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The Deciders

By JOHN H. SUMMERS

"The powers of ordinary men are circumscribed by the everyday worlds in which they live, yet even
in these rounds of job, family and neighborhood they often seem driven by forces they can neither

understand nor govern."

The opening sentence of "The Power Elite," by C. Wright Mills, seems unremarkable, even bland.
But when the book was first published 50 years ago last month, it exploded into a culture riddled
with existential anxiety and political fear. Mills — a broad-shouldered, motorcycle-riding anarchist
from Texas who taught sociology at Columbia — argued that the "sociological key" to American
uneasiness could be found not in the mysteries of the unconscious or in the battle against
Communism, but in the over-organization of society. At the pinnacle of the government, the military
and the corporations, a small group of men made the decisions that reverberated "into each and
every cranny" of American life. "Insofar as national events are decided," Mills wrote, "the power elite

are those who decide them."

His argument met with criticism from all sides. "I look forward to the time when Mr. Mills hands
back his prophet's robes and settles down to being a sociologist again," Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote
in The New York Post. Adolf Berle, writing in the Book Review, said that while the book contained
"an uncomfortable degree of truth," Mills presented "an angry cartoon, not a setious picture."
Liberals could not believe a book about power in America said so little about the Supreme Court,
while conservatives attacked it as leftist psychopathology ("sociological mumbo jumbo," Time said).
The Soviets translated it in 1959, but decided it was pro-American. "Although Mills expresses a
skeptical and critical attitude toward bourgeois liberalism and its society of power," said the

introduction to the Russian translation, "his hopes and sympathies undoubtedly remain on its side."

Even so, "The Power Elite" found an eclectic audience at home and abroad. Fidel Castro and Che

Guevara debated the book in the mountains of the Sierra Maestra. Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de



Beauvoir published excerpts in their radical journal, Les Temps Modernes. In the United States, Mills
received hundreds of letters from Protestant clergymen, professors and students, pacificists and
soldiers. This note came from an Army private stationed in San Francisco: "I genuinely appreciate
reading in print ideas I have thought about some time ago. At that time, they seemed to me so
different that I didn't tell anyone." In the aftermath of the global riots of 1968, the C.I.A. identified
Mills as one of the most influential New Left intellectuals in the world, though he had been dead for

six years.

The historical value of "The Power Elite" seems assured. It was the first book to offer a serious
model of power that accounted for the secretive agencies of national security. Mills saw the
postideological "postmodern epoch" (as he would later call it) at its inception, and his book remains a
founding text in the continuing demand for democratically responsible political leadership — a
demand echoed and amplified across the decades in books like Christopher Lasch's "Revolt of the
Elites" (1995), Kevin Phillips's "Wealth and Democracy" (2002), Chalmers Johnson's "Sorrows of
Empite" (2004) and Thomas Frank's "What's the Matter With Kansas?" (2004).

Much of "The Power Elite" was a tough-talking polemic against the "romantic pluralism" embedded
in the prevailing theory of American politics. The separation of powers in the Constitution, the story
went, repelled the natural tendency of power to concentrate, while political parties and voluntary
societies organized the clash of interests, laying the people's representatives open to the influence of
public opinion. This "theory of balance" still applied to the "middle levels of power," Mills wrote.

But the society it envisioned had been eclipsed.

For the first time in history, he argued, the territories of the United States made up a self-conscious
mass society. If the economy had once been a multitude of locally or regionally rooted, (more or less)
equal units of production, it now answered to the needs of a few hundred corporations. If the
government had once been a patchwork of states held together by Congtess, it now answered to the
initiatives of a strong executive. If the military had once been a militia system resistant to the
discipline of permanent training, it now consumed half the national budget, and seated its admirals

and generals in the biggest office building in the world.

The "awesome means of power" enthroned upon these monopolies of production, administration
and violence included the power to prevent issues and ideas from reaching Congress in the first
place. Most Americans still believed the ebb and flow of public opinion guided political affairs. "But
now we must recognize this description as a set of images out of a fairy tale," Mills wrote. "They are

not adequate even as an approximate model of how the American system of power works."



The small groups of men standing at the head of the three monopolies represented a new kind of
elite, whose character and conduct mirrored the antidemocratic ethos of their institutions. The
corporations recruited from the business schools, and conceived executive training programs that
demanded strict conformity. The military selected generals and admirals from the service academies,
and inculcated "the caste feeling" by segregating them from the associational life of the country. Less
and less did local apprenticeships serve as a passport to the government's executive chambers. Of the
appointees in the Eisenhower administration, Mills found that a record number had never stood for

election at any level.

Above the apparent balance of powers, Mills said, "an intricate set of overlapping cliques" shared in
"decisions having at least national consequences." Rather than operating in secret, the same kinds of
men — who traded opinions in the same churches, clubs and schools — took turns in the same jobs.
Mills pointed to the personnel traffic among the Pentagon, the White House and the corporations.
The nation's three top policy positions — secretary of state, treasury and defense — were occupied

by former corporate executives. The president was a general.

Mills could not answer many of the most important questions he raised. How did the power elite
make its decisions? He did not know. Did its members cause their roles to be created, or step into
roles already created? He could not say. Around what interests did they cohere? He asserted a
"coincidence of interest" partially organized around "a permanent war establishment," but he did
little more than assert it. Most of the time, he said, the power elite did not cohere at all. "This
instituted elite is frequently in some tension: it comes together only on certain coinciding points and
only on certain occasions of 'crisis.' " Although he urged his readers to scrutinize the commanding

power of decision, his book did not scrutinize any decisions.

These ambiguities have kept "The Power Elite" vulnerable to the charge of conspiracy-mongering. In
a recent essay in Playboy called "Who Rules America?" Arthur Schlesinger Jr. repeated his eatlier
skepticism about Mills's argument, calling it "a sophisticated version of the American

nightmare." Alan Wolfe, in a 2000 afterword, pointed out that while Mills got much about the self-
enriching ways of the corporate elite right, his vision of complacent American capitalism did not
anticipate the competitive dynamics of our global economy. And of late we have seen that "occasions

of crisis" do not necessarily setve to unify the generals with the politicians.

Yet "The Power Elite" abounds with questions that still trouble us today. Can a strong democracy
coexist with the amoral ethos of corporate elites? And can public argument have democratic meaning

in the age of national security? The trend in foreign affairs, Mills argued, was for a militarized



executive branch to bypass the United Nations, while Congress was left with little more than the
power to express "general confidence, or the lack of it." Policy tended to be announced as doctrine,
which was then sold to the public via the media. Career diplomats in the State Department believed
they could not truthfully report intelligence. Meanwhile official secrecy steadily expanded its reach.
"For the first time in American history, men in authority are talking about an 'emergency' without a
foreseeable end," Mills wrote in a sentence that remains as powerful and unsettling as it was 50 years
ago. "Such men as these are crackpot realists: in the name of realism they have constructed a

paranoid reality all their own."
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Fifty years ago, C. Wright Mills completed his trilogy on American society with the
publication of The Power Elite, which encompassed, updated, and greatly added to everything he had
said in The New Men of Power (1948) and White Collar (1951). The book caused a firestorm in academic
and political circles, leading to innumerable reviews in scholarly journals and the popular press, most

" "the higher immorality," "the power elite,"

of them negative. Bristling with terms like "the warlords, "

"crackpot realism," and "organized irresponsibility,” it nonetheless contained a very large amount of
research, much of it in the 47 pages of Notes. It became a classic because it was the first full-scale
study of the structure and distribution of power in the United States by a sociologist using the full
panoply of modern-day sociological theory and methods.

The Power Elite also broke new ground because it was one of the few critical studies of the
American power structure inside or outside the academy that did not start with a class-struggle
perspective, which caused it to be criticized as vigorously by Marxists as it was by liberals and
conservatives. According to Mills, there was "political determinism," i.e., a potentially autonomous
state in today's terms, and "military determinism" as well as "economic determinism," the concepts
he used to criticize what he saw as the overemphasis on the primacy of the forces and relations of
production within the Marxian mode of production framework. The book thereby opened space for
and helped create the field of power structure research, which employs a range of empirical methods
in an attempt to synthesize competing theoretical views. Although seldom read or cited today by
those studying power structures, The Power Elite has achieved iconic status in most introductory
sociology textbooks, where it is usually compared with the pluralist and Marxist perspectives on
power and politics.

How do its main claims look today in light of subsequent events and research? From the
perspective of this power structure researcher, the book still has an astonishing relevance and
freshness in many of its characterizations of how the country operates. For anyone who thinks that
there have been major changes in the nature and functioning of the corporate community, or that
individualistic and relatively issueless political campaigns are something new, or that the current
"high and mighty" ate more arrogant or corrupted by power than in the past, re-reading it is a
sobering reminder that some things have not changed as much as many people might think due to
our tendency to mythologize and romanticize the past. As for the more important matter of
theoretical soundness, it appears that Mills was mostly right about the top levels of the power
structure, but mostly wrong about the other levels of American society. Most of all, his synthesis of
Max Weber, Karl Mannheim, Karl Marx, Franz Neumann, Harold Lasswell, and Progressive- Era
historians underestimated the volatility and capacity for change within a capitalist society, including a
possibility few, if any, social scientists anticipated: a successful corporate counterattack that would
reverse the gains made by organized labor.

Today, Mills looks even better than he did 50 years ago in his characterization of the
benefactors of American capitalism as a corporate rich led by the chief executives of large
corporations and financial institutions, who by now can be clearly seen as the driving force within
the power elite. His analysis also remains right on target as far as the nature of the political
directorate, who circulate between corporations, corporate law firms, and government positions in



the same way they did 50 years ago (and well before that, of course). Thanks to subsequent research,
we can add that the political directorate learns about policy issues and rubs shoulders with academic
experts through a corporate-financed network of foundations, think tanks, and policy-discussion
groups. Although Mills knew of these organizations because he drew much of his information about
the corporate community from Business Week, Fortune, and other business sources, he did not give
them the attention they deserved in terms of formulating new policies that are carried to government
through a variety of clearly defined avenues, such as testimony before Congress, blue-ribbon
commissions, corporate-backed politicians in both parties, and appointments to government
(Dombhoff, 2000).

As right as Mills was to include the military chieftains in the post-World War 11 power elite,
he was wrong to give them equal standing with the corporate rich and appointees to the executive
branch from the policy-planning network. On this issue there already was a consensus among
pluralists, Marxists, and other critics within a few years after the book appeared, and nothing that has
happened since, or that has been unearthed by historians about past military doings, has challenged
that consensus. This point is demonstrated most directly by the fact that military leaders are
immediately dismissed if they disagree with their civilian bosses, as seen numerous times since the
early 1960s, and most recently in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, when a top general was pushed
into retirement for daring to say there was a need for more troops than former corporate CEO and
current Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his think-tank advisors thought necessary.

Once we move below the power elite that Mills so tellingly portrayed, I think there are more
serious problems with his analysis, some of which should have been apparent at the time, some not.
Mills first of all underestimated the power of Congress and too quickly dismissed the political parties
as indistinguishable on power issues. The power structure that he analyzed was, in fact, based in fair
measure on a strong corporate grip on power at the legislative level, made possible by the fact that
Northern industrial and financial capitalists controlled the Republican Party and Southern plantation
capitalists controlled the Democrats within an overall electoral context where it is impossible for a
third party on the left or right to arise because of the single-member-district plurality system of
American elections, as reinforced by the inclusion of a huge prize not part of most electoral systems:
the presidency.

Due to this domination of both political parties by segments of the capitalist class, it was
difficult, if not impossible, at the time for the parties to be different in the way that Mills thought
they should be. To the degree that the liberal-labor coalition that developed during the New Deal
could exercise any electoral and legislative power, it had to do so inside the Democratic Party and in
the context of a sordid bargain with the segregationist Southern Democrats. Most critically, that
bargain included acceptance of elite white domination of the low-wage labor force in the South,
especially African Americans. It also meant tacit acceptance of the exclusion of African Americans
from craft unions and good jobs in the North, which assuaged the many white workers who
harbored feelings of racial superiority or saw African-Americans as a potential threat to their job
security.

When it appeared that the liberal-labor coalition could generate enough support to pass
progressive legislation, the Southern Democrats usually joined with the Northern Republicans to
form the conservative voting bloc, thereby thwarting legislation that would benefit the working class.
The only two defeats of any significance for this conservative voting bloc occurred first in 1935,
when the industrial union movement in the North was able to create enough disruption and elect
enough liberals to force a split between Northern and Southern elites, and then again in 1964, when
the civil rights movement in the South forced another rift between Northern and Southern elites.
The insurgents thereby won legislation of great benefit to workers and African Americans, namely,



the National Labor Relations Act and the Civil Rights Act, although it always has to be kept in mind
that the labor relations act excluded domestic and agricultural labor, and that the strongest
enforcement provisions were excluded from the Civil Rights Act, due to the insistence of the
Southern Democrats. Moreover, the Southern Democrats renewed their anti-labor alliance with the
Republicans in 1939 and wrote amendments to the National Labor Relations Act that outlawed
several successful collective strategies developed by the unions. Those amendments, delayed by the
need for good relations with organized labor during World War 11, were passed as the Taft-Hartley
Actin 1947 (Gross, 1981).

Still, both the industrial union movement and the civil rights movement, and later the social
movements aided and inspired by the civil rights movement, show that the United States is not a
"mass society” in the sense that Mills meant it, i.e., one in which everyday people have no
organizational bases and hence no way to develop their own opinions and political trajectories.
Despite his earlier research showing that people often come to their own opinions, usually through
discussions with family and friends, Mills compounded the problem by overstating the role of the
media in shaping public opinion. He thereby contributed to the mistaken belief that most people are
bamboozled, a belief that leads to an overemphasis on ideology at the expense of organizational
factors in explaining why most wage workers do not actively challenge those in power.

Although Mills agreed that the unions were, to some extent, an independent power base at
the middle levels, he did not take the dynamic of class conflict seriously enough to contemplate that
it might be possible for unions to lose most of their hard-won gains. In effect, he assumed a
stalemate, and even some degree of accommodation, between "sophisticated conservatives" in the
power elite and the "new men of power" in the unions. Contrary to Mills, who believed that
underlying class tensions were, by then, confined within administrative and judicial structures that
would prevent the outbreak of class struggle, we now know based on historical research that there
never was any real acceptance of unions on the part of the sophisticated conservatives (Gross, 1995).
Moreover, the sophisticated conservatives quietly resumed an all-out class war as early as 1965 due to
a National Labor Relations Board decision that management had to bargain with unions on the
possibility of outsourcing. It was a capitalist victory in the effort to reverse that decision, along with
an attack on construction unions for their alleged role in the inflationary spiral, that spelled the
beginning of the end for whatever power labor unions had achieved.

Mills's concept of a mass society also prevented him from seeing the organizational
resources available to African Americans through their churches and colleges in the South and their
involvement in the Democratic Party in the North. This combination of power bases, coupled with
the brilliant and unanticipated use of strategic nonviolence, which attracted the support of activists
from predominantly white universities and white Northern churches, led to dramatic changes in the
American power structure. The civil rights movement inspired other new movements that were
based in the fast-growing universities of the era--especially the antiwar and women's movements, and
also the environmental and consumer movements, and later the gay and lesbian movement.

But it turned out that these various movements had conflicts among themselves. In
particular, many white union members, especially in the building trades unions, saw the civil rights,
women's, and environmental movements as threats to their good jobs and status claims as proud
white males. Moreover, many white union members did not like what they saw as the anti-
Americanism of the anti-war movement. They were not crazy about the war, but they came to dislike
the protestors even more. Thus, and contrary to Mills's view, it was not lack of power bases, but lack
of unity, that limited the possibilities for progressive changes in the overall power structure.



Within this context, the New Deal coalition began to fragment within a year or two after
Mills's death in 1962. In particular, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 set in motion a train of events that
led to the abandonment of the Democratic Party by the Southern rich because they could no longer
use the party to keep African Americans powerless. They then carried a majority of white
Southerners into the Republican Party on the basis of appeals to racial resentments, religious
fundamentalism, super-patriotism, and social issues like gun control. The liberal-labor coalition in the
North simultaneously fractured, due to white resistance to the integration of neighborhoods,
schools, and unions. The two political parties became increasingly different nationwide along liberal-
conservative lines, with many white workers now on the conservative side.

The nationwide white turn to the Republicans made it possible for Mills's sophisticated
conservatives to turn right on policy in the 1970s once the inner cities were calm again and the
power elite was faced with new economic problems due to spiking oil prices and inflation, along with
the challenges to their markets by the German and Japanese corporations they had decided to
nurture after World War II in order to create a global capitalism. We know in detail about this
decision to turn right because the issues were debated in think tanks like The Brookings Institution
and policy-discussion forums like the Committee for Economic Development, where the majority
said no to permanent wage and price controls, increased planning, and related liberal Keynesian
policies. Instead, they advocated monetary policies that would cure inflation through throwing
people out of work, cutbacks in the welfare state, deregulation of key business sectors, and
continuing attacks on unions. The newly formed Business Roundtable, which gradually emerged as
part of the anti-union offensive of the 1960s, took charge of the right turn. This, of course, brings us
to the present moment, an almost unbroken march to the right on economic issues, along with an
increasing concentration of the wealth and income distributions.

Finally, where do things stand in terms of Mills's major theoretical claims? At the most
general level, the historical and cross-national evidence leaves me in agreement with Mills that the
economiic, political, and military sectors are potentially independent power bases, although I would
add that power also can be generated from a religious organizational base, as seen in the civil rights
movement, the rise of the Christian Right, and the Iranian Revolution. In terms of the United States,
however, historical and sociological research leads me to place far more emphasis than Mills did on
corporate capitalism and class conflict as the dominant factors in the power equation. Events and
research in the United States since the 1960s also leave me with a belief that there are potential
power bases for popular action that Mills overlooked, but with the proviso that these social
movements are often in conflict with each other. Until organized labor, liberals, and leftists can forge
a coalition of non-violent social movements and focus on Democratic Party primaries if and when
they enter the electoral arena, the power elite will continue on its merry way whatever the
consequences for everyone else.
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