From The Power Elite 75

I2

C. WRIGHT MILLS

From The Power Elite

C. Wright Mills’s book The Power Elite stands as a classic in political
science. In it he offers one answer to the question “Who rules America?”
A three-part elite rules, he believes, composed of corporate, political, and
military leaders. These sectors of American life are connected, creating an
“interlocking” power structure with highly centralized decision-making. Mills
considers a conspiracy theory to account for the power elite’s control, but
rejects it for something much more frightening. Average Americans are like
“trusting children” who rely on the power elite to run things smoothly and
well. Today, approaching a new century, not quite forty years after Mills
wrote, his ideas seem a bit ultra-dramatic and overstated. Still, Mills offers
a warning about power in America that is timeless, one that many people
believe is true.

'THE POWERS of ordinary men are circumscribed by the every-
day worlds in which they live, yet even in these rounds of job, family,
and neighborhood they often seem driven by forces they can neither
understand nor govern. “Great changes” are beyond their control, but
affect their conduct and outlook none the less. The very framework of
modern society confines them to projects not their own, but from every
side, such changes now press upon the men and women of the mass
society, who accordingly feel that they are without purpose in an epoch
in which they are without power.

But not all men are in this sense ordinary. As the means of information
and of power are centralized, some men come to occupy positions in
American society from which they can look down upon, so to speak,
and by their decisions mightily affect, the everyday worlds of ordinary
men and women. They are not made by their jobs; they set up and break
down jobs for thousands of others; they are not confined by simple family
responsibilities; they can escape. They may live in many hotels and houses,
but they are bound by no one community. They need not merely “meet
the demands of the day and hour”; in some part, they create these demands,
and cause others to meet them. Whether or not they profess their power,
their technical and political experience of it far transcends that of the
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76 C. WRIGHT MILLS

underlying population. What Jacob Burckhardt said of “great men,” most
Americans might well say of their elite: “They are all that we are not.”’

The power elite is composed of men whose positions enable them to
transcend the ordinary environments of ordinary men and women; they
are in positions to make decisions having major consequences. Whether
they do or do not make such decisions is less important than the fact that
they do occupy such pivotal positions: their failure to act, their failure to
make decisions, is itself an act that is often of greater consequence than
the decisions they do make. For they are in command of the major
hierarchies and organizations of modern society. They rule the big corpo-
rations. They run the machinery of the state and claim its prerogatives.
They direct the military establishment. They occupy the strategic com-
mand posts of the social structure, in which are now centered the effective
means of the power and the wealth and the celebrity which they enjoy.

The power elite are not solitary rulers. Advisers and consultants,
spokesmen and opinion-makers are often the captains of their higher
thought and decision. Immediately below the elite are the professional
politicians of the middle levels of power, in the Congress and in the
pressure groups, as well as among the new and old upper classes of town
and city and region. Mingling with them, in curious ways which we shall
explore, are those professional celebrities who live by being continually
displayed but are never, so long as they remain celebrities, displayed
enough. If such celebrities are not at the head of any dominating hierarchy,
they do often have the power to distract the attention of the public or
afford sensations to the masses, or, more directly, to gain the ear of those
who do occupy positions of direct power. More or less unattached, as
critics of morality and technicians of power, as spokesmen of God and
creators of mass sensibility, such celebrities and consultants are part of the
immediate scene in which the drama of the elite is enacted. But that
drama itself is centered in the command posts of the major institutional
hierarchies.

The truth about the nature and the power of the elite is not some
secret which men of affairs know but will not tell. Such men hold quite
various theories about their own roles in the sequence of event and
decision. Often they are uncertain about their roles, and even more often
they allow their fears and their hopes to affect their assessment of their
own power. No matter how great their actual power, they tend to be less
acutely aware of it than of the resistances of others to its use. Moreover,
most American men of affairs have learned well the rhetoric of public
relations, in some cases even to the point of using it when they are alone,
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and thus coming to believe it. The personal awareness of the actors is
only one of the several sources one must examine in order to understand
the higher circles. Yet many who believe that there is no elite, or at any
rate none of any consequence, rest their argument upon what men of
affairs believe about themselves, or at least assert in public.

There is, however, another view: those who feel, even if vaguely, that
a compact and powerful elite of great importance does now prevail in
America often base that feeling upon the historical trend of our time.
They have felt, for example, the domination of the military event, and
from this they infer that generals and admirals, as well as other men of
decision influenced by them, must be enormously powerful. They hear
that the Congress has again abdicated to a handful of men decisions clearly
related to the issue of war or peace. They know that the bomb was
dropped over Japan in the name of the United States of America, although
they were at no time consulted about the matter. They feel that they live
in a time of big decisions; they know that they are not making any.
Accordingly, as they consider the present as history, they infer that at its
center, making decisions or failing to make them, there must be an elite
of power. :

On the one hand, those who share this feeling about big historical
events assume that there is an elite and that its power is great. On the
other hand, those who listen carefully to the reports of men apparently
involved in the great decisions often do not believe that there is an elite
whose powers are of decisive consequence.

Both views must be taken into account, but neither is adequate. The
way to understand the power of the American elite lies neither solely in
recognizing the historic scale of events nor in accepting the - personal
awareness reported by men of apparent decision. Behind such men and
behind the events of history, linking the two, are the major institutions
of modern society. These hierarchies of state and corporation and army
constitute the means of power; as such they are now of a consequence
not before equaled in human history—and at their summits, there are
now those command posts of modern society which offer us the sociologi-
cal key to an understanding of the role of the higher circles in America.

Within American society, major national power now resides in the
economic, the political, and the military domains. Other institutions seem
off to the side of modern history, and, on occasion, duly subordinated to
these. No family is as directly powerful in national affairs as any major
corporation; no church is as directly powerful in the external biographies
of young men in America today as the military establishment; no college
is as powerful in the shaping of momentous events as the National Security
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Council. Religious, educational, and family institutions are not autono-
mous centers of national power; on the contrary, these decentralized areas
are increasingly shaped by the big three, in which developments of decisive
and immediate consequence now occur.

Families and churches and schools adapt to modern life; governments
and armies and corporations shape it; and, as they do so, they turn these
lesser institutions into means for their ends. Religious institutions provide
chaplains to the armed forces where they are used as a means of increasing
the effectiveness of its morale to kill. Schools select and train men for
their jobs in corporations and their specialized tasks in the armed forces.
The extended family has, of course, long been broken up by the industrial
revolution, and now the son and the father are removed from the family,
by compulsion if need be, whenever the army of the state sends out the
call. And the symbols of all these lesser institutions are used to legitimate
the power and the decisions of the big three.

The life-fate of the modern individual depends not only upon the
family into which he was born or which he enters by marriage, but
increasingly upon the corporation in which he spends the most alert
hours of his best years; not only upon the school where he is educated
as a child and adolescent, but also upon the state which touches him
throughout his life; not only upon the church in which on occasion he
hears the word of God, but also upon the army in which he is disciplined.

If the centralized state could not rely upon the inculcation of nationalist
loyalties in public and private schools, its leaders would promptly seek to
modify the decentralized educational system. If the bankruptcy rate among
the top five hundred corporations were as high as the general divorce rate
among the thirty-seven million married couples, there would be economic
catastrophe on an international scale. If members of armies gave to them
no more of their lives than do believers to the churches to which they
belong, there would be a military crisis.

Within each of the big three, the typical institutional unit has become
enlarged, has become administrative, and, in the power of its decisions,
has become centralized. Behind these developments there is a fabulous
technology, for as institutions, they have incorporated this technology and
guide it, even as it shapes and paces their developments.

The economy—once a great scatter of small productive units in auton-
omous balance—has become dominated by two or three hundred giant
corporations, administratively and politically interrelated, which together
hold the keys to economic decisions.

The political order, once a decentralized set of several dozen states
with a weak spinal cord, has become a centralized, executive establishment
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which has taken up into itself many powers previously scattered, and now
enters into each and every crany of the social structure.

The military order, once a slim establishment in a context of distrust
fed by state militia, has become the largest and most expensive feature of
government, and, although well versed in smiling public relations, now
has all the grim and clumsy efficiency of a sprawling bureaucratic domain.

In each of these institutional areas, the means of power at the disposal
of decision makers have increased enormously; their central executive
powers have been enhanced; within each of them modern administrative
routines have been elaborated and tightened up.

As each of these domains becomes enlarged and centralized, the conse-
quences of its activities become greater, and its traffic with the others

increases. The decisions of a handful of corporations bear upon military

and political as well as upon economic developments around the world.
The decisions of the military establishment rest upon and grievously affect
political life as well as the very level of economic activity. The decisions
made within the political domain determine economic activities and
military programs. There is no longer, on the one hand, an economy,
and, on the other hand, a political order containing a military establishment
unimportant to politics and to money-making. There is a political econ-
omy linked, in a thousand ways, with military institutions and decisions.
On each side of the world-split running through central Europe and
around the Asiatic rimlands, there is an ever-increasing interlocking of
economic, military, and political structures. If there is government inter-
vention in the corporate economy, so is there corporate intervention in
the governmental process. In the structural sense, this triangle of power
is the source of the interlocking directorate that is most important for
the historical structure of the present.

The fact of the interlocking is clearly revealed at each of the points
of crisis of modern capitalist society—slump, war, and boom. In each,
men of decision are led to an awareness of the interdependence of the
major institutional orders. In the nineteenth century, when the scale of
all institutions was smaller, their liberal integration was achieved in the
automatic economy, by an autonomous play of market forces, and in the
automatic political domain, by the bargain and the vote. It was then
assumed that out of the imbalance and friction that followed the limited
decisions then possible a new equilibrium would in due course emerge.
That can no longer be assumed, and it is not assumed by the men at the
top of each of the three dominant hierarchies.

For given the scope of their consequences, decisions—and indeci-
sions—in any one of these ramify into the others, and hence top decisions
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tend either to become co-ordinated or to lead to a commanding indeci-
sion. It has not always been like this. When numerous small entrepreneurs
made up the economy, for example, many of them could fail and the
consequences still remain local; political and military authorities did not
intervene. But now, given political expectations and military commit-
ments, can they afford to allow key units of the private corporate economy
to break down in slump? Increasingly, they do intervene in economic
affairs, and as they do so, the controlling decisions in each order are
inspected by agents of the other two, and economic, military, and political
structures are interlocked.

At the pinnacle of each of the three enlarged and centralized domains,
there have arisen those higher circles which make up the economic, the
political, and the military elites. At the top of the economy, among the
corporate rich, there are the chief executives; at the top of the political
order, the members of the political directorate; at the top of the military
establishment, the elite of soldier-statesmen clustered in and around the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the upper echelon. As each of these domains
has coincided with the others, as decisions tend to become total in their

- consequence, the leading men in each of the three domains of power—
the warlords, the corporation chieftains, the political directorate—tend
to come together, to form the power elite of America. . . .

The conception of the power elite and of its unity rests upon the
corresponding developments and the coincidence of interests among eco-
nomic, political, and military organizations. It also rests upon the similarity
of origin and outlook, and the social and personal intermingling of the
top circles from each of these dominant hierarchies. This conjunction of
institutional and psychological forces, in turn, is revealed by the heavy
personnel traffic within and between the big three institutional orders, as
well as by the rise of go-betweens as in the high-level lobbying. The
conception of the power elite, accordingly, does not rest upon the assump-
tion that American history since the origins of World War II must be
understood as a secret plot, or as a great and co-ordinated conspiracy of
the members of this elite. The conception rests upon quite impersonal
grounds.

There is, however, little doubt that the American power elite—which
contains, we are told, some of “the greatest organizers in the world”—
has also planned and has plotted. The rise of the elite, as we have already
made clear, was not and could not have been caused by a plot; and the
tenability of the conception does not rest upon the existence of any
secret or any publicly known organization. But, once the conjunction of
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structural trend and of the personal will to utilize it gave rise to the power
elite, then plans and programs did occur to its members and indeed it is
not possible to interpret many events and official policies of the fifth
epoch without reference to the power elite. “There is a great difference,”
Richard Hofstadter has remarked, “between locating conspiracies in his-
tory and saying that history is, in effect, a conspiracy ... ”

The structural trends of institutions become defined as opportunities
by those who occupy their command posts. Once such opportunities are
recognized, men may avail themselves of them. Certain types of men
from each of the dominant institutional areas, more far-sighted than others,
have actively promoted the liaison before it took its truly modern shape.
They have often done so for reasons not shared by their partners, although
not objected to by them either; and often the outcome of their liaison
has had consequences which none of them foresaw, much less shaped,
and which only later in the course of development came under explicit
control. Only after it was well under way did most of its members find
themselves part of it and become gladdened, although sometimes also
worried, by this fact. But once the co-ordination is a going concern, new
men come readily into it and assume its existence without question.

So far as explicit organization—conspiratorial or not—is concerned,
the power elite, by its very nature, is more likely to use existing organiza-
tions, working within and between them, than to set up explicit organiza-
tions whose membership is strictly limited to its own members. But if
there is no machinery in existence to ensure, for example, that military
and political factors will be balanced in decisions made, they will invent
such machinery and use it, as with the National Security Council. More-
over, in a formally democratic polity, the aims and the powers of the
various elements of this elite are further supported by an aspect of the
permanent war economy: the assumption that the security of the nation
supposedly rests upon great secrecy of plan and intent. Many higher events
that would reveal the working of the power elite can be withheld from
public knowledge under the guise of secrecy. With the wide secrecy
covering their operations and decisions, the power elite can mask their
intentions, operations, and further consolidation. Any secrecy that is im-
posed upon those in positions to observe high decision-makers clearly
works for and not against the operations of the power elite.

There is accordingly reason to suspect—but by the nature of the case,
no proof—that the power elite is not altogether “surfaced.” There is
nothing hidden about it, although its activities are not publicized. As an
elite, it is not organized, although its members often know one another,
seem quite naturally to work together, and share many organizations in
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common. There is nothing conspiratorial about it, although its decisions
are often publicly unknown and its mode of operation manipulative rather
than explicit.

It is not that the elite “believe in” a compact elite behind the scenes
and a mass down below. It is not put in that language. It is just that the
people are of necessity confused and must, like trusting children, place
all the new world of foreign policy and strategy and executive action in
the hands of experts. It is just that everyone knows somebody has got to
run the show, and that somebody usually does. Others do not really care
anyway, and besides, they do not know how. So the gap between the two
types gets wider.

I3
RICHARD ZWEIGENHAFT
AND G. WILLIAM DOMHOFE

From Diversity in the Power Elite

In the previous excerpt, C. Wright Mills presented his interpretation of
who holds power in America: a small elite. Mills wrote his classic book
decades ago. Richard Zweigenhaft and G. William Dombhoff revisit Mills’s
thesis by examining the composition of today’s power elite—assuming, of
course, that there is such an elite. The authors offer a fascinating account
of Jews, women, blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, and gay men and
lesbians in the elite, including many personal stories of powerful individuals.
The excerpt here looks at corporate women and African-American men in
the military. Yes, the elite looks different today, but no, it is not really so
different than when Mills wrote.

e

INJUSTICES BASED ON race, gender, ethnicity, and sexual ori-
entation have been the most emotional and contested issues in American
society since the end of the 1960s, far exceeding concerns with social
class, and rivaled only by conflicts about abortion. These issues are now
subsumed under the umbrella terms diversity and multiculturalism, and they
have been written about extensively from the perspectives of both the
aggrieved and those at the middle and lower levels of the social ladder
who resist any changes.

.. . [W]e look at multiculturalism from a new angle: we examine its
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impact on the small group at the top of American society that we call
the power elite—those who own and manage large banks and corpora-
tions, finance the political campaigns of conservative Democrats and virtu-
ally all Republicans at the state and national levels, and serve in government
as appointed officials and military leaders. We ask whether the decades
of pressure from civil rights groups, feminists, and gay and lesbian rights
activists has resulted in a more culturally diverse power elite. If it has,
what effects has this new diversity had on the functioning of the power
elite and on its relation to the rest of society? . . .

According to many commentators, the higher circles in the United
States had indeed become multicultural by the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Some went even further, saying that the old power elite had been pushed

aside entirely. The demise of the “old” power elite was the theme of such
books as Nelson Aldrich’s Old Money and Robert Christopher’s Crashing
the Gates, the latter emphasizing the rise of ethnic minorities. There have
also been wide-eyed articles in mainstream magazines, such as one in the
late 1980s in U.S. News and World Report entitled “The New American
Establishment,” which celebrated a new diversity at the top, claiming that
“new kinds of men and women” have “taken control of institutions that
influence important aspects of American life”” School and club ties are
no longer important, the article announced; the new role of women was
highlighted with a picture of some of the “wise women” who had joined
the “wise men” who dominated the old establishment.

Then, in July 1995, Newsweek ran a cover story on “The Rise of the
Overclass,” featuring a gallery of one hundred high-tech, media, and Wall
Street stars, women as well as men, minorities as well as whites, who
supposedly come from all rungs of the social ladder. The term overclass
was relatively new, but the argument—that the power elite was dead,
superseded by a diverse meritocratic elite—was not. . . .

Since the 1870s the refrain about the new diversity of the governing
circles has been closely intertwined with a staple of American culture
created by Horatio Alger Jr., whose name has become synonymous with
upward mobility in America. Born in 1832 to a patrician family—Alger’s
father was a Harvard graduate, a Unitarian minister, and a Massachusetts
state senator—Alger graduated from Harvard at the age of nineteen. There
followed a series of unsuccessful efforts to establish himself in various
careers. Finally, in 1864 Alger was hired as a Unitarian minister in Brewster,
Massachusetts. Fifteen months later, he was dismissed from this position
for homosexual acts with boys in the congregation.

Alger returned to New York, where he soon began to spend a great
deal of time at the Newsboys’ Lodging House, founded in 1853 for
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footloose youngsters between the ages of twelve and sixteen and home
to many youths who had been mustered out of the Union Army after
serving as drummer boys. At the Newsboys’ Lodging House Alger found
his literary niche and his subsequent claim to fame: writing books in
which poor boys make good. His books sold by the hundreds of thousands
in the last third of the nineteenth century, and by 1910 they were enjoying
annual sales of more than one million in paperback.

The deck is not stacked against the poor, according to Horatio Alger.
When they simply show a bit of gumption, work hard, and thereby catch
a break or two, they can become part of the American elite. The persistence
of this theme, reinforced by the annual Horatio Alger Awards to such
well-known personalities as Ronald R eagan, Bob Hope, and Billy Graham
(who might not have been so eager to accept them if they had known
of Alger’s shadowed past), suggests that we may be dealing once again
with a cultural myth. In its early versions, of course, the story concerned
the great opportunities available for poor white boys willing to work their
way to the top. More recently, the story has featured black Horatio Algers
who started in the ghetto, Latino Horatio Algers who started in the barrio,
Asian-American Horatio Algers whose parents were immigrants, and
female Horatio Algers who seem to have no class backgrounds—all of
whom now sit on the boards of the country’s largest corporations.

But is any of this true? Can anecdotes and self-serving autobiographical
accounts about diversity, meritocracy, and upward social mobility survive a
more systematic analysis? Have very many women and previously excluded
minorities made it to the top? Has class lost its importance in shaping life
chances?

... [W]e address these and related questions within the framework
provided by the iconoclastic sociologist C. Wright Mills in his hard-
hitting classic The Power Elite, published in 1956 when the media were
in the midst of what Mills called the Great American Celebration. In
spite of the Depression of the 1930s, Americans had pulled together to
win World War II, and the country was both prosperous at home and
influential abroad. Most of all, according to enthusiasts, the United States
had become a relatively classless and pluralistic society, where power
belonged to the people through their political parties and public opinion.
Some groups certainly had more power than others, but no group or class
had too much. The New Deal and World War II had forever transformed
the corporate-based power structure of earlier decades.

Mills challenged this celebration of pluralism by studying the social
backgrounds and career paths of the people who occupied the highest
positions in what he saw as the three major institutional hierarchies in
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postwar America—the corporations, the executive branch of the federal
government, and the military. He found that almost all the members of
this leadership group, which he called the power elite, were white Chris-
tian males who came from “at most, the upper third of the income and
occupational pyramids,” despite the many Horatio Algeresque claims to
the contrary. . . .

The power elite depicted by C. Wright Mills was, without doubt, an
exclusively male preserve. On the opening page of The Power Elite—a
book with no preface, no introduction, no acknowledgments, just a direct
plunge into the opening chapter—Mills stated clearly that “the power
elite is composed of men whose positions enable them to transcend the
ordinary environments of ordinary men and women.” Although there
were some women in the corporate, political, and military worlds, very
few were in or near the higher circles that constituted the power elite.
Are they there now? If so, how substantial and how visible is their presence?
When did they arrive, and how did they get there? What are their future
prospects? . . .

In 1990, Elizabeth Dole, then secretary of labor, initiated a depart-
ment-level investigation into the question of whether or not there was a
“glass ceiling” blocking women and minorities from the highest ranks of
U.S. corporations. When the report was issued by the Federal Glass Ceiling
Commission in 1995, comments by the white male managers who had
been interviewed and surveyed supported the earlier claims that upper
management was willing to accept women and minorities only if they
were not too different. As one manager explained, “What’s important is
comfort, chemistry, relationships, and collaborations. That’s what makes
a shop work. When we find minorities and women who think like we
do, we snatch them up.”

Terry Miyamoto, an Asian-American labor relations executive at U.S.
West, Inc., a telecommunications company that ranked number 62 on
the Fortune 500 list in 1995, uses the term “comfort zone” to make the
same point about “chemistry” and reducing “uncertainty”: “You need
to build relationships,” she said, “and you need to be pretty savvy. And
for a woman or a person of color at this company, you have to put in
more effort to get into this comfort zone.”

Much has been made of the fact that men have traditionally been
socialized to play competitive team sports and women have not. In The
Managerial Woman, Margaret Hennig and Anne Jardim argue that the
experience of having participated in competitive team sports has provided
men with many advantages in the corporate world. Playing on sports
teams teaches boys such things as how to develop their individual skills
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in the context of helping the team to win, how to develop cooperative
goal-oriented relationships with teammates, how to focus on winning,
and how to deal with losing. “The experience of most little girls,” they
wrote, “has no parallel” Although the opportunities for young women
to participate in competitive sports have increased dramatically in recent
years, including team sports like basketball and soccer, few such opportuni-
ties were available when most women now in higher management in U.S.
corporations were young.

Just as football is often identified as the classic competitive and aggres-
sive team sport that prepares men for the rough and tumble (and hierarchi-
cal) world of the corporation, an individual sport—golf—is the more
convivial but still competitive game that allows boys to play together,
shoot the breeze, and do business. As Marcia Chambers shows in The
Unplayable Lie, the golf course, and especially the country club, can be as
segregated by sex as the football field. Few clubs bar women, but some
clubs do not allow women to vote, sit on their governing boards, or play
golf on weekend mornings. 4

Many women managers are convinced that their careers suffer because
of discrimination against them by golf clubs. In a study of executives who
manage “corporate-government affairs,” Denise Benoit Scott found that
the women in such positions “share meals with staff members and other
government relations officials but never play golf” In contrast, men in
such positions “play golf with a broad range of people in business and
government, including legislators and top corporate executives” As one
of the women she interviewed put it: “I wish I played golf. I think golf
is the key. If you want to make it, you have to play golf”

Similarly, when the editors of Executive Female magazine surveyed
the top fifty women in line-management positions (in sales, marketing,
production, and general management with a direct impact on the com-
pany’s bottom line), they asked them why more women had not made it to
the “upper reaches of corporate America” The most frequently identified
problem was the “comfort factor”—that the men atop their corporations
wanted others around them with whom they were comfortable, and that
generally meant other men similar to themselves. One of the other most
frequently identified problems, not unrelated to the comfort factor, was
the exclusion from “the social networks—the clubs, the golf course—
where the informal networking that is so important to moving up the
ladder often takes place.”

Based on the interviews they conducted for Members of the Club,
Dawn-Marie Driscoll and Carol Goldberg also conclude that there is
an important connection between golf and business. Both Driscoll and
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Goldberg have held directorships on major corporate boards. They estab-
lish their insider status at the beginning of their book: “We are both
insiders. We always have been and probably always will be.” In a section
entitled “The Link That Counts,” they explain how they came to realize
the importance of golf: “We heard so many stories about golf that we
began to pay more attention to the interaction between golf and business.
- We realized the importance of golf had been right in front of our eyes
all the time, but because neither of us played golf, we had missed it as an
issue for executive women. But golf is central to many business circles.”

A few months before Bill Clinton was elected president, his future
secretary of energy had some pertinent comments about the importance
of fitting into corporate culture and the relevance of playing golf. “Without
losing your own personality,” said Hazel O’Leary, then an executive vice
president at Northern States Power in Minnesota, “it’s important to be
part of the prevailing corporate culture. At this company, it’s golf. I've
resisted learning to play golf all my life, but I finally had to admit I was
missing something that way.” She took up golf.

There is evidence that the golf anxiety expressed by women executives
has its counterpart in the attitudes held by male executives: in its 1995
report, the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission found that many white
male executives “fretted” that minorities and women did not know how
to play golf.

Whether or not playing golf is necessary to fit in, it is clear that wom-
en who make it into the corporate elite must assimilate sufficiently into
the predominantly male culture to make it into the comfort zone. . . .

.. . [W]e told of Midshipman Leonard Kaplan’s being “sent to Coven-
try”"—which meant that no one spoke to him during his entire four years
at the Naval Academy. Benjamin O. Davis Jr., the first black to graduate
from the U.S. Military Academy in the twentieth century, had a parallel
experience during his four years at that institution. After he had been at
West Point for a short time, there was a knock on his door announcing
a meeting in the basement in ten minutes. Davis painfully recalls that
meeting and its long-term effects in the autobiography he wrote almost
sixty years later:

As I approached the assembly where the meeting was in progress, I heard someone
ask, “What are we going to do about the nigger?” I realized then that the meeting
was about me, and I was not supposed to attend. I turned on my heel and double-
timed back to my room. '

From that meeting on, the cadets who roomed across the hall, who had been
friendly earlier, no longer spoke to me. In fact, no one spoke to me except in
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the line of duty. Apparently, certain upperclass cadets had determined that I was
getting along too well at the Academy to suit them, and they were going to
enforce an old West Point tradition—*“silencing”—with the object of making my
life so unhappy that I would resign. Silencing had been applied in the past. to
certain cadets who were considered to have violated the honor code and refused
to resign. In my case there was no question of such a violation; I was to be
silenced solely because cadets did not want blacks at West Point. Their only
purpose was to freeze me out.

Except for the recognition ceremony at the end of plebe year, I was silenced
for the entire four years of my stay at the Academy.

Davis stuck it out at West Point and graduated near the top of his
class. Even after graduation in 1936, his classmates (among them William
Westmoreland, from a wealthy textile family in South Carolina) continued
their silent treatment of him for years. In fact, for the next fifteen years,
as his assignments took him to different locations in the United States
and around the world, not only did his classmates continue to give
him the silent treatment, but they and their wives also shunned Davis’s
wife. . . .

Still, a retired black general has become one of the best-known and
most admired Americans. It was a major breakthrough in 1989 when
Colin Powell was named chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. And,
indeed, Powell’s ascendance to the top of the military hierarchy has had
as much impact for civilians as for soldiers. According to Moskos and
Butler, “the elevation of Colin Luther Powell to the chairmanship of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1989 was an epic event in American race relations,
whose significance has yet to be fully realized.”

Powell’s parents were both Jamaican immigrants, a fact he makes much
of. ... While a student at the City College of New York, Powell joined
ROTC, and when he graduated in 1958, he was commissioned as a
second lieutenant. Powell has emphasized that he “found himself” in
ROTC: “Suddenly everything clicked. . . . I had found something I was
good at. . . . For the first time, in the military I always knew exactly what
was expected of me.” Equally important, the military had become a place
where blacks could do well. “I had an intuitive sense that this was a career
which was beginning to open up for blacks,” says Powell. “You could
not name, in those days, another profession where black men routinely
told white men what to do and how to do it

Powell rose through the ranks. He served as a junior officer in Vietnam,
then held a series of command and staff jobs. In 1972 he became a
White House Fellow; noting that race worked to his advantage in this
appointment, he said to a friend, “I was lucky to be born black” Four
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years later, Jimmy Carter appointed Clifford Alexander as secretary of the
army, and the number of black generals tripled while Alexander held
that position. “My method was simple,” Alexander revealed. “I just told
everyone that I would not sign the goddam promotion list unless it was
fair” In 1979, at the age of forty-two, Colin Powell achieved the rank
of general. By 1987 he had become national security adviser under
Reagan, and in 1989, under Bush, he became the first black—and the
youngest man ever—to be chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. After
the Gulf War, polls consistently indicated that Powell was among the most
admired people in America. . . .

The power elite has been strengthened because diversity has been
achieved primarily by the selection of women and minorities who share
the prevailing perspectives and values of those already in power. The
power elite is not “multicultural” in any full sense of the concept, but
only in terms of ethnic or racial origins. This process has been helped
along by those who have called for the inclusion of women and minorities
without any consideration of criteria other than sex, race, or ethnicity.
Because the demand was strictly for 2 woman on the Supreme Court,
President Reagan could comply by choosing a conservative upper-class
corporate lawyer, Sandra Day O’Connor. When pressure mounted to
have more black justices, President Bush could respond by appointing
Clarence Thomas, a conservative black Republican with a law degree
from Yale University. It is yet another irony that appointments like these
served to undercut the liberal social movements that caused them to
happen.

It is not surprising, therefore, that when we look at the business
practices of the women and minorities who have risen to the top of the
corporate world, we find that their perspectives and values do not differ
markedly from those of their white male counterparts. When Linda
Wachner, one of the few women to become CEO of a Fortune-level
company, the Warnaco Group, concluded that one of Warnaco’s many
holdings, the Hathaway Shirt Company, was unprofitable, she decided to
stop making Hathaway shirts and to sell or close down the factory. It did
not matter to Wachner that Hathaway, which started making shirts in
1837, was one of the oldest companies in Maine, that almost all of the
five hundred employees at the factory were working-class women, or
even that the workers had given up a pay raise to hire consultants to
teach them to work more effectively and, as a result, had doubled their
productivity. The bottom-line issue was that the company was considered
unprofitable, and the average wage of the Hathaway workers, $7.50 an
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hour, was thought to be too high. (In 1995 Wachner was paid $10 million
in salary and stock, and Warnaco had a net income of $46.5 million.) We
did need to do the right thing for the company and the stockholders,”
explained Wachner.

Nor did ethnic background matter to Thomas Fuentes, a senior vice
president at a consulting firm in Orange County, California, a director of
Fleetwood Enterprises, and chairman of the Orange County Republican
Party. Fuentes targeted fellow Latinos who happened to be Democrats
when he sent uniformed security guards to twenty polling places in 1988
“carrying signs in Spanish and English warning people not to vote if they
were not U.S. citizens.” The security firm ended up paying $60,000 in
damages when it lost a lawsuit stemming from this intimidation.

We also recall that the Fanjuls, the Cuban-American sugar barons,
have had no problem ignoring labor laws in dealing with their migrant
labor force, and that the Sakioka family illegally gave short-handled hoes
to its migrant farm workers. These people were acting as employers, not
as members of ethnic groups. That is, members of the power elite of both
genders and all ethnicities have practiced class politics, making it possible
for the power structure to weather the challenge created by the social
movements that began in the 1960s.

Those who challenged Christian white male homogeneity in the
power structure during the 1960s not only sought to create civil rights
and new job opportunities for men and women who had previously been
mistreated, important though these goals were. They also hoped that new
perspectives in the boardrooms and the halls of government would bring
greater openness throughout the society. The idea was both to diversify
the power elite and to shift some of its power to previously excluded
groups and social classes. The social movements of the 1960s were strik-
ingly successful in increasing the individual rights and freedoms available
to all Americans, especially African Americans. As we have shown, they
also created pressures that led to openings at the top for individuals from
groups that had previously been excluded.

But as the concerns of social movements, political leaders, and the
courts came to focus more and more on individual rights, the emphasis
on social class and “distributive justice” was lost. The age-old American
commitment to individualism, reinforced at every turn by members of
the power elite, won out over the commitment to greater equality of
income and wealth that had been one strand of New Deal liberalism and
a major empbhasis of left-wing activists in the 1960s.

We therefore have to conclude on the basis of our findings that the
diversification of the power elite did not generate any changes in an
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underlying class system in which the top 1 percent have 45.6 percent of
all financial wealth, the next 19 percent have 46.7 percent, and the bottom
80 percent have 7.8 percent. The values of liberal individualism embedded
in the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights, and the civic
culture were renewed by vigorous and courageous activists, but despite
their efforts the class structure remains a major obstacle to individual
fulfillment for the overwhelming majority of Americans. This fact is more
than an irony. It is a dilemma. It combines with the dilemma of race to
create a nation that celebrates equal opportunity but is, in reality, a bastion
of class privilege and conservatism.

14
ROBERT DAHL

From Who Governs? and from A Preface to Democratic Theory

In any city in the United States—Ilike New Haven, Connecticut—as in
the entire nation, political power is no longer in the hands of a few people
as it once was early in American history. Nor is power spread evenly among
all citizens. Influential political theorist Robert Dahl presents here the classic
statement of pluralism: the dispersion of power among many groups of
people. Dahl differentiates the “political stratum,” made up of interested
and involved citizens, from the “apolitical stratum,” those who do not take
an active part in government. These two segments of society are vastly
different in their degree of involvement, yet they are closely tied together in
many ways in a pluralist system. At least in theory, anyone can enter the
political stratum where numerous interest groups compete and bargain for
their goals. Public policy is made by “the steady appeasement of relatively
small groups.” Because of this “strange hybrid,” Dahl contends, pluralism
is the best way to describe how power is distributed in America.

IN A POLITICAL SYSTEM where nearly every adult may vote
but where knowledge, wealth, social position, access to officials, and other
resources are unequally distributed, who actually governs?

The question has been asked, I imagine, wherever popular government
has developed and intelligent citizens have reached the stage of critical
self~consciousness concerning their society. It must have been put many
times in Athens even before it was posed by Plato and Aristotle.

The question is peculiarly relevant to the United States and to Ameri-
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