
This essay is a critical analysis of the
•prevailing theory of democracy. The
theory’s primary objective is to legit-
imate elite power and the miriimiza-
tion of citizen participation. I argue
that the theory is fundamentally de-
fective on both normative and empir-
ical grounds. [The SSCI® indicates
that this book has been cited in over
185 publications.]
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It is somewhat disconcerting to
realize that one’s radical ideas of the
past are now accepted by one’s peers
as sound and worthwhile. In my case
this was not so 20 years ago when
the concept of nondecision making’
was found to be basically defective
in articles published in the leading
political science journal, the Ameri-
can Political Science Review. The
editors of the Review, for reasons
known only to them, thought it ap-
propriate to accept for publication,
over the course of a few years, not

one or two, but three articles, all em-
phasizing the unscientific nature of
the nondecision-making concept.

The publication of The Theoryof
Democratic Elitism also appeared to
receive a cool reception by the pro-
fession. Only one journal considered
it sufficiently worthy to review. And
it found the essay devoid of merit.

Today, two decades later, both
works are Citation Classicsand have
been translated into more than sev-
eral foreign languages and reprinted
widely in political and social-science
anthologies. What is the significance
of this transformation? In my judg-
ment it primarily reflects a healthy
division—not unique to political sci-
ence—between mainstream and rad-
ical political scientists, a division in
which radical scholars have had
some influence in changing the
orientation and direction of the dis-
cipline. Two of the foremost politi-
cal scientists, Robert A. Dahl2 and
Charles E. Lindblom,3 who were for-
merly leading defenders of demo-
cratic elitism, for example, now
argue4~5that the power structure in
America must be radically altered to
promote democracy and individual
dignity.

Notwithstanding radical influence
within its ranks, political science has
a long way to go in reordering its pri-
orities as to what constitutes the im-
portant issues for it to focus upon be-
fore it begins to make a meaningful
contribution to the intellectual life of
the nation.
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