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Q3(b)
Are pressure groups a threat to or a necessary element of
democracy? Explain with suitable illustrations

UPSC Civil Services Mains 2025 - Sociology GS 1 - 20 marks - Politics and Society
Politics and Society: Sociological theories of power; Power elite, bureaucracy, pressure groups, and political
parties; Nation, state, citizenship, democracy, civil society, ideology; Protest, agitation, social movements,
collective action, revolution.
Core demand of the question

* Define pressure groups as organised interests outside the formal party-office structure

* Argue they are necessary for interest articulation in a democracy

* Argue they can threaten equality, capture and majoritarian crowding-out

 Illustrate from India and comparative theory: Bentley, Truman, Dahl, elite critics

Revision summary

Pressure groups influence policy without ordinarily taking office.

Pluralists treat them as necessary vehicles of interest articulation.

Critics note unequal organising power, capture and majoritarian or caste intimidation.
Olson explains why concentrated interests beat diffuse majorities.

Indian farmers' protests, chambers of commerce and caste associations show both voices and
capture.

* The answer is conditional: necessary, and dangerous without equality and transparency.

Introduction

Pressure groups, or interest groups, are organised associations that seek to influence public
policy without themselves usually forming the government. Business chambers, farmers'
unions, professional bodies, caste associations, student unions and environmental campaigns
all belong here. Arthur Bentley and David Truman made them central to the empirical study of
democracy. The sociological question is not whether they exist, but whether they deepen
popular rule or quietly replace it.

Body

Necessary element

In a complex society the citizen cannot speak on every technical file. Almond and Powell called
interest articulation a function of the political system. Pressure groups supply information,
mobilise members, and check a remote bureaucracy. Robert Dahl's pluralism pictured power
as dispersed among competing groups, so that no single class monopolises the state. In India,
the farmers' movements that culminated in the 2020-21 protests, trade unions in industrial
belts, the Narmada Bachao Andolan, and disability-rights groups have put issues on the
agenda that parties had delayed. Caste associations have also been vehicles of political
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education and reservation claims. Without such groups, democracy shrinks to a periodic vote.

Threat

Elite and Marxist critics reply that groups are not equal. E. E. Schattschneider wrote that the
pluralist heaven sings with an upper-class accent. Mancur Olson showed that small
concentrated interests organise more easily than large diffuse ones: a tariff for a few firms
beats a quiet loss for millions of consumers. Regulatory capture, "iron triangles" and black
money turn pressure into privatisation of the state. Caste and communal organisations can
polarise, intimidate, and hollow out citizenship. Business houses fund think tanks and media
while informal workers remain weakly unionised. Feminist and environmental groups may win
law on paper and lose implementation. Mosca and Michels, though writing of elites and
parties, warn that organisation itself tends toward oligarchy: the office-bearers of a union or
an NGO may cease to represent the base.

The balanced sociological judgement is therefore conditional. Pressure groups are necessary
for a living democracy and dangerous when resources, media and coercive honour are
unequal. Law on lobbying, transparency of political funding, and the capacity of poor people's
organisations decide which face appears. Illustrations should always pair a democratic gain
with a capture risk, not preach a single slogan.

Flow diagram

Pressure groups -> Necessary articulation
Pressure groups -> Threat of capture
Necessary articulation -> Pluralism Dahl
Threat of capture -> Unequal resources Olson
Threat of capture -> Oligarchy of organisers

Pressure groups -> Indian unions farmers caste chambers

Conclusion

Pressure groups are a necessary element of democratic interest articulation and a possible
threat when organisation follows wealth, caste and oligarchy. The examiner wants both faces,
with theory and Indian examples. Democracy needs associations; it also needs them to be
contestable and relatively equal.

Facts & figures

Interest articulation

Almond's function: converting social needs into political demands, often through associations
rather than parties alone.

Schattschneider's accent
The observation that organised pluralism tends to amplify already advantaged classes.

Olson's logic

Small groups with high per-capita stakes organise more readily than large groups with scattered
losses.
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