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Cohesion, Fragmentation, and Power: 
The Role of Inadvertent Robust Action 

 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

 

It is broadly accepted among political scientists, political sociologists, and social 

movement theorists that a unified group will have a higher probability of success than a 

group that experiences internal divisions or fragmentation.  Similarly, it has been 

assumed that in a society with a relatively unified elite, the elite will experience 

disproportionately high benefits relative to the larger population.  I take issue with this 

claim.  In the mid-twentieth century, large American corporations exhibited a relatively 

high level of unity but the relative economic benefits accruing to the elite were at historic 

lows.  In more recent years, American big business has become increasingly fragmented, 

yet the economic benefits that these elites have received have reached historic highs, and 

the average American’s standard of living has stagnated.  Drawing on Padgett and Ansell, 

I introduce the concept of inadvertent robust action to explain how a relatively 

fragmented, disorganized elite can reap benefits that exceed those that its more unified 

counterparts experienced in an earlier era. 

 



 
 

The role of elites in politics has been a longstanding issue in debates over the 

sources of power in developed societies.  Numerous contemporary scholars have 

discussed the seeming dominance of big business and the wealthy in American politics 

(Hacker and Pierson, 2010; Winters, 2011; Gilens and Page, 2014).  For decades, 

scholars debated the extent to which elites, in particular business elites, were 

disproportionately successful in pursuing their political goals.  One group, known as elite 

theorists, suggested that a unified elite, whose interests did not necessarily correspond 

with those of the general population, consistently dominated over time.  Another group, 

known as pluralists, suggested that society consisted of several competing groups, no one 

of which was able to consistently get its way.  Although this debate was vigorous, and 

occasionally acrimonious, virtually all scholars on all sides of it agreed on one basic 

point:  that the existence of a politically cohesive elite would raise serious obstacles for 

the functioning of democratic systems, and that the existence of such an elite would be 

detrimental to the interests of the broader population.  Conversely, the assumption—

shared by political scientists, political sociologists, and social movement theorists—has 

been that a divided elite is a prerequisite for democracy, and that the more divided the 

elite, the more democratic the society, and the greater the likelihood that the needs of the 

general population are served.  This point has been so widely accepted that the debate has 

focused almost entirely on the empirical question of the extent to which the elite is 

divided.  Theoretically, the verdict has been unanimous:  a divided elite is good for the 

larger population, and a unified elite is bad. 

I argue that the opposite is the case.  Taking the United States as my prototype, I 

suggest that American democracy functioned more effectively, and American society was 

more equal—with benefits more broadly shared—in the mid-twentieth century, when we 

had a relatively unified elite, than it is today, when the elite is highly fragmented.  The 

reason for this, I argue, is the presence of what I call “inadvertent robust action.”  

Today’s elite, unlike that of a half-century ago, is amorphous and difficult to identify.  

Ironically, its very absence of unity makes it a less tractable target.  In the remainder of 

this paper I attempt to build a case for this paradoxical argument.  In doing so, I suggest 
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that it may be necessary to stand our traditional conception of the relation between group 

unity and power on its head. 

 

 

Background 

 

Fears of concentrated power go back as far as Aristotle, and are prominent in the 

concerns of Thomas Jefferson and other early Americans.1  Attention to the problem 

crested at the turn of the twentieth century, as giant, for-profit, corporations made their 

first appearance in both the United States and Europe.  Numerous thinkers raised 

questions regarding the extent to which these large firms were compatible with 

democracy.  Max Weber, writing in 1905, asked, “How can democracy and freedom be 

maintained in the long run under the dominance of advanced capitalism?” (quoted in 

Roth and Schluchter, 1979:202).  Robert Michels ([1911] 1962) argued that any large-

scale organization, no matter how democratic in origin and goals, will ultimately evolve 

toward an oligarchy, in which a small number of leaders exercise control, immune from 

the monitoring of the group’s members.  Louis Brandeis, prior to his appointment to the 

Supreme Court, is alleged to have stated that we can have democracy in this country or 

we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of the few, but we cannot have both.2  

And Adolf A. Berle and Gardiner C. Means, in The Modern Corporation and Private 

Property ([1932] 1968) raised similar issues regarding the ability of managers—those 

who ran the day-to-day operations—to control corporations, unaccountable to either 

stockholders or the larger society.  Decades later, Charles E. Lindblom closed his 

magisterial work, Politics and Markets, by stating (1977:356) that the “large corporation 

fits oddly into democratic theory and vision.  Indeed, it does not fit.”  

                                                           
1 See Winters (2011: Chapter 1, especially 26-31) for a discussion of classical thinkers’ views on 
concentrated power. 
2 This passage is reproduced in several places, including the biography of Brandeis on the website of 
Brandeis University (http://www.brandeis.edu/legacyfund/bio.html).  There is some question regarding 
exactly where (and even whether) Brandeis actually made the statement.  See 
http://www.zebrafactcheck.com/louis-d-brandeis-wealth-and-democracy-checking-a-common-quotation/ 
for an interesting discussion of the origins of the quote.  

http://www.brandeis.edu/legacyfund/bio.html
http://www.zebrafactcheck.com/louis-d-brandeis-wealth-and-democracy-checking-a-common-quotation/
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The most important argument for our purposes here, however, is one made by 

Joseph Schumpeter in Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy (1942).  In the traditional 

conception of republican democracy, Schumpeter noted (1942:250), elected 

representatives receive input from their constituents and then convey that input in their 

legislative activity.  Schumpeter argued, however, that in both the United States and 

European democracies, most people were politically apathetic.  They neither cared about 

nor were particularly aware of the central political issues of the day, few participated 

actively in politics beyond voting in presidential elections, and a sizable portion of the 

electorate did not vote at all.  Moreover, Schumpeter argued, most actors in the political 

realm lack the degree of rationality necessary to make fully informed decisions.  As he 

put it (1942:253), “we still remain under the practical necessity of attributing to the will 

of the individual an independence and a rational quality that are altogether unrealistic” 

(emphasis in the original). 

Given the degree of apathy and irrationality in the general electorate, Schumpeter 

reasoned, serious formulation of political issues and decision making was in fact vested 

in the elites, those who made their living at politics, or who depended on it for their 

living.  How, if this situation existed, Schumpeter asked, could American society be said 

to be democratic?  Realizing that the answer was, “it couldn’t,” Schumpeter faced two 

options:  either acknowledge that the United States was not a democracy, or redefine 

democracy.  He chose the latter.  In the classical theory of democracy, he notes 

(ibid:269), the process of electing representatives is less important than the primary 

purpose of government, which is “to vest the power of deciding political issues in the 

electorate.”  “Suppose we reverse the roles of these two elements,” Schumpeter 

suggested, “and make the deciding of issues by the electorate secondary to the election of 

the [people] who are to do the deciding.”  In other words, the role of the electorate is not 

to make policy or to even suggest ideas to its representatives, but only to choose those 

who will rule over them (ibid:284-285).  In effect, a democratic society’s political life 

was dominated by elites.  The problem with this situation, Schumpeter realized, occurred 

when those elites were unified, which would, in his view, allow them to rule in 

“undemocratic ways” (ibid:285).  The key issue, then, was that for democracy to exist, 

there must be competition among the elites (ibid).  Elites may have dominated the polity, 
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he acknowledged, but as long as those elites were divided, it meant that when one 

segment of the elite held power, another did not.  As long as the public had the ability to 

remove the current leadership through the ballot box, they could exercise at least some 

influence.  Democracy, then, became defined, as Lipset (1962) later put it (in his 

introduction to the 1962 edition of Michels’ Political Parties), as the competitive struggle 

among political elites for the support of a largely passive electorate.  The key to this, to 

reiterate, was that for democracy to exist, the elite must have significant divisions. 

Schumpeter’s definition of democracy became the de facto standard among 

scholars of American politics.  It did, however, raise a question:  If, for democracy to 

exist, the elite must contain significant divisions, what if the elite is in fact largely 

unified?  This question was raised in the 1950s by two sociologists, Floyd Hunter (1953) 

and C. Wright Mills (1956).  Hunter, in a study of power in a large city in the 

Southeastern United States, argued that the city was run primarily by a small group of 

community leaders, most of whom were either the heads of major business or financial 

institutions or possessors of inherited wealth.  The members of this elite formed a highly 

cohesive group, Hunter argued, held together by “common interests, mutual obligations, 

money, habit, delegated responsibilities, and in some cases by coercion and force” 

(ibid:113).  Similarly, Mills (1956), in a study at the national level, argued that the top 

officials in the economic, political, and military spheres formed a “power elite,” who, like 

Hunter’s community leaders, pursued their own interests irrespective of the concerns of 

the majority.  As did Hunter, Mills viewed this group as forming “a more or less compact 

social and psychological entity,” rendering them “self-conscious members of a social 

class” (ibid:11).3 

If Hunter and Mills were correct that elites in American society were basically 

unified, then, according to Schumpeter’s conception of democracy, the United States was 

not democratic.  Not surprisingly, these works provoked a ferocious attack, from political 

scientists as well as sociologists.  Robert Dahl (1958), Nelson Polsby (1959), and 

Raymond Wolfinger (1960) among political scientists, and Talcott Parsons (1957), 

                                                           
3 According to Mills (ibid:19), the power elite’s cohesion rested not only on its members’ social and 
psychological ties, but also on their “many interconnections and points of coinciding interest,” which leads 
them to form “a coherent kind of grouping.”  “At times,” however, elite unity manifests itself in “a more 
explicit co-ordination” (ibid). 
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Daniel Bell (1958), and Arnold Rose (1967) among sociologists raised several criticisms 

against both Hunter and Mills.  In the pluralist view, which these critics advanced, 

democratic societies were characterized by several different groups competing for power, 

any one of which might become dominant at a particular point, but none of which was 

able to maintain its position consistently over time.  As Ralf Dahrendorf (1959:47) put it, 

the homogenous “capitalist class” predicted by Marx to coalesce as the system evolved 

had failed to develop, and instead had dissolved into “a plurality of partly agreed, partly 

competing, and partly simply different groups.”  Beginning in the late 1960s, a new 

generation of scholars joined the debate, primarily on the side of Hunter and Mills, first 

with works by G. William Domhoff (1967; 1970) and Maurice Zeitlin (1974), and 

continuing with a series of studies by sociologists who brought a new approach, social 

network analysis, to the topic (see, among others, Mariolis, 1975; Mizruchi, 1982; Mintz 

and Schwartz, 1985).  These authors increasingly focused their lens on the question of 

whether, and the extent to which, business elites were politically unified.4  

Before continuing, it may be worthwhile to reiterate why the presence of a unified 

elite is a crucial issue for a democratic society:  For Schumpeter and Lipset, an elite 

without a clear structural basis of accountability will not necessarily operate in the 

interest of the general public.  Only if certain segments of the elite faced competition 

from other segments, through the electoral process, would the elites who held power be 

compelled to respond to public needs.  As Lipset put it (1962:36), “Since many organized 

groups are always actually or potentially out of office or out of favor with those in office 

in a democratic system, they have an interest in institutionalizing safeguards for 

democratic rights…”  Hunter and Mills shared the view that elites do not necessarily act 

in the interest of the broader society.  Their dispute was with whether the competition 

within the elite assumed by pluralists actually existed, or if it did, whether it was of 

sufficient magnitude to allow for genuine policy alternatives. 

 

                                                           
4 The precise meaning of the term “unity,” along with related terms such as “cohesion” and “solidarity,” 
has been a source of considerable ambiguity, with researchers often failing to define the terms at all.  See 
Mizruchi (1992: Chapter 3) for a detailed discussion of this issue and Mizruchi (1990) for a briefer 
presentation.  I have deliberately avoided defining the term thus far.  For the purposes of the subsequent 
discussion, I shall refer to unity as the ability of a group to engage in collective action in the pursuit of a 
specific goal. 
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Resolving the Debate 

 

The formulation by Schumpeter was given theoretical clarity in a 1958 essay by 

Robert Dahl.  Dahl’s article was important in part because it moved the discussion 

beyond the question of whether the United States was or was not a democracy, shifting it 

instead toward the issue of the distribution of power.  Dahl was concerned primarily with 

establishing a set of criteria for providing an empirical test of Mills’s ruling elite theory.  

In doing so, he presented a relatively simple proposition that, six decades later, remains a 

basic principle of political thought.  For a group to be politically effective, Dahl reasoned 

(1958:465), two conditions are necessary:  First, the group must have a high potential for 

control.  By this Dahl meant that if the group’s members have a preference for a 

particular outcome and all work toward achieving it, that outcome will in fact occur.  The 

problem with the potential for control, Dahl argued, was that the achievement of a goal 

was possible only if there was “agreement on a key political alternative and some set of 

specific implementing actions” (ibid).  In other words, a group with a high potential for 

control will be able to realize that potential only to the extent that it has a high level of 

unity.  Since the potential for control involves resources, we can rephrase Dahl’s 

formulation by stating that for a group to exhibit power, it requires two conditions:  a 

high level of resources and a high level of unity. 

The group within the United States, and within Western European countries as 

well, that has the highest aggregate level of resources is large for-profit corporations.  

This is not a controversial point.  As Dahl’s discussion of the potential for power 

suggests, pluralists as well as elite theorists could comfortably assume that large 

corporations were a potentially powerful group.  The key issue, as Dahl suggested, was 

the extent to which these large corporations were politically unified.  In Dahl’s view, that 

meant the extent to which a group’s members were able to establish agreement in terms 

of a preference as well as on a set of actions necessary to realize the preference.  I shall 

define unity, as I did in footnote 4, as the ability of a group to engage in collective action 

in pursuit of a specific goal. 
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Given the wide acceptance of Dahl’s proposition, the question for participants in 

the debate over elite power was thus reduced to a largely empirical one:  to what extent 

were large corporations politically unified?  There were significant disagreements 

between pluralists and elite theorists regarding how best to address this issue.  How, 

exactly, does one demonstrate that a group is unified?  Theoretically, however, all parties 

to the debate were in agreement.  Both pluralists and elite theorists accepted Dahl’s 

argument that unity, combined with resources, equals power.  Given the conception of 

democracy favored by pluralists, as defined by Schumpeter and Lipset, if large 

corporations as a group are unified, then the group will be able to accumulate power for 

itself, and thus (because of elites’ tendency to act in their own interests) gain benefits for 

itself at the expense of the larger population.  To put it more starkly, the presence of a 

unified elite will have primarily negative consequences for the larger public, while the 

presence of a divided elite will have primarily positive consequences.  This explains why 

elite theorists considered it important to be able to demonstrate elite unity, and why 

pluralists considered it important to refute that claim. 

 

 

Questioning Dahl’s Argument 

 

Dahl’s formulation, as we have seen, is broadly accepted.  But what if it is 

incorrect?  In other words, what if elite unity is not necessarily deleterious for the larger 

population, and what if elite fragmentation is, or could be?5  On one hand, the belief that 

group unity leads to effectiveness is widespread, and is applicable to a broad range of 

                                                           
5 Thus far, I have not distinguished between potentially different forms of the absence of unity, in particular 
between division and fragmentation.  A group can be characterized by division to the extent that its 
members engage in conflict.  A group can be characterized by fragmentation, in that its members have 
different (but not necessarily opposing) concerns, and focus on those distinct issues without coming 
together to pursue collectively shared goals.  In the sociological literature on the political power of large 
corporations, Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden (1986) were the first to my knowledge to explicitly draw 
attention to this distinction.  In an analysis of corporate contributions to Congressional candidates during 
the 1979-1980 election cycle, Clawson et al. demonstrated that although individual firms frequently 
pursued different strategies—with some focusing on pragmatic contributions to incumbents while others 
attempted to fund challengers whose election would change the character of the legislature—firms rarely 
pursued opposing ones, in that corporations rarely competed head-to-head in individual Congressional 
races.  I discuss this distinction in a subsequent section.  For now, I make reference to both instances of 
disunity where relevant. 
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situations.  Political parties seek to avoid divisive primary campaigns, lest they weaken 

party unity during the general election.  Many social movements have been destroyed, or 

at least significantly weakened, by internal conflict.  The history of socialist movements 

in Europe provides ample evidence of this.  By the same principle, highly competitive 

industries have lower profit margins than highly concentrated ones (Burt, 1992).  There is 

even evidence that states with relatively high concentrations of capital have lower 

corporate tax rates than states with relatively low concentrations (Jacobs, 1987).  There is 

no shortage of examples suggesting, consistent with Dahl’s argument, that unity 

promotes a group’s effectiveness, while internal conflict is to be avoided. 

On the other hand, there is a considerable amount of evidence, as well as 

theoretical argument, to suggest that unity might not always be a source of effectiveness.  

In an exhaustive review of the literature, Mullen and Copper (1994) conclude that group 

cohesion does have a positive effect on performance.  They note that this effect is 

relatively small, however, that it is weaker under experimental (and thus controlled) 

conditions than under natural ones, and that the effect of performance on cohesion is 

considerably stronger than the converse.  They also point out that their finding of a 

positive cohesion-performance effect runs counter to other recent reviews (see, for 

example, Mudrack, 1989), which indicated no such effect. 

It is not only that cohesion might not be a strong predictor of group performance, 

however.  Too much similarity within a group might actually detract from its 

effectiveness.  March (1991), for example, demonstrated that a mix of slow and fast 

learners in an organization can lead to a greater development of new knowledge than a 

homogenous group of fast learners alone.  A series of computational and analytical 

models developed by Page and his colleagues (Hong and Page, 2004; Page, 2008) 

suggest that groups whose members have a variety of cognitive skills outperform 

homogenous high-cognitive ability groups in problem-solving exercises.  In effect, as 

Hong and Page put it, diversity trumps ability. 

Empirical work by Burt (1992; 2004) indicates that actors whose personal 

contacts are disconnected from one another, and thus more diverse, experience more 

rapid upward mobility within organizations, receive higher job evaluations and 

compensation, and, consistent with Page’s argument, generate more “good ideas,” as 
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judged by a firm’s top managers.  Individuals who occupied highly dense (that is, 

cohesive) networks performed less well on all of these dimensions.  Similarly, Stearns 

and I (Mizruchi and Stearns, 2001) showed that relationship managers in a major 

commercial bank were more likely to successfully close deals with their corporate 

customers when the networks they assembled to approve the deal were diverse—

meaning, as in Burt’s case, that the bankers’ alters were disproportionately less likely to 

know or interact with one another.  Both of these studies suggest that at the individual 

level, cohesion reduces performance.  Although we cannot necessarily equate findings on 

individual-level networks with those at the group level, these studies do raise questions 

about the efficacy of group cohesion for generating novel ideas. 

Studies of collective action, which do operate at the group level, provide further 

support for the idea that diversity, ambiguity, and perhaps even within-group conflict, 

lead to improved performance.  Leach (2009), in a study of the German “Autonomous 

Movement”—a collection of countercultural organizations devoted to issues such as 

sustainability and reduction of nuclear weapons—showed, contrary to the views of most 

social movement theorists, that the ability of the movement organizations to maintain 

their democratic and collectivist character was facilitated by the presence of 

contradictions in the group’s ideology and identity, which, she suggested (ibid:1044), 

“engender[ed] as much ambivalence as cohesion.”  In a study of the French labor 

movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Ansell (2001) showed that 

the movement was relatively successful during periods of internal conflict.  Stark (2011), 

in a study of three firms, two in New York and one in Hungary, found that competing 

internal conceptions regarding what is valuable and important allowed the firms to adapt 

to changes in their environment.  Meyer (2008), in a study of efforts by American 

autoworkers to organize a union in their plant, found that the group, although highly 

cohesive and successful in forming the union, emerged from the episode with a reduced 

level of efficacy.  Stepan-Norris and Southworth (2010) showed that competition among 

unions in the American labor movement had a positive effect on the number of union 

members overall during the twentieth century.  Similarly, Stark and Iannaccone (1994) 

argue, and demonstrate, that the high level of religious participation in the United States 
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relative to Europe (that is, the success of religious organizations) can be accounted for in 

part by the greater level of competition among those organizations. 

It should not be entirely surprising to sociologists that diverse networks can be 

beneficial to individuals, or that internal disagreements can be beneficial to organizations 

and social movements.  More than a century ago, Georg Simmel ([1908] 1955) argued 

that internal conflict, rather than being detrimental to a group, was not only inevitable but 

necessary to its maintenance.  “An absolutely centripetal and harmonious group,” Simmel 

stated, “not only is empirically unreal, it could show no real life process (ibid:15).  On the 

contrary, “A certain amount of discord, inner divergence and outer controversy, is 

organically tied up with the very elements that ultimately hold the group together” 

(ibid:17-18).  This idea that conflict could be a positive force within a group subsequently 

became the basis of one of the major theoretical works of mid-twentieth century 

American sociology, Lewis Coser’s The Functions of Social Conflict (1956).6 

The above examples raise questions about the relation between a group’s unity 

and its effectiveness.  The evidence assembled by Mullen and Copper (1994) suggests a 

small positive association between a group’s cohesion and its performance on various 

tasks, but other evidence indicates that homogeneity detracts from both individual and 

group efficacy, and that internal diversity leads to superior outcomes.  Studies of social 

movements and religious organizations suggest that competition can provide benefits for 

the group as a whole, and classical writings within sociology provide theoretical support 

for such findings.     

These examples involve multiple forms of disunity; in some cases diversity of 

ideas and/or cognitive skills, in other cases direct conflicts of interest.  They also focus 

primarily on the effectiveness of either groups in task completion or social movement 

insurgencies.  Considering the case of movements, to what extent would these conditions 

hold from the perspective of incumbents rather than insurgents?  In other words, rather 

than considering the internal conflict or fragmentation within a social movement, suppose 

that we ask what would occur if a dominant group exhibited these qualities?  To what 

                                                           
6 Among early American sociologists, Charles Horton Cooley ([1909] 1962) was also aware of the 
potentially positive role of conflict in societies.  “Conflict, of some sort,” he noted, “is the life of society, 
and progress emerges from a struggle in which each individual, class, or institution seeks to realize its own 
idea of good” (ibid:199). 
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extent might internal conflict or fragmentation render a dominant group more effective in 

its rule? 

 

 

A Brief Historical Digression 

 

In a recent book (Mizruchi, 2013), I argued that in the three decades following 

World War II, the largest corporations in the United States, a group I referred to as the 

American corporate elite, experienced a relatively high level of unity, where unity is 

defined, as noted above, as the ability of a group to engage in collective action in pursuit 

of a specific goal.  Working through cross-industry organizations, most notably the 

Committee for Economic Development, the leaders of American business were able to 

exercise a considerable degree of influence over national policy.7  In doing so, however, 

the group faced a relatively strong array of countervailing forces (Galbraith, 1952), 

including a federal government that enjoyed a high degree of legitimacy among the larger 

population and a well-developed labor movement that included a sizable proportion of 

American workers.  In response to this, the elite adopted a relatively moderate and 

pragmatic approach to politics, as well as to its relations with its employees.  Perhaps as a 

consequence, the general American population fared relatively well with respect to the 

elite, with a sharply rising standard of living (the median real wage among American 

workers nearly doubled between 1947 and 1970; Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto, 2007) 

and historically low levels of economic inequality (Piketty and Saez, 2003).  In other 

words, in a period during which the elite was relatively unified, the broader population 

fared relatively well in comparison. 

Beginning in the 1980s, and accelerating in the 1990s, the American corporate 

elite became increasingly fragmented, however.  A confluence of problems afflicted the 

                                                           
7 The Committee for Economic Development was founded in 1942 with the goal of developing an 
economic policy for the postwar period, and to ensure that the United States did not slip back into a 
depression such as existed in the 1930s.  The CED was highly influential during its first three decades, 
largely responsible for, among others, the Marshall Plan and the Employment Act of 1946.  By the late 
1970s the group’s influence was in decline, and it received little public attention by the mid-1980s.  The 
CED was absorbed by the Conference Board, a longstanding business research organization, in 2015.  See 
Mizruchi (2013) and Domhoff (2013) for detailed (and in some cases divergent) discussions of the CED’s 
role in post-World War II American politics. 
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elite during the 1970s, including a decline of American economic dominance—a result of 

the postwar recovery and/or rise of European and East Asian societies—, an 

unprecedented combination of high inflation with high unemployment, an energy crisis, 

increased government regulation, and a decline in the legitimacy of major societal 

institutions.  In response to this, large American corporations allied themselves with 

small business and traditional conservatives, forming a formidable coalition that launched 

an attack on government regulation, organized labor, and what the group saw as 

excessive taxation.  This offensive was extremely successful, and by the early 1980s the 

corporate elite had achieved virtually all of its goals.  Having so thoroughly succeeded in 

their years-long counteroffensive, however, big businesses no longer faced the need to 

remain organized, and they began to fracture.  This process was accelerated by the 

massive hostile takeover wave of the late-1980s, which rendered the environment 

increasingly precarious for corporate chief executives.  By the 1990s, I argue, the 

corporate elite was sufficiently fragmented that the group was unable to coalesce in 

support of health care reform, an issue of great concern to its members, nor has it been 

able in subsequent years to address issues such as budget deficits, tax reform, 

infrastructure spending, and immigration (Newmyer, 2015), although it has been at least 

partly successful on issues of trade (Dreiling, 2001).8 

It is not my goal in this paper to demonstrate empirically that the level of unity 

within the American corporate elite has declined over time.  I have attempted to make a 

case for that elsewhere (Mizruchi, 2013), and others have made similar claims, for both 

the United States (Chu and Davis, 2016; Benton, 2017) and European countries, 

including Germany (Beyer and Hoppner, 2003; Höpner and Krempel, 2003), the 

Netherlands (Heemskerk, 2007), Switzerland (David, Ginalski, Rebmann, and Schnyder, 

2009), and the United Kingdom (Moran, 2006).  My goal instead is to argue that the 

                                                           
8 Note that my argument here implies that the elite’s unity allowed it successfully weaken the forces by 
which it had been constrained in earlier years, and that its fragmentation in subsequent years rendered it 
incapable of achieving its goals.  This suggests, seemingly contrary to my argument, that unity was in fact a 
basis of political success for American big business and that fragmentation has been a source of failure.  As 
I shall argue below, the link between unity and success is a contingent phenomenon.  In the case of 
American big business, unity may have facilitated the group’s success when it engaged in collective action, 
but fragmentation has benefited the group’s ability to maintain its privileges by rendering itself a difficult 
target for potential insurgents. [WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS- PLEASE LET ME KNOW IF YOU 
THINK THIS FOOTNOTE HERE IS A GOOD IDEA, OR WHETHER I SHOULD DROP IT.] 
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existence of a unified elite does not necessarily entail negative consequences for the 

larger population nor, conversely, does the existence of a divided or fragmented elite 

necessarily entail positive consequences.  Evidence for elite fragmentation does exist, 

however.  Figure 1, drawn from a study by Chu and Davis (2016), presents evidence of a 

sharp decline in the cohesiveness of the network of director interlocks among the 

Standard & Poor’s 1500 American firms between 1996 and 2010.  Chu and Davis 

confirm in numbers what is apparent from a glance at the graph.  Between 2000 and 

2010, the mean number of director interlock ties among these firms declined from an 

average of 7.14 to 4.98, a decline of more than 30 percent.  The average number of steps 

between pairs of firms increased from 3.21 in 2000 to 4.23 in 2010, an increase of nearly 

32 percent. 

 

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

At the same time that the American corporate elite has become increasingly 

fragmented, however, the level of economic inequality has increased sharply (Saez, 

2015).  The concentration of income and wealth at the top has grown significantly, while 

the standard of living of the larger population has either stagnated or, for a sizable 

segment of the society, declined.  In other words, as elite unity has declined, elite 

efficacy, at least in terms of its economic benefits, has increased.  This finding suggests 

that Dahl’s formulation, that resources + unity = power/effectiveness, may need to be 

revised.  It raises the question of whether a unified elite, as the United States experienced 

in the post-World War II period, is necessarily a bad thing for the larger society, as well 

as whether a divided or fragmented elite is a good thing.  I argue in the following section 

that there are good theoretical reasons to consider this question. 

 

 

Fragmentation as Inadvertent Robust Action 

 

Drawing on ideas developed by Harrison White (1992), as well as earlier work by 

Eric Leifer (1988), Padgett and Ansell (1993) discuss the concept of “robust action” as it 
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applied to the rule of Cosimo de Medici in fifteenth century Renaissance Florence.  In 

Machiavelli’s account of the sources of power, an effective ruler is viewed as clear, 

decisive, and goal oriented.  Yet Cosimo, according to Padgett and Ansell (1993:1262), 

was an “indecipherable sphinx”:  ambiguous, seemingly unwilling to ever make a 

decision, and completely lacking in goals.9  Decisiveness, the authors suggest, allows 

subordinates to identify where one stands.  Cosimo’s style, on the contrary, bred 

confusion.  The idea behind robust action is to avoid committing to a particular strategy, 

thus keeping one’s options open, while at the same time attempting to limit the options of 

those with whom one is dealing.  Pursuing a clear strategy locks an actor into a particular 

course of action, thus rendering the actor easier to read, and therefore to thwart 

(ibid:1264). 

As Padgett and Ansell note, not everyone is able to pursue robust action.  Cosimo 

was able to maintain his ambiguity and mysteriousness, they suggest, because he 

interacted with multiple, disconnected groups, to whom he could say different things, a 

process that the authors refer to as “multivocality.”  The consequence of this phenomenon 

is that a particular action can be interpreted in different ways by different actors, each of 

whom reads his or her specific meaning into the act.  The ability to maintain these 

multiple meanings requires that the alters with whom one interacts be disconnected from 

one another, similar to Burt’s (1992) concept of occupying a structural hole.  Although it 

would appear possible for these disconnected alters to have allied with one another, thus 

forming a united front against Cosimo, their fragmentation was sufficiently acute, Padgett 

and Ansell argue, that the groups lacked the trust necessary to coalesce.  Once the system 

of disconnected alters was established, combined with his ambiguous and amorphous 

actions, success flowed to Cosimo “without tactical intervention or even effort on his 

part” (ibid:1264).  Padgett and Ansell are unclear regarding the extent to which Cosimo’s 

actions were deliberate, that is, how conscious he was of what he was doing.  What is 

important for our purposes is that from the perspective of his subordinates, Cosimo was 

                                                           
9 Cosimo, according to Padgett and Ansell, actually did have goals associated with specific roles that he 
played, including “to make money as a banker, to increase family prestige through marriage, [and] to 
maintain power as leader of Florence” (1264).  They argue, however, that these goals were the property of 
the roles themselves rather than Cosimo per se, and that Cosimo had no clear set of criteria on which to 
decide which one to pursue at a particular moment.  



 15 

extremely difficult, if not impossible, to read, which made his rule far more difficult to 

confront.10 

Let us now consider two issues:  First, let us assume a powerful actor that, unlike 

Cosimo, is not a single ruler but is instead a collection of individuals or organizations.  

Second, let us also assume that these powerful actors need not act consciously to exercise 

domination over their subordinates.  For simplicity, let us speak in terms of a dominant 

and subordinate class of actors, not necessarily in either a Marxist or Weberian conflict 

model—in other words, the dominant group need not directly exercise power over the 

subordinate group—but rather in terms of an unequal distribution of power (as in the 

ability to achieve one’s goals) and privileges.  In other words, we are referring to what 

Dahrendorf (1959) referred to as “strata” rather than “classes.”  Let us also assume that 

members of the dominant group each pursue their own interests and that they lack any 

kind of organization for effective collective action. 

From the perspective of the subordinate group, we have a dominant group that is 

an atomized collection of individual actors.  Although the members of this group may 

have individual goals in terms of acquiring wealth or steering public policies in their 

favor, they act primarily on an individual basis to achieve those goals.  From the 

perspective of the subordinate group, this group of powerful but atomized individuals 

represents not a clear opponent, but an “indecipherable” one.  If we extrapolate from this 

situation of a dominant group of atomized individuals to an elite that is fragmented, one 

can see the difficulty that the subordinate group is likely to face.  In such situations, it 

will be difficult for the subordinate group to even identify a clear opponent, let alone 

extract any concessions from it.  Stated differently, when members of a dominant group 

are unified and thus act collectively, they are likely to be visible, and thus, regardless of 

                                                           
10 Other scholars have also noted the benefits of ambiguity.  Gioia, Nag, and Corley (2012), for example, 
argue that ambiguous vision statements by organizational leaders facilitate successful organizational 
change.  Meyer and O’Shaughnessy (1993) argue that the existence of multiple measures of firm 
performance, few of which are highly correlated, provides corporate chief executives with the flexibility to 
make claims for strong firm performance by selecting whichever indicator sends the most positive signal.  
Padgett himself (2012) has examined cases in which robust action approximates that performed by Cosimo, 
as well as cases in which it takes a different form (Obert and Padgett, 2012).  There is also a literature on 
the benefits of ambiguity for scientific progress.  See, for example, Davis (1986) and McMahan and Evans 
(2018). 
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their power, to represent a relatively clear target.  When members of such a group are 

fragmented, they are less visible, and thus more difficult to oppose. 

This argument has implications for our earlier discussion of the role of the 

corporate elite in American politics (Mizruchi, 2013).  If my claim is accurate, it would 

suggest that the relatively coherent and well-organized elite in the postwar period 

provided a relatively identifiable opponent for insurgent groups, such as organized labor.  

The fractured and relatively amorphous elite that exists in the contemporary United 

States, on the other hand, represents an opponent that is largely indecipherable.  To put it 

more crudely, one can’t fight what one can’t see.11  The difficulty of identifying this 

opponent was evident in the short-lived (and unsuccessful) Occupy Wall Street 

movement.  The movement’s target, the “one percent,” enjoyed strong rhetorical 

resonance but was far from clear.  The highest paid members of the financial community 

based in lower Manhattan have incomes that place them well beyond the top one percent 

of the distribution, and even this group includes a broad range of actors—commercial and 

investment bankers, hedge fund managers, and insurance executives, to name just a few.  

The big business community nationally includes the information technology industry—in 

Silicon Valley and elsewhere—major retailers, the energy industry, and what remains of 

the American manufacturing sector.  Perhaps the movement’s opponent was inequality in 

general, but that phenomenon hardly serves as a tractable antagonist. 

It is important to emphasize that the relative indecipherability of today’s elites and 

the consequent lack of clarity in identifying them is not the result of any deliberate 

actions by the members of this group.  On the contrary, my argument regarding the 

declining unity of the contemporary corporate elite suggests that its members are largely 

incapable of engaging in any organized and effective form of collective action.  The 

outcome of their fragmentation, however, operates as if the group were engaging in 

robust action.  I thus refer to the non-action of today’s elites that nevertheless results in 

their enormous benefits with respect to the larger population as inadvertent robust action.  

By simply being in the right place to benefit from the existing order (or disorder) of 

                                                           
11 As Hacker and Pierson note (2016:271), in comparing today’s elite to the “robber barons” of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “Today our economy also has barons.  They are harder to see and 
harder to identify with a single name.” 
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things, they, perhaps even unbeknownst to themselves, have made themselves seemingly 

invulnerable to insurgency from below.12 

The process of inadvertent robust action can be applied to a number of situations.  

Davis (1999) has argued, in an unpublished essay, that even as financial capitalism has 

infiltrated virtually every corner of American life (a theme he takes up in his subsequent 

book [Davis, 2009]), there is no evident center from which control emanates, nor is there 

any single group that “runs” the system.  Instead, Davis notes, an amorphous, almost 

mystical institution known as the efficient capital market represents the primary source of 

power.  “Class,” he suggests, “is largely irrelevant for explaining the dynamics of the 

large American corporation” (1999:2).  Rather, a “system of institutions has evolved 

around the large corporation in the United States that ensures that corporations with 

dispersed ownership operate so as to maximize share price without the intervention of 

large shareholders” (ibid).  The result, he argues, is s system of capitalism without 

capitalists, in which “capitalists per se are inessential for the governance of corporations 

and of states” (ibid:3).  One could argue that this point has been made before:  by the 

managerial theorists of the early and mid-twentieth century, most notably Berle and 

Means ([1932] 1968), who argued that bureaucratic managers had replaced entrepreneurs 

as the leaders of the corporate economy.  Davis is suggesting, on the contrary, that the 

managers no longer reign supreme, but have instead become captive to the dictates of a 

“disembodied stock market” (Davis, 1999:13).  Corporate officials monitor the reactions 

of the stock market to their actions, but “there is no ‘actor’ behind share price, any more 

than there is an actor behind the average height of the people on a conference panel” 

(ibid:14). 

                                                           
12 A small number of major American capitalists have warned that today’s elites neglect the fate of the 
masses at their peril.  Warren Buffett has been perhaps the most vocal big business advocate of higher taxes 
on the wealthy.  Nick Hanauer, a Seattle-based billionaire, has warned his “fellow plutocrats” that the 
United States is beginning to resemble eighteenth century France, “before the revolution,” and that unless 
they begin to deal with the level of inequality, the “pitchforks” will be coming.  See 
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/06/the-pitchforks-are-coming-for-us-plutocrats-
108014#.VdDTWvlVikp.   Although Hanauer’s fears might seem warranted, given the fragmentation of the 
entire society, rendering it difficult to imagine any potential movements whose members might ultimately 
pick up the pitchforks, he and his friends would appear to have little about which to worry.  Whether the 
society will collapse from its own internal decay is an entirely different (and perhaps more likely) 
possibility.  I have discussed this issue in Mizruchi (2013: Chapter 9) and Mizruchi and Hyman (2014), 
drawing on Richard Lachmann’s (2011:49; 2020) chilling metaphor of today’s American elite, as “first 
class passengers on a sinking ship.”  

http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/06/the-pitchforks-are-coming-for-us-plutocrats-108014#.VdDTWvlVikp
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/06/the-pitchforks-are-coming-for-us-plutocrats-108014#.VdDTWvlVikp
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If Davis is correct, then there is no identifiable group that exercises control over 

corporations, nor over the society as a whole.  Clearly there are actors who benefit greatly 

from this arrangement, but there is no evident group of people, or even an apparent group 

of organizations, that could serve as a target of opposition.  Given this process of 

inadvertent robust action, the system of inequality appears extremely difficult to even 

identify, let alone successfully oppose. 

Another example of inadvertent robust action, albeit one in which the 

beneficiaries are unclear, involves the history of the Civil Rights Movement in the United 

States.  As the movement developed strength in the early-1960s, opposition mounted as 

well, especially in the South.  This opposition was not only violent, but in many cases 

overt.  Among the most searing images of the period was that of police officers in 

Birmingham, Alabama—at the direction of the city’s police chief, Theophilus Eugene 

(Bull) Connor—spraying firehoses against civil rights marchers, many of whom were 

children.  As a result of this episode, footage of which was broadcast on national news 

networks, Connor became an easily identifiable symbol of Southern racism.  The 

unambiguous moral shortcomings of Connor and other Southern segregationists, 

including Governor George Wallace, helped shift national public opinion toward support 

for the Civil Rights Movement, which eventually led to a series of landmark legislative 

victories (McAdam, 1983).  In subsequent years, however, the policies pursued by the 

movement became increasingly subtle and complex, and the movement’s participants 

experienced greater difficulty enacting them.  This is especially evident with the issue of 

affirmative action.  Unlike laws guaranteeing equal access to schools, housing, and 

employment, which, given their consistency with broadly accepted values of fairness, 

received widespread support, affirmative action programs were considerably more 

ambiguous.  Although large segments of the white population acknowledged that 

African-Americans had a legitimate right to some form of additional support to 

compensate for past discrimination, the question of whether black applicants might 

receive favorable access to employment, even at the potential expense of white 

applicants, was far more controversial.  Decades later, it remains a difficult issue, 

drawing intense support and opposition from a relative minority of committed activists on 

both sides, while continuing to draw conflicted, confused, and often contradictory 
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sentiments from the majority of Americans.  This issue, although less one of insurgency 

against an entrenched power structure, illustrates how a clearly identifiable opponent (in 

this case, segregationists such as Bull Connor and George Wallace) can provide a greater 

probability of success than does a more ambiguous opponent (in this case, the less 

morally clear issues surrounding the issue of affirmative action). 

The transition from Communist to post-Communist societies in Eastern Europe 

provides another example of the difficulties in mounting insurgencies against a difficult-

to-identify opponent.  Perhaps because of how oppressive the Communist rulers were 

toward their citizens, the populations of nations such as Czechoslovakia and Poland had a 

clear target for their discontent:  the government, which controlled virtually all aspects of 

the citizens’ daily lives.  As these societies have transitioned to market economies with 

democratic political systems, the sources of discontent have become less clearly 

identifiable, which may account for the rise of extremist political parties.  The 

amorphousness of capitalist rule was in fact a prominent theme among twentieth-century 

Marxist critics of capitalism.  Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ideological hegemony was 

based on this idea.  Gramsci (1971) argued that in capitalist democracies there was room 

for debate and discussion, which gave the appearance of openness and freedom of 

expression.  In fact, however, this debate was allowed to take place only within the 

bounds of what was considered acceptable to the dominant class.  An example provided 

by Sallach (1974:45) illustrates this process.  Quoting from a report of the Federal 

Communications Commission during the Cold War, Sallach refers to a ruling by the FCC 

regarding the fairness doctrine, in which the agency stated that there are “responsible 

contrasting viewpoints” on ways to confront the threat posed by the Soviet Union.  The 

idea that the Soviet Union perhaps did not constitute as serious a threat as the agency 

assumed was not considered within the realm of acceptable political discourse.  March 

and Simon’s (1958) concept of unobtrusive control, in which a supervisor allows 

subordinates to make decisions within circumscribed boundaries, represents a similar 

example (see Perrow, 1986: Chapter 4 for a discussion of this concept), as do notions by 

thinkers as diverse as Lukes (1974) and Pfeffer (1981) that power is most effective when 

it is not explicitly exercised.  These latter examples deviate from the idea of inadvertent 

robust action if the exercise of hegemony or unobtrusive control involves deliberate 
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attempts to exercise control over subordinates.  In Padgett and Ansell’s discussion, 

Cosimo himself may have been unaware that he was exercising control.  What 

distinguishes inadvertent robust action from robust action more generally is that those 

benefiting from an arrangement need not be engaging in any specific actions that directly 

restrict the limits within which less advantaged actors can operate.13 

 

 

A Contingent Phenomenon? 

 

I have argued, contrary to Dahl’s (1958) virtually universally-accepted 

formulation, that an elite that is fragmented may receive disproportionately greater 

benefits from a system than an elite that is unified.  The reason for this, I have suggested, 

is that a fragmented elite is relatively difficult to identify, which makes it difficult to 

mount an insurgency against it.  The American corporate elite was generally unified 

during a period in which the society had a relatively high level of economic equality and 

the average American family experienced a consistently improving standard of living.  

The fragmentation of the American corporate elite coincided with a period in which 

inequality rose to near-record levels, and the average American family increasingly 

struggled.  I have drawn from this the idea that Dahl’s dictum that ceteris paribus, unity 

equals power, might be incorrect.  At least in terms of benefits, today’s American elite 

may be as powerful as it has ever been, even as the group has increasingly fractured.  

There are certain facts, including findings from my own study (Mizruchi, 2013), 

that appear to run counter to this argument, however.  Although members of the corporate 

elite in the contemporary United States may have unprecedented wealth in both absolute 

and relative terms, and although they may be extremely effective in lobbying Congress to 

gain favors for their firms, they have been less effective on issues that require collective 

action.  As noted earlier, on a series of issues—health care during both the Clinton and 

                                                           
13 In a recent study, Cornelia Woll (2014; 2016) has argued that the banks’ ability to gain support from 
Western governments during the 2008 financial crisis was a function not of their lobbying capacity but 
rather of their “inaction.”  As she puts it (2016:1), “Instead of observing organized interest intermediation, 
we can see that disorganization was crucial for the financial industry to get off the hook and let the 
government carry the burden of stabilizing the economy.  Put differently, structural power is strongest 
when finance remains collectively inactive.” 
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Obama administrations, immigration, taxation and fiscal policy, and infrastructure 

spending, to name some of the more prominent ones, not to mention the group’s inability 

to prevent the election of a president its members did not support—the American 

corporate elite in recent years has been remarkably ineffectual.  This is in contrast to the 

postwar period, when the group was able to influence federal policy on a broad range of 

issues.  This suggests that the elite was successful in the years that it was relatively 

unified, and that it has been less successful in the contemporary period when it is 

relatively fragmented.  This appears to be fully consistent with Dahl’s argument.  In fact, 

I have argued that the fragmentation of the contemporary corporate elite is precisely what 

has prevented the group from achieving success on these issues.  Moreover, this inability 

to act collectively, I have argued, has led to the reduced influence of big business within 

the Republican Party.  The Tea Party, in contrast, a highly unified group with a clear 

policy agenda, has gained increasing influence among Republicans, a development that is 

also consistent with Dahl’s formulation.  To what extent do these findings call my 

argument into question?  Do they suggest that perhaps Dahl was right after all? 

I believe that they indicate neither of these.  Rather, they suggest that the relation 

between a group’s unity and its power/effectiveness is contingent.  That is, in some cases 

a fragmented group might achieve relatively high levels of success, as I have argued, 

while in other cases a more unified group will be relatively successful, as Dahl suggested.  

The task is to identify the conditions under which one or the other relation is likely to 

occur.  At this stage, I shall simply outline some of the factors that would have to be 

taken into account in order to develop such a model. 

Let us begin by considering one way in which the unity/efficacy relation might be 

contingent.  In a highly-influential article, Zuckerman (1999) showed that highly-

diversified companies were less likely than more specialized firms to be rated by 

securities analysts, which led to the depression of their stock price.  The reason for this, 

he argued, was that diversified firms were relatively difficult for analysts to classify 

because they did not fit neatly into well-established industry categories.  In a subsequent 

study (Zuckerman, Kim, Ukanwa, and von Rittman, 2003), he showed that Hollywood 

actors who became “typecast,” that is, easily classifiable, had greater success in securing 

roles than did more generalist actors, at least at the early stages of their careers.  One 
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component of Zuckerman’s argument is highly compatible with mine:  Financial analysts 

and Hollywood casting directors have a difficult time dealing with subjects (firms or 

actors) whom they find difficult to clearly identify.  This is consistent with my suggestion 

that insurgents would have a difficult time mounting a movement against a group that 

they cannot clearly identify.  On the other hand, as Zuckerman himself notes (Zuckerman 

et al., 2003:1027-1028), robust action, in this case spreading “one’s work over multiple 

categories” (ibid:1027), actually creates disadvantages for actors, and being difficult to 

“pin down” creates disadvantages for firms as well.  Although this component of 

Zuckerman’s argument appears to run counter to mine, I believe that it does not.  The 

difference has to do with the relative power and dependence of the two groups.  In 

Zuckerman’s model, the robust actor (the firm or dramatic actor) depends on analysts or 

casting directors, who have the power to make or break it/him/her by virtue of a bad 

evaluation, or no evaluation at all.  In other words, the robust actor lacks power.  In my 

model, the robust actor is by definition the more powerful group.  For this group, being 

easily identified or classified is a disadvantage. 

The relative level of power between advantaged and disadvantaged groups may 

be one important source of contingency in the relation between robust action and 

effectiveness.  On the other hand, although a dominant group might benefit from robust 

action, it is less clear that a subordinate group will necessarily be harmed by it.  As we 

saw above, there are historical examples of insurgent groups that have benefited from 

diversity, and even internal conflict.  What, then, can account for the conditions under 

which an absence of group unity can benefit a group? 

One possible solution to this dilemma might lie in an important distinction to 

which I only briefly alluded earlier.  On one side of the continuum we have the concept 

of group unity, which I have defined as the ability to act collectively in pursuit of a 

particular goal.  The flip side of unity has two different dimensions, however.  A non-

unified group can be fragmented, meaning that its members tend to pursue, either 

individually or in small coalitions, a widely varying set of issues.  Members of a 

fragmented group may have little to do with one another, but they are not typically 

separated due to any conflicts of interest, but rather due to differences of interests and/or 

foci.  As noted earlier, Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden (1986) found that corporate 
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political action committees tended to pursue a range of different strategies, distinguished 

primarily by whether their campaign contribution patterns reflected pragmatic or 

ideological goals.  Despite their different emphases, these corporate committees rarely 

came into direct conflict.  That is, although individual firms might have varied sharply in 

the candidates to whom they contributed, they tended to avoid going head-to-head in 

particular races.  In that sense, their relations could be characterized by difference, or 

fragmentation, but not by conflict.  Because I have argued that an absence of group unity 

can lead to advantages, it is necessary to be clear regarding whether this absence is 

manifested as fragmentation or division.  In social movement theory it is widely believed 

that groups can exploit divisions within the group they are opposing.  It may be more 

difficult to exploit fragmentation.  The studies cited above suggest, however, that 

although internal diversity can be beneficial for a group, internal conflict can have 

positive consequences as well.  It is therefore not clear that a group that is internally 

conflictual represents a more desirable opponent than a group that is merely diverse, or 

fragmented. 

With this in mind, consider that in a simple formulation (in which no distinction is 

made between conflictual and fragmented groups), there are four possible combinations 

of group structures that can occur in contests between dominant and subordinate groups.  

Both groups can be unified, both groups can be non-unified, the dominant group can be 

unified while the subordinate group is non-unified, and the dominant group can be non-

unified while the subordinate group is unified. 

Although this cross-tabulation would appear to be a promising starting point, a 

look at possible outcomes of these combinations does not yield any clear patterns.  The 

example of the corporate elite and the Tea Party with respect to the Republicans suggests 

that an insurgent (subordinate) group will be successful to the extent that it is unified and 

the dominant group is not unified.  This is what Dahl’s argument would predict.  Yet 

Ansell’s (2001) study of the French labor movement, Stepan-Norris and Southwood’s 

(2010) study of American labor unions, and Stark and Iannaccone’s (1994) study of 

religious organizations suggest that competition and conflict can yield positive outcomes 

for the group as a whole.  In other words, insurgent groups characterized by disunity can 

be successful as well, although it is unclear whether their success level under these 
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conditions would vary depending on the unity of the dominant group.  As for situations in 

which both groups are unified, since we have seen that unity and disunity can be 

advantageous for both types of groups, the advantages here would also be unclear. 

Our inability to specify the conditions under which unity/disunity is beneficial for 

either dominant or subordinate groups suggests the need for a range of investigations.  

First, we need to probe more deeply into historical analyses of social movements and 

other insurgencies (as well as periods of apparent domination that appears to yield little 

overt resistance) to try to identify the role of group unity in the benefits that accrue to the 

particular parties.  An inventory of studies similar to that conducted by Goodwin (2012), 

who examined the role of several variables, including elite division, in facilitating cases 

of political contention, could provide useful insights.  Second, we need to identify 

possible empirical tests of the relation between group unity and efficacy under conditions 

of dominance and subordination.  Social psychologists have conducted hundreds, if not 

thousands, of studies of the relation between group cohesion and success, as the review 

by Mullen and Copper (1994) illustrates.  Studies that simulate the conditions described 

here, in both laboratory and natural settings, could also help unpack this puzzle.  Finally, 

modeling, both computational and analytic, as conducted by Page (2008), could also 

prove helpful. 

My goal here has been to demonstrate that Dahl’s universally-accepted idea that 

group unity is a necessary condition for its political effectiveness may require revision 

rather than to specify exactly of what such revisions might consist.  The concept of 

inadvertent robust action may provide a means of understanding why, at least in some 

cases, Dahl’s formulation fails to hold.  Identifying what those cases are and why 

fragmentation and ambiguity contribute to produce positive outcomes is the next order of 

business. 
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