporting partisans (including MoveOn, whose members had 

voted to endorse him) and bloggers who had refrained from making an endorsement were 

concerned that this tone reflected poorly on the party and set the stage for a disastrous 

internal struggle.  Their intention was to affect the framing of the issue, pushing the 

campaigns and the superdelegates to worry about organized outrage from the party base.  

During a debate on February 21st, one day after the newspaper ads had run, Clinton was 

asked  specifically about the role of Superdelegates and her response signaled just such a 

change in tone, as she suggested the issue would “sort itself out.”25  Weighing in on this 

change in tone, Bowers essentially declared victory: 

 
“There was no way for the Clinton campaign to ever win the Superdelegate 
argument in the broader court of public opinion.  Can anyone seriously imagine 
the majority of Democrats collectively thinking, ‘well, most of us voted for the 
other guy, but I’m OK with a few hundred party elders canceling out my vote.’  
The very notion is absurd … This was a long, three-week campaign, but 
ultimately it has proven fruitful for democracy.  It is always good when political 
elites are forced to back down out of fear of popular revolt from the voters.”26 

 

                                                 
24 Nagourney, Adam and Carl Hulse.  2008.  “Neck and Neck, Democrats Woo 
Superdelegates,” New York Times, February 10, 2008.  Accessed online: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/10/us/politics/10superdelegates.html?_r=1&ref=politic
s&oref=slogin 
25 February 21st debate transcript available at http://polstate.com/?p=5254 
26 Bowers, Chris.  February 22, 2008.  “The End of the Superdelegate Argument (for 
Now),” Blog Post, OpenLeft.com.  Retrieved February 2, 2009: 
http://www.openleft.com/showDiary.do?diaryId=4096 
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 Bowers goes on to clarify that he still expects the Clinton campaign to pursue 

Superdelegates.  However, “…they are no longer adopting a strident public attitude about 

superdelegates because they know it is making them look bad.  That indicates that the 

public relations aspect of the superdelegates has been won, at least for now.”27 

 

 It is not the contention of this paper that the Superdelegate Transparency Project 

succeeded in altering the outcome of the Democratic Presidential nomination process.  It 

is not even my contention that the STP necessarily altered the personal calculus of 

individual Superdelegates, or even caused the substantive shift in the issue frames 

(though both of these suggestions seem highly plausible).  Such claims run inevitably into 

our lack of a real counterfactual.  Might the Clinton campaign have moderated their tone 

regardless of pressure group activity?  Possibly.  Did pressure group activity force 

Superdelegates to think twice before announcing an endorsement of one candidate or the 

other?  It is near-impossible to say.  But to recall again the classic wit and wisdom of 

Schattschneider, who argued that “the outcome of every conflict is determined by the 

extent to which the audience becomes involved in it,”28 we can decisively hold that the 

“audience” – in the guise of progressive interest groups and networked bloggers – 

became engaged in this issue in 2008 in ways that it clearly did not in 1984.  The two 

elections featured a remarkable number of similarities.  Though Gary Hart never 

achieved quite the level of popular vote and pledged-delegate success of Barack Obama, 

there was a multi-week period in which there was mainstream media speculation that he 

                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 Schattschneider, pg 2 
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likely would.29  In 2008, this period of uncertainty featured a “crowdsourced” volunteer-

driven information-gathering project, 400,000 petition signatures, and enough fundraising 

for multiple full-page ads.  In 1984, there was never a hint of public outcry, despite a 

Democratic party-in-electorate that featured far fewer enthusiastic Mondale supporters 

than there were Clinton supporters 24 years later.  Why did we witness collective action 

in the one case and not in the other?  

The following section discusses three potential explanations for the uptick in 

political action: historical contingency, increased media bandwidth, and falling costs of 

collective action.  These explanations are complementary albeit competing – 

undoubtedly, each played some role – but I will then go on to make the case that, while 

the first two created a more permissive general context for pressure group mobilization, 

the third has central explanatory power .  The paper then enters into a discussion of the 

difference between the new, internet-mediated associations that were prominent in this 

case and the early generation of interest groups that still make up the bulk of the interest 

group population. 

 

Historical Contingency: Critical Junctures in Comparing the Two Cases 

 

One challenge in comparing the elections of 1984 and 2008 as most-similar cases 

is that, in some very real ways, 2008 was built out of the experiences of 1984.  Just as the 

Hunt Commission carved out a role for Superdelegates in 1984 in order to respond to the 

perceived failings of 1976 and 1980 (not enough authority in the hands of the elite 

leadership, or not enough leadership turnout to the conventions, depending on which 

                                                 
29 [Time Magazine, May 21 and 28, 1984.] 
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historical narrative you prefer), the proponents of the Superdelegate Transparency Project 

were reacting to the perceived failings of 1984 and 2000.  As Pierson suggests in Politics 

and Time, “There are strong grounds for believing that self-reinforcing processes will be 

prevalent in political life… Once established, patterns of political mobilization, the 

institutional ‘rules of the game,’ and even citizens’ basic ways of thinking about the 

political world will often generate self-reinforcing dynamics.”30  Put more plainly, the 

political world of 2008 was shaped in important ways by the decisions and events of 

1984 and beyond.  Three such “critical junctures” may indeed have played an important 

causal role in the development of organized collective action in 2008, regardless of 

changes to communications media or the falling transaction costs of collective action. 

 The first of these junctures is the outcome of the 1984 general election itself.  

Recall that Walter Mondale suffered an historically lopsided defeat, losing 525-13 in the 

Electoral College while carrying only his home state of Minnesota and the District of 

Columbia.  We can see the specter of 1984 not only in Ruth Marcus’s reporting of 2008 

as “1984 on steroids,” but also in the early calls-to-action from Bowers and his 

colleagues.  When Bowers writes “The party will be divided, and the Republican 

nominee will be strong. And so, despite having the most favorable national electoral 

outlook Democrats have seen in over thirty years, we will actually be significant 

underdogs in the presidential campaign,” he is extrapolating from the shared memory 

among self-described “political junkies” of Mondale’s crushing general election defeat.  

Notice that there is no reason why a lengthy primary season would necessarily be bad for 

the party.  By the summer of 2008, Bowers had joined Markos Moulitsas of DailyKos 

                                                 
30 Pierson, Paul.  2004.  Politics In Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis.  
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  Pg 10. 
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and other progressive bloggers in opining on the benefits of the long primary season – 

particularly the large number of newly-registered Democrats it had produced.31  But for 

elite political junkies and opinion-makers, the outlook in early February 2008 had a 

decidedly grim pallor to it, and this was based in the memory of 1984.  Without the 

lengthy primary and crushing defeat of 1984, there very well may have been no 

motivation for mobilizing collective action in 2008. 

 Similarly, we should note that the legitimacy of the Superdelegates’ role looked 

different in the two cases because of the slow-moving, incremental effect of time lapse on 

party convention rules.  As a new addition to the 1984 Democratic convention rules, 

publicly presented as an attempt to boost attendance among key Democratic leaders, the 

Superdelegate vote was a recent, conscious choice by the Democratic National 

Committee.  As such, arguing against their legitimacy is quite directly arguing that the 

DNC lacks the authority to set their own nomination rules.  Likewise, for political elites, 

journalists, and the majority of voters, the era of “smoke-filled rooms” and multiple-

ballot party conventions was a very recent memory.  Primaries and caucuses had been 

newly empowered through the McGovern-Fraser commission in response to the tragedies 

at the 1968 Democratic National Convention.32   There was no doubt that, historically at 

least, party elders had a legitimate voice in structuring the process.  The quarter-century 

between these two cases fogged the memories both of partisan elites, professional and 

citizen journalists, and the voters at large.  Rather than a recent, conscious choice by 

party leaders, the independent role of Superdelegates struck many as an anachronistic 

                                                 
31 Bowers, Chris. June 2, 2008.  “Reports Indicate Clinton To Suspend Campaign Either 
Tuesday or Wednesday.”  Blog post, OpenLeft.com.  Retrieved online, February 7, 2009: 
http://openleft.com/showDiary.do?diaryId=6118  
32 Price, David.  1984.  Bringing the Parties Back. Washington, DC: CQ Press 
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oddity left over from years past.  Thirty-six years of “letting the voters decide” had left 

the public at large with a general sense that primary voters, rather than party elites, were 

the legitimate arbiters of Presidential nominating contests. 

 Stoking this fire was a third “critical juncture:” the lasting impact of Bush v Gore 

(2000).  Though the circumstances of this Supreme Court case were entirely unlike those 

of the Democratic primary, it left a lasting impression among left-wing partisans that the 

2000 election had been “stolen” by a government that refused to count all of the votes.  In 

a primary race that featured deep discontent with the beneficiary of that decision – sitting 

President George W. Bush – the psychological impact of this decision ought not be 

discounted.  “Letting the voters decide” was likely a phrase with much greater resonance 

with the Democratic faithful of 2008 than 1984 specifically because of this strong shared 

belief that the government of the last eight years had been born in opposition to that very 

principle.  Social movement scholars such as Robert Benford and David Snow have 

argued that framing processes are crucial to “render[ing] occurrences or events 

meaningful and thereby function[ing] to organize experience and guide action.”33  It may 

be the case, then, that without the framing effects of Bush v Gore, attempts at collective 

action around Superdelegates in 2008 would have failed for lack of broad public interest. 

 These three critical junctures – the specter of 1984, the fading memory of 

conventions’ past, and the increased issue salience of Bush v Gore – form a causal 

argument in their own right regarding collective action in 1984 and 2008. At a minimum, 

there is clear evidence that these moments in time were actively referenced by those who 

                                                 
33 Benford, Robert D and Snow, David A. 2000.  “Framing Processes and Social 
Movements: An Overview and Assessment.” Annual Review of Sociology 26. Pg 614 
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sought to mobilize public action around the issue.  It seems reasonable to surmise that it 

was a contributing precondition to the successful development of collective action in 

2008.  Put another way, without these historical antecedents, Bowers and company would 

have seen less reason for concern, and it would have been more difficult for them to tap 

into a salient concern among Democratic activists.   

Party history represents only one changing institutional dynamic during the 

intervening 24 year period, however.  The media environment had also radically changed, 

with an increase in “bandwidth” as first the 24-hour cable news channels and then 

internet-mediated communication expanded the range and detail of information available 

to interested partisans.  This suggests a second, competing and complementary, 

explanation for the expanded collective action of 2008.  

 

The Changing Media Landscape: Increased Bandwidth, A Voracious News Cycle to 

Feed 

 In his widely acclaimed 2007 book, Post-Broadcast Democracy, Markus Prior 

notes that, from 1970 to 2005, television maintained near-universal diffusion in the 

United States, but the average household went from having access to a half-dozen 

channels to about 100 channels.  This move from a few broadcast networks to the wide 

cable spectrum is just one indicator of media expansion, or the increased “bandwidth” for 

politically-oriented news.  Prior’s central thesis is that the expansion of the media 

environment has unintended negative consequences by increasing political knowledge 

gaps and reducing “byproduct learning” for low-information voters.  He argues that “the 

media environment – the types of media to which people have access – explains many 
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‘systematic variations in the amount of free information received… Changes in the set of 

available media thus affects who follows the news, who learns about politics, and who 

votes – in short, they affect ‘the distribution of political power in democracy.’”34 

 Prior’s work does not discuss pressure groups, political associations, or collective 

action per se, but it does delve into the topic of increased partisan polarization.  At base, 

he argues that the increased information available to “political junkies,” combined with a 

media environment that allows those citizens who lack a preference for political 

knowledge/entertainment to select other, more preferable entertainment options has 

dramatic effects on who holds power in the system.  His thesis suggests a second causal 

explanation that we must consider: between 1984 and 2008, we saw the growth of both 

the internet and the 24-hour news channel.  

The main outlets for political news in 1984 were papers like the New York Times, 

weekly general-interest magazines like Time, and the 6 o’clock news on network 

television stations.  By 2008, Fox News Channel, CNN (Cable News Network), and 

MSNBC all competed for audience share among 24-hour news channels.  With the 

Democratic Primary as the most entertaining “horse race” of the day, these stations 

directed their resources toward assembling commentators and analysts who could appeal 

to the segments of the American public who held a strong preference for political 

information/entertainment.  The online components of these stations, along with the 

major political blogging sites like the Huffington Post and DailyKos, provided even more 

                                                 
34 Prior, Markus.  2007.  Post-Broadcast Democracy: How Media Choice Increases 

Inequality in Political Involvement and Polarizes Elections.  New York: Cambridge 
University Press.  Pg 6 
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detailed analysis while offering features that allow their reader base to write comments, 

participate in online polls, and otherwise engage with the latest news of the day. 

This bandwidth expansion is partially evidenced in Time magazine’s own 

changing coverage of the two cases.  During the 1984 primary contest, Time devoted an 

average of 29.5 paragraphs per weekly issue to topics related to Walter Mondale, Gary 

Hart, and Jesse Jackson (other candidates failed to attract any individual attention from 

the magazine).  The coverage peaked in the March 12 issue, which had four separate 

stories and 79 paragraphs-worth of coverage.  A graph of Time’s primary coverage, 

beginning two months before the Iowa caucus, is presented in figure 1 below. 
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In contrast, Time devoted 35.8 paragraphs per weekly issues related to Obama, 

Clinton, Edwards, or the Democratic field as a whole in 2008.  This figure is muted by 

two mitigating factors.  First, since 2008 was an open primary for both the Democrats 
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and Republicans, there were a number of weeks where the magazine devoted attention to 

the Republican rather than the Democratic primary (in articles which discussed both 

races, paragraphs that focused on Republicans were not counted toward the total).  

Second, there appears to be a stylistic drift in the intervening decades towards writing 

longer paragraphs.  (This is a quantifiable measurement issue, but since I offer these 

trends only for descriptive, rather than inferential, purposes, it is not one that I pursue.)  

Time Magazine’s 2008 Democratic primary coverage is presented in Figure 2: 
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The slight increase in “bandwidth” within Time magazine was accompanied by a 

much larger increase in coverage of the Superdelegate issue.  The topic attracted 

reporters’ attention only five times in 1984, for a total of six paragraphs’ worth of 

discussion.  In 2008, by contrast, 15 stories discussed these details of the delegate 

allocation rules, with a total of 63 paragraphs’ worth of discussion.  This oversized 
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increase in traditional media attention suggests one of three things.  Either the 

Superdelegate issue was inherently more “newsworthy” in 2008, Time magazine’s 

audience had changed in the intervening years to adopt a taste for more specialized 

political knowledge, or else Time was reacting to broader changes in the media 

environment and trying to keep pace with the level of detail offered through the cable 

news and internet-based outlets. 

Perhaps more important than the changing bandwidth within Time Magazine is 

the decreasing portion of the national media diet occupied by news media like Time, 

Newsweek, and the New York Times – mediums that are regularly relied on by political 

scientists to construct time-series metrics.  Prior notes that cable television reached only a 

a third of all US households in 1983, while it had passed the 85 percent mark by 2004.35  

The Pew Internet and American Life Project finds that online political news consumption 

has grown from 16% of adults looking online for political news in the spring of 2000 to 

40% in the spring of 2008.36  As Prior puts it, “A change in the media environment that 

arises for technological reasons has profound but unintended implications for politics 

because it affects how evenly political knowledge is distributed in the population.”37  The 

addition of new media venues increases the gap in political knowledge between those 

who choose to learn about politics and those who only receive political information 

through “byproduct learning.” 

                                                 
35 Prior, pg 94. 
36 Smith, Aaron and Lee Rainie.  2008. “The internet and the 2008 election.”  Research 
report, Pew Internet and American Life Project.  Available online: 
http://www.pewinternet.org.  
37 Prior, pg 96 
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When the latest news on the Democratic primary is given multiple, competing 

hour-length talk shows on the cable networks instead of being limited to brief occasional 

coverage on the evening network news, we can reasonably expect more detailed 

exploration of the topic as a result.  Particularly during the periodic lulls between the state 

primaries, such discussions can provide fodder for spirited debate, filling what would 

otherwise be a slow news cycle.  If we consider independent political blogs as a venue for 

strong partisans to learn about and discuss even more detailed information, then indeed it 

would appear that changes to the media environment – independent of either the critical 

junctures in the history of the Democratic convention system or the falling transaction 

costs related to association-building – could produce dramatically different outcomes in 

public engagement.  Increased media diversity allows self-described “political junkies” to 

gain greater information on their topics of interest and this seeds the terrain for political 

interest groups to mobilize collective action.  In this sense, the expansion of media choice 

again appears to be a contributing factor leading to the creation of the Superdelegate 

Transparency Project and interest group involvement around the issue.   

Still, the internet has not only affected the availability of information for mass 

publics.  It has also provided fertile ground for the development of online communities-

of-interest, letting motivated partisans not only satisfy their “sweet tooth” preference for 

political media, but also engage with each other in collective efforts to affect the political 

environment.  Studies of the internet and political campaigning have traditionally been 

limited to the role of candidate campaign operations, media outlets, and voters.  Given 

that it was outside groups that sought to affect the framing and political calculus of this 
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issue, let us now consider the internets distinctive impacts on association-building and 

interest group coordination. 

 

Post-Bureaucratic Organizations and the Changing Shape of the Interest Group 

Population 

  

Consider Chris Bowers’s previously-cited victory declaration from February 22nd, 

2008: “…This was a long, three-week campaign, but ultimately it has proven fruitful for 

democracy.”  A seasoned interest group leader might find great comedy in the very 

notion of a “long, three-week campaign.”  Between developing a strategic plan, raising 

the necessary funds, hiring staff, and engaging in public education, constituent outreach, 

and pressure tactics, professional advocacy groups tend to think year-by-year rather than 

week-by-week.  Historically, this is just a reality of the embedded communications 

technologies.  Gathering 400,000 petition signatures doesn’t happen spontaneously, and it 

certainly can’t be coordinated overnight.  Yet, just as the Howard Dean campaign 

demonstrated the internet’s capacity for generating millions in small-dollar, online 

contributions38, the dramatic decrease in online transaction costs allows for a new 

political economy of association-building, with internet-mediated groups like MoveOn 

and Democracy for America, along with blogging communities like DailyKos and 

OpenLeft engaging geographically-diffuse communities-of-interest through new tactical 

repertoires that take advantage of the emerging information regime. 

                                                 
38 Hindman, Matthew.  2005.  “The Real Lessons of Howard Dean: Reflections on the 
First Digital Campaign.”  Perspectives on Politics, Volume 3, Issue 1.  Pp. 121-128. 
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This is not the first time that technological change has played a transformative 

role in shaping the contours of the interest group population.  The “interest group 

explosion” of the late 1960s and early 1970s (see Berry 1999, Baumgartner and Jones 

1993, and Skocpol 2003) was supported through small-dollar direct mail contributions.  

Such contributions are garnered through “Prospect Direct Mail,” a technique that is 

afforded bedrock status in nonprofit fundraising texts (Klein 1994).  Prospect Direct Mail 

requires, at a minimum, mainframe computing technology in order to render large lists of 

potential members accessible.  Often treated as an aftereffect of the rights-based 

framework of the Civil Rights Movement, the interest group explosion was premised on 

some decidedly technological underpinnings. 

Bruce Bimber suggests in Information and American Democracy that the change 

in information regimes brought about by the reduced transaction costs of online 

communication contributes to a condition of “online information abundance,” which in 

turn leads to “post-bureaucratic” forms of organization.  Such organizations are expected 

to depart from existing interest groups in four key areas.  “1. Collective action does not 

necessarily require substantial staff, money, or organization on the part of organizers. 2. 

Organizational boundaries are often permeable and not sharply defined. 3. Informal 

association and affiliation are important and sometimes replace formal membership.  4. 

Collective action is often narrowly focused on subsets of members or affiliates, with the 

organization reconfiguring itself between issues in opportunistic responses to the flow of 

political events.”39  Internet scholar Clay Shirky weighs in with a similar perspective, 

suggesting that the “ridiculously low” costs of group coordination allow for groups that 

                                                 
39 Bimber, 2003. 
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previously existed below the “Coasian floor” to spring into existence.40  The notion of the 

“Coasian floor” is perhaps particularly useful in this case – it is a reference to Ronald 

Coase’s landmark work, “The Nature of the Firm,” which provides the bedrock for 

modern organizational theory.  Echoing V.O. Key and Schattschneider, Shirky’s point is 

that association-building is costly, and thus there is some threshold (the Coasian floor) 

below which interests are too diffuse to endure the costs of formal organization.  Under 

conditions of information abundance, the dramatic reduction in costs leads to novel 

organization forms – Wikipedia and the photo-sharing site Flickr are two standard 

examples in the non-political realms, community blogs like OpenLeft and citizen-

journalism efforts like the STP are arguably their equivalent in American politics. 

 

While the wiki-based portion of the Superdelegate Transparency Project appears 

to be a clear fit with the class of organizations discussed by Bimber, Shirky, and others – 

it was a short-term meta-organization, lacking clear boundaries and formal membership, 

and relied heavily on the capacity of web-based operations to aggregate dispersed local 

information with nearly zero coordination costs – the more traditional pressure-campaign 

elements of the effort were led by a set of well-known progressive organizations.41  

Originally founded in 1998 as a relatively simple online petition urging Congress to 

censure Bill Clinton and “Move On,” MoveOn.org has since evolved to become 

synonymous with the vocal American Left.  With a membership database of 3.2 million 

                                                 
40 Shirky, 2008. Pg 44. 
41 Bimber does discuss both MoveOn and more traditional single-issue advocacy groups 
in his work.  Written based on interviews conducted in 1999 and 2000, the model of post-
bureaucratic organizations presented in the book is more sophisticated than the case 
examples offered, since the vast array of the internet-mediated activism we are now 
accustomed to had yet to be imagined at that juncture. 
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e-mail addresses (reportedly increased to 5 million over the course of the 2008 general 

election campaign), MoveOn has been a pioneer of internet-mediated campaign and 

fundraising tactics.  Likewise, Democracy for America is the offspring of the (Howard) 

Dean for America campaign apparatus, field-defining in its use of “meetups” to 

coordinate offline activities among its membership through an internet-based system.  

How do these pressure groups differ from the members of the progressive interest group 

community with longer standing, particularly the ones who were also prominent in 1984? 

There appear to be three major distinctions between this new generation of 

interest groups and the professional advocacy groups that emerged out of the “interest 

group explosion” of the 1960s and 70s.  First is a tendency toward what might be called 

“nimbleness.”  In comparing 2008 to 1984, one thing that should be clear is that, without 

the internet, the diffuse interest of left-wing partisans in “letting the voters decide” would 

be much the same as the diffuse interest of energy consumers described in V.O. Key’s 

classic work.  What 1984-era interest group would be a proper fit for mobilizing around 

this issue?  Given the time horizons necessary for raising funds, developing plans, hiring 

staff, and executing the campaign, it is self-evident why no groups attempted to mobilize 

around the issue in May, 1984, when it appeared likely that Hart would win both the most 

primaries and the most votes.  The 400,000 petition signatures that the STP raised in a 

matter of weeks would have taken months if not years to collect without the mediating 

influence of internet-based communication.  By the time the funds had been raised and 

the staff had been hired, the issue would have long since passed.  At a minimum, then, 

the internet affects the activity of political advocacy groups by dramatically abbreviating 

the timelines necessary for communicating with the relevant issue public.  Interest groups 
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in 2008 are capable of being far more nimble than interest groups in 1984, and this 

creates the opportunity to capitalize on public sentiment around whatever issue is 

dominating the news cycle.   

A second distinction, building off of the first, regards their underlying 

membership and fundraising apparatuses.  The advocacy organizations of 1984 relied 

heavily on Prospect Direct Mail to raise necessary funds from their membership.  This 

requires developing an issue specialty and then cultivating a list of member-supporters 

who are willing to provide annual contributions to support the organization’s work.  It 

leads to single-issue specialist organizations, many of them holdovers from periods of 

intense, movement-style activism.42  Rather than general-progressive organizations, the 

political economy of Prospect Direct Mail fosters single-issue organizations – 

environmental, women’s rights, gay rights, anti-war, etc.  Since each additional piece of 

membership communication carries a marginal cost (printing and postage), specialization 

is key to building a sustainable response rate. 

For internet-mediated organizations like MoveOn and Democracy for America, 

differences in membership communication platforms lead to a divergent logic of member 

engagement and fundraising.  The marginal costs of adding an additional piece of e-mail 

approaches zero.  For this reason, there is little incentive to specialize into a single-issue 

niche.  MoveOn can attract more members by working on both Global Warming and the 

Iraq War, with some responding more frequently to one and others to the other.  So long 

as the organization’s e-mail output doesn’t expand to the point where they have high 

                                                 
42 Bosso, Christopher.  2005.   Environment Inc: From Grassroots to Beltway.  Lawrence, 
KS: University Press of Kansas. 
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dropout rates (a testable proposition that the organization tracks extensively), groups like 

this are better-served spanning multiple issue areas. 

This leads directly to the third distinction: due to their nimbleness and general-

progressive orientation, internet-mediated organizations tend to gravitate towards 

capitalizing on whichever issue is dominating the news cycle of the day.  MoveOn, for 

instance, has organized House Parties and group viewing sessions when films such as Al 

Gore’s “An Inconvenient Truth” and Michael Moore’s “Sicko” were released to theaters 

amongst much fanfare.  Though the groups engage in membership plebiscites to 

determine their positive issue priorities, they also constantly adapt to the issue of the day, 

be it a lobbyist scandal, major report, or upcoming election.  If we think of the 

progressive “issue space” as being traditionally divided along classical interest group 

lines (see figure 3), then these internet-mediated progressive generalists cross issue 

boundaries and also occupy space that previously fell into the cracks between issue 

groups. (see figure 4) 
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Figure 3: Classical Progressive Issue Space. Organizations in brackets are 

examples, not comprehensive 
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Figure 4: Progressive Issue Space, circa 2008.  Progressive generalists encompass 

existing issue space, along with issues that previously fell between the cracks. 

 

And therein lies the most important difference between the interest group 

population of 2008 and that of 1984.  Due to these distinct capacities that emerge out of 

the political economy of internet-mediated communication, issues that previously lacked 

enough concentrated public interest to enable the formation of a political pressure group 

are now taken up by the largest and most prominent progressive organizations.  When 

Superdelegates dominate the expanded bandwidth of mainstream media, these 

organizations seize upon the issue and provide voice to public discontent.  Referring back 

once again to Bowers’s victory declaration, “It is always good when political elites are 
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forced to back down out of fear of popular revolt from the voters,” it seems the longer-

term impact herein is the lowering of the barriers to the mobilization of bias.  In 1984, 

this issue did not fit into the core mission of any existing interest groups.  Gary Hart 

supporters could protest it, but only through the existing communication and 

organizational structures of the campaign.  Existing elite networks managed the process 

without fear of organized dissent.  In 2008, a new information regime enabled a new 

class of nimble, internet-mediated progressive generalists, and these groups were able to 

give voice to a diffuse issue interest.  In effect, this makes the networks of political elites 

more porous by empowering a wider range of actors to engage in political action.  The 

minimum threshold for collective action has been reduced dramatically, leading to short-

term, informal organizing efforts and long-running progressive generalists who engage 

their members across a wide range of issues to pressure decision-makers. 

 

Evaluating the Narratives.  First Among Equals?  

 

At this juncture, we have the outline of three explanatory narratives, competing 

albeit complementary.  (1) Critical junctures in the development of the Democratic party 

nominating system created circumstances for collective action in 2008 that were more 

favorable than the circumstances present in 1984; one of these junctures being the 

collective recollection of the results of 1984 itself.  (2) Media expansion created the space 

for motivated partisans to indulge their taste for political information and intrigue, 

leading to a more information-rich environment that better facilitated the engagement of 

relevant issue publics.  Just as the 24-hour news networks increased the information gap 
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between political “haves” and “have nots,” it also altered the terrain to be more favorable 

to public action.  (3) Changes to the information regime also altered the costs of 

association-building, allowing for the development of short-term “meta-organizations” 

and changing the political economy of interest group organization.  With multiple 

changing dynamics at work, can we say anything more about the relative importance of 

the three explanatory variables?  I argue that one crucial distinction suggests that only (3) 

qualifies as a generalizably necessary condition for collective action in this case, though 

(1) and (2) created a more permissive environment that proved important for this specific 

case.  

Consider again the list of organizations that sponsored the full-page ad presented 

on page 13.  For ease of evaluation, I reproduce the list in table 1 below, along with the 

founding dates and issue areas of each of the participating organizations.  Data was 

collected by visiting each organization’s “about us” page on their website: 

 

Organization Name 
 

Founding Date Issue Specialty 

MoveOn.org Political 
Action 

September, 1998 “…brings real Americans 
into politics to fight for a 
more progressive America 
and elect progressive 
candidates.” 

DemocracyforAmerica.com 2004 “…our nation’s largest 
progressive political action 
community… a grassroots 
powerhouse working to 
change our country and the 
Democratic Party from the 
bottom-up.” 

ColorofChange.org 2005 (post-Katrina) “exists to strengthen Black 
America’s political voice.  
Our goal is to empower our 
members – Black 
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Americans and our allies – 
to make government more 
responsive to the concerns 
of Black Americans and to 
bring about positive 
political and social change 
for everyone.” 

Courage Campaign 2005 “the online organizing hub 
for Progressive 
Californians” 

FairVote Action 1992 “acts to transform our 
elections to achieve 
universal access to 
participation, a full 
spectrum of meaningful 
ballot choices and majority 
rule with fair representation 
for all.” 

OpenLeft July, 2007 “a news, analysis and action 
website dedicated toward 
building a progressive 
governing majority in 
America.” 

PowerPAC.org 2004 “a nonprofit advocacy and 
political organization.  
PowerPAC was organized 
to champion democracy and 
social justice in states and 
communities across the 
country. 

Table 1: Participating organizations in the Superdelegate Transparency Project Pressure 
Campaign 

 

 Only one of these organizations – FairVote Action – was founded prior to the 

broad diffusion of internet-mediated communication platforms.  And FairVote’s mission 

of electoral reform places the Superdelegate controversy squarely within its issue space.  

All of the other organizations were founded as internet-mediated organizations, with an 

interest either in “progressive politics” generally, or in strengthening a specific 
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constituency’s voice in pursuit of progressive goals.43  Noticeably absent from this list is 

a wide array of prominent left-wing organizations.  Labor groups (American Federation 

of Labor-Congress of International Organizations, Service Employees International 

Union), Women’s Rights groups (National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action 

League, National Organization for Women), Environmental groups (Sierra Club, League 

of Conservation Voters, Friends of the Earth), and traditional Civil Rights groups 

(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) all are actively engaged 

in Democratic primary politics.  Yet none of these organizations took part in the 

Superdelegate campaign. 

 All of these traditional organizations were prominent in both 1984 and 2008.  In 

neither of the two cases did they choose to participate in collective action.  This provides 

a valuable signal in evaluating the three causal narratives.  Neither the path dependent 

critical junctures in Democratic politics nor the expansion of the media environment can 

explain why only the new generation of left-wing associations engaged in this issue.  

While these two trends appear to have increased the issue’s salience and provided a more 

permissive environment for activating a diffuse community-of-interest, their effect is 

population-wide and thus they offer no explanation for why the tempest surrounding 

“letting the voters decide” would be contained only in the new generation of progressive 

advocacy organizations. 

 Based on a side-by-side comparison of the two cases, we cannot conclusively 

determine that either explanation (1) or explanation (2) qualifies as a necessary condition 

                                                 
43 Color of Change was founded by James Rucker, a former MoveOn staffer, at the 
encouragement of MoveOn’s founders.  Likewise, Courage Campaign was a spinoff of 
California-based Democracy for America affiliate leaders. 
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for the emergence of collective action.  It seems likely that they played important roles –  

without the 1984 loss and Bush v Gore outrage, the network of new progressive advocacy 

group leaders might have judged it a non-issue, and without the expanded media 

environment, it wouldn’t have been the issue that dominated the news cycle – but lacking 

either one, the new advocacy groups could still have chosen to engage in mobilization.  

Only (3), the changing political economy of interest group representation, qualifies as a 

clear necessary condition for the collective action witnessed in 2008.  In the absence of 

the information abundance and reduced transaction costs of the internet, only FairVote 

would have been a functioning group, and FairVote with a small budget of roughly 

$850,000 and a much smaller member list than the other participating organizations, 

FairVote would not have been able to produce nearly the same level of public 

mobilization.44     

 Divergent fundraising and membership-engagement practices, driven by the 

availability of new communications media, have created a generational shift in the 

interest group population.  The new generation of internet-mediated progressive 

generalists do not just span the issue spaces of multiple traditional issue groups, but also 

engage their large memberships in issues that otherwise would have fallen into the cracks 

between the issue groups.  This is a difference-in-kind, indicative of a sea change in the 

mobilization of bias in American politics.  Lowered transaction costs have not just driven 

existing organizations to pursue backend efficiency, but have indeed widened the 

spectrum of issues around which issue publics will attempt to influence decision-makers.  

                                                 
44 Payne, Erica.  2008.  The Practical Progressive: how to build a twenty-first century 
political movement. New York: Public Affairs. 
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A larger swath of the “demand curve” for political action is now being realized as a result 

of the change in information regimes. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 A standard criticism of the early scholarship on the internet and politics has been 

that the internet makes communication move faster, but otherwise leaves political 

institutions unchanged.  Bimber and Davis reached such a conclusion in their 2003 study, 

Campaigning Online, where they concluded that the internet would have minimal effects 

on political campaigns because visitors to candidate web sites tend to be existing 

supporters, leading to “reinforcement, not persuasion.”45  Their book, based on field 

research in the 2000 campaign cycle, arrived in stores just in time for the Dean campaign 

to emphasize the overlooked importance of the mobilization of bias to campaign 

fundraising and field activities.  Likewise, critics of blog scholarship have cautioned that 

blogging is “just a lot of chatter” with little impact on institutions of power.  What this 

case analysis should make clear is that the change in information regimes has substantial 

implications for mass political engagement.  Internet communication has affected the 

political economy of collective action efforts, widening the issue space in which the new 

generation of interest groups week to promote political engagement. 

 Interest group scholars in particular should take note of this finding.  The study of 

interest groups has remained largely focused on the research agenda laid out by Jack 

                                                 
45 Bimber, Bruce and Richard Davis.  2003.  Campaigning Online.  New York: Oxford 
University Press. 
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Walker in 1991.46  The Superdelegate Transparency Project stands as evidence that there 

is indeed something very new happening in the field of political associations, and this 

calls for a novel research paradigm.  With multi-issue groups representing “progressive” 

interests and seeking to elect “better Democrats,” what are the role boundaries between 

the new generation of interest groups and our traditional political parties?  Likewise, 

should we expect the previous generation of interest groups to adopt the new media 

technologies, be transformed by them, remain stable in their niches, or decline? 

This phrases a much larger puzzle for us to grapple with: if the logic of collective 

action is changing under an information environment in which group formation is far less 

costly, how does the new generation of political associations differ from the old?  We can 

conclude from this example that internet communication allows for an expanded issue 

space for the mobilization of bias, but there is also a strong indication that the new 

communication platforms are changing the tactical repertoires of the new organizations, 

and allowing for new network-based forms of collective action that allow motivated 

partisans to engage in substantively different forms of politics.  What implications does 

this hold for the representation of political interests in our existing institutions, and how 

does the changing political economy of interest group representation affect those long-

standing organizations that were forged under a different information regime? 

MoveOn.org is now over ten years old, and in that time it has attracted substantial 

public and journalistic attention while remaining largely ignored by scholars of politics.  

For those who have thus far been skeptical that internet-mediated organizations like 

MoveOn are any different than traditional organizations, the primary elections of 2008 

                                                 
46 Walker, Jack L.  1991.  Mobilizing Interest Groups in America.  Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press. 
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and 1984 should provide reason for reevaluation.  As the first of the internet-mediated 

generalist organizations, MoveOn offers the most mature, well-developed example of the 

new generation of interest groups.  We, as a research community, can no longer treat 

these new organizations as identical to the old, but armed with faster communication 

protocols and online petitions.  The political economy of interest group representation is 

changing in response to drastic shifts in mediating technology, and this in turn has 

already led to an expansion of the issue space in which diffuse political interests are 

given voice in the public arena.  It is high time that political scientists investigated these 

trends and began paying attention to the changing role of political associations in 

American politics. 
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