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Elite Theory 

      Elite Theory is a perspective in political science that suggests that 
a small group of elites hold most of the power in society, and that 
political decisions are primarily made by this elite group rather than 
by the general population. According to elite theory, these elites—
whether in government, business, military, or other sectors—have 
disproportionate control over resources, policymaking, and important 
decisions that shape society. This contrasts with theories that 
emphasize mass participation or the influence of democratic 
processes. 

Key Features of Elite Theory: 

1. Concentration of Power: 
o Elite theory argues that power is not evenly distributed 

among all individuals in society. Instead, it is concentrated 
in the hands of a small, privileged group of people—
elites—who control the key institutions, resources, and 
decision-making processes. 

2. Elites Are Heterogeneous: 
o While elite theory suggests that a few hold power, it 

acknowledges that there are different types of elites. These 
can include political elites (government officials), 
economic elites (business leaders), military elites, and 
cultural elites (media and intellectuals). These groups may 
often work together or have overlapping interests, but they 
can also have conflicts between them. 

3. The "Iron Law of Oligarchy": 
o A foundational concept in elite theory is the Iron Law of 

Oligarchy, proposed by sociologist Robert Michels. This 
idea argues that all organizations, even those that begin 
with democratic ideals, inevitably develop into 
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oligarchies—systems where a small group of leaders hold 
power. As organizations grow and become more complex, 
the leadership becomes more centralized, and the majority 
of members are excluded from decision-making. 

4. Elites Shape Policy: 
o In this framework, political and economic decisions are 

largely shaped by elites, who have the resources, influence, 
and networks to dictate the direction of society. While 
public opinion and democratic elections may play a role, 
elite theory posits that these mechanisms are often 
manipulated or co-opted by elites to serve their interests. 

5. Separation from Mass Politics: 
o Elite theory suggests that the general public has limited 

influence over major political decisions. While individuals 
may have influence in local elections or specific issues, 
overall governance and major policy choices are 
determined by the elite. The role of the masses is often 
limited to voting or occasionally mobilizing for causes that 
are aligned with elite interests. 

6. Stability of Elites: 
o Unlike some democratic theories that emphasize the role of 

citizens in shaping government through regular elections, 
elite theory tends to view elites as stable and resistant to 
significant changes in power. While elites may change 
over time (for example, when new business or political 
leaders emerge), the system remains dominated by a small 
group that has the resources to maintain power. 
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Key Proponents of Elite Theory: 

1. Vilfredo Pareto: 
o An Italian sociologist and economist, Pareto argued that 

society is always divided into two groups: a minority elite 
who holds power and a mass population that is 
subjugated. He suggested that elites are composed of 
individuals who are more capable, and that they inevitably 
dominate and control society. 

2. Robert Michels: 
o A German sociologist, Michels is known for his 

formulation of the Iron Law of Oligarchy. He observed 
that even democratic organizations, over time, develop 
oligarchic structures. This happens because those in 
leadership positions consolidate power for their own 
benefit, regardless of the organization's original democratic 
intentions. 

3. C. Wright Mills: 
o A prominent sociologist in the U.S., Mills argued that a 

small group of elites—what he termed the "power 
elite"—composed of corporate leaders, political figures, 
and military officials, dominated decision-making in 
American society. He emphasized the interconnections 
between business, government, and military elites, and 
their collective influence over public life. 

4. Gaetano Mosca: 
o An Italian political scientist, Mosca suggested that all 

societies are divided into two classes: the ruling class (the 
elites) and the ruled class (the masses). He argued that the 
ruling class always finds ways to maintain control, even in 
democracies, and that the mass population plays a 
subordinate role. 



Elite Theory                               Dr.BENBEKHTI Abdelhakim 

4 
 

Criticisms of Elite Theory: 

1. Overemphasis on Elites: 
o Critics argue that elite theory underestimates the role of the 

general public and grassroots movements in influencing 
political outcomes. While elites may have considerable 
power, ordinary citizens and social movements can still 
exert significant pressure on political systems. 

2. Lack of Democratic Accountability: 
o Elite theory has been criticized for its tendency to diminish 

the importance of democratic processes. Critics argue that 
elections, public opinion, and democratic institutions 
can still serve as meaningful mechanisms for holding elites 
accountable and influencing policy. 

3. Neglect of Structural Inequalities: 
o Some critics contend that elite theory does not adequately 

address structural inequalities that exist within society, 
such as race, gender, and class. These factors can influence 
who becomes part of the elite and how power is distributed 
within the elite group. 

4. Pessimism and Cynicism: 
o Elite theory has been criticized for being overly pessimistic 

and cynical about the possibility of democratic change or 
widespread political participation. By emphasizing the 
dominance of elites, it can present a bleak view of politics 
that undermines efforts for political reform or social 
change. 
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Conclusion: 

Elite theory offers a lens through which to understand the 
concentration of power in society and the ways in which political, 
economic, and social systems are controlled by a small group of elites. 
While it highlights important aspects of political power dynamics, 
such as the role of elites in shaping policy and maintaining control, it 
is also subject to criticism for potentially underestimating the agency 
of the masses and democratic institutions in shaping political 
outcomes. Despite these critiques, elite theory remains a valuable tool 
for analyzing the distribution of power and influence in society, 
especially in understanding how political decisions are often made by 
a select few. 

 


