


First published in 1956, The Power Elite standa esntemporary classic of social science and
social criticism. C. Wright Mills captivated readewith his penetrating analysis and fiery c|

tique of the organization of power in the Unitedat8s, calling attention to three firmly
interlocked prongs of power: the military, corperaand political elite. But while The Power

Elite can be read as an accurate account of whattaking place in America at the time

was written, its underlying question of whether Aio@ is as democratic in practice as it|i

in theory is every bit as significant to the cuttaf today.

What The Power Elite informed readers of in 1956s ieow much the power structure
America had changed during their lifetimes, andnAWolfe's astute afterword to this ne
edition brings us up to date, illustrating how muaobre has changed since then. Wolfe offi
profound insight into what is still valid in Mills'book and also explores those predicti
that have not come to bear, discussing the radibanges in American capitalism, fro
intense global competition and the collapse of camism to rapid technological transfol
mations and ever-changing consumer tastes. A @émefrwork that remains of great rel
vance, The Power Elite stimulates us to think alibetkind of society we have and the ki
of society we might want.

The late C. Wright Mills, Professor of Sociology &blumbia University, was a leadin|
critic of modern American civilization. Alan Wolfas the Director of the Center fq
Religion and American Public Life at Boston Collegde is the author or editor of mo
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than ten books, including Marginalized in the Migldind One Nation, After All.
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The Higher Circles

THE powers of ordinary men are circumscribed by the ryelay
worlds in which they live, yet even in these roundE job, family,
and neighborhood they often seem driven by forchey tcan nei-
ther understand nor govern. 'Great changes' areondeytheir con-
trol, but affect their conduct and outlook none tlhess. The very
framework of modern society confines them to prgiemot their
own, but from every side, such changes now presenufhe men
and women of the mass society, who accordingly féelt they are
without purpose in an epoch in which they are withmower.

But not all men are in this sense ordinary. As timeans of in-
formation and of power are centralized, some memecoto oc-
cupy positions in American society from which thegan look
down upon, so to speak, and by their decisions tihghaffect, the
everyday worlds of ordinary men and women. They a@ made
by their jobs; they set up and break down jobs fbousands of
others; they are not confined by simple family msbilities;
they can escape. They may live in many hotels amdisds, but
they are bound by no one community. They need neteiy 'meet
the demands of the day and hour; in some party tbeeate these
demands, and cause others to meet them. Whethernadr they
profess their power, their technical and politicakperience of it
far transcends that of the wunderlying population. hatv Jacob
Burckhardt said of 'great men,’ most Americans mighell say of
their elite: 'They are all that we are rfot."

The power elite is composed of men whose positiomsable
them to transcend the ordinary environments ofraigi men
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and women; they are in positions to make decisidraving major
consequences. Whether they do or do not make suebisiahs
is less important than the fact that they do occupych pivotal
positions: their failure to act, their failure to ake decisions, is
itself an act that is often of greater consequetiten the decisions
they do make. For they are in command of the médjirarchies
and organizations of modern society. They rule th&y corpora-
tions. They run the machinery of the state and ntlais preroga-
tives. They direct the military establishment. Thegccupy the
strategic command posts of the social structure, wihich are now
centered the effective means of the power and trealtlv and the
celebrity which they enjoy.

The power elite are not solitary rulers. Adviserad aconsultants,
spokesmen and opinion-makers are often the captaifis their
higher thought and decision. Immediately below thelite are
the professional politicians of the middle leveld power, in the
Congress and in the pressure groups, as well asngntbe new
and old upper classes of town and city and regibtingling with
them, in curious ways which we shall explore, afgosé profes-
sional celebrities who live by being continually splayed but are
never, so long as they remain celebrities, disglayenough.
If such celebrities are not at the head of any datimg hierarchy,
they do often have the power to distract the atiantof the pub-
lic or afford sensations to the masses, or, momectly, to gain the
ear of those who do occupy positions of direct powsdore or less
unattached, as critics of morality and techniciamé power, as
spokesmen of God and creators of mass sensibiych celebri-
ties and consultants are part of the immediate escan which the
drama of the elite is enacted. But that drama fitsel centered in
the command posts of the major institutional hignaas.

1

The truth about the nature and the power of thde els not
some secret which men of affairs know but will riefl. Such men
hold quite various theories about their own roles the sequence
of event and decision. Often they are uncertain uabtheir roles,
and even more often they allow their fears andrth@pes to affect
their assessment of their own power. No matter hgveat their
actual power, they tend to be less acutely awaittlodn of the
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resistances of others to its use. Moreover, mosterfgan men of
affairs have learned well the rhetoric of publiclatens, in some
cases even to the point of using it when they al@ea and thus
coming to believe it. The personal awareness of #wtors is only
one of the several sources one must examine inr otole understand
the higher circles. Yet many who believe that théseno elite, or at
any rate none of any consequence, rest their angunupon what
men of affairs believe about themselves, or at Essert in public.

There is, however, another view: those who feel, enev if
vaguely, that a compact and powerful elite of greatportance
does now prevail in America often base that feelingon the his-
torical trend of our time. They have felt, for exalm the domi-
nation of the military event, and from this theyfein that generals
and admirals, as well as other men of decisionuénited by them,
must be enormously powerful. They hear that the gBess has
again abdicated to a handful of men decisions lgleaelated to
the issue of war or peace. They know that the bowds dropped
over Japan in the name of the United States of #aeralthough
they were at no time consulted about the mattereyTHeel that
they live in a time of big decisions; they know tththey are not
making any. Accordingly, as they consider the presas history,
they infer that at its center, making decisions failing to make
them, there must be an elite of power.

On the one hand, those who share this feeling abwgt histori-
cal events assume that there is an elite and tsatpower is great.
On the other hand, those who listen carefully te treports of men
apparently involved in the great decisions often dot believe
that there is an elite whose powers are of dec=vsequence.

Both views must be taken into account, but neithier adequate.
The way to understand the power of the Americarte elies nei-
ther solely in recognizing the historic scale ofemt¢ nor in accept-
ing the personal awareness reported by men of appadecision.
Behind such men and behind the events of histoipking the
two, are the major institutions of modern societfhese hierar-
chies of state and corporation and army constitthe means of
power; as such they are now of a consequence nfdrebesqualed
in human history—and at their summits, there arew nthose com-
mand posts of modern society which offer us theiotogical key
to an understanding of the role of the higher eséh America.
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Within American society, major national power nowesides in
the economic, the political, and the military donsai Other insti-
tutions seem off to the side of modern history, ,amh occasion,
duly subordinated to these. No family is as digecgpowerful in
national affairs as any major corporation; no churis as directly
powerful in the external biographies of young mem America to-
day as the military establishment; no college is @mwerful in the
shaping of momentous events as the National Sgcufouncil.
Religious, educational, and family institutions ar@eot autono-
mous centers of national power; on the contraryeseh decentral-
ized areas are increasingly shaped by the big thiee which de-
velopments of decisive and immediate consequenaeocour.

Families and churches and schools adapt to modeife; |
governments and armies and corporations shape ng, as they
do so, they turn these lesser institutions into maedor their ends.
Religious institutions provide chaplains to the adm forces where
they are used as a means of increasing the e#eetss of its mo-
rale to kill. Schools select and train men for thédbs in corpora-
tions and their specialized tasks in the armed efrc The
extended family has, of course, long been broken hyp the indus-
trial revolution, and now the son and the fathee aemoved from
the family, by compulsion if need be, whenever themy of the
state sends out the call. And the symbols of a#s¢h lesser institu-
tions are used to legitimate the power and the stww of the big
three.

The life-fate of the modem individual depends nohlyo upon
the family into which he was born or which he estdsy marriage,
but increasingly upon the corporation in which heergls the
most alert hours of his best years; not only upbe school where
he is educated as a child and adolescent, but ajson the state
which touches him throughout his life; not only uapahe church
in which on occasion he hears the word of God, bl#o upon the
army in which he is disciplined.

If the centralized state could not rely upon theulpation of na-
tionalist loyalties in public and private school$ts leaders would
promptly seek to modify the decentralized educatiorsystem. If
the bankruptcy rate among the top five hundred @@tpons were
as high as the general divorce rate among the ytbirgen million
married couples, there would be economic cataséraphan inter-
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national scale. If members of armies gave to theon nmore of their
lives than do believers to the churches to whickythbelong, there
would be a military crisis.

Within each of the big three, the typical institutal unit has
become enlarged, has become administrative, and, the power
of its decisions, has become centralized. Behintesah develop-
ments there is a fabulous technology, for as unsihs, they have
incorporated this technology and guide it, even iasshapes and
paces their developments.

The economy—once a great scatter of small prodelctiwnits in
autonomous balance—has become dominated by two Iloreet
hundred giant corporations, administratively and litigally in-
terrelated, which together hold the keys to ecoraiecisions.

The political order, once a decentralized set ofvesd dozen
states with a weak spinal cord, has become a ¢tieetfa execu-
tive establishment which has taken up into itselfangn powers
previously scattered, and now enters into each anery crany
of the social structure.

The military order, once a slim establishment incantext of dis-
trust fed by state militia, has become the largasd most expen-
sive feature of government, and, although well e@rsin smiling
public relations, now has all the grim and clumsfficency of a
sprawling bureaucratic domain.

In each of these institutional areas, the means pofver at the
disposal of decision makers have increased enoifgoukeir cen-
tral executive powers have been enhanced; withich eaf them
modern  administrative  routines  have  been  elaboratednd
tightened up.

As each of these domains becomes enlarged and alisedr
the consequences of its activities become greaterd its traffic
with the others increases. The decisions of a hé&ndf corpora-
tions bear upon military and political as well agpon economic
developments around the world. The decisions of thditary es-
tablishment rest upon and grievously affect pdliticlife as well
as the very level of economic activity. The deaisiomade within
the political domain determine economic activitieand military
programs. There is no longer, on the one hand, eonomy, and,
on the other hand, a political order containingiktany establish-
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ment unimportant to politcs and to money-makinghefe is a

political economy linked, in a thousand ways, withilitary insti-

tutions and decisions. On each side of the worlid-spunning

through central Europe and around the Asiatic nmuéa there is

an ever-increasing interlocking of economic, milta and politi-

cal structure$. If there is government intervention in the corpo-
rate economy, so is there corporate intervention the govern-

mental process. In the structural sense, this glganof power is

the source of the interlocking directorate that pmost important

for the historical structure of the present.

The fact of the interlocking is clearly revealed adch of the
points of crisis of modern capitalist society—slympvar, and
boom. In each, men of decision are led to an awesenof the
interdependence of the major institutional orderkr the nine-
teenth century, when the scale of all institutiom@s smaller, their
liberal integration was achieved in the automaticormmy, by an
autonomous play of market forces, and in the autiemaolitical
domain, by the bargain and the vote. It was thesurasd that
out of the imbalance and friction that followed thHémited deci-
sions then possible a new equilibrium would in dueourse
emerge. That can no longer be assumed, and it ts assumed by
the men at the top of each of the three dominamahihies.

For given the scope of their consequences, desisiamd inde-
cisions—in any one of these ramify into the othead hence top
decisions tend either to become co-ordinated orldad to a com-
manding indecision. It has not always been likes.thwWhen nu-
merous small entrepreneurs made up the economy, egample,
many of them could fail and the consequences g#linain local;
political and military authorites did not intereen But now,
given political expectations and military commitntgn can they
afford to allow key units of the private corporagzonomy to break
down in slump? Increasingly, they do intervene icor®mic af-
fairs, and as they do so, the controlling decisionseach order are
inspected by agents of the other two, and economdjtary, and
political structures are interlocked.

At the pinnacle of each of the three enlarged arehtralized
domains, there have arisen those higher circlesciwhinake up the
economic, the political, and the military elited.tAe top of the
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economy, among the corporate rich, there are thdef clexec-
utives; at the top of the political order, the mems of the politi-
cal directorate; at the top of the military estsbihent, the elite
of soldier-statesmen clustered in and around thent J&Chiefs of
Staff and the upper echelon. As each of these dwmmdias co-
incided with the others, as decisions tend to beconotal in
their consequence, the leading men in each of theet domains
of power—the warlords, the corporation chieftaingshe political
directorate—tend to come together, to form the powglite of
America.

2

The higher circles in and around these command speaste often
thought of in terms of what their members possefisey have
a greater share than other people of the things amgeriences
that are most highly valued. From this point of wjethe elite are
simply those who have the most of what there is h@ve, which
is generally held to include money, power, and tges-as well
as all the ways of life to which these IeadBut the elite are not
simply those who have the most, for they could nbave the
most' were it not for their positions in the greatstitutions. For
such institutions are the necessary bases of powér,wealth, and
of prestige, and at the same time, the chief meahsexercising
power, of acquiring and retaining wealth, and ofshiag in the
higher claims for prestige.

By the powerful we mean, of course, those who aoke &o rea-
lize their will, even if others resist it. No one&ccordingly, can be
truly powerful unless he has access to the commahdmajor in-
stitutions, for it is over these institutional meamf power that the
truly powerful are, in the first instance, powerfuHigher politi-
cians and key officials of government command sudstitutional
power;, so do admirals and generals, and so do tlagormowners
and executives of the larger corporations. Not pdlwer, it is true,
is anchored in and exercised by means of such tutistis, but
only within and through them can power be more essl| contin-
uous and important.

Wealth also is acquired and held in and throughtitin®ns.
The pyramid of wealth cannot be understood meraly térms of
the very rich; for the great inheriting families, we shall see, are
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now supplemented by the corporate institutions ofodenn soci-
ety: every one of the very rich families has beend ais closely
connected—always legally and frequently managerialhs well—
with one of the multi-million dollar corporations.

The modern corporation is the prime source of \kealtbut,
in latter-day capitalism, the political apparatuslsoa opens and
closes many avenues to wealth. The amount as wellthe source
of income, the power over consumer's goods as \asll over pro-
ductive capital, are determined by position withithe political
economy. If our interest in the very rich goes belotheir lavish
or their miserly consumption, we must examine theg&lations to
modern forms of corporate property as well as te thtate; for
such relations now determine the chances of men séoure big
property and to receive high income.

Great prestige increasingly follows the major ingibnal units
of the social structure. It is obvious that prestiglepends, often
quite decisively, upon access to the publicity nmeh that are
now a central and normal feature of all the bigtifasons of mod-
ern America. Moreover, one feature of these hidiasc of cor-
poration, state, and military establishment is théteir top posi-
tions are increasingly interchangeable. One resoft this is the
accumulative nature of prestige. Claims for prestigior example,
may be initially based on military roles, then egwsed in and
augmented by an educational institution run by o execu-
tives, and cashed in, finally, in the political erd where, for Gen-
eral Eisenhower and those he represents, power prastige fi-
nally meet at the very peak. Like wealth and powemestige
tends to be cumulative: the more of it you haveg timore you can
get. These values also tend to be translatable iate another:
the wealthy find it easier than the poor to gainweg those with
status find it easier than those without it to cointopportunities
for wealth.

If we took the one hundred most powerful men in Ao& the
one hundred wealthiest, and the one hundred modebreged
away from the institutional positions they now oggu away from
their resources of men and women and money, awam frthe
media of mass communication that are now focuse@nuphem—
then they would be powerless and poor and uncekshr&or
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power is not of a man. Wealth does not center i@ ferson of the
wealthy. Celebrity is not inherent in any persampaliTo be cele-
brated, to be wealthy, to have power requires a@ccEs major in-
stitutions, for the institutional positions men opyg determine
in large part their chances to have and to holdsehevalued ex-
periences.

3

The people of the higher circles may also be cwoecki as
members of a top social stratum, as a set of growpsse mem-
bers know one another, see one another socially ahdbusiness,
and so, in making decisions, take one another iatwount. The
elite, according to this conception, feel themselvio be, and are
felt by others to be, the inner circle of 'the uppsocial classe$.'
They form a more or less compact social and psycficdl entity;
they have become self-conscious members of a sodads. People
are either accepted into this class or they are, ot there is a
qualitative split, rather than merely a numericatals, separating
them from those who are not elite. They are more less aware
of themselves as a social class and they behavardowne another
differently from the way they do toward members ofher classes.
They accept one another, understand one anotherry mane an-
other, tend to work and to think if not togetheteatst alike.

Now, we do not want by our definition to prejudgeheather the
elite of the command posts are conscious memberssumh a so-
cially recognized class, or whether considerablepertions of the
elite derive from such a clear and distinct cla3fhiese are matters
to be investigated. Yet in order to be able to gaae what we
intend to investigate, we must note something that biogra-
phies and memoirs of the wealthy and the powerfod ahe emi-
nent make clear: no matter what else they may he, people of
these higher circles are involved in a set of @pmping ‘crowds'
and intricately connected 'cligues." There is adkiof mutual at-
traction among those who 'sit on the same terragkfeugh this
often becomes clear to them, as well as to otherdy at the point
at which they feel the need to draw the line; onen, in their
common defense, they come to understand what thaye hin
common, and so close their ranks against outsiders.

The idea of such ruling stratum implies that mdstsomem-
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bers have similar social origins, that throughouteirt lives they
maintain a network of informal connections, and ttha some de-
gree there is an interchangeability of position weetn the various
hierarchies of money and power and celebrity. Westmwf course,
note at once that if such an elite stratum doesstexts social visi-
bility and its form, for very solid historical remss, are quite dif-
ferent from those of the noble cousinhoods thateomaled various
European nations.

That American society has never passed through wafe epoch
is of decisive importance to the nature of the Anzer elite, as
well as to American society as a historic whole.r Aib means that
no nobility or aristocracy, established before thapitalist era, has
stood in tense opposition to the higher bourgeoidie means that
this bourgeoisie has monopolized not only wealtht bprestige
and power as well. It means that no set of noblmilies has com-
manded the top positions and monopolized the valubat are
generally held in high esteem; and certainly that set has done
so explicitiy by inherited right. It means that neigh church dig-
nitaries or court nobilities, no entrenched landtor with honorific
accouterments, no monopolists of high army postsve haopposed
the enriched bourgeoisie and in the name of birtid grerogative
successfully resisted its self-making.

But this does not mean that there are no uppertastia the
United States. That they emerged from a ‘middlesstlathat had
no recognized aristocratic superiors does not mehay remained
middle class when enormous increases in wealth m#dsgr own
superiority possible. Their origins and their nessie may have
made the upper strata less visible in America thelsewhere. But
in America today there are in fact tiers and rangds wealth and
power of which people in the middle and lower ranksow very
little and may not even dream. There are familiebiowin their
well-being, are quite insulated from the economimltsj and
lurches felt by the merely prosperous and thosethdar down the
scale. There are also men of power who in quite llsgi@ups make
decisions of enormous consequence for the undgrjyapulation.

The American elite entered modern history as auaily unop-
posed bourgeoisie. No national bourgeoisie, befae since, has
had such opportunites and advantages. Having nolitami
neighbors, they easily occupied an isolated contistocked with
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natural resources and immensely inviting to a wgli labor force.
A framework of power and an ideology for its justition were
already at hand. Against mercantilist restrictiorthey inherited
the principle of laissez-faire; against Southernanggrs, they im-
posed the principle of industrialism. The Revolnioy War put
an end to colonial pretensions to nobility, as lsys fled the coun-
try and many estates were broken up. The Jacksonipheaval
with its status revolution put an end to pretensioto monopoly
of descent by the old New England families. The ilCiwar broke
the power, and so in due course the prestige, & #&mte-bellum
South's claimants for the higher esteem. The tengfothe whole
capitalist development made it impossible for anhehited nobil-
ity to develop and endure in America.

No fixed ruling class, anchored in agrarian life darcoming to
flower in military glory, could contain in Americathe historic
thrust of commerce and industry, or subordinate itgelf the capi-
talist elite—as capitalists were subordinated, fexample, in Ger-
many and Japan. Nor could such a ruling class aesavhin the
world contain that of the United States when indakted vio-
lence came to decide history. Witness the fate oérntany and
Japan in the two world wars of the twentieth centuand indeed
the fate of Britain herself and her model rulingasd, as New York
became the inevitable economic, and Washington fhevitable
political capital of the western capitalist world.

4

The elite who occupy the command posts may be sagnthe
possessors of power and wealth and celebrity; timegy be seen
as members of the upper stratum of a capitalistaciety. They
may also be defined in terms of psychological andrain criteria,
as certain kinds of selected individuals. So definghe elite, quite
simply, are people of superior character and energy

The humanist, for example, may conceive of thete'elnot as a
social level or category, but as a scatter of thom#ividuals who at-
tempt to transcend themselves, and accordingly, arere noble,
more efficient, made out of better stuff. It doest nmatter whether
they are poor or rich, whether they hold high posit or low,
whether they are acclaimed or despised; they arite ebecause
of the kind of individuals they are. The rest of fhopulation is
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mass, which, according to this conception, sludgishelaxes into
uncomfortable mediocrity.

This is the sort of socially unlocated conceptionhickh some
American  writers  with  conservative  yearnings  haveecently
sought to develop.* But most moral and psycholdgiceoncep-
tions of the elite are much less sophisticated, ceoring them-
selves not with individuals but with the stratum as whole. Such
ideas, in fact, always arise in a society in whisbme people pos-
sess more than do others of what there is to passesople with
advantages are loath to believe that they just émmppp be people
with advantages. They come readily to define thdwvese as in-
herently worthy of what they possess; they come believe them-
selves ‘'naturally’ elite; and, in fact, to imagindeir possessions
and their privileges as natural extensions of theiwn elite selves.
In this sense, the idea of the elite as composedmefh and women
having a finer moral character is an ideology oé thlite as a privi-
leged ruling stratum, and this is true whether tldeology is elite-
made or made up for it by others.

In eras of equalitarian rhetoric, the more intehy or the more
articulate among the lower and middle classes, adl vas guilty
members of the upper, may come to entertain idefsa ocounter-
elite. In western society, as a matter of fact,rahés a long tradi-
tion and varied images of the poor, the exploitednd the
oppressed as the truly virtuous, the wise, and tlessed. Stem-
ming from Christian tradition, this moral idea of aounter-elite,
composed of essentially higher types condemned toloaly sta-
tion, may be and has been used by the underlyingulption to
justify harsh criticism of ruling elites and to ebtate Utopian im-
ages of a new elite to come.

The moral conception of the elite, however, is nalways
merely an ideology of the overprivileged or a cewsitleology of
the underprivileged. It is often a fact: having toled expe-
riences and select privileges, many individuals tbhfe upper stra-
tum do come in due course to approximate the tymds char-
acter they claim to embody. Even when we give up—wa&s must—
the idea that the elite man or woman is born with elite charac-
ter, we need not dismiss the idea that their erpeds and train-
ings develop in them characters of a specific type.

* See belowFOURTEEN The Conservative Mood.
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Nowadays we must qualify the idea of elite as cosedo of
higher types of individuals, for the men who arelesed for and
shaped by the top positions have many spokesmen aahdsers
and ghosts and make-up men who modify their seiteptions
and create their public images, as well as shapaymaf their de-
cisions. There is, of course, considerable vamatiamong the elite
in this respect, but as a general rule in Americalay, it would
be naive to interpret any major elite group meréty terms of its
ostensible personnel. The American elite often seelass a col-
lection of persons than of corporate entities, Whiare in great
part created and spoken for as standard types efrsopality.'
Even the most apparently free-lance celebrity isuallg a sort of
synthetic production turned out each week by a iglised staff
which systematically ponders the effect of the eamy-libbed gags
the celebrity 'spontaneously’ echoes.

Yet, in so far as the elite flourishes as a sociass or as a set of
men at the command posts, it will select and formrtain types
of personality, and reject others. The kind of rhoemd psycholog-
ical beings men become is in large part determinmd the values
they experience and the institutional roles theye aallowed and
expected to play. From the biographer's point oéwyi a man of
the upper classes is formed by his relations witthers like him-
self in a series of small intimate groupings thtougvhich he
passes and to which throughout his lifetime he mmaturn. So con-
ceived, the elite is a set of higher circles whasembers are se-
lected, trained and certified and permitted intenataccess to
those who command the impersonal institutional dnighies of
modern society. If there is any one key to the pelagical idea
of the elite, it is that they combine in their pmrs an awareness
of impersonal decision-making with intimate sergibs shared
with one another. To understand the elite as aakodiass we must
examine a whole series of smaller face-to-face esmdj the most
obvious of which, historically, has been the upgess family,
but the most important of which today are the propecondary
school and the metropolitan clfib.

5
These several notions of the elite, when appragyiatunder-
stood, are intricately bound up with one anothed, @e shall
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use them all in this examination of American susce®We shall
study each of several higher circles as offeringhdidates for the
elite, and we shall do so in terms of the majortitimsons making
up the total society of America; within and betweeach of these
institutions, we shall trace the interrelations efealth and power
and prestige. But our main concern is with the powé those who
now occupy the command posts, and with the rolechkvhthey are
enacting in the history of our epoch.

Such an elite may be conceived as omnipotent, asd pbwers
thought of as a great hidden design. Thus, in wulddarxism,
events and trends are explained by reference te hll of the
bourgeoisie’; in Nazism, by reference to 'the comsp of the
Jews'; by the petty right in America today, by refee to 'the
hidden force' of Communist spies. According to sudotions of
the omnipotent elite as historical cause, the elise never an en-
tirely visible agency. It is, in fact, a secularbstitute for the will
of God, being realized in a sort of providentialsida, except that
usually non-elite men are thought capable of opgpsiit and
eventually overcoming it.*

The opposite view—of the elite as impotent—is nowite popu-
lar among liberal-minded observers. Far from beimnnipotent,
the elites are thought to be so scattered as té& key coherence
as a historical force. Their invisibility is not éhinvisibility of se-
crecy but the invisibility of the multitude. Thosaho occupy the
formal places of authority are so check-mated—byent elites ex-
erting pressure, or by the public as an electoraie, by constitu-
tional codes—that, although there may be upper sefas there is
no ruling class; although there may be men of powhere is no
power elite; although there may be a system ofistaion, it

* Those who charge that Communist agents have lmreare in the
government, as well as those frightened by thenvemeaise the ques-
tion: 'Well, suppose there are Communists in hidaces, how much
power do they have?' They simply assume that merhigh places, or
in this case even those in positions from whichythmight influence
such men, do decide important events. Those whak tiCommunist
agents lost China to the Soviet bloc, or influendeglal Americans to
lose it, simply assume that there is a set of mép decide such matters,
actively or by neglect or by stupidity. Many othemsho do not believe

that Communist agents were so influential, stilsuase that loyal Amer-
ican decision-makers lost it all by themselves.
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has no effective top. In the extreme, this view tbé elite, as weak-
ened by compromise and disunited to the point ofllitpu is a
substitute for impersonal collective fate; for, ihis view, the deci-
sions of the visible men of the higher circles dot rcount in his-
tory.*

Internationally, the image of the omnipotent elittends to
prevail. All good events and pleasing happeninge auickly im-
puted by the opinion-makers to the leaders of theiwn nation;
all bad events and unpleasant experiences are échputo the
enemy abroad. In both cases, the omnipotence of mNers or of
virtuous leaders is assumed. Within the nation, thee of such
rhetoric is rather more complicated: when men speak the
power of their own party or circle, they and thdeaders are, of
course, impotent; only 'the people' are omnipoteBtt, when they
speak of the power of their opponent's party orclejr they impute
to them omnipotence; 'the people' are now powdyiéaken in.

More generally, American men of power tend, by aortion,
to deny that they are powerful. No American runsr foffice in
order to rule or even govern, but only to serve; dees not become
a bureaucrat or even an official, but a public astv And nowa-
days, as | have already pointed out, such posturege become
standard features of the public-relations programs all men of
power. So firm a part of the style of power-wielginhave they
become that conservative writers readily misinterprthem as in-
dicating a trend toward an 'amorphous power sitnéti

But the ‘'power situation' of America today is lessmorphous
than is the perspective of those who see it as raamtic confusion.
It is less a flat, momentary 'situation' than a ded durable struc-
ture. And if those who occupy its top grades aret wonnipotent,
neither are they impotent. It is the form and teaht of the

* The idea of the impotent elite, as we shall haacasion to see,
in ELEVEN: The Theory of Balance, is mightily supported by thetion
of an automatic economy in which the problem of eovis solved for
the economic elite by denying its existence. No dw@s enough power
to make a real difference; events are the resuitaro anonymous bal-
ance. For the political elite too, the model ofdvale solves the problem
of power. Parallel to the market-economy, therethis leaderless democ-
racy in which no one is responsible for anythingl averyone is respon-

sible for everything; the will of men acts only egh the impersonal
workings of the electoral process.
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gradation of power that we must examine if we wouldderstand
the degree of power held and exercised by the elite

If the power to decide such national issues as deeided were
shared in an absolutely equal way, there would be power
elite; in fact, there would be no gradation of powdut only a
radical homogeneity. At the opposite extreme asl, wil the power
to decide issues were absolutely monopolized by eneall group,
there would be no gradation of power; there wouldpy be this
small group in command, and below it, the undifféieged, dom-
inated masses. American society today representithene the one
nor the other of these extremes, but a conceptibnthem is none
the less useful: it makes us realize more cleahg tuestion of the
structure of power in the United States and the itipos of the
power elite within it.

Within each of the most powerful institutional orsleof modern
society there is a gradation of power. The owner a@f roadside
fruit stand does not have as much power in any avkasocial or
economic or political decision as the head of a tirmillion-dollar
fruit corporation; no lieutenant on the line is gmowerful as the
Chief of Staff in the Pentagon; no deputy sherifirries as much
authority as the President of the United States.coAdingly, the
problem of defining the power elite concerns thevele at which
we wish to draw the line. By lowering the line, weould define
the elite out of existence; by raising it, we coutdake the elite
a very small circle indeed. In a preliminary and nimum way,
we draw the line crudely, in charcoal as it werey Bhe power
elite, we refer to those political, economic, andilitary circles
which as an intricate set of overlapping cliquesarsh decisions
having at least national consequences. In so farnasonal events
are decided, the power elite are those who debieia.t

To say that there are obvious gradations of powed af oppor-
tunities to decide within modern society is not &ay that the
powerful are united, that they fully know what thego, or that
they are consciously joined in conspiracy. Suchudss are best
faced if we concern ourselves, in the first ins&ancmore with
the structural position of the high and mighty, amdth the con-
sequences of their decisions, than with the exdktiteir aware-
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ness or the purity of their motives. To understaté power elite,
we must attend to three major keys:

I. One, which we shall emphasize throughout ourcudision of
each of the higher circles, is the psychology oé tbeveral elites in
their respective milieux. In so far as the poweiteelis composed
of men of similar origin and education, in so fas #heir careers
and their styles of life are similar, there are gimjogical and so-
cial bases for their unity, resting upon the fadtatt they are of
similar social type and leading to the fact of thetasy intermin-
gling. This kind of unity reaches its frothier apex the sharing
of that prestige that is to be had in the world tbhe celebrity; it
achieves a more solid culmination in the fact ofe tlinterchange-
ability of positions within and between the threeomihant insti-
tutional orders.

II. Behind such psychological and social unity a® vmay find,
are the structure and the mechanics of those Ltistial hier-
archies over which the political directorate, theorporate rich,
and the high military now preside. The greater tbeale of these
bureaucratic domains, the greater the scope of r theispective
elite's power. How each of the major hierarchies dhaped and
and what relations it has with the other hierarghidetermine in
large part the relations of their rulers. If thedgerarchies are
scattered and disjointed, then their respectiveteslitend to be
scattered and disjointed; if they have many intenestions and
points of coinciding interest, then their elitesnde to form a co-
herent kind of grouping.

The unity of the elite is not a simple reflectiorf the unity of
institutions, but men and institutions are alwayslated, and our
conception of the power elite invites us to deteemithat relation.
Today in America there are several important stmadt coinci-
dences of interest between these institutional dusna including
the development of a permanent war establishment abyprivately
incorporated economy inside a political vacuum.

lll. The unity of the power elite, however, doestntest solely
on psychological similarity and social intermingjin nor entirely
on the structural coincidences of commanding pwsiti and inter-
ests. At times it is the unity of a more explicib-ardination. To say
that these three higher circles are increasingly-ordinated, that
this is one basis of their unity, and that at tims@s during the
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wars—such co-ordination is quite decisive, is