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Class and Power in America 

Class and power are terms that make Americans a little uneasy, and 
concepts like dominant class and power elite immediately put people 
on their guard. Even though there is widespread concern about the ex-
tent of corporate power, the idea that a relatively fixed group of privi-
leged people might shape the economy and government for their own 
benefit goes against the American grain. But what exactly do everyday 
Americans and social scientists mean when they talk about class and 
power, and how do their views compare? This chapter answers those 
two questions. It also explains the methods used to study class and 
power, and provides a preliminary look at the American upper class 
and an outline of how the rest of the book will unfold. 

WHAT IS A SOCIAL CLASS? 
For most Americans, class implies that people have relatively fixed sta-
tions in life, which flies in the face of beliefs about equality of oppor-
tunity and seems to ignore the evidence of upward social mobility. 
Even more, Americans tend to deny that classes might be rooted in 
wealth and occupational roles. They talk about social class, but with 
euphemisms like "the suits," "the blue bloods," "Joe Sixpack," and "the 
other side of the tracks." 

American dislike for the idea of class is deeply rooted in the 
country's colonial and revolutionary history. Colonial America 
seemed very different from other countries to its new inhabitants be-
cause it was a rapidly expanding frontier country with no feudal 
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aristocracy or rigid class structure. The sense of difference was 
heightened by the need for solidarity among all classes in the war for 
freedom from the British. Revolutionary leaders from the higher 
classes had to concede greater freedom and equality for common 
people to gain their support. One historian states the power equa-
tion succinctly: "Leaders who did not fight for equality accepted it in 
order to win." 1 

Although large differences in wealth, income, and lifestyle al-
ready existed in revolutionary America, particularly in port cities and 
the South, these well-understood inequalities were usually explained 
away or downplayed by members of the "middling" class of artisans 
and yeoman farmers as well as by the merchants, plantation owners, 
and lawyers who were at the top of the socioeconomic ladder. As 
shown by a historical study of diaries, letters, newspapers, and other 
documents of the period, Americans instead emphasized and took 
pride in the fact that any class distinctions were small compared with 
Europe. They recognized that there were rich and poor, but they pre-
ferred to think of their country "as one of equality, and proudly 
pointed to such features as the large middle class, the absence of beg-
gars, the comfortable circumstances of most people, and the limitless 
opportunities for those who worked hard and saved their money."2 

The fact that nearly 20 percent of the population was held in slav-
ery and that 100,000 Native Americans lived in the western areas of 
the colonies was not part of this self-definition as a middle-class, egal-
itarian society. It is clear, however, that the free white majority 
nonetheless defined itself in terms of the potentially dangerous slaves 
on the one hand and the warlike "savages" on the other. This made 
their shared "whiteness" a significant part of their social identity. In 
fact, race is the first of many factors that make the class-based nature 
of American society less salient than it might otherwise be. 

Even members of the upper class preferred this more democratic 
class system to what had existed for many centuries in Europe. To em-
phasize this point, a study of the democratic revolutions in North 
America and Europe begins with a letter written from Europe in 1788 
by a young adult member of a prominent American upper-class family. 
After the young man registered his disgust with the hereditary titles 
and pomp of the European class system, and with the obsequiousness 
of the lower classes, he stated his conviction that "a certain degree of 
equality is essential to human bliss." As if to make sure the limits 
of his argument were clear, he underlined the words a certain degree of 
equality. He then went on to argue that the greatness of the United 
States was that it had provided this degree of equality "without de-
stroying the necessary subordination."3 
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Two hundred years later, in response to sociologists who wanted 
to know what social class meant to Americans, a representative sam-
ple of the citizenry in Boston and Kansas City expressed ideas similar 
to those of the early Americans. Although most people are keenly 
aware of differences in social standing and judge status levels primar-
ily in terms of income, occupations, and education (but especially in-
come), they emphasize the openness of the system. They also argue 
that a person's social standing is in good part determined by such in-
dividual qualities as initiative and the motivation to work hard. More-
over, many of them feel the importance of class is declining. This 
belief is partly due to their conviction that people of all ethnic and re-
ligious backgrounds are being treated with greater respect and de-
cency whatever their occupational and educational levels, but even 
more to what they see as material evidence for social advancement in 
the occupations and salaries of their families and friends. 4 In short, a 
tradition of public social respect for everyone and the existence of so-
cial mobility are also factors in making class less important in the 
everyday thinking of most Americans. People are very aware of basic 
economic and educational differences, and they can size up social 
standing fairly well from such outward signs as speech patterns, man-
nerisms, and style of dress, but the existence of social classes is 
nonetheless passed over as quickly as possible. 

People of the highest social status share the general distaste for 
talking about social class in an open and direct way. Nevertheless, 
they are very conscious of the fact that they and their friends are set 
apart from other Americans. In the study of Boston and Kansas City 
residents, an upper-class Bostonian said, "Of course social class exists 
-it influences your thinking." Then she added, "Maybe you shouldn't 
use the word 'class' for it, though-it's really a niche that each of us 
fits into."s In a classic study of social classes in New Haven, a person 
in the top category in terms of neighborhood residence and educa-
tional background seemed startled when asked about her class level. 
After regaining her composure, she replied, "One does not speak of 
classes; they are felt."6 As part of a study of thirty-eight upper-class 
women in a large Midwestern city, a sociologist bluntly asked her in-
formants at the end of the interview if they were members of the 
upper class. The answers she received had the same flavor of hesita-
tion and denial: 

I hate (the term) upper class. It's so non-upper class to use it. I just 
call it "all of us," those of us who are well-born. 
I hate to use the word "class." We're responsible, fortunate people, 
old families, the people who have something. 
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We're not supposed to have layers. I'm embarrassed to admit to you 
that we do, and that I feel superior at my social level. I like being 
part of the upper crust. 7 

SOCIAL CLASS ACCORDING TO SOCIAL SCIENTISTS 
Social scientists end up with just about the same understanding of so-
cial classes as do typical Americans, but only after two important the-
oretical issues are dealt with. First, they begin with a crucial analytical 
distinction between economic classes, which consist of people who 
have a common position in the economic system, such as "business 
owners" or "employees," and social classes, which consist of people 
who interact with each other, develop in-group social organizations, 
and share a common lifestyle. Second, they stress that class is a rela-
tionship as well as a set of positions within the social structure. It is 
therefore a "double-edged" concept, so to speak, denoting both the re-
lationship between people in different economic roles and the specific 
positions within the overall relationship. To use the earlier example 
once again, business owners and wage earners constitute separate 
economic classes, but the concept of class also encompasses the rela-
tionship between them. 

The distinction between economic classes and social classes is 
important because class as an economic relationship is always operat-
ing as part of the social structure, but the people in any given 
economic position mayor may not develop their own social organiza-
tions, live in the same neighborhoods, and interact socially. The de-
gree to which a given economic class is also a social class therefore 
can vary widely from place to place and time to time, which matters 
because members of an economic class may be limited in the degree 
to which they can exercise political power if they do not think of them-
selves as being members of a social class with common interests.8 

The systematic study of the degree to which people in a given 
economic position are also part of a social class begins with a search 
for connections among the people and organizations that are thought 
to constitute the social class. This procedure is called "membership 
network analysis," which boils down to a matrix in which social orga-
nizations such as schools and clubs are arrayed along one axis and in-
dividuals along the other. Then the cells created by each intersection 
of a person and an organization are filled in with information reveal-
ing whether or not the person is a member of that organization. This 
information is used to create two different kinds of networks, one "or-
ganizational," the other "interpersonal." An organizational network 
consists of the relationships among organizations, as determined by 
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their common members. These shared members are usually called 
overlapping or interlocking members. An interpersonal network, on the 
other hand, reveals the relationships among individuals, as deter-
mined by their common organizational affiliations. * 

To provide a concrete example of the type of analysis that ap-
pears throughout the book, suppose a researcher has the membership 
lists for several social clubs and wants to determine the degree to 
which they are part of the same network. By determining which mem-
bers are common to two or more clubs, it is possible to see which 
clubs are part of an organizational network, as defined by the overlap-
ping members. In addition, it can be said that the most central clubs 
in the network are those with members in common with many other 
clubs, whereas a peripheral club might have common members only 
with a club that is itself one or two steps removed from the central 
clubs. Furthermore, some clubs may have no members in common 
with any of the others, which reveals they are not part of the social 
network. 

The same procedure can be repeated with alumni lists from pri-
vate schools and Ivy League universities, and with guest lists from 
debutante balls and other social functions. Then the membership 
overlaps among all these differerit types of social organizations can be 
compiled. In theory, at least, network analysis can provide a system-
atic examination of the relationships among the social organizations 
that constitute a social class. 

A membership network analysis is in principle very simple, but it 
is theoretically important because it contains within it the two types 
of human relationships of concern in sociological theorizing: inter-
personal relations and memberships in organizations. Thus, these 
networks contain "a duality of persons and groups."9 For analytical 
purposes, the interpersonal and organizational networks are often 
treated separately, and some social scientists talk of different "levels 
of analysis," but in the reality of everyday life the two levels are al-
ways intertwined. Hence the phrase, "a duality of persons and 
groups." 

This network-based way of thinking about a social class as a du-
ality of persons and groups fits well with earlier definitions of social 
class. For example, in one of the first empirical investigations of social 
class in America, a study of caste and class in a southern city in the 
1930s, the sociological researchers defined a social class as: 

These and other methodological issues are explained in more detail, with the help of 
diagrams and tables, in Appendix A. 
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The largest group of people whose members have intimate access to 
one another. A class is composed of families and social cliques. The 
interrelationships between these families and cliques, in such infor-
mal activities as visiting, dances, receptions, teas, and larger infor-
mal affairs, constitute the structure of the social class. A person is a 
member of the social class with which most of his or her participa-
tions, of this intimate kind, occur. 10 

A political scientist who did a study of class and power in the city 
of New Haven wrote that similar "social standing" is defined by "the 
extent to which members of that cirCle would be willing-disregarding 
personal and idiosyncratic factors-to accord the conventional privi-
leges of social intercourse and acceptance among equals; marks of so-
cial acceptability include willingness to dine together, to mingle freely 
in intimate social events, to accept membership in the same clubs, to 
use forms of courtesy considered appropriate among social equals, to 
intennarry, and so on." 11 A similar definition is provided by a Marxist 
economist, who concludes that a "social class, then, is made up of 
freely intermarrying families." 12 

As these converging definitions from different disciplines show, 
there is a general agreement among social scientists that there are so-
cial classes in America that have separate social organizations, in-
group activities, and common lifestyles. Indeed, it may be. the only 
concept on which there is widespread agreement when it comes to 
studying power. The first problem for power analysts begins with the 
question of whether the top social class, the "upper class," is also an 
"economic class" based on tqe ownership and control of large income-
producing pq)perties. 

IS THERE AN AMERICAN UPPER CLASS? 
If the owners and managers of large income-producing properties in 
the United States are also a social upper class, then it should be possi-
ble to create a very large network of interrelated social institutions 
whose overlapping members are primarily wealthy families and high-
level corporate leaders. These institutions should provide patterned 
ways of organizing the lives of their members fyom infancy to old age 
and create a relatively distinctive style of life. In addition, they should 
provide 'mechanisms for socializing both the younger generation and 
new adult members who have risen from lower social levels. If the 
class is a sociological reality, the names and faces may change some-
what over the years, but the social institutions that underlie the upper 
class must persist with only gradual change over several generations. 
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Four different types of empirical studies establish the existence 
of such an interrelated set of social institutions and social activities in 
the United States: historical case studies, quantitative studies of bio-
graphical directories, open-ended surveys of knowledgeable observers, 
and interview studies with members of the upper-middle and upper 
classes. These studies not only demonstrate the existence of an Ameri-
can upper class, they also provide what are called indicators of upper-
class standing, which are useful in determining the degree of overlap 
between the upperdass and the corporate community or between the 
upper class and various types of nonprofit organizations. Indicators 
can be used to determine the amount of involvement members of the 
upper class have in various parts of the government as well. 

In the first major historical case study, the wealthy families of 
Philadelphia were traced over a period of 200 years, showing how 
they created their Own neighborhoods, schools, clubs, and debutante 
balls. Then their activities outside of that city were determined, which 
demonstrated that there are nationwide social institutions where 
wealthy people from all over the colintry interact with each other. 
This study led to the discovery of an upper-class telephone directory 
called the Social Register, published for thirteen large cities from 
Boston to San Francisco between 1887 and 1975.13 The guide to the 
thirteen city volumes, the Social Register Locator, contained about 
60,000 families, making it a very valuable indicator of upper-class 
standing. 

Using information on private school attendance and club mem-
bership that appeared in 3,000 randomly selected Whos Who in Amer-
ica biographies, along with listings in the Social Register, another 
study provides a statistical analysis of the patterns of memberships 
and affiliations among dozens of prep schools and clubs. The findings 
from this study are very similar to those from the historical case study. 
Still another study relied on journalists who cover high society as in-
formants, asking them to identify the schools, clubs, and social direc-
tories that defined the highest level of society in their city. The replies 
from these well-placed observers reveal strong agreemeht with the 
findings from the historical and statistical studies. 14 

A fourth and final method of establishing the existence of upper-
class institutions is based on intensive interviews with a cross section 
of citizens. The most detailed study of this type was conducted in 
Kansas City. The study concerned people's perceptions of the social 
ladder as a whole, from top to bottom, but it is the to}llevel that is of 
relevance here. Although most people in Kansas City can point to the 
existence of exclusive neighborhoods in suggesting that there is a class 
of "blue bloods" or "big rich," it is members of the upper-middle class 
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and the upper class itself whose reports demonstrate that clubs and 
similar social institutions as well as neighborhoods give the class an 
institutional existence. IS 

The specific schools and clubs discovered by these and related in-
vestigations are listed in Appendix B. The Social Registers and other 
blue books are listed as well, but are now utilized primarily for histor-
ical investigations because they became less popular and shrank in 
size in the last third of the twentieth century. 

Although these social indicators are a convenient tool for re-
search purposes, they are far from perfect in evaluating the class 
standing of any specific individual because they are subject to two 
different kinds of errors that tend to cancel each other out in group 
data. False positives are those people who qualify as members of the 
upper class according to the indicators, even though further investi-
gation would show that they are not really members. Scholarship 
students at private secondary schools are one example of a false pos-
itive. Honorary and performing members of social clubs, who usually 
are members of the middle class, are another important type of false 
positive. False negatives, on the other hand, are members of the 
upper class who do not seem to meet any of the criteria of upper-
class standing because they shun social registries and do not choose 
to list their private school or their club affiliations in biographical 
sources. 

Private schools are especially underreported. Many prominent 
political figures do not list their private secondary schools in Who:' 
Who in America, for example; even former president George H. W. 
Bush removed mention of his private school from his entry in the 
1980-1981 edition when he became vice president in the Reagan Ad-
ministration. More generally, studies comparing private school alumni 
lists with Who:' Who listings suggest that 40 to 50 percent of corporate 
officers and directors do not list their graduation from high-prestige 
private schools. Membership in social clubs may also go unreported. 
In a study of the 326 members of a prestigious private club with a na-
tionwide membership who are listed in Who:' Who in America, 29 per-
cent did not include this affiliation.16 

The factors leading to false positives and false negatives raise in-
teresting sociological questions deserving of further study. Why are 
scholarship students sought by some private schools, and are such 
students likely to become part of the upper class? Why aren't private 
schools and clubs listed in biographical sources by some members of 
the upper class? Why are some middle-class people taken into upper-
class clubs? Merely to ask these questions is to suggest the complex so-
cial and psychological reality that lies beneath this seemingly dry 
catalog of upper-class indicators. More generally, the information a 
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person chooses to include or exclude in a social register or biographi-
cal directory is an autobiographical "presentation of self" that has 
been shown to be highly revealing concerning religious, ethnic, and 
class identifications. 17 

IS THE UPPER CLASS AN ECONOMIC CLASS? 
It may seem obvious that members of the upper class must have large 
amounts of ownership wealth if they can afford the tuition at private 
schools, the fees at country clubs, and the very high expenses of an el-
egant social life. However, it is a difficult matter to determine whether 
they do have greater ownership wealth than other people because the 
Internal Revenue Service does not release information on individuals, 
and most people are not willing to volunteer details on this subject. 

In considering the distribution of wealth in the United States, it 
first needs to be stressed that the wealth and income distributions are 
two different matters. The wealth distribution has to do with the con-
centration of ownership of marketable assets, which in most studies 
means real estate and financial assets (stocks, bonds, insurance, bank 
accounts) minus liabilities. The income distribution, on the other 
hand, has to do with the percentage of wages, dividends, interest, and 
rents paid out each year to individuals or families at various income 
levels. In theory, those who own a great deal mayor may not have high 
incomes, depending on the returns they receive from their wealth, hIt 
in reality those at the very top of the wealth distribution also tend. iO 
have the highest incomes, mostly from dividends and interest. 

Numerous studies show that the wealth distribution has been ex-
tremely concentrated throughout American history, with the top 1 per-
cent owning 40-50 percent in large port cities in the nineteenth 
century. IS It was very stable over the course of the twentieth century, 
although there were small declines in the aftermath of the New Deal 
and World II, and then a further decline in the 1970s, in good part due 
to a fall in stock prices. By the late 1980s, however, the wealth distri-
bution was almost as concentrated as it had been in 1929, when the 
top 1 percent had 36.3 percent of all wealth. In 2001, the last year for 
which figures are available, the top 1 percent owned 33.4 percent of all 
marketable wealth. The next 4 percent had 26 percent, the next 5 per-
cent had 12 percent, and the next 10 percent had 13 percent, which 
means that 20 percent of the people own 84 percent of the privately 
owned wealth in the United States. 19 

In terms of types of wealth, the top 1 percent of households had 
39.7 percent offznancial wealth (all marketable wealth minus the value 
of owner-occupied housing), including 44.1 percent of all privately 
held stock, 58.0 percent of financial securities, and 57.3 percent of 
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business equity. The top 10 percent had 90 percent of stock, bonds, 
trusts, and business equity, and about 75 percent of nonhome real es-
tate. Figures on inheritance tell much the same story. According to a 
study published by the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, only 1.6 
percent of Americans receive $100,000 or more in inheritance. An-
other 1.1 percent receive $50,000 to $100,000. On the other hand, 91.9 
percent receive nothing.2o 

Since none of the studies on the wealth and income distributions 
include the names of individuals, other kinds of studies had to be done 
to demonstrate that people of wealth and high income are in fact 
members of the upper class. The most detailed study of this kind 
shows that nine of the ten wealthiest financiers at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, and 75 percent of all families listed in a compendium of 
America's richest families, have descendants in the Social Register. 
Supplementing these findings, another study discovered that at least 
one-half of the ninety richest men of 1900 have descendants in the So-
cial Register, and a study of ninety corporate directors worth $10 mil-
lion or more in 1960 found that 74 percent meet criteria of upper-class 
membership.21 However, the degree of overlap between great wealth 
and membership in the upper class has attracted little further research 
because the answer seems so obvious to most social scientists. 

These findings establish that the social upper class is an eco-
nomic class based in the ownership and control of income-producing 
assets. However, they do not show that the upper class controls the 
corporate community, because stock holdings in anyone company 
may be too dispersed to allow an individual or family to control it. 
This issue is dealt with extensively in Chapter 3. 

WHAT IS POWER? 
American ideas about power have their origins in the struggle for in-
dependence. What is not so well known is that these ideas owe as 
much to the conflict within each colony about the role of ordinary cit-
izens as they do to the war itself. It is often lost from sight that the av-
erage citizens were making revolutionary political demands on their 
leaders as well as helping in the fight against the British. Before the 
American Revolution, governments everywhere had been based on the 
power and legitimacy of religious leaders, kings, self-appointed con-
ventions, or parliaments. The upper-class American revolutionary 
leaders who drafted the constitutions for the thirteen states between 
1776 and 1780 expected their handiwork to be debated and voted 
upon by state legislatures, but they did not want to involve the general 
public in a direct way. 

It was members of the middling classes who gradually developed 
the idea out of their own experience that power is the possession of all 
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the people and is delegated to government with their consent. They 
therefore insisted that special conventions be elected to frame consti-
tutions, and that the constitutions then be ratified by the vote of all 
free, white males without regard to their property holdings. They were 
steeled in their resolve by their participation in the revolutionary 
struggle and by a fear of the potentially onerous property laws and 
taxation policies that might be written into the constitutions by those 
who were known at the time as their "betters." So the idea of the peo-
ple as the constituent power of the new United States arose from the 
people themselves.22 

In the end, the middle-level insurgents only won the right to both 
a constitutional convention of elected delegates and a vote on subse-
quent ratification in Massachusetts in 1780. From that time forth, 
however, it has been widely agreed that power in the United States be-
longs to "the people." Since then, every liberal, radical, populist, or ul-
traconservative political group has claimed that it represents "the 
people" in its attempt to wrest arbitrary power from the "vested inter-
ests," the "economic elite," the "cultural elite," "the media," the "bu-
reaucrats," or the "politicians in Washington." Even the Founding 
Fathers of 1789, who were far removed from the general population in 
their wealth, income, education, and political experience, did not try 
to promulgate their new constitution, designed to more fully protect 
private property and commerce, without asking for the consent of the 
governed. In the process, they were forced to add the Bill of Rights to 
ensure its acceptance. In a very profound cultural sense, then, no 
group or class has power in America, but only influence. Any small 
group or class that has power over the people is therefore perceived as 
illegitimate. This may explain why those with power in America al-
ways deny they have any.23 

THE SOCIAL SCIENCE VIEW OF POWER 
Most social scientists believe that power has two intertwined dimen-
sions. The first involves the degree to which a community or nation 
has the capacity to perform effectively in pursuing its common goals, 
which is called collective power. Here, the stress is on the degree to 
which a collectivity has the technological resources, organizational 
forms, population size, and common spirit to achieve its goals. In that 
sense, most nations have become more powerful in recent decades 
than they were in the past, and the United States has become even 
more powerful than other industrialized capitalist democracies be-
cause of its enormous economic growth and its utilization of a signifi-
cant part of its wealth to create a large military. Moreover, the 
collective power of the United States has grown because of its ability 
to assimilate immigrants of varying economic and educational levels 
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from all over the world as productive citizens. In contrast, Japan and 
Germany have stagnated in part because their history of extreme eth-
nocentrism does not allow them to renew their aging populations with 
large numbers of immigrants. 

The second dimension of power concerns the ability of a group or 
social class within a community or nation to be successful in conflicts 
with its rivals on issues of concern to it. Here, the stress is on power 
over, which is also called distributive power. Paralleling general Ameri-
can beliefs, most social scientists think of distributive power in the 
sense of great or preponderant influence, not in the sense of complete 
and absolute control. More specifically, a powerful group or class is one 
that can realize its goals even if some other group or class is opposed.24 

This definition captures the sense of. struggle that is embodied in the 
everyday meaning of power, and it readily encompasses the idea of class 
conflict defined earlier in the chapter. It also fits with the main theme of 
this book, which is to show that a social upper class of owners and high-
level executives, with the help of the Christian Right and other highly 
conservative groups, has the power to institute the policies it favors 
even in the face of organized opposition from the liberal-labor coalition. 

The ability of a group or class to prevail begins in one of the four 
major networks-economic, political, military, and religious-which 
can be turned into a strong organizational base for wielding power. 
These potential power networks can combine in different ways in dif-
ferent times and places to create widely varying power structures. For 
example, military force has led to the capture of the government and 
control of the economic system in some countries. and in others a 
well-organized religious group has been able to develop a guerrilla 
army and take over the government. Due to this variety of outcomes, 
many social scientists believe there is no one form of distributive 
power from which the other forms can be derived. This means that the 
concept of distributive power itself is a fundamental one in the social 
sciences, just as energy is a fundamental concept in the natural sci-
ences: No one form of power or energy is more basic than any other. 

However, a formal definition does not explain how a concept is to 
be measured. In the case of distributive power, it is seldom possible to 
observe interactions that reveal its operation even in small groups, let 
alone to see one "class" working its will on another. People and organi-
zations are what can be seen in a power struggle within a community 
or nation, not rival social classes, although it may turn out that the 
people and organizations represent the interests of social classes. It is 
therefore necessary to d<:'v<:'lop what are called indicatol'S of power. 

AllIHlllgh dislribulin.' pcnver is first and foremost a relationship 
between two or more contending classes, for research purposes it is 
useful to think or distributive power as an underlying trait or prop-
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erty of a social class. As with any underlying trait, it is measured by a 
series of indicators, or signs, that bear a probabilistic relationship to 
it. This means that all of the indicators do not necessarily appear 
each and every time the trait is manifesting itself. It might make this 
point more clear to add that the personality traits studied by psychol-
ogists to understand individual behavior and the concepts developed 
to explain findings in the natural sciences have a similar logical 
structure. Whether a theorist is concerned with friendliness, as in 
psychology, or magnetism, as in physics, or power, as in the case of 
this book, the nature of the investigatory procedure is the same. In 
each case, there is an underlying concept whose presence can be in-
ferred only through a series of diagnostic signs or indicators that 
vary in their strength under differing conditions. Research proceeds, 
in thIs view, through a series of if-then statements based on as many 
independent indicators as possible. If a group is powerful, then at 
least some of the indicators of this power should be measurable in 
some circumstances.25 

THREE POWER INDICATORS 
Since each indicator of power may not necessarily appear in each and 
every instance where power is operating, it is necessary to have several 
indicators. Working within this framework, three different types of 
power indicators are used in this book. They are called (1) Who bene-
fits? (2) Who governs? and (3) Who wins? Each of these empirical in-
dicators has its own strengths and weaknesses. However, the potential 
weaknesses of each indicator do not present a serious problem be-
cause all three of them have to point to the owners and managers of 
large income-producing property as the most powerful class for the 
case to be considered convincing. 

Who Benefits? 
Every society has material objects and experiences that are highly val-
ued. If it is assumed that everyone would like to have as great a share 
of these good things of life as possible, then their distribution can be 
utilized as a power indicator. Those who have the most of what people 
want are, by inference, the powerful. Although some value distribu-
tions may be unintended outcomes that do not really reflect power, the 
general distribution of valued experiences and objects within a society 
still can be viewed as the most publicly visible and stable outcome of 
the operation of power. 

In American society, for example, wealth and well-being are 
highly valued. People seek to own property, to have high incomes, to 
have interesting and safe jobs, to enjoy the finest in travel and leisure, 
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and to live long and healthy lives. All of these values are unequally dis-
tributed, and all may be utilized as power indicators. In this book, 
however, the primary focus with this type of indicator is on the wealth 
and income distributions. This does not mean that wealth and income 
are the same thing as power, but that income and the possession of 
great wealth are visible signs that a class has power in relation to other 
classes. 

The argument for using value distributions as power indicators is 
strengthened by studies showing that such distributions vary from 
country to country, depending upon the relative strength of rival polit-
ical parties and trade unions. One study reports that the degree of 
equality in the income distribution in Western democracies varied in-
versely with the percentage of social democrats who had been elected 
to the country's legislature since 1945.*26 The greater the social demo-
cratic presence, the greater the amount of income that goes to the 
lower classes. In a study based on eighteen Western democracies, it 
was found that strong trade unions and successful social democratic 
parties are correlated with greater equality in the income distribution 
and a higher level of welfare spending.27 Thus, there is evidence that 
value distributions do vary depending on the relative power of con-
tending groups or classes. 

Closer to home, the highly concentrated wealth distribution de-
scribed earlier in this chapter provides the first piece of evidence that 
the American upper class is a dominant class. Members of this class 
have a disproportionate share of the stocks, bonds, and real estate 
that most Americans consider to be worth having, thirty-five to forty 
times what would be expected by chance, which shows that the upper 
class scores very high on the Who benefits? indicator. In addition, the 
fact that the wealth and income distributions have become more con-
centrated since the early 1980s implies that the upper class and corpo-
rate community have gained increasing power over the liberal-labor 
coalition. 

Who Governs? 
Power also can be inferred from studying who occupies important in-
stitutional positions and takes part in important decision-making 
groups. If a group or class is highly overrepresented or underrepre-
sented in relation to its proportion of the population, it can be inferred 

« Social democrats corne from a tradition that began with a socialist orientation and 
then moved in a more reformist direction. For the most part, social democratic parties 
have only slightly more ambitious goals than the liberal-labor coalition in the United 
States; the left wing of the liberal-labor coalition would feel at horne in a strong social 
democratic party in western Europe. 
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that the group or class is relatively powerful or powerless, as the case 
may be. For example, if a class that contains 1 percent of the popula-
tion has 30 percent of the important positions in the government, 
which is thirty times as many as would be expected by chance, then it 
can be inferred that the class is powerful. Conversely, when it is found 
that women are in only a small percentage of the leadership positions 
in government, even though they make up a majority of the popula-
tion, it can be inferred that they are relatively powerless in that impor-
tant sector of society. Similarly, when it is determined that a minority 
group has only a small percentage of its members in leadership posi-
tions, even though it comprises 10 to 20 percent of the population in a 
given city or state, then the basic processes of power-inclusion and 
exclusion-are inferred to be at work. 

This indicator is not perfect because some official positions may 
not really possess the power they are thought to have, and some 
groups or may exercise power [Tom behind the scenes. Once 
again, however, the case for the usefulness of this indicator is 
strengthened by the fact that it has been shown to vary over time and 
place. For example, the decline of landed aristocrats and the rise of 
business leaders in Great Britain has been charted through their de-
gree of representation in Parliament.28 Then, too, as women, African-
Americans, Latinos, and Asian-Americans began to demand a greater 
voice in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, their representation 
in positions of authority began to increase.29 

Who Wins? 
There are many issues over which the corporate-conservative and 
liberal-labor coalitions disagree, including taxation, unionization, 
business regulation, foreign trade, the outsourcing of jobs, and the 
funding of Social Security. Power can be inferred on the basis of these 
issue conflicts by determining who successfully initiates, modifies, or 
vetoes policy alternatives. This indicator, by focusing on relationships 
between the two rival coalitions, comes closest to approximating the 
process of power contained in the formal definition. It is the indicator 
preferred by most social scientists. For many reasons, however, it is 
also the most difficult to use in an accurate way. Aspects of a decision 
process may remain hidden, some informants may exaggerate or 
downplay their roles, and people's memories about who did what 
often become cloudy shortly after the event. Worse, the key concerns 
of the corporate community may never arise as issues for public dis-
cussion because it has the power to keep them off the agenda through 
a variety of means that are explained throughout later chapters. 

Despite the difficulties in using the Who wins? indicator of 
power, it is possible to provide a theoretical framework for analyzing 
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governmental decision-making that mitigates many of them. This 
framework encompasses the various means by which the corporate 
community attempts to influence both the government arid the gen-
eral population in a conscious and planned manner, thereby makiIlg it 
possible to assess its degree of success very directly. More 
there are four relatively distinct, but overlapping processes (discov-
ered by means of membership network analysis) through which the 
corporate community controls the public agenda and then wins on 
most issues that appear on it. These four power networks, which are 
discussed in detail in later chapters, are as follows: 

1. The special-interest process deals with the narrow and short-
run policy concerns of wealthy families, specific corporations, and 
specific business sectors. It operates primarily through lobbyists, 
company lawyers, and trade associations, with a focus on congres-
sional committees, departments of the executive branch, and regula-
tory agencies. 

2. The policy-planning process formulates the general interests 
of the corporate community. It operates through a policy-planning 
network of foundations, think tanks, and policy-discussion groups, 
with a focus on the White House, relevant congressional committees, 
and the high-status newspapers and opinion magazines published in 
New York and Washington. 

3. The candidate-selection process is concerned with the election 
of candidates who are sympathetic to the agenda put forth in the spe-
cial-interest and policy-planning processes. It operates through large 
campaign donations and hired political consultants, with a focus on 
the presidential campaigns of both major political parties and the 
congressional campaigns of the Republican Party. 

4. The opinion-shaping process attempts to influence public 
opinion and keep some issues off the public agenda. Often drawing 
on policy positions, rationales, and statements developed within the 
policy-planning process, it operates through the public relations 
departments of large corporations, general public relations firms, and 
many small opinion-shaping organizations, with a focus on middle-
class voluntary organizations, educational institutions, and the mass 
media. 

Taken together, the people and organizations that operate in 
these four networks constitute the political-action arm of the corpo-
rate community and upper class. Building on the structural economic 
power of the corporate community, explained in the next chapter, and 
the social power of the upper class, explained in Chapter 3, and then 
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the expert power developed within the policy-planning network, ex-
plained in Chapter 4, this political-action arm is the final step on the 
path to corporate and class domination of the federal government. 

WHAT DO OTHER SOCIAL SCIENTISTS TlllNK? 
Although most social scientists agree that the corporate community 
currently has more influence than any other group in American soci-
ety, many doubt that the owners and managers of these corporations 
have the cohesion, scope, and degree of power to be considered a 
dominant class. They tend to favor one of three alternative theoretical 
perspectives-pluralism, state autonomy theory, or elite theory. Based 
on studies of the relationship between public opinion and government 
decisions, pluralists argue that the general public has power on many 
issues through forming into interest groups that shape public opinion 
and lobby elected officials. They point to the successes of nonbusiness 
groups, such as labor unions from the 1930s to the 1960s, or environ-
mentalists and consumer advocates in the 1970s, as evidence for their 
claim. Even more importantly, citizens have the power to influence the 
general direction of public policy by supporting the candidates and 
political parties that are sympathetic with their preferences. Most plu-
ralists also believe that corporate leaders are too divided among them-
selves to dominate government. They claim there are divisions 
between owners and managers of large corporations, and that corpo-
rations are only organized into narrow interest groups that sometimes 
argue among themselves. 

Approaching the matter from a slightly different angle, state au-
tonomy theorists assert that predominant power is located in govern-
ment, not in the general citizenry or a dominant social class. 
Following European usage, advocates of this theory, who sometimes 
call themselves historical institutionalists, employ the phrase "the 
state" rather than "government" to emphasize the government's inde-
pendence from the rest of society. This state independence, usually 
called "autonomy," is said to be due to several intertwined factors: 
(1) its monopoly on the legitimate use of force within the country; 
(2) its unique role in defending the country from foreign rivals; and 
(3) its regulatory and taxing powers. Thanks to these powers, govern-
ment officials can enter into coalitions with private groups in society; 
whether business, labor, or political parties, if they share the same 
goals as the state. State autonomy theorists also believe that indepen-
dent experts can be powerful because they have information that is 
valuable to state officials. In the final analysis, they conclude that gov-
ernment officials have the capacity to impose their views on the corpo-
rate community no matter how united the corporate leaders might be. 
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The third alternative, the elite theory, intersects with the class-
dominance theory, agreeing with it on some crucial points, but dis-
agreeing on others. The starting point for elite theorists is that all 
modern societies are dominated by the leaders (called elites) of large, 
bureaucratically structured organizations, whether corporate, non-
profit, or governmental. The people who hold these top positions have 
the money, time, contacts with other organizations, and authority 
over lower-level employees to shape political and many other out-
comes outside their organizations. Although corporations are one im-
portant power base according to elite theorists, they do not see the 
corporate community as predominant over other organizational lead-
ers, as class-dominance theorists do. More generally, elite theory puts 
far less emphasis on classes or class conflict than a class-dominance 
theory does. 

Because the analysis presented in this book challenges some 
basic American beliefs, and is met with skepticism by those who hold 
to one of the three competing theories, it is necessary to proceed in a 
deliberate fashion, defining each concept as it is introduced, and then 
providing empirical examples of how each part of the system works. 
By approaching the problem in this manner, readers can draw their 
own conclusions at each step of the way and decide for themselves if 
they think the argument fails at some point. 

HERE'S THE PLAN 
Using membership network analysis as a starting point, each chapter 
presents one aspect of a cumulative argument. Chapter 2 presents evi-
dence for the existence of a nationwide corporate community that in-
cludes corporate lawyers, military contractors, and agribusinesses as 
well as large and well-known corporations like General Motors, Gen-
eral Electric, ExxonMobil, and IBM. Chapter 3 uses alumni lists, club 
lists, and memberships in other social organizations to show that the 
owners and top-level executives in the corporate community form a 
socially cohesive and clearly demarcated upper class that has created 
its own social world and a distinctive lifestyle. The chapter argues that 
the social bonds developed by the corporate owners and managers 
combine with their common economic interests to make it easier for 
them to overcome policy disagreements when they meet in the policy-
planning network. 

Chapter 4 dem0nstrates that members of the intertwined corpo-
rate community and social upper class finance and direct a network of 
foundations, think tanks, and policy discussion groups that provides 
policies and plans to meet newly emerging problems faced by the cor-
porate community. It is through involvement in the policy-planning 
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network that corporate leaders gain an understanding of general is-
sues beyond the confines of their own narrow business problems, dis-
cuss policy alternatives that are in their interests as a class, and come 
to know and work with specialists and experts on a wide range of top-
ics. Chapter 5 describes how several of the organizations in the policy-
planning network link with public relations firms, the public affairs 
departments of large corporations, and middle-class voluntary groups 
in an effort to reinforce the individualistic and antigovernment dimen-
sions of the American value system, thereby trying to influence public 
opinion on specific issues. 

Chapter 6 explains the nature of the American electoral system 
and why it is not as responsive to the preferences of the general public 
as the electoral systems in other democratic countries. It also explains 
why campaign donations can play an important role in American pol-
itics, making support from wealthy donors essential for a successful 
candidacy at the national level and in highly populated states. Chapter 
7 examines the network-based processes through which corporate 
leaders are able to dominate the federal government in Washington on 
issues of interest to them. They include the appointment of corporate 
leaders to important positions in the executive branch under both 
Democratic and Republican presidents, lobbying Congress and de-
partments of the executive branch on issues of concern to specific 
business sectors, and convincing government leaders that policies de-
veloped in the policy-planning network are in the best interests of 
everyone. 

Chapter 8 summarizes the theoretical framework that fits best 
with these findings, the class-domination theory, and then discusses 
the empirical shortcomings of pluralism, state autonomy theory, and 
elite theory. It also explains why the corporation-based upper class is 
so powerful in the United States compared to other industrialized 
democracies by examining American and European history, and ex-
plores the cracks and openings that developed in the power structure 
as a result of the Civil Rights Movement and the social movements 
that it inspired. The chapter concludes with a discussion of why liber-
als, leftists, and organized labor have not been able to take advantage 
of these new opportunities due to the divisions among them on issues 
of political strategy and economic alternatives. 


