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President Clinton,in his State of the Union address, beseeched Congress
to enaa campaign finance reformto reduce"special interest"influence.
Campaign finance reforms that the president favors would constrict funda
mentaldemocratic freedoms to participate in the political process.Inother
words: speech would be limited andsome citizens' freedom to participate in
electionsbeyond votingwould be "Reformed" out ofexistencebasedon
theiraDeged statusas"special interests." Butif"special interest" isnotde-'
jied, howare we to knowjust whoseinfluence shouldbe curbed?
Judging from the fervent bipartisan (and thirdparty) scorn heaped on

"special interests," thecasual observer would logicallyassume thatthis
scourge of democracy was readUy identifiab!e.The Congressional Record,
newspaper editorials andcampaign speech^ are repletewithdiatribes ~
against the"special interests." Arecentsevch ofnewspapers ontheNe.xis
database found more than 60,000 articles and^torials containing the
phrase "specialinterest."

"Spedal interest"is the mostpejorative phrasein the American political
lexicon since"communist-pinko."Judgingfromthe reformers' scathing
rhetoric, rooting out thesespecial interestsis a jobfora newSenateCom-
mittee on Un-American Activities.

In fact, the special interest tag depends on the view»'s vantagepoint
rather than on any objectivecriteria. So-calledgoodgovernment groups •
would have people b^eve that the antonym is"public" interest—as defined
bythem. These groups usually construe good government tomean big
government andtherefore deembiggovernment to bein the public inter
est Bythislogic, opposition to anygovernment regulation or tax virtually
guarantees a special interest charge. . . .
. Capitalism should notbea dirtywordina fir% society, buthaving ob
serve the enmity directed towari itspractitioners in many quarters, one
couldreasonably wonder.Somenonprofit so-called "goodgovernment" - ,.
groups readily pin thespedalinterestlabel onprofit-seeking enterprise '
Yet behind corporate b^ce sheets are employees, familie shareholders •
and communities of which they are part. • >

Does thespedalinterestconnotation extendtoemployees md theirfam- -
flies? To the legions ofAmericans whose retirement fiin^ and investments
are keyed to the stockmarket? Bysuchextrapolation doesthe "special in
terest" smear cut a wide swath; ^ •

What happens when a purported public interestorganization is funded by
groupthat is universally regardedas a "special interest,"suchas the .

jaintiffs'lawyers? Are we to condude that the spedal interest in this in
stance issubsumed inthenobler public interest? Oristhepublic interest ^

- group amply laundering the spec^interest influence money and acting as
a frontorganization? Or is it merelycoinddencewhentheir interests con- .
verge on, say, lawsuit reform? ' " ' ••
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Mostpeople would probably condude that a special interest iscontrary
to themajority interest. Should spedalinterestbedefined as being notim
mediately relevant tomore than 49.9percentofAmerican dtizens? Must
itsmembership comprise a majority ofthe country to belegitimate? Ifso,
such a qualification should becarefiilly pondered, as "special interests"
could beequated with any narrow or ihinority interest, thusautomatically
tarnishingwhat couldbe a very worthy cause.

Beuig a senator from Kentucky, I regularly gotobatfor Kentucky indus
tries(and theiremployees, suppliers andsubcontractors) threatened byon
erous regulations and taxation. These industries may, intheminds ofsome
people, epitomize "special interest." To me,theyandthe Kentuckians
whose livelihoods depend onthemare constituents, andmyassistance to
them is in the public's interest

Is a Pacific Northwest lumbercompany automatically a special interest'
Thecompany's employees? How about the Washington-based environmen
talistswhowould sacrifice jobsanddisrupthumanlives for thesakeofan
owl? Are owlsspedal interests?

Thetruth is that thespecial interest labelis a political weapon utilized,
often reflexively andperhaps thoughtlessly, bypeople throughout the ideo
logical spectrum. It can befotmd instatements I have made inthepast. Us
ing it isa hard habit tobreak. Nevertheless, intheinterest ofmore honest
and dvfl public discourse, the invocation ofthe"special interest" mantra to
propel a reform'agenda orwound anopponent isa habit that should bebro
ken.

All Americans havea constitutional right to petitionthe government and
partidpate in thepolitical process, howeverampopular thecause or narrow
itsappeal may be. Americans do notforfeit those rights because they have
beentagged withthe spedalmterest labeL

Thecampaign finance reform debate, inparticular, isadvanced on the
premise that special interest influence ispervasive, corrosive, and must be
abatedat allcosts.Butthecostofthe alleged reformsin termsofconstitu
tional freedom for all Americans ishigh. And the spec^ inter«t premise is
deeply flawed. So thenext time you hear someone hail campaign finance
reformas the answer, askthemwhat is the question. And when theysay
special interest influence isthe problem, ask them: What isaspecial inter
est? •

-The writer isa Republican senatorfrom Kentucky andchairman of
the Senate Ethics Committee.


