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Pluralism 
explains how 
policy is 
made in 
interactions 
with diverse 
actors and 
institutions. 
 
Different 
individuals 
and groups 
do not all 
exert equal 
influence. 
Influence 
depends on 
numbers, 
level of 
activity and 
access to 
resources like 
money, 
connections, 
etc.  
 
Notable 
Theorists 
Dahl, Hannah 
Arendt, Karl 
Popper, Isiah 
Berlin, T.H 
Marshall 
 
Does anyone 
have power? 
 

‘A exercises power 
over B until B 
changes their actions 
or dispositions in 
some way’ – Power 
as influence 
 
Is power restricted to 
intentional 
influence?  
Routinised power – 
when an individuals 
actions/dispos. 
Changes overtime due 
to external factorsà 
focusing on 
intentional power 
ignores routinized and 
hidden power 

- 6 key types of power are authority, 
coercion, force, inducement, 
persuasion, manipulation 
 
- Power can be unintentional or 
intentional 
 
- Power can be exercised when actors 
have appropriate ‘power resources’: 
assets - economic, status, knowledge, 
solidarity, physical coercion 
 
Power is arguably not being exerted 
where one is forced to do so. 
Individualists  
(few constraints on individuals, free 
to choose) vs. structuralists (web of 
constraints which make acting freely 
impossible) 
 
Important: 
1. In the US there is no distinct 

hierarchy in which sits congress, 
the senate, the president, state 
legislature or governors – each 
section has claims to power and 
each section does not necessarily 
answer to another 

2. The average American is in 
favour of the general themes of 
democracy and their constitution. 
They feel that even if there are 
issues that could be better dealt 
with, they can be addressed 
through appropriate channels 
rather than in revolution 

1965 – Dahl 
 
Liberal views – 
individual rights, 
balanced 
institutional 
arrangements (ie. 
separation of 
power into the 
legislative, 
judicial, 
executive)  

All actors have 
some resources. 
The ease with 
which power is 
exercised 
demonstrates the 
size of the 
disparity between 
the power 
resources of 
different actors. 
 
Dahl’s 1960’s 
America the 
normal pattern of 
moderate political 
conflict was 
marked by: a 
tendency for 
changes to be 
marginal not 
comprehensive; 
weak structural 
and revolutionary 
oppositions; 
importance of 
bargaining and 
negotiation.  

This is due to: the 
effects of political 
institutions, 
convergence of 
attitudes and lack 
of serious threats 
to ways of life. 

 

“One power 
resource may be 
exchanged for 
another or used to 
generate other 
resources” 
(Sederberg 1977)  
 
Constraints on 
people’s actions 
are structures 
(Lukes, 1977) 
e.g. rules of 
institutions, 
technological 
limitations, strong 
cultural traditions 
 

6 key types are 
not distinguished 
by morality, but 
reasons for 
responding.  
Authority - status 
of the power 
wielder; coercion 
- avoid force; in 
force - lack of 
choice; 
inducement - 
reward; 
persuasion -
conviction and in 
manipulation by 
unwitting 
cooperation.  
  
The multiplicity 
of check-points of 
political 
institutions means 
there is 
diversity/balance 
of institutions, no 
clear-cut 
hierarchy of legal 
and constitutional 
authority within 
them and no de-
facto hierarchy of 
power at large 
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Who rules? 
The elite 
make 
decisions that 
mightily 
affect the 
everyday 
worlds of 
ordinary men. 
Their 
positions 
allow them to 
transcend the 
ordinary 
environments 
of ordinary 
men. 
Notable 
theorists 
C. Wright 
Mills – The 
Power Elite 
(1959 
America) 
Mosca,  
Pareto – 
elitism 
inevitable, 
division 
between elites 
and masses, 
masses are 
disorganized 
and excluded 
Michels  
Mussolini 
Australian 
writer – 
Pusey, M. 
2003 

No explicit definition 
of power.  

The elite can still 
exercise power without 
making decisions. 

The elites are those 
who have the most of 
what there is to have 
e.g. money, power, 
prestige. Their 
positions in great 
institutions provide 
them with access.  
 
Mosca and Pareto - 
The mass was 
disorganised, 
undifferentiated, 
unpredictable and 
stupid. Elites can 
manipulate public 
emotions e.g. irrational 
consumer trends.  
 

Elite – in command of major 
hierarchies and organisations 
Corporations – chieftains; 
Military – warlords;  
Political directorate – strategic 
command posts 
à as each domain becomes larger, 
their consequences and interrelation 
are greater 
 
Top: Elite (command impersonal 
institutional hierarchies)  
Middle: congress, pressure groups, 
professional celebrities 
Counter-elite: poor, exploited, 
oppressed – virtuous, wise, blessed à 
higher types oppressed to lowly status 
 
Framework: 
1. Rulers of society constitute a 

socially cohesive group 
2. Group is territorially based within 

the nation state 
3. Ruling elite is closed off from the 

ruled 
4. Its members are selected by virtue 

of their economic, political and 
ideological resources 

 
Circulation of elites (Mosca and 
Pareto) 
- Elites maintain control over power 

resources whilst simultaneously 
repressing the masses 

- Use of guile, ideology and symbolic 
politics to prevent counter-elites 
from emerging, to keep the mass as a 
whole generally disorganized 

 
 

Elitism is an 
enduring critique 
of liberal 
democracy founded 
by Mosca, Pareto 
and Michels.  
 
Early European 
elite theory was 
anti-socialist, anti-
communist, anti-
democratic, anti-
egalitarian and 
eventually 
supported fascism.  
 
Omnipotent elite 
theory:  
their power is a 
great hidden 
design. à 
Internationally, 
omnipotent theory 
prevails 
Impotent elite 
theory: so 
scattered that they 
lack coherence as a 
historical force. 
Upper class but not 
a ruling class, men 
of power but not a 
power elite.  
à Mills denies the 
elite belonging to 
either one.  
 

Major national 
power in USA 
resides in the 
economic, 
political and 
military domains. 
à Religious, 
educational and 
family institutions 
-increasingly 
shaped by these 
domains. These 
lesser institutions 
become a means 
to an end, 
legitimizing their 
power.  
 
Mills 
Set the stage for 
later theorists to 
examine idea of 
the ‘non-decision’, 
or conscious 
keeping of issues 
off the political 
agenda (3rd face) 

‘The powers of 
ordinary men are 
circumscribed by 
the everyday 
worlds in which 
they live, driven 
by forces they can 
neither understand 
nor govern’. 
 – C. Wright Mills 
The Power Elite 
(1959 America) 
 
Michels – cadre to 
mass party, ‘iron 
fist of oligarchy’ 
was inevitable 
 
Domhoff à state 
as an instrument 
of the ruling elite 
 
Hunter à 
community power 
studies reveal 
mini-versions of 
the national elite, 
usually composed 
of locally 
significant 
businesses – 
politicians 
dependent on this 
for campaign 
contributions 
 

Elites – members 
of a top social 
stratum in 
capitalist society 
à know each 
other, take each 
other into account. 
à self conscious 
members of a 
social class 
à network of 
informal 
connections 
 
In practice: 
Mussolini, Hitler – 
fascist lawless 
regime, mobilizing 
the country for a 
greater cause – 
criticized by 
Michels 
 
Weber: 3 types of 
leadership: 
1. Traditional 

Leadership 
(monarchical, 
religious, 
aristocratic 
legitimacy) 

2. Rational/legal 
authority 
(bureaucracy) 

3. Charismatic 
leadership 
(religious/pol)  


