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Diversity in the Power Elite, second edition

Richard L. Zweigenhaft and G. William Domhoff

Introduction:  Has the Power Elite Become Diverse? (Draft, 8/26/04)


Injustices based on race, gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation 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 term diversity, and it has 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.


In this book we look at diversity from a new angle: we examine its 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 corporations, finance the political campaigns of conservative Democrats and virtually 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?


We also compare our findings on the power elite with those from our parallel study of Congress to see whether there are differences in social background, education, and party affiliation for minorities and women in these two realms of power.  We explore the possibility that elected officials come from a wider range of occupational and income backgrounds than members of the power elite.  In addition, we ask whether either of the major political parties has been more active than the other in advancing the careers of women and minorities.


According to many commentators, the higher circles in the United States had indeed become truly diverse 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.


More recently, David Brooks, a conservative columnist for the New York Times, has made the same kind of claims in two books about the upper middle class.  In his more recent book, he refers to a time, presumably in the distant past, "back when the old WASP elite dominated," and contrasts those bad old days to the current era when there's a "new educated elite."  He goes on to reassure the reader:  "There is no single elite in America.  Hence, there is no definable establishment to be oppressed by and to rebel against."


We are wary about these claims announcing the demise of the old elites and the arrival of new elites because they never have been documented systematically. Moreover, they are suspect because similar claims have been made repeatedly in American history and have been proved incorrect each time.  In popular books and magazines from the 1830s, 1920s, and 1950s, the leading commentators of the day assert that there used to be a tightly knit and cohesive governing group in the United States, but not any longer.  A closer look at the supposedly new era several decades later has invariably shown that the new power group was primarily the old one after all, with a few additions and alterations here and there.


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 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 Reagan, 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?


In this book we 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 half a century ago 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 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 Christian males who came from "at most, the upper third of the income and occupational pyramids," despite the many Horatio Algeresque claims to the contrary.
  A majority came from an even narrower stratum, the 11 percent of U.S. families headed by businesspeople or highly educated professionals like physicians and lawyers. Mills concluded that power in the United States in the 1950s was just about as concentrated as it had been since the rise of the large corporations, although he stressed that the New Deal and World War II had given political appointees and military chieftains more authority than they had exercised previously.

It is our purpose, therefore, to take a detailed look at the social, educational, and occupational backgrounds of the leaders of these three institutional hierarchies to see whether they have become more diverse in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, and also in terms of socioeconomic origins.  Unlike Mills, we think the power elite is more than a set of institutional leaders.  It is also the leadership group for the small upper class of owners and managers of large income-producing properties, the 1 percent of Americans who in 2004 possessed xx.x percent of all net worth.
  But that theoretical difference is not of great moment here. The important commonality is the great wealth and power embodied in these institutional hierarchies and the people who lead them.


We first study the directors and chief executive officers of the largest banks and corporations, as determined by annual rankings compiled by Fortune magazine.  The use of Fortune rankings is now standard practice in studies of corporate size and power.  Over the years, Fortune has changed the number of corporations on its annual list and the way it groups them.  For example, the separate listings by business sector in the past, like "life insurance companies," "diversified financial companies," and "service companies," have been combined into one overall list, primarily because many large businesses are now in more than one of the traditional sectors.  Generally speaking, we use the Fortune list or lists available for the time period under consideration.


Second, again following Mills, we focus on the appointees to the president's cabinet when we turn to the "political directorate," his general term for top-level officials in the executive branch of the federal government. We also have included the director of the Central Intelligence Agency in one chapter because of the increased importance of that agency since Mills wrote.  Third, and rounding out our portrait of the power elite, we examine the same top positions in the military -- generals and admirals -- that formed the basis for Mills's look at the military elite.


As we have noted, we also study Congress. In the case of senators, we do the same kind of background studies that we do for members of the power elite.  For members of the House of Representatives, we concern ourselves only with party affiliation for most groups.  We include findings on women and minority senators and representatives for two reasons.  First, this allows us to see whether there is more diversity in the electoral system than in the power elite.  Second, we do not think -- as Mills did -- that Congress should be relegated to the "middle level" of power.  To the contrary, we believe that Congress is an integral part of the power structure in America.


Until the 1980s, most northern Republicans and most southern Democrats supported the power elite on the labor, welfare, and business regulation issues critical to it, whereas a majority of Democrats outside of the South were sympathetic to a coalition of liberals, minorities, and labor.  Due to the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the gradual industrialization of the South since World War II, southern conservatives have moved steadily into the Republican Party.  At the same time, many moderate Republicans outside the South have been defeated by Democrats, leading to a situation where the two major power coalitions are increasingly housed almost exclusively in just one of the two dominant political parties.  We therefore can use party preference to gauge whether women and minorities in the power elite differ from women and minorities elected to Congress in terms of how liberal or conservative they are.


In addition to studying the extent to which women and minorities have risen in the system, we focus on whether they have followed different avenues to the top than their predecessors did, and on any special roles they may play.  Are they in the innermost circles of the power elite, or are they more likely to serve as buffers and go-betweens?  Do they go just so far and no farther? What obstacles does each group face?  

We also examine whether or not the presence of women and minorities affects the power elite itself.  Do those women and minorities who become part of the power elite influence it in a more liberal direction, or do they end up endorsing traditional conservative positions, such as opposition to trade unions, taxes, and government regulation of business?  In addition, in the final chapter we consider the possibility that the diversity forced on the power elite has had the ironic effect of strengthening it, at least in the short run, by providing it with people who can reach out to the previously excluded groups and by showing that the American system can deliver on its most important promise, an equal opportunity for every individual.


These are not simple issues, and the answers to some of the questions we ask vary greatly depending on which previously disadvantaged group we are talking about.  Nonetheless, in the course of our research, a few general patterns emerged that we examine throughout the text and then tie together in the final chapter.  Six general points may help readers to see the patterns develop as we embark upon a narrative in the next six chapters that focuses on specific issues related to entry into the power elite by Jews, women, blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, and, finally, gays and lesbians.

1. The power elite now shows considerable diversity, at least as compared with its state in the 1950s, but its core group continues to be wealthy white Christian males, most of whom are still from the upper third of the social ladder.  They have been filtered through a handful of elite schools in law, business, public policy, and international relations.

2. In spite of the increased diversity of the power elite, high social origins continue to be a distinct advantage in making it to the top.  There are relatively few rags-to-riches stories in the groups we studied, and those we did find tended to come through the electoral process, usually within the Democratic Party.  In general, it still takes at least three generations to rise from the bottom to the top in the United States.

3. The new diversity within the power elite is transcended by common values and a sense of hard-earned class privilege.  The newcomers to the power elite have found ways to signal that they are willing to join the game as it has always been played, assuring the old guard that they will call for no more than relatively minor adjustments, if that. There are few liberals and fewer crusaders in the power elite, despite its new claims of  multiculturalism.  Class backgrounds, current roles, and future aspirations are more powerful in shaping behavior in the power elite than gender, ethnicity, or race.

4. Not all the groups we studied have been equally successful in contributing to the new diversity in the power elite.  Women, blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, and openly homosexual men and women are all underrepresented, but to varying degrees and with different rates of increasing representation.  We will explore the reasons for these differences in our final chapter.

5. Although the corporate, political, and military elites accepted diversity only in response to pressure from minority activists and feminists, these elites have benefited from the presence of new members.  Some serve either a buffer or a liaison function with such groups and institutions as consumers, angry neighborhoods, government agencies, and wealthy foreign entrepreneurs.

6. There is greater diversity in Congress than in the power elite, and the majority of the female and minority elected officals are Democrats.


We begin with the story of how Jews, over the course of the twentieth century, have become fully participating members of the power elite.  As one of the most discriminated against of the white ethnic immigrant groups, Jews have been studied in great detail.  Their assimilation into the highest circles can serve as a benchmark.


Although anti-Catholicism nearly reached the levels of anti-Semitism in some contexts early in the twentieth century, we do not use the acceptance of Catholics into the power elite as a benchmark for several reasons.  Discrimination against Jews, unlike discrimination against Catholics, had cultural and racist overtones that went far beyond religious differences.  Moreover, the exclusion of Jews was more complete than was the exclusion of Catholics, and the acceptance of Catholics into the establishment occurred earlier than did the acceptance of Jews.  In 1954 when he published his classic work The Nature of Prejudice, Gordon Allport was still concerned about anti-Catholicism.
 By the late 1950s, however, anti-Catholicism had declined dramatically, a condition that was confirmed by the election of the Irish Catholic John F. Kennedy as president in 1960.  As E. Digby Baltzell pointed out in The Protestant Establishment, Kennedy's election "marked a definite trend toward a representative establishment as far as the Catholic community is concerned."
 In clear contrast, Jews still faced considerable discrimination at that time, both in and out of the establishment.


Still, we recognize that the changed situation for Jews does not provide a perfect basis for comparison with the experiences of women and minorities.  For one thing, Jews accounted for only 3.3 percent of the population in 1950, at a time when 10 percent of the population was black -- and they make up only about 2 percent now, when blacks constitute about 12.8 percent and Latinos about 13 percent.
  For another, many Jews, more than is generally realized, came to the United States with economic or educational advantages, especially those who became major corporate figures.


Following the chapter on Jews (Chapter 2) are empirically based chapters on women (Chapter 3), blacks (Chapter 4), Latinos (Chapter 5), and Asian Americans (Chapter 6) in the power elite. We also have included a chapter on gay men and lesbians (Chapter 7), in which we faced challenging research issues.  We know that there are Jews, women, blacks, Latinos, and Asian Americans in the power elite, but, unless they have chosen to be public about their sexual orientation, we can only assume that some of those in the power elite are gay or lesbian.  From our perspective the relevant issue is not how many in the power elite are gay or lesbian, or who they are, but whether or not those who are gay feel comfortable in acknowledging this publicly.  Given the dependence of the researcher upon self-disclosure by gay men and lesbians, sexual orientation is a more difficult topic to study than gender or race, so the data we draw upon to address this issue are not as systematic as they are in other chapters.   Nevertheless, the findings we draw upon, many of which are based on studies by gay and lesbian researchers, provide a solid basis for our conclusion that as yet there is little or no tolerance for diversity of sexual orientation within the power elite.


Because people have more than one identity and therefore are not solely women or black or homosexual, overlaps and cross-weavings in our presentation are inevitable.  We have organized our findings into chapters that focus on a single identity at a time.  When relevant, however, we attempt to address the complexity that can emerge when two or more of a person's identities seem to matter in his or her career.


Although our range of groups is a wide one, we have not tried to be completely inclusive.  First, we have not analyzed the fortunes of recent immigrant groups that have fewer than a million members in the United States.  These include immigrants from India and Thailand, refugees from Cambodia and Vietnam, and immigrants from small Pacific Islands and various countries in Africa.  They have not been here long enough to establish a clear pattern, and there is less information available on them than there is on the groups that we have chosen to write about.  Further, we see little evidence that any of them are represented in the highest levels of the American power structure.


Second, we have not dealt with the diverse group of tribes that are variously called American Indians or Native Americans. There are several reasons for this decision. To begin with, as of the 2000 census there were only 2.7 million American Indian or Alaska Natives -- about 1 percent of the population -- and 59 percent of those who are married are married to non-Indians.
 Moreover, those who are exclusively Native Americans in their heritage live separately from one another in small culturally distinct groups in every part of the United States.  Finally, 21 percent of those who identify themselves as members of one or another Native American group live on reservations apart from the rest of American society, which means that they are not likely to become part of the power elite or be elected to Congress.
  We do, however, see the subjugated position of Native Americans who are on reservations as one component of the theoretical argument we shall present in the final chapter about why some minority groups are more successful than others at making their way into the ranks of the power elite.
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