
who rules america domhoff
who rules america domhoff is a critical question explored extensively by
sociologist G. William Domhoff in his work analyzing the power structures
within the United States. Domhoff’s research focuses on the elite class and
their influence over political, economic, and social institutions in America.
By examining networks of corporate leaders, policy-planning groups, and
wealthy families, Domhoff reveals how a relatively small group holds
significant control over national decisions and policies. This article delves
into Domhoff’s key concepts, the mechanisms of elite dominance, and the
implications for democracy and social equity. Understanding who rules America
through Domhoff’s perspective provides valuable insights into the dynamics of
power and governance in the modern United States. The following sections
break down his theories, evidence, and critiques in detail.

The Concept of the Ruling Class

Elite Networks and Institutions

Methods of Influence and Control

Implications for American Democracy

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

The Concept of the Ruling Class
G. William Domhoff’s analysis centers on the idea that America is governed by
a ruling class, a concentrated group of individuals who possess
disproportionate power and wealth. This ruling class is not merely composed
of political figures but includes top corporate executives, influential
families, and leaders of key social institutions. Domhoff argues that this
elite class maintains its dominance through interconnected social networks
that reinforce their position and enable coordinated action.

Definition and Characteristics
The ruling class, according to Domhoff, is characterized by its wealth,
social standing, and organizational ties. Members typically have substantial
ownership of capital, control of major corporations, and access to exclusive
social clubs and policy forums. Their shared interests foster a collective
identity that transcends individual affiliations, creating a cohesive group
intent on preserving their status and influence.



Historical Context
Domhoff’s concept builds on earlier theories of elite power, such as those
proposed by C. Wright Mills, but places greater emphasis on the continuity
and institutionalization of elite networks. He traces the evolution of the
ruling class through American history, highlighting how wealth accumulation
and social connections have consistently shaped political outcomes.

Elite Networks and Institutions
Central to Domhoff’s thesis is the role of elite networks and institutions
that facilitate the ruling class’s control. These include corporate boards,
policy-planning organizations, and exclusive social clubs where influential
individuals converge to discuss and coordinate policy and economic
strategies.

Corporate Interlocks and Board Memberships
Domhoff identifies corporate interlocks—where a single individual sits on
multiple corporate boards—as a critical mechanism for elite cohesion. These
interlocks create a web of influence that enables the ruling class to align
business interests and exert pressure on political institutions.

Policy Planning Groups
Think tanks and policy-planning organizations serve as platforms where elite
members craft and promote policy agendas. Domhoff highlights groups such as
the Council on Foreign Relations and the Business Roundtable as examples of
institutions where the ruling class strategizes to shape public policy and
opinion.

Social Clubs and Educational Institutions
Exclusive social clubs and prestigious universities also play a vital role in
reinforcing elite status and relationships. These venues act as informal
spaces where networking and alliance-building occur, further solidifying the
ruling class’s influence across different spheres.

Methods of Influence and Control
The ruling class employs various methods to maintain its dominance over
American society. Domhoff emphasizes that these methods are often subtle and
institutionalized rather than overtly coercive, involving economic leverage,
political lobbying, and media influence.



Economic Power
Control over capital and investment decisions enables the ruling class to
shape economic policies and labor relations. By directing corporate resources
and influencing market trends, they create conditions favorable to their
interests.

Political Lobbying and Campaign Contributions
Domhoff points to the significant role of political contributions and
lobbying efforts by elite individuals and corporations. These activities help
secure favorable legislation and regulatory environments, ensuring continued
elite advantage.

Media Ownership and Narrative Control
The concentration of media ownership among elite families and corporations
allows for shaping public discourse. By influencing news coverage and framing
political debates, the ruling class can affect public perception and
electoral outcomes.

Implications for American Democracy
Domhoff’s findings raise important questions about the health and functioning
of American democracy. The concentration of power in a ruling class
challenges the ideal of equal political participation and raises concerns
about accountability and representation.

Democratic Deficit and Political Inequality
The disproportionate influence of the ruling class leads to what Domhoff
describes as a democratic deficit, where policymaking reflects elite
preferences rather than the broader population’s interests. This inequality
undermines the principle of one person, one vote.

Social Stratification and Mobility
The entrenchment of elite networks contributes to persistent social
stratification, limiting upward mobility for lower classes. The ruling
class’s control over education and economic opportunities restricts access to
power for marginalized groups.



Policy Outcomes and Public Interest
Policies shaped by elite interests often prioritize corporate profits and
wealth preservation over social welfare and equity. Domhoff’s analysis
suggests that this dynamic perpetuates systemic inequalities and hinders
progressive reforms.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance
While Domhoff’s work remains influential, it has faced critiques and ongoing
debate. Some argue that power in America is more dispersed or contested than
his model suggests. Nonetheless, his analysis continues to provide a valuable
framework for understanding elite influence in contemporary society.

Criticisms of the Ruling Class Model
Critics point out that Domhoff’s focus on a cohesive ruling class may
overlook internal conflicts and the role of democratic institutions in
mediating power. Others suggest that technological and social changes have
altered the nature of elite control.

Relevance in the 21st Century
Despite critiques, Domhoff’s framework remains relevant in analyzing modern
phenomena such as corporate political lobbying, wealth inequality, and the
influence of social networks. His work helps explain how elite power adapts
to changing social and economic conditions.

Key Takeaways and Continuing Research
Domhoff’s research encourages ongoing examination of power structures and the
mechanisms through which elites maintain control. It underscores the
importance of transparency, civic engagement, and policy reforms aimed at
reducing undue elite influence.

Concentration of wealth and power in a ruling class

Role of corporate interlocks and policy-planning groups

Methods of economic, political, and media influence

Challenges posed to democratic principles and social mobility

Ongoing debates and the evolving nature of elite control



Frequently Asked Questions

How has Domhoff's work influenced contemporary
discussions about wealth and power in America?
Domhoff's work has provided a foundational framework for understanding
systemic inequality and elite dominance in America, influencing academic
research, political discourse, and social movements focused on addressing
concentrated wealth and power.

Additional Resources
1. Who Rules America? Power and Politics in the Year 2020 by G. William
Domhoff
This updated edition of Domhoff's seminal work explores the contemporary
structure of power in the United States. It examines the role of the
corporate elite, policy-planning networks, and the mechanisms through which
the ruling class maintains control. The book combines sociological research
with political analysis to reveal how wealth and influence shape national
policies.

2. The Power Elite and the State by G. William Domhoff
In this book, Domhoff delves deeper into the composition and functioning of
the American power elite. He analyzes how top business leaders, political
actors, and social institutions collaborate to sustain their dominance. The
work highlights the interconnectedness of wealth, politics, and social
networks in the governance of the country.

3. The Boomerang Effect: How America’s Elites Have Created a New Global Order
by G. William Domhoff
Domhoff discusses the international implications of American elite dominance,
showing how U.S. corporate and political leaders influence global affairs.
The book explores the feedback loop between domestic elite interests and
international policies. It provides insights into globalization from the
perspective of power structures.

4. Class and Power in America by G. William Domhoff
This volume offers a comprehensive look at the class structure of the United
States, emphasizing the concentration of power among the upper class. Domhoff
uses empirical data to argue that class divisions significantly affect
political and economic outcomes. The book is a foundational text for
understanding social stratification and elite influence.

5. The Ruling Class: Power and Wealth in America by G. William Domhoff
Focusing on the wealthiest individuals and families, this book outlines how
economic power translates into political influence. Domhoff examines patterns



of inheritance, corporate leadership, and social clubs that perpetuate elite
status. It serves as a detailed investigation into the mechanisms of elite
reproduction.

6. Power in America: An Introduction by G. William Domhoff
Designed as an accessible introduction, this book breaks down complex
theories of power and social structure for students and general readers.
Domhoff integrates concepts from sociology and political science to explain
who holds power in the U.S. and how it is exercised. It includes case studies
and data to support its analysis.

7. The Corporate Community and Its Friends: The Foundations of Elite Power by
G. William Domhoff
This work explores the role of foundations, think tanks, and policy-planning
organizations in shaping elite agendas. Domhoff shows how these institutions
provide a platform for coordination among the ruling class. The book
highlights the less visible but critical tools of elite influence.

8. The Social Organization of Power in America by G. William Domhoff
Domhoff investigates the social networks and organizations that underpin
elite cohesion and control. The book details how clubs, associations, and
informal groups facilitate elite decision-making. It offers an in-depth
sociological perspective on power beyond formal political institutions.

9. Who Rules America? Challenges to Corporate and Class Dominance by G.
William Domhoff
In this edition, Domhoff addresses contemporary challenges to elite
dominance, including social movements and political reforms. The book
assesses whether shifts in society have altered the balance of power. It
provides a critical update on the persistence and adaptation of American
ruling classes.
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  who rules america domhoff: Who Rules America? G. William Domhoff, 2006 Drawing from a
power elite perspective and the latest empirical data, Domhoffâ¬s classic text is an invaluable tool
for teaching students about how power operates in U.S. society. Domhoff argues that the owners
and top-level managers in large income-producing properties are far and away the dominant figures
in the U.S. Their corporations, banks, and agribusinesses come together as a corporate community
that dominates the federal government in Washington and their real estate, construction, and land
development companies form growth coalitions that dominate most local governments. By providing
empirical evidence for his argument, Domhoff encourages students to think critically about the
power structure in American society and its implications for our democracy.
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  who rules america domhoff: Who Rules America Now? G. William Domhoff, 1983
  who rules america domhoff: Who Rules America? G. William Domhoff, 1967 Providing proof
and discussion of America's upper class, the author details: the well-established ways of training and
preparing new members, how they control the executive and judicial branches of government, and
how they influence local and state governments as well as businesses, foundations, certain
universities and certain university institutions.
  who rules america domhoff: Who Rules America? , 1977
  who rules america domhoff: 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: 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
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: 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: An Introduction to Classical and Contemporary Social Theory
Berch Berberoglu, 2005-07-14 This book provides a much needed critical perspective for an analysis
of the works of some of the major classical and contemporary social theorists of the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Designed to stimulate interest in the beginning sociology student to
examine the critical issues raised by these theorists, the book is intended as a text in introductory
sociology and social theory courses to further familiarize students with the perspectives of some of
the most prominent social theorists of our time. The twenty-one chapters that make up this book
were designed to be brief, concise, and to the point, expressed whenever possible in the words of the
theorists themselves, so that the central ideas can be presented in their original form. In this sense,
this brief introductory theory book serves as an initial stepping-stone to more in-depth analysis of
theorists usually covered in more advanced social theory texts.
  who rules america domhoff: Who Rules America? , 1996
  who rules america domhoff: 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: Christianity and Social Systems Rosemary Radford Ruether, 2009
From the earliest interactions of Christians with the Roman Empire to today's debates about the
separation of church and state, the Christian churches have been in complex relationships with
various economic and political systems for centuries. Renowned theologian Rosemary Radford
Ruether analyzes the ways the Christian church has historically interacted with powerful systems
such as patriarchy, racism, slavery, and environmentalism, while looking critically at how the church
shapes these systems today. With a focus on the United States, Christianity and Social Systems
provides an introductory analysis of the interactions between the churches and major systems that
have shaped western Christian and post-Christian society. Ruether discusses ideologies, such as
liberalism and socialism, and includes three country case studies-Nicaragua, South Africa, and North
and South Korea-to further illustrate the profound influences Christianity and social systems have
with each other. This book is neither an attack on the relationship between Christianity and these
systems, nor an apology, but rather a nuanced examination of the interactions between them. By
understanding how these interactions have shaped history, we can more fully understand how to



make ethical decisions about the role of Christianity in some of today's most pressing social issues,
from economic and class disparities to the environmental crisis.
  who rules america domhoff: 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: What Rules America? James Lamare, 1988
  who rules america domhoff: Encyclopedia of Critical Political Science Clyde W. Barrow,
2024-03-14 An indispensable and exemplary reference work, this Encyclopedia adeptly navigates the
multidisciplinary field of critical political science, providing a comprehensive overview of the
methods, approaches, concepts, scholars and journals that have come to influence the disciplineÕs
development over the last six decades.
  who rules america domhoff: Social Inequality and Social Stratification in US Society
Christopher B. Doob, 2019-05-22 Social Inequality and Social Stratification in US Society uses a
historical and conceptual framework to explain social stratification and social inequality. The
historical scope gives context to each issue discussed and allows the reader to understand how each
topic has evolved over the course of American history. The author uses qualitative data to help
explain socioeconomic issues and connect related topics. Each chapter examines major concepts, so
readers can see how an individual’s success in stratified settings often relies heavily on their access
to valued resources—types of capital which involve finances, schooling, social networking, and
cultural competence. Analyzing the impact of capital types throughout the text helps map out the
prospects for individuals, families, and also classes to maintain or alter their position in
social-stratification systems.
  who rules america domhoff: 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: Elite Theory and the 2003 Iraq Occupation by the United States
Bamo Nouri, 2021-09-09 This book locates US elites as members of corporate elite networks and
drivers of corporate elite interests, arguing that studying the social sources of US power plays an
important part in understanding the nature of their decisions in US foreign policy. Exploring the
decisions taken by American elites on the Iraq War, the author argues that the decisions and
agendas US elites pursued in Iraq were driven by corporate elite interests – embedded in them as
individuals and in groups through the corporate elite networks they were rooted in – which they



prioritised, using democracy promotion as a cover up. Using elite theory, membership network
analysis and content analysis, this book explains who these elites were, how their backgrounds and
social influences impacted their world-views, and what this looked like in a detailed exploration of
their decision-making on the ground in Iraq. Nouri examines the nature of US power, what drives it,
what it looks like and its legacies. This volume provides valuable understandings and lessons to
scholars and students of International Relations studying democracy, US foreign policy,
post-colonialism, elite theory, US imperialism, neoliberalism, orientalism, Iraqi politics, and the
making of the Iraq constitution.
  who rules america domhoff: Class in America Robert E. Weir, 2007-06-30 In the United
States, social class ranks with gender, race, and ethnicity in determining the values, activities,
political behavior, and life chances of individuals. Most scholars agree on the importance of class,
although they often disagree on what it is and how it impacts Americans. This A-Z encyclopedia, the
first to focus on class in the United States, surveys the breadth of class strata throughout our
history, for high school students to the general public. Class is illuminated in 525 essay entries on
significant people, terms, theories, programs, institutions, eras, ethnic groups, places, and much
more. This useful set is an authoritative, fascinating source for in-demand information on key
aspects of our culture and society and helps researchers to narrow down a broad topic. Class is
revealed from angles that often intersect: through history, with entries such as Founding Fathers,
the Industrial Revolution, Westward Expansion; through economics, with entries such as Dot.com
Bubble, Robber Barons, Chicago School of Economics, Lottery, Wage Slaves, Economic Equal
Opportunity Act, Stock Market, Inheritance Taxes, Wal-Mart, Welfare; through social indicators such
as Conspicuous Consumption, the Hamptons, WASP, Homelessness, Social Climbing; through
politics with entries such as Anarchism, Braceros, Heritage Foundation, Communist Party, Kennedy
Family; and through culture through entries such as Country Music, The Great Gatsby, Television,
and Studs Terkel. Class is also approached from ethnic, sexual, religious, educational, and regional
angles. Special features include an introduction, timeline, suggested reading per entry,
cross-references, reader's guide to topics, and thorough index. Sample entries: Immigration,
Education, Labor Movement, Pink-Collar Workers, AFL-CIO, Strikes, Great Depression, Jacob Riis,
Literature, the Rockefellers, Slavery, Music, Academia, Family, Suburbia, McMansions, Taxation,
Segregation, Racism, Ivy League, Robber Barons, Philanthropists, Socialites, Religion, Welfare, the
American Dream, Dot.com Millionaires, Equal Opportunity, Founding Fathers, Wage Slaves,
Industrial Revolution, Capitalism, Economics, Appalachia, Horse Racing, Gender, Communist Party,
Country Clubs, Religion, American Indians, Conspicuous Consumption, Studs Terkel, Film,
Class-Consciousness, Work Ethic, Media, Television, Puritans, Homelessness, Status Symbols,
Assimilation/Melting Pot, Art, Westward Expansion, Poverty, The Great Gatsby, Stock Market,
Working Poor, Gated Communities, the Hamptons, Social Climbing, Crime, Lottery, Elitism, WASP,
American Dream, Noam Chomsky, Fortune Magazine
  who rules america domhoff: Suiting Themselves Sharon Beder, 2012 In this brilliantly
researched expos 'communications Rottweiler' Sharon Beder blasts open the backrooms and
boardrooms to reveal how the international corporate elite dictate global politics for their own
benefit. Beder shows how they created business associations andthink tanks in the 1970s to drive
public policy, forced the worldwide privatization and deregulation of public services in the 1980s
and 1990s (enabling a massive transfer of ownership and control over essential services) and, still
not satisfied, have worked relentlessly since the late 1990s to rewrite the very rules of the global
economy to funnel wealth and power into their pockets.Want a globalized and homogenized world of
conflict, poverty and massive environmental degradation run by a corporate oligarchy that wipes its
feet on democracy? Or a democratic world, where poverty is history, companies work for people and
clean water is a right, not a privilege you pay for? Beder's message is clear - it's your world, and it's
time to fight for it.
  who rules america domhoff: State and Party in America's New Deal Kenneth Finegold,
Theda Skocpol, 1995 A historically grounded and theoretically informed analysis of two major



governmental interventions into the US economy--the National Recovery Administration and the
Agricultural Adjustment Administration. Working back and forth between theories of politics in
advanced capitalist democracies and the two concrete historical trajectories, the authors' argument
is that the origins, implementation, and consequences of the NRA and AAA are best explained with a
historical institutionalist, state- and party-centered approach. Paper edition (unseen), $19.95.
Annotation copyright by Book News, Inc., Portland, OR
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