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We study history, it has been said, to rid ourselves of it, and the history of the 

power elite is a clear case for which this maxim is correct. Like the tempo of 

American life in general, the long term trends of the power structure have been 

greatly speeded up since World War II, and certain newer trends within and 

between the dominant institutions have also set the shape of the power elite and 

given historically specific meaning to its fifth epoch:  

I. In so far as the structural clue to the power elite today lies in the political order, 

that clue is the decline of politics as genuine and public debate of alternative 

decisions — with nationally responsible and policy-coherent parties and with 

autonomous organizations connecting the lower and middle levels of power with 

the top levels of decision. America is now in considerable part more a formal 

political democracy than a democratic social structure, and even the formal 

political mechanics are weak. 

The long-time tendency of business and government to become more 

intricately and deeply involved with each either has, in the fifth epoch, reached a 

new point of explicitness. The two cannot now be seen clearly as two distinct 

worlds. It is in terms of the executive agencies of the state that the rapprochement 

has proceeded most decisively. The growth of the executive branch of the 

government, with its agencies that patrol the complex economy, does not mean 

merely the ‘enlargement of government’ as some sort of autonomous 

bureaucracy: it has meant the ascendancy of the corporation’s man as a political 

eminence. 
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During the New Deal the corporate chieftains joined the political directorate; as 

of World War II they have come to dominate it. Long interlocked with 

government, now they have moved into quite full direction of the economy of the 

war effort and of the postwar era. This shift of the corporation executives into the 

political directorate has accelerated the long-term relegation of the professional 

politicians in the Congress to the middle levels of power. 

II. In so far as the structural clue to the power elite today lies in the enlarged and 

military state, that clue becomes evident in the military ascendancy. The warlords 

have gained decisive Political relevance, and the military structure of America is 

now in considerable part a political structure. The seemingly permanent military 

threat places a premium on the military and upon their control of men, materiel, 

money, and power; virtually all political and economic actions are now judged in 

terms of military definitions of reality: the higher warlords have ascended to a 

firm position within the power elite of the fifth epoch. 

In part at least this has resulted from one simple historical fact, pivotal for the 

years since 1939: the focus of elite attention has been shifted from domestic 

problems, centered in the ‘thirties around slump, to international problems, 

centered in the ‘forties and ‘fifties around war. Since the governing apparatus of 

the United States has by long historic usage been adapted to and shaped by 

domestic clash and balance, it has not, from any angle, had suitable agencies and 

traditions for the handling of international problems. Such formal democratic 

mechanics as had arisen in the century and a half of national development prior to 

1941, had not been extended to the American handling of international affairs. It 

is, in considerable part, in this vacuum that the power elite has grown. 

III. In so far as the structural clue to the power elite today lies in the economic 

order, that clue is the fact that the economy is at once a permanent-war economy 

and a private-corporation economy. American capitalism is now in considerable 

part a military capitalism, and the most important relation of the big corporation 

to the state rests on the coincidence of interests between military and corporate 



needs, as defined by warlords and corporate rich. Within the elite as a whole, this 

coincidence of interest between the high military and the corporate chieftains 

strengthens both of them and further subordinates the role of the merely political 

men. Not politicians, but corporate executives, sit with the military and plan the 

organization of war effort. 

The shape and meaning of the power elite today can be understood only when 

these three sets of structural trends are seen at their point of coincidence: the 

military capitalism of private corporations exists in a weakened and formal 

democratic system containing a military order already quite political in outlook 

and demeanor. Accordingly, at the top of this structure, the power elite has been 

shaped by the coincidence of interest between those who control the major means 

of production and those who control the newly enlarged means of violence; from 

the decline of the professional politician and the rise to explicit political 

command of the corporate chieftains and the professional warlords; from the 

absence of any genuine civil service of skill and integrity, independent of vested 

interests. 

The power elite is composed of political, economic, and military men, but this 

instituted elite is frequently in some tension: it comes together only on certain 

coinciding points and only on certain occasions of ‘crisis.’ In the long peace of 

the nineteenth century, the military were not in the high councils of state, not of 

the political directorate, and neither were the economic men — they made raids 

upon the state but they did not join its directorate. During the ‘thirties, the 

political man was ascendant. Now the military and the corporate 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 intrenched in the more public decision-making 

circles. It is the professional politician that has lost the most, so much that in 

examining the events and decisions, one is tempted to speak of a political vacuum 



in which the corporate rich and the high warlord, in their 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 ‘political men’ thinking they can borrow the 

prestige of generals, find that they must pay for it, or, as when during big slumps, 

economic men feel the need of a politician at once safe and possessing vote 

appeal. Today 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 elite, define them. Just now, these tasks center upon ‘defense’ and 

international affairs. Accordingly, as we have seen, the military are ascendant in 

two senses: as personnel and as justifying ideology. That is why, just now, we can 

most easily specify the unity and the shape of the power elite in terms of the 

military ascendancy. 

But we must always be historically specific and open to complexities. The 

simple Marxian view makes the big economic 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. Each of 

these is an oversimplified view. It is to avoid them that we use the term ,power 

elite, rather than, for example, ‘ruling class.’ 

[‘Ruling class’ is a badly loaded phrase. ‘Class’ is an economic term; ‘rule’ a 

political one. The phrase, ‘ruling class,’ thus contains the theory that an economic 

class rules politically. That short-cut theory may or may not at times be true, but 

we do not want to carry that one rather simple theory about in the terms that we 

use to define our problems; we wish to state the theories explicitly, using terms of 

more precise and unilateral meaning. Specifically, the phrase ‘ruling class,’ in its 

common political connotations, does not allow enough 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 economic men unilaterally make all decisions of national consequence. We 

hold that such a simple view of ‘economic determinism’ must be elaborated by 

‘political determinism’ and ‘military determinism'; that the higher agents of each 

of these three domains now often have a noticeable degree of autonomy; and that 

only in the often intricate ways of coalition do they make up and carry through 

the most important decisions. Those are the major reasons we prefer ‘power elite’ 

to ‘ruling class’ as a characterizing phrase for the higher circles when we consider 

them in terms of power.] 

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

provide any. But what is called the ‘Washington military clique’ 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 coalition of generals in the roles of 

corporation executives, of politicians masquerading as admirals, of corporation 

executives acting like politicians, of civil servants who become majors, of vice-

admirals who are also the assistants to a cabinet 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 adequate. The power elite 

today involves the often uneasy coincidence of economic, military, and political 

power. 
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Even if our understanding were limited to these structural trends, we should 

have grounds for believing the power elite a useful, indeed indispensable, concept 

for the interpretation of what is going on at the topside of modem American 

society. But we are not, of course, so limited: our conception of the power elite do 



not need to rest only upon the 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 upon the similarity of its personnel, and 

their personal and official relations with one another, 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 facts of origin, 

career, and style of life of each of the types of circle whose members compose the 

power elite. 

The power elite is not an aristocracy, which is to say that it is not a political 

ruling group based upon a nobility of hereditary origin. It has no compact basis in 

a small circle of great families whose members can and do consistently occupy 

the top positions in the several higher circles which overlap as the power elite. 

But such nobility is only one possible basis of common origin. That it does not 

exist for the American elite does not mean that members of this elite derive 

socially from the full range of strata composing American society. They derive in 

substantial proportions from the upper classes, both new and old, of local society 

and the metropolitan 400. The bulk of the very rich, the corporate executives, 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, overwhelmingly from the East. They are mainly 

Protestants, 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 connections with the upper classes. The generally similar origins of 

the members of the power elite are underlined and carried further by the fact of 

their increasingly common educational routine. Overwhelmingly college 

graduates substantial proportions have attended Ivy League colleges, although the 

education of the higher military, of course, differs from that of other members of 

the power elite. 



But what do these apparently simple facts about the social composition of the 

higher circles really mean? In particular, what do they mean for any attempt to 

understand the degree of unity, and the direction of policy and interest that may 

prevail among these several circles? Perhaps it is best to put this question in a 

deceptively 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. But this is recognized as something 

of an abstraction, as a rhetorical formula by which all men of power in almost all 

systems of government nowadays justify their power of decision. M times it may 

be true, both in the sense of their motives and in the sense of who benefits from 

their decisions. Yet it would not be wise 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 necessarily ‘representative’ of 

the top levels only. And if they were, as social types, representative of a cross-

section of the population, that would not mean that a balanced democracy of 

interest and power would automatically be the going political fact. 

We cannot infer the direction of policy merely 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 high places may be ideological 

representatives of the poor and humble. (2) Men of humble origin, brightly self-

made, may energetically serve the most vested and inherited interests. Moreover 

(3), not all men who effectively represent the interests of a stratum need in any 

way belong to it or personally benefit by policies that further its interests. Among 

the politicians, in short, there are sympathetic agents of given groups, 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 

careers of the power elite do not enable us to infer the class interests and policy 

directions of a modem system of power. 

Do the high social origin and careers of the fop men mean nothing, then, about 

the distribution of power? By no means. They simply remind us 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 

understanding. They simply mean that we must analyze the political psychology 

and the actual decisions of the political directorate as well as its social 

composition. And they mean, above all, that we should control, as we have done 

here, any inference we make from the origin and careers of the political actors by 

close understanding of the institutional landscape in which they act out their 

drama. Otherwise we should be guilty of a rather simple-minded biographical 

theory of society 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 cannot rest the notion solely upon the 

facts of the origin and career of its personnel. We need both, and we have both — 

as well as other bases, among them that of the status intermingling. 

But it is not only the similarities of social origin, religious affiliation, nativity, 

and education that are important to the psychological and social affinities of the 

members of the power elite. Even if their recruitment and formal training were 

more heterogeneous than they are, these men would still be of quite homogeneous 

social type. For the most important set of facts about a circle of men is the criteria 

of admission, of praise, of honor, of promotion that prevails among them; if these 

are similar within a circle, then they will tend as personalities to become similar. 

he circles that compose the power elite do tend to have such codes and criteria in 

common. The co-optation of the social types to which these common values lead 



is often 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 successful 

— not between each and every member of the circles of the high and mighty, but 

between enough of them to insure a certain unity. On the slight side, it is a sort of 

tacit, mutual admiration; in the strongest tie-ins, it proceeds by intermarriage. 

And there are all grades and types of connection between these extremes. Some 

overlaps certainly occur by means of cliques and clubs, churches and schools. 

If social origin and formal education in common tend to make the members of 

the power elite more readily understood and trusted by one another, their 

continued association further cements 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 one another on the golf course, in the 

gentleman’s clubs, at resorts, on transcontinental airplanes, and on ocean liners. 

They meet at the estates of mutual friends, face each other in front of the TV 

camera, or serve on the same philanthropic committee; and many are sure to cross 

one another’s path in the columns of newspapers, if not in the exact cafes from 

which many of these columns originate. As we have seen, of ‘The New 400’ of 

café society, one chronicler has named forty-one members of the very rich, 

ninety-three political leaders, and seventy-nine chief executives of corporations. 

‘I did not know, I could not have dreamed,’ Whittaker Chambers has written, 

‘of the immense scope and power of Hiss’ political alliances and his social 

connections, which cut across all party lines and ran from the Supreme Court to 

the Religious Society of Friends, from governors of states and instructors in 

college faculties to the staff members of liberal magazines. In the decade since I 

had last seen him’ he had used his career, and, in particular, his identification 

with the cause of peace through his part in organizing the United Nations, to put 

down roots that made him one with the matted forest floor of American upper 



class, enlightened middle class, liberal and official life. His roots could not be 

disturbed without disturbing all the roots on all sides of him.’ [8]  

The sphere of status has reflected the epochs of the power elite. In the third 

epoch, for example, who could compete with ‘big money'? And in the fourth, 

with big politicians, or even the bright young men of the New Deal? And in the 

fifth, who can compete with the generals and the admirals and the corporate 

officials now so sympathetically portrayed on the stage, in the novel, and on the 

screen? Can one imagine Executive Suite as a successful motion picture in 1935? 

Or The Caine Mutiny? 

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: usually, high-prestige church, business associations, plus high-prestige 

clubs, and often plus military rank. In the course of their lifetimes, the university 

president, the New York Stock Exchange chairman, the head of the bank, the old 

West Pointer — mingle in the status sphere, within which they easily renew old 

friendships and draw upon them in an effort to understand through the experience 

of trusted others those contexts of power and decision in which they have not 

personally moved. 

In these diverse contexts, prestige accumulates in each of the higher circles, 

and the members of each borrow status from one another. Their self-images are 

fed by these accumulations and these borrowings, and accordingly, however 

segmental a given man’s role may seem, he comes to feel himself a ‘diffuse’ or 

‘generalized’ man of the higher circles. a ‘broad-gauge’ man. Perhaps such inside 

experience is one feature of what is meant by ‘judgment.’  

The key organizations, perhaps, are the major corporations themselves, for on 

the boards of directors we find a heavy overlapping among the members of these 

several elites. On the lighter side, again in the summer and winter resorts, we find 



that, in an intricate series of overlapping circles; in the course of time, each meets 

each or knows somebody who knows somebody who knows that one. 

The higher members of the military, economic, and political orders are able 

readily to take over one another’s point of view, always in a sympathetic way, 

and often in a knowledgeable way as well. They define one another as among 

those who count, and who, accordingly, must be taken into account. Each of them 

as a member of the power elite comes to incorporate into his own integrity, his 

own honor, his own conscience, the viewpoint, the expectations, the values of the 

others. If there are n o common ideals and standards among them that are based 

upon an explicitly aristocratic culture, that does not mean that they do not feel 

responsibility to one another. 

All the structural coincidence of their interests as well as the intricate, 

psychological facts of their origins and their education, their careers and their 

associations make possible the psychological affinities that prevail among them, 

affinities that make it possible 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 America is there as great a ‘class consciousness’ as 

among the elite; nowhere is it organized as effectively as among the power elite. 

For by class consciousness, as a psychological fact, one means that the individual 

member of a ‘class’ accepts only those accepted by his circle as among those who 

are significant to his own image of self. 

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 even between Republicans and 

Democrats, to make for different methods of operation. But more powerful than 

these divisions are the internal discipline and the community of interests that bind 

the power elite together, even across the boundaries of nations at war.[9]  

 


