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Introduction

The view is widely held that in Britain there is a small minority
which holds a ruling position in its economy, society, and political
systecm. This minority has been described in numerous varying ways:
‘the establishment’, ‘the powers that be’, ‘the ruling few’, the ‘elite’,
or, more prosaically, ‘them’. Differing terminology reflects, in part,
differing political perspectives on the nature and purpose of power.
From both the right- and the left-hand sides of the political spec-
trum, critics and commentators have claimed to have identified a
propertied elite whose members, for good or for ill, are able to
determine the outcome of political decision-making and so to deter-
mine the overall direction of social development.

For commentators on the right, elite rule is not only natural and
inevitable, it is beneficial to society. Rule by an elite is seen as a
guarantee of liberty and justice against the threats to those principles
posed by the habits and prejudices of the masses. What, from this
point of view, is more desirable than that those with the greatest
and most substantial stake in British society — those who actually
own its land and productive resources — should be in a position to
act in the public interest and to exercise a benign stewardship over
public life? While property ownership occupies a central position in
many of these views, a number of commentators from the right
have seen property as a merce secondary feature of the elite. Instead,
the elite is defined by its cultural role as a counterbalance to the
threat of the mass society. Ruling positions are held by those who
are the best-educated and the most cultivated, and it is on this basis
that their authority can be justified.

Critics on the left, naturally enough, take a rather different view.
Elite rule is deplored as a process through which the sectional
privileges of one group are advanced at the expense of the interests
of the majority, as a denial of the principles of democracy and



2 Introduction

citizenship. What, from this point of view, is more objectionable
than that those who are least necessary for society to function -
those who depend upon the exploitation of others — should be in a
position to manipulate public affairs? Among the critics on the left
are those who write from a Marxist point of view and see the ruling
minority as a ‘ruling class’ rooted in the ownership and control of
the means of production.

But such views are not the only perspectives on the distribution
of political power in Britain. For many commentators — and not
just for those in the centre of the political spectrum — there is no
real elite. The language of privilege and division used by those on
the left and the language of cultural superiority used by those on
the right serve to create the impression of elite rule by reinforcing
the image of Britain as a ‘class-ridden’ society. Underneath the
rhetoric and the imagery, it is argued, is an open and egalitarian
society which is distorted by its own self-perception in class terms.
Political decisions are, of course, taken by a minority, but this is
not seen as a self-perpetuating elite. In any complex society there
will be a division of labour in which some people are involved in
decision-making and administration while others are not. The so-
called ‘elite’ comprises simply the current occupants of political
office. The equality of opportunity which, it is held, characterizes
British society ensures that there is easy and open access to these
positions for all who wish to take them up. The electoral mechanisms
of political democracy, furthermore, ensure that thc majority can
control the actions of the minority.

These contending viewpoints revolve around two major issues.
On the one hand there is the question of whether the elite is a
purely nominal category of office holders or a real and active social
group. On the other hand there is the question of whether the
members of the elite use their power for sectional or for public
purposes. These questions have structured the debates which have
set one social scientist against another and the research which has
attempted to resolve the clash of theoretical positions. But these
issues are not, however, matters of purely academic interest. It is,
clearly, a matter of the first order to decide whether one’s own
society is ruled by a cohesive and self-perpetuating social grouping
act.ig in pursuit of its own sectional interests, or by a temporary
coalition of office holders who will act in the public interest and
will, in due course, be replaced by another temporary coalition. On
such issues revolve all manner of political choices and preferences.

Discussion of these problems has rarely reached any degree of
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sophistication. Much discussion has been cast in terms of the fate
of the aristocracy.! The ruling minority of the nineteenth century is
seen as an elite of large landowners with peerage titles ~ dukedoms,
earldoms, viscountcies, and baronies — which gave them the right
to sit in parliament. The break-up of the large estates and the
declining significance of the House of Lords have, it is argued, led
to a loss of power. The titled aristocracy is no longer an aristocracy
of wealth, it is a diverse group of people who happen to have
inherited titles but have little else in common with one another.
Wherever power may reside today, it is held, it no longer rests with
the landed aristocracy. Academic work which has elaborated this
view includes the important study by William Guttsman,” who holds
that the twentieth century has seen the decline of the ‘upper class’
and the rise of the ‘middle class’ as the principal source of political
power. The recruitment of the political elite has substantially broad-
ened since the nineteenth century.

Even if such views are accepted — and I shall question them at
many points in this book - they have little to say about the actual
mechanisms of political power in British society. Of much greater
value, in this respect, have been the journalistic writings of Anthony
Sampson,® which have been extremely influential in informed public
opinion. Sampson accepts the view that the aristocracy can no longer
be seen as a ruling minority and adds to this that there is no longer
a real social elite at all. Drawing on interviews and on his own
observations, Sampson concludes that the various hierarchies of
British society have become gradually more open in their recruit-
ment over the course of the twentieth century and that the diversity
of hierarchies is such that there is no single centre of power.

But Sampson’s work fails to place political power in its broader
economic and social context, and so, in its turn, gives a rather
partial view. Those who have attempted to rectify this situation
have tended to be Marxist writers, among whom Ralph Miliband
has been the most influential.* According to Miliband, Britain is
ruled by a ‘ruling class’ made up of the owners and controllers of
capital. While landownership may have declined in significance
during the twentieth century, he argues, land remains an important
form of capital and there is still a capitalist class in Britain today.
Rooted in the ownership of stocks and shares as well as land, this
class is a highly privileged social group with a superior standard of
living and with the ability to monopolize access to all the hierarchies
which make up the structure of power.

I shall agree with Miliband’s view that there is in Britain today a



4 Introduction

ruling class, but I shall try to avoid a number of crucial theoretical
problems which flaw his work. These problems centre around the
concept of the ruling class itself. Although this is, in many respects,
the central concept in Marxist theory, it has rarely been discussed
with any rigour. Indeed, the term is used in such an elastic way that
it is often difficult to see it as having any meaning or value at all.
I believe that the term can be salvaged and seen for the useful
concept that it is, only if its constituent elements are clarified.
Unlike the terms ‘elite’ and ‘minority’ that 1 have used in this
Introduction, the Marxist concept roots the exercise of political
power in class relations. C. Wright Mills claimed that the phrase
‘ruling class’ combines the economic concept of class with the politi-
cal concept of rule and that, for this reason, the hybrid term
should be rejected.® My contention, on the other hand, is that this
combination of elements makes it an extremely powerful idea.

I shall try to defend the relevance of the concept of a ruling class,
but do not wish to defend the whole framework of Marxist theory.
My theoretical framework draws on the work of both Weber and
Marx. Specifically, I use Weber’s analytical distinctions between
class, status, and party as ways of clarifying the Marxian concepts
of the capitalist class and the ruling class. ‘Class’, for Weber,
involved the determination of life chances through the structure of
property ownership and the operations of the labour and capital
markets. ‘Status’, on the other hand, involved the determination of
life chances through the distribution of prestige and the formation
of definite styles of life and patterns of privilege.® The concept of
‘party’ was used by Weber as a general term to refer to political
parties, trades unions, and other bodies which enter into political
conflict. It was closely allied with the concept of ‘elite’, which
was developed by Pareto and Mosca and was defined through the
distribution of the means of organization, surveillance, and violence.
Classes, status groups, and elites, therefore, can be seen as different
elements in the overall distribution of power in society.’

Marx’s concept of the ruling class was used by him and by his
followers in a rather loose way, sometimes being seen simply as an
unproblematic extension of the concept of the capitalist class, as a
concept rooted in the economic dimension of class relations. But
the idea of a ruling class raises crucial and distinct issues concerning
the exercise of political power. The concepts of elite and party
which were developed in the Weberian tradition are essential means
for clarifying this idea. This was recognized by Miliband, who made
extensive use of the concept of elite — indeed, he was much criticized
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for this by other Marxists, who felt that he should not have departed
from the narrow framework of Marxist theory. But Miliband failed
to distinguish the gencral notion of ‘elite’ from the more concrete
concepts which are required for empirical research. In this book I
shall use Miliband’s concept of the ‘state elite’, but I add to this the
important additional concepts of ‘power elite’ and ‘power bloc’.

The book gives much attention to the question of social status.
The hierarchy of status is seen as an important element in the
legitimation of power structures, and the dynamics of status group
relations are seen as integral elements in class reproduction and in
the formation of power blocs. The status system can be visualized
as a hierarchy of social circles, each circle comprising status equals
with a similar style of life and, in many cases, privileges. In some
circumstances the status hierarchy is headed by a single ‘upper
circle’ of status superiors, while in other circumstances there may
be a small set of intersecting upper circles. Thus, the concepts of
‘capitalist class’, ‘upper circle’, and ‘state elite’ are analogous terms
for describing the advantaged groups in the exercise of power in
the dimensions of, respectively, class, status, and politics. It is on
this basis that I try to reconstruct the concept of the ruling class.

The title of this book, Who Rules Britain?, is a deliberate bor-
rowing from Dombhoff’s important and influential Who Rules Amer-
ica?® Like Dombhoff, my aim is to outline the structure of power
which determines the overall direction in which British society has
developed. I begin in chapter 1 with the economic dimension of
‘class’, and [ set out the various meanings which have been given
to the fundamental idea of the capitalist class. The chapter reviews
Marxist, Fabian, and managerialist theories of class relations in
capitalist society. 1 then turn, in Chapter 2, to the even more
complex concept of the ruling class, reviewing orthodox and unor-
thodox Marxist theories and drawing on the traditions of elite theory
to specify the key ideas. Chapter 3 uses these ideas to give a brief
historical review of the making of the British ruling class, looking
at some of the implications of the transition from the ‘old society’
of the eighteenth century to the ‘modern’ structure of Victorian
Britain.”

The three remaining chapters of the book set out to answer the
three key questions which arise when asking ‘Who Rules Britain?’
Chapter 4 asks ‘Is there still a Capitalist Class?” This is of absolutely
fundamental importance, as many writers have argued that Britain
— like other ‘industrial societies” — no longer has a capitalist class.
In that chapter I review the evidence on this question and argue
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that it is still possible to recognize an economically dominant capital-
ist class at the top of the class structure. Chapter 5 asks ‘Is there
still an Upper Circle?’, and is concerned with the shape of the status
hierarchy. I argue that there has been an important shift in the
structure of the status order. The capitalist class is no longer struc-
tured around a single upper circle, but comprises a series of overlap-
ping under circles. Chapter 6, asking ‘Is there still a Ruling Class?
grapples with the central concern of the book. The chapter restates
the definition of the ruling class used in this book and shows how
the participation of the capitalist class in the exercise of political
power can be understood. It concludes that Britain does, indeed,
have a ruling class.

I have endeavoured to make this book as accessible as possible
to a wide audience. For this reason I have not cluttered the text
with detailed footnotes and references. The works cited are, by and
large, restricted to the most important and the most accessible
sources. '’



1 What is a Capitalist Class?

The idea of the capitalist class is rooted in both Marxist theory and
in classical liberalism. In both traditions there is a recognition of a
category of economic agents defined by their ownership and control
of capital, the driving force of a capitalist economy. The capitalist
class, from this point of view, has distinct and opposing interests to
those of the other classes. In other theoretical traditions, however,
the idea of a capitalist class is less easy to define. For many writers,
social classes are hierarchically structured social groups which are
defined in terms of their superior and inferior life chances. Max
Weber and those influenced by him, for example, sec social classes
as social strata lying above and below one another in a stratification
system. The geological metaphor of ‘strata’ gives meaning to the
notion of a hierarchy with upper and lower levels. For Weber,
propertied and commercial interests are among those generating
‘positively privileged’ social classes which stand in a superior position
in the distribution of life chances.

This contrasting imagery is the basis of different views of class
relations and class action. In the Marxist tradition, it is the structured
antagonisms and contradictions of interests between class positions,
and not any distributive inequalities of income, wealth, or life
chances, which define class relations. These structural conditions
are the basis of class conflict. According to Weber, however, there
is no necessity for overt conflict to exist between classes. There may
be various forms of cooperation and consensus, as well as divisions
and conflicts.

In fact, the contrast between these two conceptions is not so stark
as it appears, despite differences in terminology. Although ‘capitalist
class’ and ‘bourgeoisie’ are, perhaps, the most widely used terms
for the dominant class in Marxist theory, it is perfectly possible to
reconcile these notions with the idea of hierarchically arranged
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social strata. My aim in this chapter is to expand on this claim and,
in so doing, to build on the Marxist conceptualization and to fuse
it with a hierarchical view of class. To this end, I shall review the
work of some of the more important writers who have tried to use
such ideas to document the changes which have occurred at the
upper levels of the class system during the twentieth century.

The Orthodox Marxist View

Marx’s own view of class has been hotly debated, owing to his
failure to write a complete and comprehensive treatise on class. The
concept of class is discussed most fully in The Communist Manifesto,
written jointly with Engels, and in the unfinished third volume of
Capital. But the discussion in Capital was not completed. Just as
Marx began to set out a formal definition of class, his manuscript
came to an abrupt end, and his readers arc left with merely a few
tantalising suggestions. But the concept of class, of course, per-
meates Marx’s whole body of work, and its most general meaning
is clear. Indeed, in many parts of his work, he spells out in some
considerable detail the class relations which he believes to exist in
particular societies.

Marx saw classes as defined by the ownership and non-ownership of
the means of production, which gave control over the process of
production and the finished product. This led him to an essentially
dichotomous image of class relations: a person either does or does not
have property. His reliance on a dichotomous view led him to stress
the antagonistic relations of opposed classes. Indeed, he believed that
class relations were becoming ever more simplified as the old hier-
archies of status, tradition, and privilege gave way under the compelling
force of capitalist modernization. He frequently wrote as if capitalist
societies were evolving in the direction of a ‘polarization’ between
capitalist class and working class, ‘bourgeoisie’ and ‘proletariat’, corre-
sponding to the structural division between capital and labour. In The
Communist Manifesto, published in 1848, Marx and Engels held that
‘Society as a whole is more and more splitting into two great hostile
camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: bourgeoisie
and proletariat.”

But in the famous, unfinished section of Capital his view is more
complex. Marx identified what he termed the ‘three great classes’ of
modern capitalism: “The owners of mere labour-power, the owners of
capital, and the landowners, whose respective sources of income are



