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 A CRITIQUE OF THE RULING ELITE MODEL

 ROBERT A. DAHL

 Yale University

 A great many people seem to believe that "they" run things: the old families,

 the bankers, the City Hall, machine, or the party boss behind the scene. This
 kind of view evidently has a powerful and many-sided appeal. It is simple,
 compelling, dramatic, "realistic." It gives one standing as an inside-dopester.
 For individuals with a strong strain of frustrated idealism, it has just the right
 touch of hard-boiled cynicism. Finally, the hypothesis has one very great
 advantage over many alternative explanations: It can be cast in a form that
 makes it virtually impossible to disprove.

 Consider the last point for a moment. There is a type of quasi-metaphysical
 theory made up of what might be called an infinite regress of explanations.
 The ruling elite model can be interpreted in this way. If the overt leaders of a
 community do not appear to constitute a ruling elite, then the theory can be
 saved by arguing that behind the overt leaders there is a set of covert leaders
 who do. If subsequent evidence shows that this covert group does not make a
 ruling elite, then the theory can be saved by arguing that behind the first
 covert group there is another, and so on.

 Now whatever else it may be, a theory that cannot even in principle be
 controverted by empirical evidence is not a scientific theory. The least that
 we can demand of any ruling elite theory that purports to be more than a
 metaphysical or polemical doctrine is, first, that the burden of proof be on the
 proponents of the theory and not on its critics; and, second, that there be
 clear criteria according to which the theory could be disproved.

 With these points in mind, I shall proceed in two stages. First, I shall try
 to clarify the meaning of the concept "ruling elite" by describing a very simple
 form of what I conceive to be a ruling elite system. Second, I shall indicate
 what would be required in principle as a simple but satisfactory test of any
 hypothesis asserting that a particular political system is, in fact, a ruling elite
 system. Finally, I shall deal with some objections.

 I. A SIMPLE RULING ELITE SYSTEM

 If a ruling elite hypothesis says anything, surely it asserts that within some
 specific political system there exists a group of people who to some degree
 exercise power or influence over other actors in the system. I shall make the
 following assumptions about power:'

 1. In order to compare the relative influence of two actors (these may be
 individuals, groups, classes, parties, or what not), it is necessary to state the
 scope of the responses upon which the actors have an effect. The statement,

 I See Robert A. Dahl, "The Concept of Power," Behavioral Science, Vol. 2 (July 1957),
 pp. 201-215.
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 464 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW

 "A has more power than B," is so ambiguous as to verge on the meaningless, since
 it does not specify the scope.

 2. One cannot compare the relative influence of two actors who always per-
 form identical actions with respect to the group influenced. What this means as a
 practical matter is that ordinarily one can test for differences in influence only
 where there are cases of differences in initial preferences. At one extreme, the

 difference may mean that one group prefers alternative A and another group

 prefers B, A and B being mutually exclusive. At the other extreme, it may mean
 that one group prefers alternative A to other alternatives, and another group
 is indifferent. If a political system displayed complete consensus at all times,

 we should find it impossible to construct a satisfactory direct test of the hypo-
 thesis that it was a ruling elite system, although indirect and rather unsatis-
 factory tests might be devised.

 Consequently, to know whether or not we have a ruling elite, we must have
 a political system in which there is a difference in preferences, from time to

 time, among the individual human beings in the system. Suppose, now, that
 among these individuals there is a set whose preferences regularly prevail in all
 cases of disagreement, or at least in all cases of disagreement over key political
 issues (a term I propose to leave undefined here). Let me call such a set of
 individuals a "controlling group." In a full-fledged democracy operating strictly
 according to majority rule, the majority would constitute a controlling group,
 even though the individual members of the majority might change from one
 issue to the next. But since our model is to represent a ruling elite system, we
 require that the set be less than a majority in size.

 However, in any representative system with single member voting districts
 where more than two candidates receive votes, a candidate could win with
 less than a majority of votes; and it is possible, therefore, to imagine a truly
 sovereign legislature elected under the strictest "democratic" rules that was
 nonetheless governed by a legislative majority representing the first preferences
 of a minority of voters. Yet I do not think we would want to call such a political
 system a ruling elite system. Because of this kind of difficulty, I propose that
 we exclude from our definition of a ruling elite any controlling group that is a
 product of rules that are actually followed (that is, "real" rules) under which a
 majority of individuals could dominate if they took certain actions permissible
 under the "real" rules. In short, to constitute a ruling elite a controlling group
 must not be a pure artifact of democratic rules.

 A ruling elite, then, is a controlling group less than a majority in size that is
 not a pure artifact of democratic rules. It is a minority of individuals whose
 preferences regularly prevail in cases of differences in preference on key
 political issues. If we are to avoid an infinite regress of explanations, the
 composition of the ruling elite must be more or less definitely specified.

 II. SOME BAD TESTS

 The hypothesis we are d.1ing- with wquld run aloig these 1ines; "Such and
 such a political system (the U. S., the U.S.S.R., New Haven, or the like) is a
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 CRITIQUE OF THE RULING ELITE MODEL 465

 ruling elite system in which the ruling elite has the following membership."

 Membership would then be specified by name, position, socio-economic class,
 socio-economic roles, or what not.

 Let me now turn to the problem of testing a hypothesis of this sort, and
 begin by indicating a few tests that are sometimes mistakenly taken as ade-
 quate.

 The first improper test confuses a ruling elite with a group that has a high

 potential for control. Let me explain. Suppose a set of individuals in a political
 system has the following property: there is a very high probability that if they
 agree on a key political alternative, and if they all act in some specified way,
 then that alternative will be chosen. We may say of such a group that it has a
 high potential for control. In a large and complex society like ours, there may be
 many such groups. For example, the bureaucratic triumvirate of Professor
 Mills would appear to have a high potential for control.2 In the City of New
 Haven, with which I have some acquaintance, I do not doubt that the leading
 business figures together with the leaders of both political parties have a high
 potential for control. But a potential for control is not, except in a peculiarly
 Hobbesian world, equivalent to actual control. If the military leaders of this
 country and their subordinates agreed that it was desirable, they could most
 assuredly establish a military dictatorship of the most overt sort; nor would
 they need the aid of leaders of business corporations or the executive branch of
 our government. But they have not set up such a dictatorship. For what is
 lacking are the premises I mentioned earlier, namely agreement on a key politi-
 cal alternative and some set of specific implementing actions. That is to say,
 a group may have a high potential for control and a low potential for unity.
 The actual political effectiveness of a group is a function of its potential for con-
 trol and its potential for unity. Thus a group with a relatively low potential
 for control but a high potential for unity may be more politically effective than
 a group with a high potential for control but a low potential for unity.

 The second improper test confuses a ruling elite with a group of individuals
 who have more influence than any others in the system. I take it for granted
 that in every human organization some individuals have more influence over
 key decisions than do others. Political equality may well be among the most
 Utopian of all human goals. But it is fallacious to assume that the absence of
 political equality proves the existence of a ruling elite.

 The third improper test, which is closely related to the preceding one, is to
 generalize from a single scope of influence. Neither logically nor empirically
 does it follow that a group with a high degree of influence over one scope will
 necessarily have a high degree of influence over another scope within the same
 system. This is a matter to be determined empirically. Any investigation that
 does not take into account the possibility that different elite groups have dif-
 ferent scopes is suspect. By means of sloppy questions one could easily seem to
 discover that there exists a unified ruling elite in New Haven; for there is no

 2 C. Wright Mills,, The Power Elite (New York, 1956), pa-sim.
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 doubt that small groups of people make many key decisions. It appears to be
 the case, however, that the small group that runs urban redevelopment is not

 the same as the small group that runs public education, and neither is quite
 the same as the two small groups that run the two parties. Moreover the small
 group that runs urban redevelopment with a high degree of unity would almost
 certainly disintegrate if its activities were extended to either education or the
 two political parties.

 III. A PROPOSED TEST

 If tests like these are not valid, what can we properly require?

 Let us take the simplest possible situation. Assume that there have been

 some number-I will not say how many-of cases where there has been dis-

 agreement within the political system on key political choices. Assume further

 that the hypothetical ruling elite prefers one alternative and other actors in the
 system prefer other alternatives. Then unless it is true that in all or very nearly
 all of these cases the alternative preferred by the ruling elite is actually adopted,
 the hypothesis (that the system is dominated by the specified ruling elite) is
 clearly false.

 I do not want to pretend either that the research necessary to such a test is
 at all easy to carry out or that community life lends itself conveniently to strict
 interpretation according to the requirements of the test. But I do not see how

 anyone can suppose that he has established the dominance of a specific group in a
 community or a nation without basing his analysis on the careful examination of a

 series of concrete decisions. And these decisions must either constitute the uni-
 verse or a fair sample from the universe of key political decisions taken in the
 political system.

 Now it is a remarkable and indeed astounding fact that neither Professor
 Mills nor Professor Hunter has seriously attempted to examine an array of
 specific cases to test his major hypothesis.3 Yet I suppose these two works more
 than any others in the social sciences of the last few years have sought to in-
 terpret complex political systems essentially as instances of a ruling elite.

 To sum up: The hypothesis of the existence of a ruling elite can be strictly
 tested only if:

 1. The hypothetical ruling elite is a well-defined group.
 2. There is a fair sample of cases involving key political decisions in which

 the preferences of the hypothetical ruling elite run counter to those of
 any other likely group that might be suggested.

 3. In such cases, the preferences of the elite regularly prevail.

 IV. DIFFICULTIES AND OBJECTIONS

 Several objections might be raised against the test I propose.
 First, one might argue that the test is too weak. The argument would run as

 follows: If a ruling elite doesn't exist in a community, then the test is satisfac-

 3 Mills, op. cit.; Floyd Hunter, Community Power Structure (Chapel Hill, 1953).
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 tory; that is, if every hypothetical ruling elite is compared with alternative

 control groups, and in fact no ruling elite exists, then the test will indeed show
 that there is no minority whose preferences regularly prevail on key political

 alternatives. But-it might be said-suppose a ruling elite does exist. The test
 will not necessarily demonstrate its existence, since we may not have selected
 the right group as our hypothetical ruling elite. Now this objection is valid;
 but it suggests the point I made at the outset about the possibility of an in-
 finite regress of explanations. Unless we use the test on every possible combina-

 tion of individuals in the community, we cannot be certain that there is not
 some combination that constitutes a ruling elite. But since there is no more

 a priori reason to assume that a ruling elite does exist than to assume that one
 does not exist, the burden of proof does not rest upon the critic of the hypothesis,
 but upon its proponent. And a proponent must specify what group he has in
 mind as his ruling elite. Once the group is specified, then the test I have sug-
 gested is, at least in principle, valid.

 Second, one could object that the test is too strong. For suppose that the mem-
 bers of the "ruled" group are indifferent as to the outcome of various political
 alternatives. Surely (one could argue) if there is another group that regularly
 gets its way in the face of this indifference, it is in fact the ruling group in the
 society. Now my reasons for wishing to discriminate this case from the other
 involve more than a mere question of the propriety of using the term "ruling

 elite," which is only a term of convenience. There is, I think, a difference of
 some theoretical significance between a system in which a small group dorni-
 nates over another that is opposed to it, and one in which a group dominates
 over an indifferent mass. In the second case, the alternatives at stake can hardly

 be regarded as "key political issues" if we assume the point of view of the in-
 different mass; whereas in the first case it is reasonable to say that the alterna-
 tives involve a key political issue from the standpoint of both groups. Earlier I
 refrained from defining the concept "key political issues." If we were to do so

 at this point, it would seem reasonable to require as a necessary although
 possibly not a sufficient condition that the issue should involve actual dis-
 agreement in preferences among two or more groups. In short, the case of
 "indifference vs. preference" would be ruled out.

 However, I do not mean to dispose of the problem simply by definition.
 The point is to make sure that the two systems are distinguished. The test

 for the second, weaker system of elite rule would then be merely a modification
 of the test proposed for the first and more stringent case. It would again re-
 quire an examination of a series of cases showing uniformly that when "the
 word" was authoritatively passed down from the designated elite, the hitherto
 indifferent majority fell into ready compliance with an alternative that had
 nothing else to recommend it intrinsically.

 Third, one might argue that the test will not discriminate between a true

 ruling elite and a ruling elite together with its satellites. This objection is in

 one sense true and in one sense false. It is true that on a series of key political
 questions, an apparently unified group might prevail who would, according to
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 our test, thereby constitute a ruling elite. Yet an inner core might actually
 make the decisions for the whole group.

 However, one of two possibilities must be true. Either the inner core and the
 front men always agree at all times in the decision process, or they do not. But
 if they always agree, then it follows from one of our two assumptions about
 influence that the distinction between an "inner core" and "front men" has
 no operational meaning; that is, there is no conceivable way to distinguish

 between them. And if they do not always agree, then the test simply requires
 a comparison at those points in time when they disagree. Here again, the ad-
 vantages of concrete cases are palpable, for these enable one to discover who
 initiates or vetoes and who merely complies.

 Fourth, it might be said that the test is either too demanding or else it is
 too arbitrary. If it requires that the hypothetical elite prevails in every single
 case, then it demands too much. But if it does not require this much, then at
 what point can a ruling elite be said to exist? When it prevails in 7 cases out of
 10? 8 out of 10? 9 out of 10? Or what? There are two answers to this objection.
 On the one hand, it would be quite reasonable to argue, I think, that since we
 are considering only key political choices and not trivial decisions, if the elite
 does not prevail in every case in which it disagrees with a contrary group,
 it cannot properly be called a ruling elite. But since I have not supplied an
 independent definition of the term "key political choices," I must admit that
 this answer is not wholly satisfactory. On the other hand, I would be inclined
 to suggest that in this instance as in many others we ought not to assume that
 political reality will be as discrete and discontinuous as the concepts we find
 convenient to employ. We can say that a system approximates a true ruling
 elite system, to a greater or lesser degree, without insisting that it exemplify
 the extreme and limiting case.

 Fifth, it might be objected that the test I have proposed would not work in
 the most obvious of all cases of ruling elites, namely in the totalitarian dic-
 tatorships. For the control of the elite over the expression of opinion is so
 great that overtly there is no disagreement; hence no cases on which to base a
 judgment arise. This objection is a fair one. But we are not concerned here with
 totalitarian systems. We are concerned with the application of the techniques
 of modern investigation to American communities, where, except in very rare
 cases, terror is not so pervasive that the investigator is barred from discovering
 the preferences of citizens. Even in Little Rock, for example, newspaper men
 seemed to have had little difficulty in finding diverse opinions; and a northern
 political scientist of my acquaintance has managed to complete a large number
 of productive interviews with White and Negro Southerners on the touchy
 subject of integration.

 Finally one could argue that even in a society like ours a ruling elite might
 be so influential over ideas, attitudes, and opinions that a kind of false con-
 sensus will exist-not the phony consensus of a terroristic totalitarian dictator-
 ship but the manipulated and superficially self-imposed adherence to the
 norms and goals of the elite by broad sections of a community. A good deal of
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 Professor Mills' argument can be interpreted in this way, although it is not
 clear to me whether this is what he means to rest his case on.

 Even more than the others this objection points to the need to be circumspect
 in interpreting the evidence. Yet here, too, it seems to me that the hypothesis
 cannot be satisfactorily confirmed without something equivalent to the test I
 have proposed. For once again either the consensus is perpetual and un-
 breakable, in which case there is no conceivable way of determining who is
 ruler and who is ruled. Or it is not. But if it is not, then there is some point in
 the process of forming opinions at which the one group will be seen to initiate
 and veto, while the rest merely respond. And we can only discover these points
 by an examination of a series of concrete cases where key decisions are made:
 decisions on taxation and expenditures, subsidies, welfare programs, military
 policy, and so on.

 It would be interesting to know, for example, whether the initiation and
 veto of alternatives having to do with our missile program would confirm
 Professor Mills' hypothesis, or indeed any reasonable hypothesis about the
 existence of a ruling elite. To the superficial observer it would scarcely appear
 that the military itself is a homogeneous group, to say nothing of their sup-
 posed coalition with corporate and political executives. If the military alone
 or the coalition together is a ruling elite, it is either incredibly incompetent in
 administering its own fundamental affairs or else it is unconcerned with the
 success of its policies to a degree that I find astounding.

 However I do not mean to examine the evidence here. For the whole point
 of this paper is that the evidence for a ruling elite, either in the United States
 or in any specific community, has not yet been properly examined so far as I
 know. And the evidence has not been properly examined, I have tried to argue,
 because the examination has not employed satisfactory criteria to determine
 what constitutes a fair test of the basic hypothesis.
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