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The Power Elite

EXCEPT for the unsuccessful Civil War, changes in the power
system of the United States have not involved important challenges
to its basic legitimations. Even when they have been decisive
enough to be called ‘revolutions, thev have not inveolved the resort
to the guns of a cruiser, the dispersal of an elected assembly bv
bavonets, or the mechanisms of a volice state”? Nor have thev
involved, in any decisive wav, any ideological struggle o control
masses. Changes in the American structure of power have gener-
ally come about by institutional shifts in the relative positions of
the political, the economic, and the militarv orders. From this
point of view, and broadly speaking, the American power elite has
gone through four epochs, and is now well into a fifth.

L During the first—roughly from the Revolution through the
administration of John Adams—the social and economic. the polit-
ical and the military institutions were more or less unified in a
simple and direct way: the individual men of these several elites
moved eusily from one Tole de‘m‘p ‘of ‘each of the .
major institutional orders. Many of them were many-sided men
who could take the part of legislator and merchant, frontiersman
and soldier, scholar and surveyor.?

Untl the downfall of the Congressional cancus of 1824, political
institutions seemed quite central; political decisions, of great im-
bartance; many politicians, considerad national statesmen of note,
‘Society, as I first remember it,” Henry Cabot Lodge once said,
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275 THE POWER ELITE

at once a permanent-war economy and a Private-corporation
economy. American capitalism is now in considerable part a mili-
tary capitalism, and the most hportant relation of the big cor-
poration Lo the state rests on the coincidence of interests hetween
military and corpurate needs, as defined by warlords and corpo-
rate rich., Within the elite as a whole, this coincidence of inlerest
between the high military and the corporate chieftains strength-
ens both of tham and further subordinates the role of the merely
political men. Not politicians, hut corporale executives, sit with
the military and plan the organization of war effort.

The urwwm and meaning of the power elite today can be under-
stood only when these three sets of structural Irends are scen at
their point of coincidence: the mililary capitalism of privale
corporations exists in a weakened and [ormal democratic system
containing a military order alceady quite political in outlook and
demeanor. Accordingly, at the top of this structure, the power
elitc has heen shaped by the coincidence of interest between
those who control the major means of production and those who
contro] the newly enlarged means of vielence; from the decline
of the professional politician and the rise to explicit political com-
mand of the corporate chieftains and the professional warlords;
from the absence of anv genuine civil service of skill and integrity,
independent of vested interests.

The power elite is composed of political, economic, and mili-
tary men, but this instituted elile is frequently in some lension: it
comes tegelher only on certain coinciding points and only on cer-
tain occasions of “crisis.” In the long peace of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the military were not in the high councils of state, not of the
political directorate, and ncither were the economic men—they
made raids upon the state but they did not join its directorate. Dur-
ing the 'thirties, the political man was ascendant. Now the military
and the corporale men are in top positions.

Of the three types of circle that compose the power elite today,
it is the military that has benefited the most in its enhanced power,
although the corporate circles have also become more explicitly in-
trenched in the more public mem,ﬁc:,:_m.r:_m cireles. It is the pro-
fessional polilician that has lost the most, so much that in examin-
ing the events and decisions, one is n.o:%mm& to speak of a political
vacuum in which the corporate rich and the high warlord, in their
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coinciding interests, rule.

It should not be said that the three ‘take turns’ in carrying the
initiative, for the mechanics of the power elite are not often as
deliberate as that would imply. At times, of course, it is—as when
pelitical men, ﬂrm:_:.:m they can borrow the prestige of generals,
find that they must pay for it, or, as when during big slumps,
economic men fecl the need of a politician at once safe and
possessing vote appeal. Loday all three are involved in virtually
all widely ramifying decisions. Which of the three types seems to
lead depends upon “the tasks of the period” as they, the clite, define
them. fust now, these tasks center upou ‘defense” and international
affairs, >c¢3&:m€, as we have seen, the :,_::wm% are ascendant in
two scnses: as personnel and as justifying ideology. That is why,
just now, we can most easily specity the unity and the shape of
the power clite in lerms of the military ascendancy.

But we must always be historically specific and open to com-
plexitics. The simple Marxian view makes the big economie man
the real holder of power; the simple liberal view makes the big
political man the chief of the power system; and there are some
who would view the warlords as virtual dictators. Bach of these
is an oversimplificd view. 1L is to avoid them that we use the terin
‘power elite’ rather than, for example, Tuling class.”®

In so far as the power clite has come to wide public attention,

® "Ruling class’ is a badly loaded phrase. 'Class” is an economic tenm;
‘rule” a political one. The phrase, ‘ruling class,” thus containg the theory
that an econonic class rules politically. That shorl-cut theory may or
may not at times be true, but we do not want to Carry that ane rather
sitnple theory about in the terms that we use to define our problems; we
wish to stale the thearies explicitly, using terms of more preeise and uni-
lateral meaning. Specifically, the phrase ‘ruling class,” in its common
political connotations, dees not allow enaugh autonomy to the political
order and its agents, and it says nothing about the military as such. It
should be clear to the reader by now that we do not accept as adequate
the simple view that high econemic nen unilaterally make all decisions
of national consequence. We hold that such a simple view of "economie
determinism’ must be elaborated by *political detenminism™ and ‘mitilary
determinism’; thut the higher agents of each of these three domains now
often have a noticeable degree of antonomy; and that anly in the often
intrieate ways of coalition do they make up and carry through the most
fmportant decisions. Those are the major reasons wo prefer powes elite’
to ‘ruling class” as a characterizing phrase for the higher circles when we
consider them in terms of power.
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it has done so in terms of the ‘military clique.” The power elite
does, in fact, take its current shape from the decisive entrance into
it of the military. Their presence and their ideology are its major
legitimations, whenever the power elite feels the need o provide
any. But what is called the “Washington military cligne’ is not
composed merely of military men, and it does not prevail merely
in Washington. Its members exist all over the country, and it is
a coalitionr of generals in the roles of corporation executives, of
politicians masquerading as admirals, of corporation cxecutives
acting like politicians, of civil servants who become majors, of
vice-admirals who arc also the assistants to a eabinet officer, who
is himself, by the way, really a member of the managerial elite.

Neither the idea of a ruling class’ nor of a simple monolithic
rise of ‘bureaucratic politicians’ nor of a ‘military clique’ is ade-
quate. The power elite today involves the often uneasy coincidence
of economic, military, and political power,

3

Even if our understanding were limited to these structural
trends, we should have m_,:::.zm for believing the power clite a
uscful, indeed indispensable, concept for the interpretation of
what is poing on at the topside of modern American socicty. Bnt

[

we are not, of course, so limited: our conception of the power
elite does not need to rest only upon lhe correspondence of the
institutional hierarchies involved, or upon the many points at
which their shifting interests coincide. The power elite, as we
conceive it, also rests upou the similarily of its personnel, and
their persounal and officiat relations with one auother, upon their
social and psychological affinities. In order to grasp the personal
and social basis of the power elite’s unity, we have first to remind
ourselves of the facls of origin, career, and style of life of each of
the types of circle whose memhbers compose the power elite.
The power elite is not an aristocracy, which is 1o say that it is
not a political ruling group based upon a nobility ol hereditary
origin. It has no compact basis in a small eircle of great families
whose members can and do consistenily oceupy the top positions
in the several higher circles which overfap as the power elile. But
such nobility is only one possible basis of common origin. That
it does not exist for the American elite does not mean that mem-
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hers of 1his clite derive socially from the full range of strata com-
posing Amecrican socicty, They derive in substantial proportions
from the upper classes, botli new and old, of loeal socicty and the
metrapolitan 400. The bulk of the very rich, the oo%onmwa exec-
tives, the political outsiders, the high military, derive from, at
most, the upper third of the income and occupational pyramids.
Their fathers were at least of the Professional and business strata,
and very frequently higher than that. They are native-born
Americans of native parents, primarily from urban areas, and,
with the exceptions of the politicians among them, overwhelm-
ingly from the IZast. They are mainly wm.oﬂmmn::_m_ especially
Episcopalian or Presbyterian. In general, the higher the position,
the greater the proportion of men within it who have derived
from and who maintain conuections with the upper classes. The
generally similar origins of the members of the pawer elite are
underlined and carvied further by the fact of their increasingly
coammon educational routine. Overwhebningly college graduates,
substantial proportions have attended fvy League colleges, al-
though the education of the higher military, of course, differs from
that of other members of the power clite.

But what do these apparently simple facts about the social com-
position of the higher circles roally mean? In particular, what do
they mean for any attempt to understand the m_.mm_,oo of unily, and
the direction of policy and interest that may prevail among these
several circles? Perhaps it is best to put this question in a decep-
tively simple way: in terms of origin and career, who or what do
these men at the top represent?

Of course, if they are elected politicians, they are supposed to
represent those who elected them; and, if they are appointed,
they are supposed to represent, indirectly, those who elected their
appointers. Bot this is recognized as something of an abstraction,
as a rhetorical [ormula by which all men of H.uoéma in almost all
systems of government nowadays justify their puwer of decision,
At times it may be true, both in the sense of their motives and in
the sense ol who benefits from their decisions. Yet it would not
be wisc in any power system merely to assume it.

The fact that members of the power elite come from near the
top of the nation’s class and status levels does not mean that they
are pecessarily ‘representative’ of the top levels only. And if they
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were, as social types, representative of a cross-scction of the popu-

- .lation, that would not mean that a balanced democracy of interest

and power would automatically be the going polilical fact.

We cannot infer the direction of policy mercly from the social
origins and careers of the policy-makers. The social and economic
backgrounds of the men of power do not tell us all that we need
to know in order to understand the distribution of social power.
For: (1} Men from lLigh places may be ideological representa-
tives of the poor and humble, (2) Men of humble origin, hrightly
self-made, may encrgetically serve the most vested and inherited
interests, Morcaver (3), not all men who effectively represent
the interests of a stratum need in any way Tﬁo:m to it or person-
ally bencfit by paolicies that further its interests. Among the poli-
ticians, in short, there are mS:_,__m:,_o:r amn:?. of W_Sn,: Eroups,
conscious and unconscious, paid and unpaid. Finally {4), among
the top decision-makers we find men who have been chosen for
their positions because of their “expert knowledge.” These are
some of the obvious reasons why the social origins and carcers of
of the power elite do not enable us to infer the ¢lass interests and
policy directions of a modern system of power.

Do the high social vrigin and careers of the top men mean
nothing, then, about the distribution of power? By no means. They
simply remind ns that we must be careful of any simple and direct
inference from origin and career to political character and policy,
not that we must ignore them in our attempt at political under-
standing. They simply mean that we must ‘apalyze the political

= peyehadoc and the actual decisions of the political directorate as

[ 5

well as its social composition. And they mean, above all, that we
should control, as we have donce here, any inference we make from
the origin and carcers of the political actors by close understanding
of the justitutional landscape in which they act out their drama.
Otherwise we should be gnilty of a rather simple-minded bio-
graphical theory of sociely and history.

Just as we cannot rest the notion of the power elite solely upon
the institutional mechanics that lead to its formation, so we can-
not xest the notion solely upon the facts of the origin and carcer
of its personnel. We nced both, and we have both—as well as
other bascs, among them that of the status intermingling.

But it is not enly the similarities of social origin, am:mmc.:h aflitia-
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tion, :a:i_vu and education that are H.::wclusn to the ﬁmv;__::omm,
cal and social aflinitios of the members of the power clite. Even if
their recruitment and formal training were more heterogeneous
than they are, these men would still be of quite homogencous so-
cial type. For the most important sct of facts about a circle of men
is the criteria of admission, of praise, of honor, of promotion that
prevails among them; if theose are sirnilar within a circle, then :5%
will tend as personalities to become similar. The circles that com-
pose the power elite do tend to have such codes aud criteris in
common, ‘The co-optation of the social types to which these com-
mon values lead is oflen more Important than any statistics of
common origin and career that we might have at hand.

There is a kind of reciprocal attraction among the fraternity of
the snceessful—not belween ench and every member of the eir-
cles of the high and mighty, but between _.,.:c:q__ of them to insure
a certain unity. On the slight side, it is a sort & tacit, mutual ad-
miration:; in z:. strongest tie-ins, it proc reeds T% intermar :»mm.
And there are all grades and types of connection between these
extremes. Some overlaps certainly occur by means of eliques and
clubs, churches and schools.

If social origin and formal education in common tend to make
the members of the power clite more readily nnderstood and
trusted by owc anaother, their continued association further ce-
ments what they feel they have in common. Members of the
several higher circles know one another as personal friends and
even as neighbors; they mingle with ¢ne another on the golf
course, in the gentieman’s clubs, at resorts, on transcontinental
airplanes, and on ocean liners. They meet at the estates of mutual
fricnds, face each other in {ront of the TV camera, or serve on the
same Hur:m:::dmmc comnmittee; and many are surc to ¢cross one an-
other’s path in the columns of newspapers, if not in the exact cafes
from which many of these columus originate, As we have seen, of
“F'he New 400" of cafe society, one chronicler has namecd forty-one
members of the very rich, ninety-three political leaders, and sev-
enty-nine chief executives of corporalions.®

T ctick not know, T could not have dreamed, Whittaker Cham-
bers has written, ‘of the immense scope and power of Iliss” politi-

* See above, Foun: The Celebrities.
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cal alliances and his social connections, which cut across all party
lines and ran from the Supreme Court to the Religious Socioty of
Friends, from governors of states and instructors in college facul-
ties to the stalf members of liberal magazines. In the decade since
I had last scen him, he had used his career, and, in particular, his
identification with the cause of peace through his part in organ-
izing the United Nations, to put down roots that made him onc
with the matted forest floor of American upper class, enlightened
middle class, liberal and oflicial life. His roots could not be dis-
turbed without disturbing all the roots on all sides of him.'8

The sphere of status has reflected the cpochs of the power elite.
In the third epoch, for example, who could compete with big
money? And in the {onrth, with big peliticians, or even the bright
young men of the New Deal? And ju the fifth, who can enmpete
with the generals and the admirals and the corporate oflicials now
so sympathetically portrayed on the stage, in the novel, and on
the serecn? Can one imagine Execulive Suite as a successful mo-
tion picture iu 19352 Or The Coine Muting?

The multiplicity of high-prestige organizations to which the
elite usually belong is revealed by even casual examination of the
obituaries of the big businessman, the high-prestige lawyer, the
top general and admiral, the key senator: usnally, high-prestige
church, business associations, plus high-prestige clubs, and often
PLIS Wity rank. In the course of their lifctimes, the uaniversity
president, the New York Stock Exchange chairman, the head of
the bank, the old West Pointer—mingle in the status sphere, with-
in which they easily renew old friesships and draw upon them
in an effort to understand throu gh the experience ol trusted others
those contexts of power and decision in which they have not per-
sonally moved.

In these diverse contexis, prestige accumnlates in each of the
higher circles, and the members of cach borrow stalus from one
another. Their self-images are fed by these accumulations and
these borrowings, and mn_c:_i_:m_ur however segmental a m::w:
man’s role may seem, he comes to feel himsell a *diffuse’ or ‘gen-
eralized’ man of the higher circles. a “broad-gauge’ man. Perhaps
such inside experience is one feature of what is meant by ‘judg-
ment.)”
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The key organizations, perhaps, are the major oo%oh.mmazm
themselves, for on the boards of directors we find a heavy over-
lapping among the members of these several elites. On the
lighter side, again in the summer and winter resorts, we find that
in an intricate sories of ofamu._uhu_um:m circles; in the course of Hme,
each meels each or knows somehody who knows somebody wio
knows that one.

>

The higher members of the military, economie, and political
orders arc able readily to 1ake over one another’s point of view, al-
ways in a sympathetic way, and ofien in a knowledgeable way as
well. They deline one another as among those who count, and who,
accordingly, must be taken into account. Each of them as a
member of the power clite comes to incorporate into his own in-
tegrity, his own honor, his own conscience, the viewpoint, the ex-
pectations, the values of the others, If there are no common ideals
and standards amonyz them that arc based upon an explicitly aristo-
cratic culture, that does not mean that they do not feel responsi-
bility to one another.

All the structural coincidence of their interests as well as the
intricate, psychological facts of their origing and their education,
their carcers and theair associations make possible the psychologi-
cal aflinities that provail among them, affinities that make it pos-
sible for them to say of one another: He is, of course, one of us.
And all this points to the basic, psychological meaning of class
consciousness. Nowhere in Amcrica is there as great a “class
CONSCIOUSNESs  as among the elite; nowhere is it cwmm:mwmi as
cffectively as among the power clite. For by class consciousness,
as a psychological fact, one means that the individual member of
a ‘class’ accepts only those accepted by his cirele as among those
who are significant to his own image of sell.

Within the higher circles of the power elite, factions do exist;
there are conflicts of policy: individual ambitions do clash. There
are still enough divisions of importance within the Republican
party, and cven between Republicans and Democrats, to make for
different melhods of operation. But more powerfnl than these
divisions are the internal discipline and the community of inter-
ests that bind the power elito together, even across the boundaries
of nations at war?®
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Yet we must give due woight to the other side of the case which
may not question the facts but only our inter pretation of them.
Thére is u set of objections that s:: inevitably he made to our
whole conception of the power elite, but iw:nr has essentially to
do with only the psychology of ils members. 1t might well be put
by liberals or by conservatives in some such way as this:

“To talk of a power elite—isn’t this to characterize men by their
origins and associations? Isnt such characterivation bath unfair
and untrue? Don't men modify themsclves, especially Americans
such as these, as they rise in stature to meet the demands of their
jobs? Don't they arrive al a view and a line of policy that repre-
sents, so far as they in their human weaknesses can know, the in-
terests of the nation as a whole? Azen’t they merely honorable
men who are doing their duty?’

ﬁ:.& are we to reply to these objections?

We are sure that they are honorahle men. But what is onor?
Eo:ow can only mean living np to a code that one believes to be
honorable. There is no one code upent which we are all agreed.
That is why, if we axe civilized men, we do not kill off all of those
with whom we disagree. The guestion is not: are these honorable
ment The question is: what are their codes of honor? The answer
to that question is that they are the codes of their cireles, of those
to whose opinions they defer. How could it be otherwise? That
is one meaning of the important truismn that all men are human
and that alf men are social creatures. As for sincerity, it can only
be disproved, never proved.

I To the question of their adaplability—which means their

capacity to transcend the codes of conduct which, in their life’s
work and expericnce, they have acyuired-—we mnst answer:
simply no, they eannot, at least not in the handful of years most
of them have left. To expect that is to assume that they are indeed
strange and expedient: such flexibility would in fact involve a
violation of what we may rightly call their character and their
integrity. By the way, may it not bhe precisely because of the lack
of such character and integrity that earlier types of American

politicians have not represented as great a threat as do these men
of character?
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It would be an insull to the effective training of the Em:w.nw“
and to their indoctrination as well, to suppose that military offi-
cials shed their military character and outlook upon changing
from uniform to mufti, This background is more important per-
haps in the military case than in that of the corporate executives,
for the training of the career is decper and more total.

Tack of {imagination,” Gerald W. Johnson has noted, ‘is not to
be confused with lack of principle. On the contrary, an unimag-
inative man is often a man of the highest principles. The trouble
is that his principles conform to Cornford’s famons definition: “A
principle is a rule of inaction giving valid general reasons {or not
&o_:r in a specific instance what 1o unprineipled instinet would
seem to be right.” °

Would it not be ridiculous, for example, to believe seriously
that, in psychological fact, Charles Erwin Wilson represented
anyone or any inlerest other than those of the corporate world?
This is not because he is dishonest; on the contrary, it is hecause
he is probalily a man of solid integrity—as sound as a dollar. He
is what he is and he cannot very well be anvthing clse. He is a
member of the professional corporation elite, just as are his col-
leagucs, in the govermment and out of it; he represents the wealth
of the higher corporate world; he represents its power; and he
believes sincerely in his oft-quoted remark that ‘what is good for
the United States is good for the General Motors Corporation
and vice versa.

The revealing point about the pitiful hearings on the con-
firmation ol such nen for political posls is not the eynicism
toward the law and toward the lawmakers on the middle levels
of power which they display, nor their reluctance to dispose of
their personal stock.!!
is for such men to divest themselves of their engagement with the
corporate world in general and with their own corporations in
particular. Not only their money, but their friends, their interests,
their _Hm:::rlﬁrﬁw lives in short-.are deeply :_43?0& in this

The interesting point is how impossible it

world. The disposal of stock is, of course, merely a pnrifying ritual.
The point is nol so much financiat or personal interests in a given
corporation, but identification with the corporate world. To ask
a man suddenly to divest bimnself of these interests and sensibili-
ties is ahmost like asking a man to beeome a woman,
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ur. To the question of their patriotism, of their desire 10 serve
the nation as a whole, we mist answer Grst that, like codes of
honor, teclings of patriotistn and views of whal is to the whole
nalion’s good, are not ultimale Facts but matters upon which there
exists a great variety of opinion. Furthermore, ?:1::0 opinious
too are rooted in and are sustained by what a man has become
by virtue of how and with whom be has lived. This is no simple
mechanical detennination of individual ¢haracter by social eon-
ditions; it is an intricate process, well established in the major
tradition of modern social sticly. Oue can only wonder why more
sucial scienlists do not use it systernatically in speculating abont
politics.

wv. The elite eannot he truly thoughit of as men who are merely
doing their duty, They are the ones wlw determine their cuty, as

well as the duties of those beneath them. They are not merely
mo:Qcﬁ:m orders: they give the orders. They are not merely
‘burcaucrals’ they command bureaucracies. They may try to
disguise these facts from others and from themselves by appeals
to traditions of which they imagine themselves the instruments,
but therc are many traditions, and they must choose which ones
they will serve. They face decisions for which there simply are
no traditions.

Now, to what do these several answers add up? Te the Tact that
we cannol reason about publie events and historieal trends merely
from knowledge about the maotives and characler of the men or

ﬁﬂmmﬁﬁmmiﬁ.s_%m2_5..“_.::Hramcsnmc:rmrﬁr::L ::m_:w.ﬁ:.m
fact, in tarn, does not mean that we should he intimidated by
recusations that in laking up our problem in the way we have,
we are impugning the honor, the iotegrity, or the ability of those
who are in high office. For it is not, in the first instanc %, @ question
of individual character; and if, in fwther instunces, we find 1hat
it is, we should not hesitate to say so plainly. In the meantime, we
must judge men of power by the standards of power, by what
they do as decision-makers, and not by wha they ave or what they
may do in private life. Our interest is not in that: we are interested
in their policies and in the consequences of their conduet of office.
We mnst remember 1hat these men of the power elite now occupy
the strategic ﬁ_uno_n in the stineture of American society; that ﬁrow.
command the dominant institutions of a dominant nation; that,

|
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as a set of men, they are in a position to make decisions with
terrible consecquences for the underlying populations of the world.

5

Despite their social similarity and psychological affinities, the
members of the power clite do not constitute a club baving a per-
manent membership with fixed and formal boundaries. It is of the
naturc of the power elite that within it there is a good deal of
shifting about, aud that it thus does not consist of one small set of
the same men in the sume positions in the same hierarchies. Be-
cause men know cach other personally does not mean that amony
them there is u unity of policy; and becanse they do not know
cach other persmmily does not mean that among them there is a
clistmity. The conception of Lhe power elite docs not vest, as I have
repeatedly said, primarily upon personal riendship.

As the requivements of the top places in cach of the major hier-
archies become similar, the types of men ocoupying these roles
at the top—by sclectinn and by training in the jobs—become simi-
lar, This is no mere deduction from stmcture 1o personnel. That it
is a fact is revealed hy the heavy traffic that has heen going on be-
tween the Lhree structures, often in very inlricale pallerns. The
chief execntives, the warlords, and selected politicians came into
contact willy one another in an intimate, working way during
Waorld War 11; alter that war ended, they cortinmed their as-
sociations, out of conunon heliefls, social congentality, and coincid-
Em interests, Noliceahle _.3.35_.:3_; of top men from the ::mrﬁ.%.
the cconomic, and the political workds have during the last
fifteen years occupied positions in one or hoth of the other worlds:
between these higher circles there is an interchangeabilily of posi-
tion, based formally upon the supposed translerability of “exccu-
tive ability,” based in substance npon the co-optation by cligues
of insiders, As members of a power elite, many of thase husy in this
traflic have come to look upon ‘the government’ as an umbrelia
ander whose anthiority they do their work.

As the business between the big three increases in volume and
importance, so does the traffic in personnel. The very criteria for
selecting men who will rise come to cembody this fact. The corpa-
rate commissar, dealing wilh the state and its military, is wiser 1o
choose a young man who has experienced the state and its mili-
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tary than one who has not. The political director, often dependent
for his own politieal success upon corporate decisions and eorpora-
tions, is also wiser to choose a man with corporate cxperienee.

Thus, by virtue of the very criterion of success, the interchange

of personuel and the unity of the power clite is increased.

Given the formal similarity of the three hierarchies in which the
several members of the elite spend their working lives, given the
ramifications of the decisions made in each uporn the others, given
the coincidence of interest that prevails among them at many
points, and given the administrative vacuum of the American
civilian state along with its enlargement of tasks—given these
trends of structure, and adding to them the @mu&raommmmm affinities
we have noted-we should indeed be surpriscd were we to find that
men said to be skilled in administrative conlacts and Ml of organ-
izing ability would fail to do more than get in touch with one
another. They have, of course, done mach more than that: jncreas-
m:mﬁﬁ ﬁrmw assume positions in one another’s domains.

The unity revealed by the interchangeability of top roles rests
upon the paralle]l development of the top. jobs in each of the big
three domains. The interchange oceurs most frequently at the
peints of their coinciding interest, as between regulatory agency
and the regulated industry; contracling agency and contvactor.
And, as we shall see, it leads to co-ordinations that are more cx-
plicit, and even {ormal,

The inner core of the power elite consists, first, of those who
interchange commanding roles at the top of one deminant institu-
tional order with those in another: the admiral who is also a banker
and a lawyer and who heads up an important federal commission;

—-theeoer ration executive whose company was one of the two or

three leading war materiel producers who is now the Secrctary of
Defense; the wartime general who dons civilian clathes to sit on
the political directorate and then hecomes a member of the hoard
of directors of a leading economic corporation.

Although the executive who hecomes a general, the gencral who
becomes a statesman, the statesman who becomes a banker, see
much more than ordinary men in their ordinary environments,
still the perspectives of even such men often remain tied to their
dominant locales. In their very career, however, they interchange
roles within the big three and thus readily transcend the particu-
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larity of interest in any one of these institulional milienx. By their
very carcers and activities, they lace the three types of milieux to-
gether. They are, accordingly, the core members of the power elite.

These men are ot necessarily Familiar with every major arcna of
power. We refer (o one man who moves in and bebween perhaps
two eirclos—say the industrial and the militery—and to another
man who moves in the military and the pelitical, and to a third who
moves in the political as well as among opinivn-makers. These in-
between Ltypes most closely display our image of the power elite’s
structure and operation, even of behind-the-scenes operations. To
the exlent that there is any ‘visible clite, these advisory and liai-
son types are its core. Iiven if—as I believe to be very likely- anany
of them are, at least in the first part of their careers, mﬁc:?x of the
various eliles rather than themselves elite, it is they who are most
active in organizing the several top milicux into a structure of
power and maintaining it.

The ianer core of the power elite also includes men of the higher
legal and financial type from the great law factories and invest-
ment firms, who are alinost professional go-betweens of economic,
political and military affairs, and who thus act to unify the power
aelite. The corporation lmwyer and the investinent banker perform
the funclions of the ‘zo-between’ effectively and powerfully. By the
nature ol their work, they transcend the narrower milieu of any
one industry, and accordingly are in a position to speak and act for
the corporate warld or at least sizable sectors of it. The corporation
lawyer is a key link between the economic aud military and politi-
cal areas; the investment banker is a key organizer and unilier of
the corporate workl and a person welt versed in spending the huge
amounts of money the American military estallishment now
ponders. When vou get a lawyer who handles the legal work of in-
vestment bankers you get a key member of the power elite.

During the Democratic era, one link hetween private corporate
organizations and govermnental institutions was the investiment
house of Dillon, Read. From it came such men as James Forrostal
and Charles T". Detinar, Jv; Ferdinand Eberstadt had once been a
partner in it before he branched out into his own investment house
from which came other men to political and military circles. Re-
publican administrations scem to favor the investment firm of
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Kuhn, Loeb and the advertising firm of Batten, Barton. Durstine
amd (sborn.

Begardiess of administrations, there is always the law firm of
Sullivan and Cromwell. Mid-West investment banker Cyrus Raton
has said that ‘Arthar TI. Pean, a senior pariner ol Sullivan &
Cromwell of No, 48 Wall Strect, was one of those who assisled
in the drafting of the Securities Act of 1933, the first of the series
of bilis passed to regulate the capital markets. He wud his finn,
which is reputed to be the | argest in the Uniled Slates, have main-.
tained close relalions with the SEC since jts creation, and theirs
is the dominating influence on the Commission."?

There is also the third largest bank in the United States: the
Chase National Bank of New York {now Chase-Manhattan ). Re-
gardless of political administeation, executives of this bank and
those of the International Bank of Reconstruction and Develop-
ment have chanyged positions: John J. deCloy, who beeame Chair-
man of the Chase National in 1953, is a ?_:.:2 president of the
T World Bank; and his successor to the presidency of the World

Bank was a former senior vice-president of the Chase Nalional
Bank.™ And in 1933, the president of the Chase National Bank,
Winthrop W. Aldrich, had Teft to become Ambassador to Great
Britain.

The ontermost fringes of the power elite—which change more
than ils core—consist of ‘those who connt’ cven thouygh they may
not be ‘in’ on given decisions of consequence nor in their carcer
move between the hierarchies. Each member of Lhe perwer elite
need not be a man who personally decides every decision that is to
be ascribed to the power elite. Each member, in the decisions
that he does make, takes the others seriously into account. They
not enly make decisions in the several major areas of war and
peace; ﬂr«.% are the men who, in decisions in which they take no
direct part, are taken into deeisive account by those who are di-
rectly in charge.

On the {ringes and below them, somewhat to the side of the
lower echelons, the power eolite fades ol inlo the middle fevels of
power, into the rank and file of the Congress, the pressure groups
that are not vested in the power elite jtself, as well as a roultiplic-
ity of regional and state and local interests. 1f all the men on the
middle levels are not amoung those who count, they sometimes
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must be taken into accommt. handled, eajoled, hroken or raised to
higher cireles.

When the poveer elite: find that in order 1o get things done they
must reach helow their own realms —as is Lhe ease when it is neces-
sary to get bills passed throvgh Congress—-they themselves must
exert some pressure. But among the power elite, the name for
such high-tevel lobbying is liaison work” There are liaison” mili-
tary men with Congress, wilh certain wayward sections of indns-
:.ur with ?.mc:n::un every m_:m.:;,::: clement not H_:anﬂ_% ocon-
cerned with the pever elite, The twomnen on the While Flouse stadf
who are named ‘Tiaison’ men are both experieneed in military
matters; one of them is a former investment banker and lawyer
as well as a general,

Not e trade associations hut the higher cliques of Tawyers and
investinent bankers nre the active 33_:._.3_ heads of the corporate
rich and the members of the power elite. "While it is genoraily
asstuned that the national associations earry trememlons :A;m_;
in formulating public opinion and directing the course of national
HE__ cy, there is some evidence to indicate that interaction between
associations on a formal level is not a very tivht-knit allair. The
mozmam_ r..::::o% willin associations scerns to be to stimulate ac-
tivitios around the specilic interests of the arganization, and more
eflort is made to educate its members vather than to spend mmch
timae in lrying to tnflueniee other associntions on the {ssue at hand
- - - As media for stating and re-staling the over-all value stroe-
ture of the nation they (the trade associations) are important
But when issves are firmly drawn, individuals related to the Iarger
corporite interests are ealled upon te exerl pressure in the proper
plrces at the strategic time The palional associations may act as
media for n.:-a:.&_:m::m sneh pressures, but o greal volume of
intereomimuonication belween members al the apex of poswer of the
Famﬁ. curporate inter cin seems to be the decisive factor in final
policy

Conventional

determination.”
._ﬁ.u_u_&...:..m.. carricdd on by trade associations, stil
exists, althongh it usually coucerns the middle levels of power—
usually being targeted at Congress and, ol course, its own rank
and file members. The important function of the National As-
sociation of Manufacturers, for example, is less directly {o influence

policy than to reveal to small businessmen that their interests are
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the same as those of larger businesses. But there is also high-
Jevel lobbying” All aver the coundry the corporate leaders are
dravwn into ::, circle of the high ﬁ:_:“:< and political through
personal friendship, trade and _u_:?;&:: Jd associations and their
various suhcommittees, prestige chibs, open politicat afliliation,
and customer relationships, "There is . . . an awarcuess among
these power leaders,” one first-hand invest igalor of such exeentive
cliques has asserted, "of many of the current major policy issues
hefore the nation such as keeping taxes down, lurning all produc-
tive operations over to Private ign
trade, keeping governmental welfare and other domestie activities
to a minimum, and strengthening and maintaining the hiold of the
current party in power nationally 1%

enkbor _J.:rﬂ_n ine uﬁ,u.ﬁ:m _u_.”__

There ave, in fact, cliques of corporate execulives who are more
important as infornml opinion leaders in the top echelons of COTpo-
rate, military, and political power than as actunl participas in
E::uﬁf and political organizations, Insicde military cireles and
instde politica] cireles and ‘an the sidelines” in the coonomic area
these oircl

>

and c_:__:.,.m of corporation executives are in on most
all major decisions regardiess of topie. And what js important
about all this _:"ﬂ:-_:ﬂc.ﬁ loblying is thal it is downe within the con-
fines of that elite.

6

The eomception of the power elite and of its unity rests upomn
the corresponding developments and the eroincidence of interests
among econoiie, _.:.L:.:...MF and ::_5:..«_. argamizations. It also
resis vpon the similarity of origin and oatlook, and the social and
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which contains, we are told, sotne of ‘the greatest organizers in the
world--has alse planned and Das plotied. The vise of the elite, as
we have alveady made clear, i andd could nel have heen
caused by a plot; and the te nability ol the conceplion does not
rest upon the existence of any secret or any publicly knovwn or gani-
zation. But, once the conjinetion of stractural trend and of the
personal will o utilize it gave rise to the power clite, then plans
and programs did occor 1o its members and indeed it is not pos-
sible to inter pretanany rvents and official policies of the ffth epoch
withmit reference to the powwer elite, “There is o great difference,”
Richard Tinlstadter hins remarker!, ‘hetween loeating: consphracies
i history and s

wits nel

saying that history s ineffect. a conspiraey 10

The structural trends of institntions hecome defined as oppor-
tunitics by those who aee mpy their conmand posts. Qoee sich op-
portunitics are H.a..ﬁ,.E...“_:NA..i. men may avail thomselves of them,
Certain types of men from each of the dominant institutional arey
more far-sighted than others, have netivel promoted the laison
before it tonk ils | uly modern shape. They have often done sa for
reasans ot shared E their partners, although not ebjected to Dy
them cither; and often the outeome of their Tliaisom has had con-
sequences which none of them [oresaw, mneh less shaped, and
which only laler in the conrse of deve Topment eame under explicit

T

conkrol. C___u_ altev il wns well under way (Hel most of itz members
find themselves part of it and become 3 iddened, although some-
times also worried, by this fact, Bt omee the co-ondination is a
Eoing concern, new men come readily

cnce without gquestion.

inley i andd assome ifs exist-

2 So far as cxplicit evganizalion--conspiratorial or ned g con-
personal inteomingling of the top eircles fiom cach of these domi- . 5 cemned, the power elite, by its vory nature, is more fikelv to nse
nant hievarchies. This conjunction of institntional and psyehologi- o existing organizations, working within and hetween ther, than
cal forces, in furn. s revealed by the heavy personnel traflic within 3 to set up .;._:_.;.,: organizations whose membership s strictly
and botween the big threc institutional ovders, as well as by the imited 10 its osen miembers, Bat i theve is no :::..__3.33.., in exist-
rise of go-hetweens as in the highJevel lohbying, The conceplion i ence to ensure, for example, that mifitary and _4.3_:?_.;_ factors
of the power efite, accordingly, does not rest upon the assumption s will be balaneed in decisions made, thev will insent soel mnehine
that American history since the origing of World War 15 must be AR ery and nse it, as with the National ,nh..e_t:._:., Clonmeil. Moreover, in
understood as a seerel plot, or as a great and co-ordinated con- - n formally democratic polity, the aims and the povers of the
spiracy of the members of this elite. The coneaption rests npon ; various elements of this clite are further snpported by an aspect

_..H::W mﬂ_.—...ﬁ.u.,ni:x_ grm INTALR

There is, however, littls doubt that the Ametican power elite—

of the pernanent war ceonomy: the assimmption that the « spernrity
of the nation supposedly r

sEs upon preat secrecy of plan and in-
} B ) ]
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tent. Many higher events that would reveal the working of the
power elite can be withbeld from publie knowledge under the
guise of secrecy. With the wide secrecy covering their operations
and decisions, the power elite can mask their intentions, upera-
tons, and lurther consolidation. Any secrecy that is imposed upon
those in positions to observe high decision-makers clearly works
for and not against the operations of the power elite..

There is mﬁac:r:_.r? reason to suspeet—but by the natare of the
case, no proof—that the power clite is not altogether ‘surfacerd’
There is nothing hidden about i, although its sctivities are not
publicized. As an elile, it is nal Qma_:,:i althongh its members
often know one ::c::ﬂ seem (uile naturally to work together,
and share many organizations in common. ‘There is nothing con-
spiratorial about i, although its decisions are often publicly un-
known and its mode of operation manipulative ruther than ex-
plicit,

It is not that the clite ‘believe in” a compact clite behind the
scenes and a mass down below. bt is not put in that language. Tt is
just that the people are of necessity confused and must, tike {rust-
ing children, place all the new sworld of foreign policy and
strategy and executive action in the hands of experls. Ttis just that
cveryone knows somebody has got to run the show, and that. some-.
Others do nol really care unyway, and besides,
nrﬁ; do not know how. So the gap between the two types gels
wider.

When crises are defined as total, and as seemingly permanent,
the consequences of decision hecome total, and the decisions in
each major area of life come to he integr .imi and total. Up to a
point, these couseruences Lor other institutional orders can be as-
sessed beyond such points, chances hiave to be taken. 1t is then that
the felt scurcity of trained and imaginative judygment leads to plain-
tive feelings amuny execntives ubout the shortage of qualified sne-
cessors in political, wilitary, and cconomie life. This feeling, in
turn, leads to an increasing concern with the training of snccessors
who could take over as alder men of power retive.’” In each area,
there slowly arises a new generation which has grown up in an age
of co-ordinated decisions.

In each of the elile circles, we have noticed this concern to
recruit and to train successors as ‘hroad-gauge’ men, that is, as men
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capable of making decisions that involve institutional areas other
than their own. The chief excenlives have set up formal recruit-
ment and training pragrams to man the corporate world as virta.
m:% a state within a state. Becruitment and truining for the mili-
tary elite has Hz:m been rigidly professionalized, but has now come
to include educational routines of a sort which the remnants of
older generals unck admirals consider guite nonseusical,

Only the political order, with its absence of a genuine civil
service, has _‘_QT,. ] behind, eres ting an administr:tive vacoum indo
which military burcancrats and corporate ontsiders huve been
drawn. But even o this domain, sinee World War 1, there have
been repeated altempts, by elite men of such vision as the late
James Forrestal’s, to inangurale a career service that woukd in-
elude periods in the corporale world as well as in the govern-
mental

Whal is lac r:_r is a truly common ofite program ol recruitment
and training; for the prep school, Tvy Teague College, and law
school sequence of the metropolitan 408 is not up to the demands
now made upon members of the power elite.”!® Britishers, such as
Field Marshall Visconnt Montgomery, well aware of this lack,
rece ly wrged the adoption of a system “under swhich a ininority
of high-caliber young students could be separated from the medi-
vere and given the best education possible to supply the comntry
with leadership.” Flis proposnlis eclioed, in varfous forms, by many
who aceept his erilicisnt of “the American theory of public eduea-
tion an the gronnd that it is ilk-suited to produce the “elite” Hroup
of leaders . .. this country needs to [ullifl its obligations of
world leadership.*

In part these demands reflect the unstated :no& to transcend
recrnitment on the sole basis of economic suceess, especially since
it iy suspect as often involving the higher :::::«:;wh in part it
reflects the stated nead (o have men swho, as Visconnt b [on{gomery
says, know ‘the meaning of diseipline” But abe
mands reflect tie at least s on the pact of the
power clite themselves that the age of co-ordinated decisions, en-

all these de-
FAgue Conseionsnc

tailing a nowly encnmous range of consequences, requires a power
elite that is of a new caliber. In so far as the sweep of matters
which go into the making of decisions is vast and interrelated, the

* See above, rnner: Metropolitan 400
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information needed for judgments complex and requiring par- But how about the bottom? As all these trends have bécome j
ticnlarized knowledge ! the men in charge will not ouly call upon visible at the top and ou the middle, what has been happening to _
one another; they will try to train their successors for the work at the great American public? If the top is unprecedentedly powexful _.
hand. These new men will grow up as men of power within the and increasingly unified and willful; if the middle zones are in- M
co-ordination of economic and political and military decision. creasingly a semi-organized stalemate—in what shape is the bot-

tom, in what condilion is the public at large? The rise of the power
7 elite, we shall now see, rests upon, and in sume ways is part of, the

The idea of the power elite rests upon and enables us to make transformation of the publics of America inlo a mass society.

sense of (1)} the decisive institutional trends that characterize the
structure of our epoch, in particular, the military ascendaney in a
privately incorporated economy, and more broadly, the several
coincidences of objeclive interests belween economic, military,
and political jnstitutions; {2) the social similarities and the psycho-
logical affinities of the men who occupy the command posts of
these structures, in particular the increased interchangeability of
the top positions in each of them and the increased traffic between
" “these orders in the carcers of men of power; (3) the ramifications,
to the point of virtual totality, of the kind of decisions that are
made at the top, and the rise to power of a set of men who, by
: training and bent, are professional organizers of considerable force A
and who are unrestrained by democratic party training.
Negatively, the formation of the power elite rests upon (1) the
relegation of the professional party politician to the middle levels
of power, (2) the scmi-organized stalemate of the interests of
sovereign localities into which the legislative function has fallen,
(3) the virtually complete absence of a civil service that consti-
tutes a politically nentral, but politically relevant, depository of
brainpower and executive skill, and (4) the increased official
secrecy behind which great decisions are made without benefit
of public or even Coungressional debate.
As a result, the political directorate, the corporate rich, and the .
ascendant military have come to gether as the power elite, and the
expanded and centralized hierarchies which they head have en-
. croached upon the old balances and have now relegated them to
the middle levels of power. Now the balancing society is a con--
ception that pertains accurately to the middle levels, and on that
level the balance has become more often an alfair of intrenched
provincial and nationally irresponsible forces and demands than
a center of power and national decision.




