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Polyarchal Democracy

Robert Dahl

I

Examination of Madisonian and populistic

theory suggests at least two possible methods one

might employ to construct a theory of democ-

racy. One way, the method of maximization, is to

specify a set of goals to be maximized; democ-

racy can then be defined in terms of the specific

governmental processes necessary to maximize

these goals or some among them. . . . Madisonian

theory postulates a non-tyrannical republic as

the goal to be maximized; populistic theory pos-

tulates popular sovereignty and political equal-

ity. A second way—this one might be called the

descriptive method—is to consider as a single

class of phenomena all those nation states and

social organizations that are commonly called

democratic by political scientists, and by exam-

ining the members of this class to discover, first,

the distinguishing characteristics they have in

common, and, second, the necessary and su‰-

cient conditions for social organizations possess-

ing these characteristics.

These are not, however, mutually exclusive

methods. And we shall see that if we begin by

employing the first method it will soon become

necessary to employ something rather like the

second as well.

II

. . . [T]he goals of populistic democracy and the

simple Rule deduced from these goals do not

provide us with anything like a complete theory.

One basic defect of the theory is that it does no

more than to provide a formal redefinition of

one necessary procedural rule for the perfect or

ideal attainment of political equality and popu-

lar sovereignty; but because the theory is no

more than an exercise in axiomatics, it tells us

nothing about the real world. However, let us

now pose the key question in slightly di¤erent

form: What are the necessary and su‰cient con-

ditions for maximizing democracy in the real

world? I shall show that the words ‘‘in the real

world’’ fundamentally alter the problem.

Let us begin, however, with a meticulous con-

cern for precision of meaning. First, what do we

mean by ‘‘maximizing democracy’’? Evidently

here, . . . we must proceed by regarding democ-

racy as a state of a¤airs constituting a limit, and

all actions approaching the limit will be max-

imizing actions. But how shall we describe the

state of a¤airs constituting the limit?

The model of populistic democracy suggests

three possible characteristics that might be made

operationally meaningful: (1) Whenever policy

choices are perceived to exist, the alternative

selected and enforced as governmental policy is

the alternative most preferred by the members.

(2) Whenever policy choices are perceived to ex-

ist, in the process of choosing the alternative to

be enforced as government policy, the preference

of each member is assigned an equal value. (3)

The Rule: In choosing among alternatives, the

alternative preferred by the greater number is

selected.

To make the first of these operational we must

either ignore the problem of di¤erent intensities

of preference among individuals or find ourselves

in so deep a morass of obstacles to observation

and comparison that it would be very nearly im-

possible to say whether or not the characteristic

in fact exists. I shall return to this problem in the

next chapter. But if we ignore intensities, then in

e¤ect we adopt the second characteristic as our

criterion: that the preference of each member is

assigned an equal value. It would appear at first

Excerpted from: Robert Dahl, A Preface to Democratic

Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956.6 1956. The University of Chicago. Reprinted by

permission.



glance that the question whether the preference

of each member of an organization is assigned

an equal value is more or less susceptible of ob-

servation. Likewise the third characteristic, the

Rule, should be observable. But since the Rule

is deducible from the first two characteristics,

would it not be enough simply to examine a so-

cial organization in order to discover the extent

to which the Rule is or is not followed? That is,

do we have in the Rule an adequate definition of

the limit of democracy? Suppose we observe that

a majority prefers x to y, and x happens to be

selected as government policy. Yet it may be

that among the majority is a dictator; if he were

in the minority, then y would be selected. The

condition of political equality evidently requires

‘‘interchangeability,’’ i.e., the interchange of

an equal number of individuals from one side to

another would not a¤ect the outcome of the

decision. But how can we observe whether inter-

changeability is present? Evidently no single de-

cision provides us with enough information, for

at best a single decision can only reveal that the

Rule is not being followed and that political

equality therefore does not exist during that de-

cision. We can infer interchangeability only by

examining a large number of cases. . . .

. . . If we take any specific action, such as

the outcome of balloting, as a satisfactory index

of preference, then no operational tests exist for

determining political equality, other than those

necessary for determining whether the Rule is or

is not being followed. That is, given the expres-

sion of preferences as adequate, the only opera-

tional test for political equality is the extent

to which the Rule is followed in a number of

cases. . . . What events must we observe in the

real world in order to determine the extent to

which the Rule is employed in an organization?

Unfortunately, the phrase ‘‘given the expres-

sion of preferences’’ harbors some serious di‰-

culties. What kinds of activity shall we take as

indices of preference? At one extreme we could

rely on some overt act of choosing, such as cast-

ing a ballot or making a statement.1 At the other

extreme, through deep and careful probing we

could search for psychological evidence. If the

first is often naı̈ve, the second is impossible on

a su‰cient scale. In practice most of us adopt

a middle course and take our clues from the

prevailing environment in which the particular

preference is expressed. In one environment we

accept the overt act of voting as an adequate

if imperfect index; in another we reject it

entirely. . . .

III

The e¤ect of the argument so far is to divide our

key question into two: (1) What acts shall we

consider su‰cient to constitute an expression

of individual preferences at a given stage in the

decision process? (2) Taking these acts as an

expression of preferences, what events must we

observe in order to determine the extent to which

the Rule is employed in the organization we

are examining? We are still looking, let us re-

member, for a set of limiting conditions to be

approached.

At a minimum, two stages need to be dis-

tinguished: the election stage3 and the interelec-

tion stage. The election stage in turn consists of

at least three periods which it is useful to distin-

guish: the voting period, the prevoting period,

and the postvoting period. . . .

During the voting period we would need to

observe the extent to which at least three con-

ditions exist:

1. Every member of the organization performs

the acts we assume to constitute an expression

1. More accurately, in using votes and opinion polls

we generally rely on some overt statements of individ-

uals who compile the returns.

3. Election is used here in a broad sense. To apply the

analysis to the internal operation of an organization

that is itself constituted through elections, such as a

legislative body, one would consider votes on measures

as ‘‘the election stage.’’
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of preference among the scheduled alternatives,

e.g., voting.

2. In tabulating these expressions (votes), the

weight assigned to the choice of each individual

is identical.

3. The alternative with the greatest number of

votes is declared the winning choice.

. . . [I]t is self-evident that we have thus far

begged the first of our questions. A totalitarian

plebiscite might meet—and indeed in practice

evidently often has met—these three conditions

better than a national election or legislative de-

cision in countries that most Western political

scientists would call democratic. The crux of the

problem is in our first question, what we take to

constitute an expression of individual preference.

Can it not be truthfully said that the peasant

who casts his ballot for the dictatorship is

expressing his preferences among the scheduled

alternatives as he sees them? For, perhaps, the

alternatives he sees are either to vote for the dic-

tatorship or to take a journey to Siberia. . . .

What we balk at in accepting the vote of the

Soviet citizen as an expression of preference is

that he is not permitted to choose among all the

alternatives that we, as outside observers, regard

as in some sense potentially available to him. . . .

What we have done, then, is to formulate a

fourth limiting condition, one that must exist in

the prevoting period governing the scheduling of

alternatives for the voting period.

4. Any member who perceives a set of alterna-

tives, at least one of which he regards as pref-

erable to any of the alternatives presently

scheduled, can insert his preferred alternative(s)

among those scheduled for voting.

. . . [W]e must lay down a fifth condition

operating in the prevoting period.

5. All individuals possess identical information

about the alternatives.

. . .

At first glance it might be thought that these

five conditions are su‰cient to guarantee the

operation of the Rule; but, at least in principle, it

would be possible for a regime to permit these

conditions to operate through the prevoting and

voting periods and then simply to ignore the

results. Consequently, we must postulate at least

two more conditions for the postvoting period

both of which are su‰ciently obvious to need no

discussion:

6. Alternatives (leaders or policies) with the

greatest number of votes displace any alterna-

tives (leaders or policies) with fewer votes.

7. The orders of elected o‰cials are executed.

These, then, constitute our set of more or less

observable limiting conditions which when pres-

ent during the election stage will be taken as ev-

idence for the maximal operation of the Rule,

which in turn is taken as evidence for the maxi-

mal attainment of political equality and popular

sovereignty. What of the interelection stage? If

our argument so far is correct, then maximiza-

tion of political equality and popular sovereignty

in the interelection stage would require:

8.1. Either that all interelection decisions are

subordinate or executory to those arrived at

during the election stage, i.e., elections are in a

sense controlling

8.2. Or that new decisions during the interelec-

tion period are governed by the preceding seven

conditions, operating, however, under rather

di¤erent institutional circumstances

8.3. Or both.

IV

I think it may be laid down dogmatically that no

human organization—certainly none with more

than a handful of people—has ever met or is

ever likely to meet these eight conditions. It is

true that the second, third, and sixth conditions
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are quite precisely met in some organizations,

although in the United States corrupt practices

sometimes nullify even these; the others are, at

best, only crudely approximated. . . .

Because human organizations rarely and per-

haps never reach the limit set by these eight

conditions, it is necessary to interpret each of

the conditions as one end of a continuum or

scale along which any given organization might

be measured. Unfortunately there is at present

no known way of assigning meaningful weights

to the eight conditions. However, even without

weights, if the eight scales could each be metri-

cized, it would be possible and perhaps useful

to establish some arbitrary but not meaningless

classes of which the upper chunk might be called

‘‘polyarchies.’’

It is perfectly evident, however, that what

has just been described is no more than a pro-

gram, for nothing like it has, I think, ever been

attempted. I shall simply set down here, there-

fore, the following observations. Organizations

do in fact di¤er markedly in the extent to which

they approach the limits set by these eight con-

ditions. Furthermore, ‘‘polyarchies’’ include a

variety of organizations which Western politi-

cal scientists would ordinarily call democratic,

including certain aspects of the governments of

nation states such as the United States, Great

Britain, the Dominions (South Africa possibly

excepted), the Scandinavian countries, Mexico,

Italy, and France; states and provinces, such as

the states of this country and the provinces of

Canada; numerous cities and towns; some trade-

unions; numerous associations such as Parent-

Teachers’ Associations, chapters of the League

of Women Voters, and some religious groups;

and some primitive societies. Thus it follows that

the number of polyarchies is large. (The number

of egalitarian polyarchies is probably relatively

small or perhaps none exist at all.) The number

of polyarchies must run well over a hundred and

probably well over a thousand. Of this number,

however, only a tiny handful has been exhaus-

tively studied by political scientists, and these

have been the most di‰cult of all, the govern-

ments of national states, and in a few instances

the smaller governmental units. . . .

. . . What are the necessary and su‰cient con-

ditions in the real world for the existence of these

eight conditions, to at least the minimum degree

we have agreed to call polyarchy? . . .

V

. . . [W]e can set down some hypotheses for

which considerable evidence exists.

. . . It would seem truistic that if all the mem-

bers of an organization rejected the norms pre-

scribing the eight conditions, then the conditions

would not exist; or alternatively, the extent to

which polyarchy exists must be related to the

extent to which the norms are accepted as desir-

able. If we are willing to assume that the extent

of agreement (consensus) on the eight basic

norms is measurable, then we can formulate the

following hypotheses, which have been com-

monplace in the literature of political science:

1. Each of the conditions of polyarchy increases

with the extent of agreement (or consensus) on

the relevant norm.

2. Polyarchy is a function of consensus on the

eight norms, other things remaining the same.11

Unfortunately for the simplicity of the hypoth-

eses, consensus possesses at least three dimen-

sions: the number of individuals who agree, the

intensity or depth of their belief, and the extent

to which overt activity conforms with belief. . . .

The extent of agreement, in turn, must be

functionally dependent upon the extent to which

the various processes for social training are

employed on behalf of the norms by the family,

11. Appendix E to this chapter raises some questions

about treating polyarchy as positive and increasing

with both consensus and political activity.
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schools, churches, clubs, literature, newspapers,

and the like. Again, if it were possible to measure

the extent to which these processes are used, our

hypotheses could be stated as:

3. The extent of agreement (consensus) on each

of the eight norms increases with the extent of

social training in the norm.

4. Consensus is therefore a function of the total

social training in all the norms.

It also follows from the preceding hypotheses

that:

5. Polyarchy is a function of the total social

training in all the norms.12

. . . It is reasonable to suppose that the less the

agreement on policy choices, the more di‰cult

it will be in any organization to train members

in the eight norms. For then, although the oper-

ation of the rules may confer benefits on some

members, it will impose severe restraints on

others. If the results are severe for relatively large

numbers, then it is reasonable to suppose that

those who su¤er from the operation of the rules

will oppose them and hence resist training in

them. Thus:

6. Social training in the eight norms increases

with the extent of consensus or agreement on

choices among policy alternatives.

From 5 and 6 it follows that:

7. One or more of the conditions of polyarchy

increases with consensus on policy alternatives.

Hypothesis 6 suggests, moreover, that the re-

verse of Hypothesis 4 is also valid. We would

expect that the extent to which social training

in the norms is indulged in is itself dependent

upon the amount of agreement that already

exists on the norms. The more disagreement

there is about the norms, the more likely it is that

some of the means of social training—the family

and the school in particular—will train some

individuals in conflicting norms. The relationship

between social training and consensus is thus a

perfect instance of the hen-and-egg problem.

Hence:

8. The extent of social training in one of the

eight norms also increases with the extent of

agreement on it.

. . .

Now the extent of agreement cannot be con-

sidered entirely independently of the extent of

political activity in an organization. The extent

to which some of the conditions for polyarchy—

1, 4, and 5—are met is also a measure of the

political activity of members, that is, the extent

to which they vote in elections and primaries,

participate in campaigns, and seek and dissem-

inate information and propaganda. Thus by

definition:

9. Polyarchy is a function of the political activity

of the members.18

A good deal is now known about the variables

with which political activity is associated. . . . At

present we know that political activity, at least in

the United States, is positively associated to a

significant extent with such variables as income,

socio-economic status, and education, and that

it is also related in complex ways with belief

systems, expectations, and personality structures.

We now know that members of the ignorant and

unpropertied masses which Madison and his

colleagues so much feared are considerably less

active politically than the educated and well-to-

do. By their propensity for political passivity the

12. For a ‘‘Summary of the hypothetical functions

relating polyarchy to its preconditions’’ see Appendix

C to this chapter.

18. For an important complexity in this hypothetical

function, see Appendix E to this chapter, ‘‘A note on

the relation between agreement and political activity.’’
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poor and uneducated disfranchise themselves.19

Since they also have less access than the wealthy

to the organizational, financial, and propaganda

resources that weigh so heavily in campaigns,

elections, legislative, and executive decisions,

anything like equal control over government

policy is triply barred to the members of Madi-

son’s unpropertied masses. They are barred by

their relatively greater inactivity, by their rela-

tively limited access to resources, and by Madi-

son’s nicely contrived system of constitutional

checks.

VI

. . . Because we are taught to believe in the

necessity of constitutional checks and balances,

we place little faith in social checks and balances.

We admire the e‰cacy of constitutional separa-

tion of powers in curbing majorities and minor-

ities, but we often ignore the importance of the

restraints imposed by social separation of powers.

Yet if the theory of polyarchy is roughly sound,

it follows that in the absence of certain social

prerequisites, no constitutional arrangements can

produce a nontyrannical republic. The history

of numerous Latin-American states is, I think,

su‰cient evidence. Conversely, an increase in the

extent to which one of the social prerequisites is

present may be far more important in strength-

ening democracy than any particular constitu-

tional design. Whether we are concerned with

tyranny by a minority or tyranny by a majority,

the theory of polyarchy suggests that the first

and crucial variables to which political scientists

must direct their attention are social and not

constitutional. . . .

19. Cf. especially B. R. Berelson, P. F. Lazarsfeld, and

W. N. McPhee, [Voting (Chicago: Chicago University

Press, 1954)]; S. M. Lipset et al., ‘‘The Psychology of

Voting: An Analysis of Political Behavior,’’ Handbook

of Social Psychology (Cambridge: Addison-Wesley,

1954).
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