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The core of the relationship of oligarchy to autocracy is the concentration of wealth and
power in a small elite. Under oligarchy, political power and material wealth reinforce one
another by excluding competition in both the marketplace and the political arena. When
wealth and power are dispersed, competition among rival political and economic interests
inhibits the accumulation of political and economic power by a narrow elite. Dispersion and
competition, in turn, help curb abuses and exploitation of power advantages. It is important
to recognize, however, that while not all autocracies are oligarchic, all oligarchies are
autocratic.

Historical Oligarchies

The relationship between autocracy and oligarchy has a long history in political thought.
Aristotle (1946, 114) devoted close attention to the problem. In his typology of the ideal
types of government, he defined aristocracy as the rule of the “best” and oligarchy as a
degeneration of aristocracy. When aristocracy degenerates into oligarchy, those with wealth
“rule with a view to the advantage of the well-off.” Their efforts are “directed to the interest
of the well-to-do.” Aristotle subscribed to a view that continues to attract adherents that
those who are the “best” will and should rise to the top and rule society.

In China, Confucius approached the problem from the standpoint of ethics, understood as
the obligations binding all members of society. Subjects owed fealty to the ruler, and the
ruler was obliged to govern so as to serve the well-being of the people. “When a country is
well-governed,” Confucius (2002) declared in Book 8, Chapter 13, of the Analects, “poverty
and a mean condition are things to be ashamed of. When a country is ill-governed, riches
and honour are things to be ashamed of”

The English philosopher and scientist Francis Bacon (1625) expressed much the same idea
in 1625, when he wrote that “Above all things, good policy is to be used, that the treasures
and monies in a state be not gathered into few hands—for otherwise, a state may have a
great stock, and yet starve; and money is like muck, not good except it be spread.”



Because oligarchies depend on sustained control of the economic resources forming their
wealth, they are conducive to autocracy—regimes that concentrate political power and use
it to suppress opposition. The terms of the relationships of wealthy interests to political
regimes can vary. In some cases, the oligarchic elite is itself the ruling elite. In others,
oligarchs exert outsize influence over government. In still others, the relationship is one of
an exchange of benefits: the wealthy share a portion of their resources to help keep the
rulers in power, while the rulers ensure that government institutions and policies protect
the interests of the wealthy. These can include restrictions on voting rights, protection of
property rights, repression of labor, favorable tax laws, and law regulation of economic
relations. Oligarchs and autocrats ally to suppress competition both in the marketplace and
the political arena.

The foundation of oligarchic wealth has changed over history as productive technologies
have changed. In the pre-industrial era, wealth was formed through the extraction of value
from land and mineral resources. Therefore control of rights to land, mineral resources and
labor was essential to sustaining oligarchic power. Slave societies are a classic example of
this pattern, but even in societies without slavery, highly concentrated landholdings have
formed the basis of many oligarchies, particularly where coercive labor regimes kept labor
costs low. The owners of great landed estates themselves formed a small and privileged
social elite, distinct from those lower on the social ladder, such as merchants and laborers.

In his classic study of power relations in New Haven, Connecticut, Yale political scientist
Robert A. Dahl (1961, 11) observed that “In the course of the past two centuries, New
Haven has gradually changed from oligarchy to pluralism.” He examined the social origins of
those holding political office from the late 18th century to the mid-20t century and found
that the rule of the patricians had given way to a much more socially diverse group. Among
these were representatives of tradespeople, professionals, and ethnic groups, with different
groups possessing different kinds of organizational and material resources with which to
shape policymaking. In particular, as manufacturing industry gained economic dominance,
the interests of industrialists sought representation in policymaking and wealth became
separate from both social position and office-holding.

In other parts of the United States, and particularly where slave-holding had been deeply
established, a landholding oligarchy held on to political power far longer. Senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts, an ardent abolitionist, ringingly denounced the Southern
slaveholding system as an oligarchy. In an address to a Republican club on July 12, 1860,
Sumner (1860) alluded to Aristotle’s distinction between aristocracy and oligarchy:

Standing on the bent necks of an enslaved race -- with four millions of human beings
as the black marble Caryatides to support its power, the Slave Oligarchy erects itself
into a lordly caste which brooks no opposition. But when I speak of caste [ mean
nothing truly polite; and when I speak of oligarchy I mean nothing truly aristocratic.
As despotism is simply an abuse of monarchy, so an oligarchy is simply an abuse of
aristocracy, unless it be that most vulgar of all, the "aristocracy of the skin." Derived
from Slavery, and having the interests of Slavery always in view, our oligarchy must
naturally take its character from this five-headed wrong.



Oligarchies have also formed around monopolies over trade and banking, as in the
Renaissance-era city states. There the classic pattern of concentrated wealth and power; as
well as social status, formed around control of finance and trade networks. The control over
political power exercised by such families as the Medicis arose naturally from their
dominant position in society. They exercised power both in order to defend their position
and to expand it still further.

Another case study of oligarchic power in an autocratic regime focused on Meiji
Restoration-era Japan. Comparing the small group of imperial advisors and landed
aristocrats who dominated Japanese politics in the late 19t century to a cartel, Mark
Ramseyer and Frances Rosenbluth (1998) emphasized the problem of maintaining
cohesion, given the natural propensity for the members of the oligarchy to compete with
one another. In contrast to a slave-holding oligarchy or a Medici dynasty, they were unable
to solve the problem of passing their power on to successors; as a result, a different group
took power and brought about the militaristic aggression of the 1930s and 1940s.

Oligarchic autocracies have arisen in a number of post-communist countries in the former
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, such as Russia and Hungary (Aslund 2019; Scheppele
2022; Remington 2023). In these countries, the weakness of the social forces favoring
democratic capitalism and liberal democracy encouraged populist politicians to ally
themselves with magnates controlling huge mining and metallurgy combines, financial
institutions, and media empires. Cronyism and corruption have enriched the wealthy and
kept the political elite in power, while exacerbating extreme economic inequality. Rulers
have several means to accomplish this: controlling spending on infrastructure projects
allows them to reward their friends with lucrative procurement contracts in return for
kickbacks; turning over control of national media properties to oligarchic allies in return
for friendly coverage; protecting the property rights of the oligarchs by suppressing the
rights of rivals and minority shareholders; benefiting oligarchs through control over
prosecutions and courts, as well as persecuting opposition forces through lawfare; and,
granting monopolies to their oligarchic cronies in key industries, such as export and import
licenses or the provision of supplies to the army. The oligarchs are expected to play their
part, contributing to the rulers’ pet projects or spending money on showcase social projects
such as new sports stadiums.

Common Themes

The literature on oligarchy and autocracy highlights several common themes. One is that
the unity of oligarchies is constantly threatened by internal rivalries. Just because a small
cohort of wealthy families holds positions of wealth and influence does not necessarily
mean that they all share the same goals. Nevertheless, they do share a common interest in
excluding outsiders and therefore favor policies to squelch market competition in the
economic arena and free competition among groups in the political arena.

Second, together with their social and economic position, oligarchs often champion an
ideological doctrine that favors their own advantages. Aristotle pointed out that for



democrats, justice means that if people are equal in birth, they should have equal rights in
justice. Oligarchs, on the other hand, believe that if people are unequal in wealth, they
should have unequal rights in justice. Neither side, Aristotle commented, was reasoning
beyond its own self-interest; neither was concerned with the well-being of the political
community.

Today a common feature of oligarchies is the use of populist rhetoric. Autocratic leaders
allied with wealthy cronies frequently claim to represent the interests of ‘the people’
against a corrupt establishment based in the media, the universities, the big cities. Such
plutocratic-populist ideologies frequently attack ‘outsiders’ such as immigrants, ethnic and
religious minorities, and representatives of international institutions.

A final thread running through the history of oligarchic-autocratic relations is the centrality
of economic rents flowing from monopolized control over productive resources. Rents are
defined in economics as the return on assets that are protected from market competition,
whether by an initial technological breakthrough, an administrative privilege (such as a
chartered monopoly), or coercive practices toward labor. Those benefiting from flows of
rents characteristically prefer to expend their energies on protecting their privileges and
suppressing rivals as opposed to working to innovate.

Therefore, oligarchies are sustained by the flows of rents from monopolistic control over
productive resources such as natural resources, which are immobile, and which yield
windfall profits to their owners when prices rise much faster than production costs, as well
as agricultural land and other geographically fixed assets. Most often, rents arise from
coercive control of labor. Systems of slavery, feudalism, debt peonage, forced labor of
incarcerated populations, and other unequal systems of labor relations allow those with the
power to repress labor to extract income rents.

Contemporary autocracies benefit from international networks of support, as Anne
Applebaum (2024) has reported. Oligarchic autocracies are no longer confined to single
countries, but form an international anti-democratic alliance. Leaders shelter their wealth
in offshore accounts with little or no scrutiny. Government-connected banks and companies
do business with one another across national lines. They share communications resources.
Smaller oligarchic autocracies receive military assistance from richer ones. Paramilitary
groups from one autocracy may fight the opposition to another autocracy.

Thomas F. Remington
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