
who rules america domhoff summary
who rules america domhoff summary provides a detailed examination of the power
structure dominating the United States. This analysis, primarily based on the work of
sociologist G. William Domhoff, explores the interconnected roles of the corporate elite,
policy-planning networks, and social organizations in shaping American politics and society.
The summary delves into how wealth concentration and institutional influence contribute to
the governance of the country beyond the visible democratic processes. By understanding
these dynamics, readers gain insight into the real mechanisms behind decision-making and
social control in America. This article outlines the core concepts of Domhoff’s theory,
highlights the role of the power elite, and discusses the implications for democracy and
social change. The following sections will systematically unpack the components of the
power structure and provide a comprehensive overview of Domhoff’s key arguments.

The Power Elite Concept

Corporate Community and Economic Influence

Policy-Planning Networks

Social Upper Class and Social Institutions

Implications for Democracy and Social Change

The Power Elite Concept
At the heart of the who rules america domhoff summary is the concept of the power
elite — a small, cohesive group of individuals who hold significant control over the country’s
social, economic, and political institutions. Domhoff argues that this elite class, primarily
composed of wealthy capitalists and corporate leaders, wields disproportionate influence in
shaping policies and public opinion. Unlike traditional views of democracy where power is
dispersed among many competing groups, Domhoff’s analysis suggests that power is
concentrated within a relatively closed circle of elites who coordinate their interests to
maintain their dominance.

Historical Background
Domhoff builds on earlier sociological theories, notably those by C. Wright Mills, who first
popularized the term “power elite.” However, Domhoff’s approach incorporates empirical
research methods, including social network analysis and institutional studies, to
demonstrate how these elites interconnect through shared memberships and overlapping
leadership roles. This historical perspective helps clarify how the power elite evolved and
adapted through changes in economic and political landscapes.



Characteristics of the Power Elite
The power elite is characterized by:

Control over major corporations and financial institutions

Leadership roles in influential policy organizations

Exclusive social club memberships

Access to political decision-making processes

Shared values and education backgrounds, often from elite universities

Corporate Community and Economic Influence
A central theme in the who rules america domhoff summary is the role of the corporate
community as the backbone of elite power. Domhoff identifies the corporate community as
a network of top executives and board members who dominate major industries including
finance, manufacturing, and energy. These individuals not only control vast economic
resources but also influence public policy to favor business interests.

Corporate Boards and Interlocking Directorates
One of Domhoff’s key findings is the phenomenon of interlocking directorates, where
executives hold positions on multiple corporate boards. This creates a tightly knit network
that facilitates coordination and consensus among the corporate elite. Such interlocks help
consolidate power by fostering communication and shared strategic interests across
different sectors of the economy.

Economic Power and Policy Influence
The corporate community exerts its influence through campaign contributions, lobbying,
and participation in policy-planning organizations. By funding political candidates and think
tanks, these elites shape legislation and regulatory frameworks in ways that protect and
enhance their economic dominance. Domhoff emphasizes that this economic power
translates directly into political clout, reinforcing the elite’s ability to control critical aspects
of governance.

Policy-Planning Networks
Another vital component outlined in the who rules america domhoff summary is the
role of policy-planning networks. These networks consist of think tanks, foundations, and
professional associations that serve as platforms for elite interaction and strategy



formulation. They act as intellectual and organizational hubs that produce policy proposals
aligned with elite interests.

Key Policy Organizations
Domhoff identifies several influential organizations that form the core of these networks,
such as:

Think tanks specializing in economic and foreign policy

Foundations funding research and advocacy aligned with elite goals

Professional associations that facilitate elite socialization and networking

These organizations provide a mechanism for the elite to shape public discourse and policy
debates, often operating behind the scenes to influence government decisions.

Elite Socialization and Recruitment
Policy-planning networks also function as socializing institutions, grooming future members
of the elite class. Through conferences, publications, and exclusive events, these groups
create a shared ideology and reinforce elite cohesion. This process ensures continuity of
elite dominance by recruiting talented individuals who share the values and interests of the
ruling class.

Social Upper Class and Social Institutions
Domhoff’s analysis in the who rules america domhoff summary extends beyond
economics and politics to include the social upper class and their role in maintaining elite
power. The social upper class consists of individuals and families who possess inherited
wealth, social status, and cultural capital, which they use to perpetuate their influence.

Exclusive Social Clubs and Education
Membership in exclusive social clubs and attendance at elite educational institutions are
key markers of the social upper class. These institutions serve as arenas for networking,
alliance-building, and the transmission of elite values. Elite universities, in particular,
provide access to prestigious connections and credentials that reinforce social stratification.

Role of Philanthropy and Cultural Institutions
The social upper class often engages in philanthropy and supports cultural institutions,
which serve dual purposes: advancing societal causes and reinforcing elite legitimacy. By



controlling major foundations, museums, and universities, the elite shape cultural
narratives and social policies in ways that align with their interests, subtly influencing public
attitudes and maintaining social order.

Implications for Democracy and Social Change
The who rules america domhoff summary concludes with an exploration of the
implications of elite dominance for American democracy and potential avenues for social
change. Domhoff’s work challenges the traditional pluralist view that power is widely
dispersed among competing interest groups, suggesting instead that democracy is limited
by elite control.

Limits of Democratic Participation
According to Domhoff, the concentration of wealth and influence within a narrow elite
restricts meaningful democratic participation. Policy decisions often reflect elite
preferences rather than the broader public will, limiting the effectiveness of electoral
politics and grassroots movements. This raises questions about the true nature of political
representation in the United States.

Prospects for Change
Despite the entrenched power of the elite, Domhoff recognizes the potential for social
change through organized collective action and increased public awareness. Movements
that challenge elite interests and promote economic and social equality can disrupt the
power structure. However, such change requires sustained effort and strategic organization
to counterbalance elite influence.

Recognition of elite networks and their influence1.

Support for grassroots political engagement2.

Promotion of transparency in political and economic institutions3.

Strengthening of regulatory frameworks to limit undue corporate power4.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is G. William Domhoff and what is his main



argument in 'Who Rules America?'
G. William Domhoff is a sociologist and researcher who argues in 'Who Rules America?' that
a cohesive elite class, primarily composed of wealthy individuals and corporate leaders,
holds significant power and influences key political and economic decisions in the United
States.

What does Domhoff mean by the 'power elite' in his
summary of 'Who Rules America?'
In 'Who Rules America?', Domhoff describes the 'power elite' as a relatively small group of
interconnected individuals from corporate, political, and social spheres who control major
institutions and shape national policies to maintain their interests.

How does Domhoff describe the role of corporate elites
in American society?
Domhoff emphasizes that corporate elites dominate the economic landscape and use their
influence over institutions such as think tanks, foundations, and policy-making bodies to
steer government decisions in favor of their interests.

According to Domhoff, how is political power
maintained by the ruling class?
Domhoff explains that the ruling class maintains political power through campaign
contributions, lobbying, and controlling key positions in political parties and government
agencies, ensuring policies align with their economic goals.

What role do social clubs and networks play in
Domhoff's analysis of who rules America?
Social clubs and elite networks serve as crucial venues for the ruling class to build
relationships, coordinate strategies, and reinforce their collective power, according to
Domhoff's analysis.

How does Domhoff address the role of the general
public in his summary of 'Who Rules America?'
Domhoff argues that while the general public participates in elections and civic activities,
their influence is limited compared to the organized power and resources of the elite class
that dominate decision-making processes.

What solutions or changes does Domhoff suggest to
address the concentration of power in America?
Domhoff advocates for increased transparency, stronger democratic institutions, and
greater public participation to challenge elite dominance and create a more equitable



distribution of power in America.

Additional Resources
1. Who Rules America? Power and Politics in the Year 2020
This updated edition by G. William Domhoff explores the enduring influence of the power
elite in the United States. It examines how wealthy individuals, corporate leaders, and
policy-planning networks shape political decisions and social outcomes. The book provides
a thorough analysis of class structures and the mechanisms of elite control in contemporary
America.

2. The Power Elite
Written by C. Wright Mills, this classic sociological work analyzes the interconnected nature
of the highest levels of government, military, and corporate leadership. Mills argues that
these groups form a unified elite that dominates American society. The book remains a
foundational text for understanding the concentration of power in the U.S.

3. The New Class War: Saving Democracy from the Managerial Elite
Michael Lind discusses the growing divide between the managerial class and working-class
Americans. The book explores how economic and political power has shifted toward an elite
group of professionals and executives, often at the expense of broader democratic
participation. It offers insights into class conflict and governance in modern America.

4. Class Rules: The Reality of Social Inequality
Stanley Aronowitz and William DiFazio delve into the persistence of class divisions in the
United States. The book critiques the myth of a classless society and highlights how
economic inequalities are maintained through political and social institutions. It is a critical
resource for understanding the systemic barriers to social mobility.

5. Capital in the Twenty-First Century
Thomas Piketty examines wealth concentration and income inequality over the past few
centuries. Using extensive historical data, he argues that the rate of capital return often
exceeds economic growth, leading to entrenched economic disparities. This influential book
provides a global perspective on the dynamics of wealth that complement Domhoff’s focus
on American elites.

6. The Establishment: And How They Get Away with It
By Owen Jones, this book investigates the power held by Britain’s political and economic
elites, drawing parallels with American power structures. It scrutinizes how entrenched
interests maintain control and resist democratic reforms. The work offers a comparative
look at elite dominance in Western democracies.

7. Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America
Nancy MacLean reveals how a network of wealthy individuals and academics have sought
to undermine democratic institutions in favor of free-market fundamentalism. The book
exposes strategies used to limit government power and promote elite interests. It provides
a critical context for understanding political power struggles in the U.S.

8. The Ruling Class: How They Corrupted America and What We Can Do About It
By Angelo Codevilla, this book critiques the concentration of political power in a self-serving



elite that operates independently of the electorate. Codevilla argues that this ruling class
undermines democratic principles and prioritizes its own interests. The book calls for
renewed civic engagement to reclaim American democracy.

9. The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements
Eric Hoffer’s classic analysis of mass movements explores why people follow political and
social movements led by charismatic elites. While not focused solely on American elites,
the insights into group psychology and leadership dynamics shed light on how ruling
classes maintain influence. The book remains relevant for understanding the social
underpinnings of elite power.
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  who rules america domhoff summary: An Analysis of Robert A. Dahl's Who Governs?
Democracy and Power in an American City Astrid Noren Nilsson, Jason Xidias, 2017-07-05 American
political theorist Robert Dahl’s 1961 work of political theory exhibits deep levels of creative thinking.
When Dahl wrote, the American system of liberal democracy was generally considered to be shaped
by a small group of powerful individuals who dominate because they are wealthy and influential. But
by connecting the evidence in a new way in Who Governs? Dahl argued convincingly against this
view. Dahl suggested that power is actually distributed among a number of competing groups, and
that each of those groups seeks to influence decisions. He puts forward a definition of political
power as the ability to make others do what you want them to, concluding that – while most people
do not actively participate in politics and so do not exert a direct influence – power is still
fragmented, and citizens do indirectly shape decision-making. Dahl’s novel explanation of the
existing evidence emerged from a study of three areas of policy-making in the city of New Haven:
political nominations, urban redevelopment, and public education. His research revealed that
different people wielded power in each area, and that only the mayor, whose power is checked by
those who vote for him, was powerful in all three. These new connections allowed Dahl to arrive at
fresh conclusions and convincingly demonstrated that the US operates a pluralist system in which
power is divided between different interest groups.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Who Rules America? G William Domhoff, 2021-11-29
The 8th edition, already significantly updated, has now been further updated in 2023 to include the
likely impact of the post-pandemic cutbacks, the overturning of Roe v Wade, and the Trump
indictments on the 2024 national elections. These factors could lead to more economic growth and
social support for families, schools, and health care--or an increase in inequality, white male
supremacy, and social strife, depending on the size of the voter turnout by younger voters. At this
crucial moment in American history, when voting rights could be expanded to include all citizens, or
legislatively limited, this significantly updated edition of Who Rules America? shows precisely how
the top 1% of the population, who own 43% of all financial wealth, and receive 20% of the nation’s
yearly income, dominate governmental decision-making. They have created a corporate community
and a policy-planning network, made up of foundations think-tanks, and policy-discussion groups, to
develop the policies that become law. Through a leadership group called the power elite, the
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corporate rich provide campaign donations and other gifts and favors to elected officials, serve on
federal advisory committees, and receive appointments to key positions in government, all of which
make it possible for the corporate rich and the power elite to rule the country, despite constant
challenges from the inclusionary alliance and from the Democratic Party. The book explains the role
of both benign and dark attempts to influence public opinion, the machinations of the climate-denial
network, and how the Supreme Court came to have an ultraconservative majority, who serve as a
backstop for the corporate community as well as a legitimator of restrictions on voting rights, union
rights, and abortion rights, by ruling that individual states have the power to set such limits. Despite
all this highly concentrated power, it will be the other 99.5%, not the top 0.5%, who will decide the
fate of the United States in the 2020s on all the important issues.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Studying the Power Elite G. William Domhoff, Eleven
Other Authors, 2017-08-04 This book critiques and extends the analysis of power in the classic, Who
Rules America?, on the fiftieth anniversary of its original publication in 1967—and through its
subsequent editions. The chapters, written especially for this book by twelve sociologists and
political scientists, provide fresh insights and new findings on many contemporary topics, among
them the concerted attempt to privatize public schools; foreign policy and the growing role of the
military-industrial component of the power elite; the successes and failures of union challenges to
the power elite; the ongoing and increasingly global battles of a major sector of agribusiness; and
the surprising details of how those who hold to the egalitarian values of social democracy were able
to tip the scales in a bitter conflict within the power elite itself on a crucial banking reform in the
aftermath of the Great Recession. These social scientists thereby point the way forward in the study
of power, not just in the United States, but globally. A brief introductory chapter situates Who Rules
America? within the context of the most visible theories of power over the past fifty
years—pluralism, Marxism, Millsian elite theory, and historical institutionalism. Then, a chapter by
G. William Domhoff, the author of Who Rules America?, takes us behind the scenes on how the
original version was researched and written, tracing the evolution of the book in terms of new
concepts and research discoveries by Domhoff himself, as well as many other power structure
researchers, through the 2014 seventh edition. Readers will find differences of opinion and analysis
from chapter to chapter. The authors were encouraged to express their views independently and
frankly. They do so in an admirable and useful fashion that will stimulate everyone’s thinking on
these difficult and complex issues, setting the agenda for future studies of power.
  who rules america domhoff summary: New Class Society Robert Perrucci, Earl Wysong,
2008 This book explores how class-based resources and interests embedded in large organizations
are linked to powerful structures and processes which in turn are rapidly polarizing the U.S. into a
highly unequal, 'double diamond' class structure. The authors show how and why American class
membership in the 21st century is based on an organizationally-based distribution of critical
resources including income, investment capital, credentialed skills verified by elite schools, and
social connections to organizational leaders.
  who rules america domhoff summary: The New Class Society Robert Perrucci, Earl Wysong,
2003 Extensively revised, the second edition of The New Class Society includes innovative new
sections and concepts throughout the book that identify and explore how complex organizational
structures and actions create and perpetuate class, gender, and racial inequalities. The authors
describe how 'inequality scripts' shape the hiring and promotion practices of organizations in ways
that provide differential opportunities to people based on class, gender, and racial memberships.
The authors also illustrate how privileged class members benefit from organizationally-based and
perpetuated forms of inequality. The second edition retains its provocative argument for of an
emerging 'double-diamond' social structure and its focus on class interests that are rapidly
polarizing American society. New figures, tables, and references incorporate the latest information
and research findings to document and illustrate key topics, such as the distribution of wealth and
income, globalization, downsizing, contingent labor, the role of money in politics, media content and
consolidation, the transformation of education, and the erosion of democracy. The second edition



combines scholarship with an engaging style and flashes of comic relief-with several cartoons by
some of the best satirists today. The book, accessibly written for undergraduate students, has been
widely adopted in courses on stratification, economic sociology, and American society.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Who Really Rules? G. William Domhoff, 1978 Robert
A. Dahl's Who Governs? is a classic pluralist study which has had an important influence on
American social science since the early sixties. Who Really Rules? provides a categorical
challenge--empirical, methodological, and theoretical--to Dahl's work. Empirically, Domhoff's restudy
of New Haven shows through newly discovered documents that Dahl was wrong about the pluralism
of New Haven's power structure. He also presents the most systematic statement of power structure
methodology yet made, a statement that contradicts Dahl's methodological claims which have been
the prevailing wisdom in American social science for over fifteen years. Finally, Domhoff outlines the
national policy planning network through which the big business ruling class dominates urban
government. Who Really Rules? is unique in that it makes possible for the first time a dialogue
between pluralist and ruling-class views on the basis of studies of the same city by leading
exponents of the rival theoretical positions. It is original in that it includes much data not revealed
by Dahl. It presents the methodology of power structure research in the most comprehensive fashion
yet attempted, and reveals a ruling-class network for urban policy planning that has never before
been fully articulated.
  who rules america domhoff summary: An Introduction to Classical and Contemporary
Social Theory Berch Berberoglu, 2005 This book provides a critical analysis of classical and
contemporary social theory from a class perspective. It is concise, lucid, and well written.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Advances in Social Network Analysis Stanley
Wasserman, Joseph Galaskiewicz, 1994-07-27 Social network analysis, a method for analyzing
relationships between social entities, has expanded over the last decade as new research has been
done in this area. How can these new developments be applied effectively in the behavioral and
social sciences disciplines? In Advances in Social Network Analysis, a team of leading
methodologists in network analysis addresses this issue. They explore such topics as ways to specify
the network contents to be studied, how to select the method for representing network structures,
how social network analysis has been used to study interorganizational relations via the resource
dependence model, how to use a contact matrix for studying the spread of disease in epidemiology,
and how cohesion and structural equivalence network theories relate to studying social influence. It
also offers statistical models for social support networks. Advances in Social Network Analysis is
useful for researchers involved in general research methods and qualitative methods, and who are
interested in psychology and sociology.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Political Sociology in a Global Era Berch Berberoglu,
2015-11-17 Political Sociology in a Global Era provides a critical analysis of the origins, nature,
development, and transformation of the state and society historically and today, examining the class
nature and social basis of politics and the state in different societal settings. The book emphasizes
the centrality of class relations in explaining political power and the role of the state in class-divided
societies by providing powerful theoretical and empirical analyses of themes in political sociology in
an era of globalization. It examines in detail the major political issues and events of our time, and
makes them relevant to the study of power and politics today. Some of the features of this text
include: Introduces a global political sociology emphasizing the dynamics of power relations
Provides a critical analysis of the role of politics and the state within the world-historical process
Describes classical and contemporary theories of politics and the state Explains the origins and
development of the state, discussing the nature of the state, its class basis, and contradictions in
different types of societies Considers the dynamics of the capitalist state and traces its development
in Europe and the United States from the 18th century to the present Details the role of the
advanced capitalist state in the global political economy at the current, advanced stage of late
capitalism Discusses the social movements that have been actively struggling against the capitalist
state from earlier times to the present, including the Arab Spring, focusing on recent developments



in both advanced capitalist and less-developed capitalist societies where mobilization of the masses
has led to struggles against the capitalist state on a global scale Offers an original analysis of global
capitalism and places it in the context of the current crisis of the global capitalist system
  who rules america domhoff summary: The New Institutionalism in Organizational
Analysis Walter W. Powell, Paul J. DiMaggio, 2012-09-21 Long a fruitful area of scrutiny for
students of organizations, the study of institutions is undergoing a renaissance in contemporary
social science. This volume offers, for the first time, both often-cited foundation works and the latest
writings of scholars associated with the institutional approach to organization analysis. In their
introduction, the editors discuss points of convergence and disagreement with institutionally
oriented research in economics and political science, and locate the institutional approach in
relation to major developments in contemporary sociological theory. Several chapters consolidate
the theoretical advances of the past decade, identify and clarify the paradigm's key ambiguities, and
push the theoretical agenda in novel ways by developing sophisticated arguments about the linkage
between institutional patterns and forms of social structure. The empirical studies that
follow—involving such diverse topics as mental health clinics, art museums, large corporations,
civil-service systems, and national polities—illustrate the explanatory power of institutional theory in
the analysis of organizational change. Required reading for anyone interested in the sociology of
organizations, the volume should appeal to scholars concerned with culture, political institutions,
and social change.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Who Rules America Now? G. William Domhoff, 1986
The author is convinced that there is a ruling class in America today. He examines the American
power structure as it has developed in the 1980s. He presents systematic, empirical evidence that a
fixed group of privileged people dominates the American economy and government. The book
demonstrates that an upper class comprising only one-half of one percent of the population occupies
key positions within the corporate community. It shows how leaders within this power elite reach
government and dominate it through processes of special-interest lobbying, policy planning and
candidate selection. It is written not to promote any political ideology, but to analyze our society
with accuracy.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Authoritarianism and Class in American Political
Fiction David Smit, 2022-05-31 This book analyzes what many critics consider to be the three best
examples of modern American political fiction—Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men, Edwin
O’Connor’s The Last Hurrah, and Billy Lee Brammer’s The Gay Place—to address a specific problem
in American governance: how the intense competition for power among elite factions often results in
their ignoring major groups of their constituents, thereby providing political bosses with a rationale
to seize authoritarian control of the government in the name of constituent groups who feel ignored
or neglected, promising them more democratic rule, but in the process, excluding other groups, so
that the bosses themselves become elitist, ruling only for the sake of some constituents and not
others.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Discover Sociology Daina S. Eglitis, William J.
Chambliss, Susan L. Wortmann, 2021-07-04 What key social forces construct and transform our lives
as individuals and as members of society? How does our social world shape us? How do we shape
our world? Discover Sociology answers these questions as it explores sociology as a discipline of
curious and scientific minds. The text is structured around several themes, particularly the unequal
distribution of power and authority in all aspects of social life. Going beyond theory and concepts,
the authors also demonstrate how studying sociology produces more engaged citizens and opens up
a diversity of career paths. This title is accompanied by a complete teaching and learning package.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Class and Inequality in the United States Berch
Berberoglu, 2024-09-18 Highlighting the need to find solutions for current problems in American
society moving forward, Berch Berberoglu provides a captivating read for anyone interested in
understanding how working people today can have a lasting impact on a better and more equitable
society in the future.



  who rules america domhoff summary: Exponential Random Graph Models for Social
Networks Dean Lusher, Johan Koskinen, Garry Robins, 2013 This book provides an account of the
theoretical and methodological underpinnings of exponential random graph models (ERGMs).
  who rules america domhoff summary: Social Theory Berch Berberoglu, 2017-01-06 Social
Theory provides a sophisticated yet highly accessible introduction to classical and contemporary
social theories. The author’s concise presentation allows students and instructors to focus on central
themes. The text lets theorists speak for themselves, presenting key passages from each theorist’s
corpus, bringing theory to life. The approach allows instructors the opportunity to help students
learn to unpack sometimes complex prose, just as it offers inroads to class discussion. Chapters on
Addams and early feminism, on Habermas and the Frankfurt School, on Foucault, and on
globalization and social movements round out contemporary coverage. The book presents and
explains key theories, just as it provides an introduction to central debates about them.
  who rules america domhoff summary: American Studies Jack Salzman, American Studies
Association, 1986-08-29 A major three-volume bibliography, including an additional supplement, of
an annotated listing of American Studies monographs published between 1900 and 1988.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Inequality Lisa A. Keister, Darby E. Southgate,
2022-01-06 Provides a comprehensive introduction to the study of inequality, covering key topics
such as race, class and gender.
  who rules america domhoff summary: Policy Analysis for Social Workers Richard K. Caputo,
2013-09-17 Policy Analysis for Social Workers offers a comprehensive, step-by-step guide to
understanding the process of policy development and analysis for effective advocacy. This
user-friendly model helps students get excited about understanding policy as a product, a process,
and as performance—a unique “3-P” approach to policy analysis as competing texts often just focus
on one of these areas. Author Richard K Caputo efficiently teaches the purpose of policy and its
relation to social work values, discusses the field of policy studies and the various kinds of analysis,
and highlights the necessary criteria (effectiveness, efficiency, equity, political feasibility, social
acceptability, administrative, and technical feasibility) for evaluating public policy.
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