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C. Wright Mills, Power and the Power Elites — A Regpraisal

Introduction

Mills can be conceived as a Socratic figure (Cagan®964; Barratt,2011a) seeking
to caution American citizens of the 1940s and 1350the dangers of their era. As an
engaged intellectual, Mills highlighted the existerof a new distribution of power
associated with the elites of business, politicd @ military in an era in which, as
he saw it, Americans had become increasingly paliff apathetic and inattentive to
the forces that shaped their fate. Questions ofepowere the focus of Mills’s
interests in his earliest work (Mills,1939). Reliaat this early stage on Mead
(1934/1999) for his conception of the ways in whilsé inner life and conduct of the
human subject was shaped through symbolic interpldly others, Mills viewed
pragmatism as insufficiently sensitive to the ingibnal contexts and power
dimensions of such processes. But it was duringyéaes of the Second World War
that Mills began to refine and develop his analySiseking to refine an inchoate
sense of change in American society, Mills’s exgifions of power suggest an array
of intellectual influences. Borrowing from Max Web#/ills conceived power as the
realisation of the will even if this entails thesistance of others (Gerth and Mills,
1967). Mills assumed any society to be divided idtstinct, but interconnected
institutional orders, raising the question of thstribution of power both within and
between those orders. Sympathetic to Marxism, Millmetheless sought to de -
privilege the role of the economic, insisting oe thiversity of the ‘means of power’
and highlighting the significance of bureaucratigljitary and political forces. Mills’s
analysis, as we will see, revealed both the conaton and coordination of power as
distinctive trends in this era. Increasingly mongi@ in business organization,
centralised in the processes of political decismaking and with an expanding
military, the fate of American citizens was incriegty determined by powerful and
remote forces. And yet, as we will see, Mills negetirely abandoned the possibility

of an enhanced form of democracy in the UnitedeStat
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Today there are signs of a revival of interest iid4 analysis of power and elites in
organization and management studies. Kerr and Robi(2012), for example, praise
the Power Elite (Mills, 1956/2009) as a classic, a considered gegeent with the

phenomena of elites that unjustly became unfasiblenn the 1960s. Increasingly, as
we will highlight, efforts are being made to dekte the new elite formations of our
own time, drawing inspiration from Mills (Murphy,@8; McLean et al, 2010;

Bowman et al, 2013; Barratt, 2013; Godfrey et @112 Zald et al, 2010). Mills,

nevertheless, remains a contentious figure. Foresasnwe will see, it would seem
that we would have little to lose by forgetting Mil(Burawoy, 2008). Recent
commentators have, we would suggest, shown littierést in the intellectual, social
or political context of Mills’'s analysis. We shangth others a belief that a deeper
sense of historical context is required when werdwr from the history of

management studies (Booth and Rowlinson, 2006;uésc2006; Down,2001)). This
paper explores the development of Mills’s thinkialgout the elites and dominant
forces of his time in the period between the ed840s and the mid 1950s.
Foregrounding Mills’s various intellectual debtse week to emphasize the political
imagination at work in Mills’s project as well aset more familiar sociological one
(Mills, 1959/2000), as Mills seeks to clarify thendral questions’ at stake in a
particular state of affairs whilst also assesssigategic points of intervention’ (Mills,

1959/2000). Accordingly, we consider Mills’'s attgimo forge an ethico — political

stance in rapidly changing conditions. Reflectinigically on contemporary readings

of Mills, we reflect further on what we might takem him today in our own time.

The ‘sophisticated conservatives’ and the leaderd abour

The first intimation of the configuration of powealations that Mills would later term
the ‘power elite’ appeared in the early 1940s asdwght to refine an understanding
of developments in the American political economyrinly these years (Mills,
1942/1963). Mills’s response to the growing impade of the State, business and
the military should be understood in the contexivbfit one writer has called one of
the most ‘extraordinary cultural transfers of madhaistory’ (McClay, 1994, p.194):
the arrival in the United States in the 1930s af@d0% of a significant number of
German speaking intellectuals. If Mills’'s neo Weabler understanding of power,
social structure and stratification was shaped isy dssociation with Hans Gerth
(Gerth and Mills, 1948/ 1974), it would be anotbéthe German émigré intellectuals
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that would influence his understanding of a patéicéiormation of power relations in

American society.

In Behemoth, Franz Neumann (1942/1966) - diffefiragn the orthodox Frankfurt
school view of Germany as a system of state capita{Pollock, 1941) — presented
the Nazi regime as a collaboration of four politibbocs: the Nazi party, the state
bureaucracy, the military and heavy industry. Gittestt each bloc possessed its own
system of rule formation and enforcement, the regghould be considered a ‘non
State’ (Neumann, 1942, p.xiii) without effective ocdination, lacking in any
framework of public law and arbitrary in its opeoat Yet notwithstanding their
institutional autonomy, a commonality of intereatsd aims gave the blocs cohesion
in their operation. War had brought prestige to hétary, glory to the Nazis and
high profits to business, as the productive powemonopolistic German business
became a pillar of the Third Reich and as busineaders enjoyed the spoils of
conquest. The blocs ultimately coalesced in purstid common aim: a continual
preparation for and maintenance of imperialist wAleumann, 1942, p.174).
Militarisation, as Mills emphasized in his revieMills, 1942/ 1963), had provided a
solution to intractable problems: the economiargluand unemployment of the
1930s. The conclusion that Mills drew from his riegdof Neumann was that rather
than assuming a relation of absolute differencevéen the United States and Nazi
Germany, Americans might consider certain resenaelaetween the two societies.
Neumann’s account of the German system of intenhgcklites captured a broader
drift in international capitalism — suggesting naly important aspects of the
American political economy during war time but treash outline of a possible future
(Mills,1942/1963, p.177).

Mills (1948/2001) returned to the same theme indasgy study of the American
labour movement and its leaders. Capturing theigmetent of the leaders of labour
required an attention to actors in an institutioaatl social setting, the forces that
shaped their activity and influenced their space Mmeanoeuvre: not only the
bargaining ploys and practices of business leadershe expectations of union
members, but the mass public and the educatedigsubl groupings of politically
alert actors reflecting different shades of padditiopinion actively involved in

discussing and organising in the public domain.|sVipresented a picture of a
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generally conservative and defensive labour lehdgersgguided by long standing
traditions of business unionism, a membership Vathely pecuniary interests and a
mass public generally hostile to the leaders. G@ilyi political debate was
increasingly informed by those forces that Millewntermed the ‘sophisticated
conservatives’: an alliance of elite forces thae#itened the interests of labour — the
true agents of decision and the most dangerousgabliorces of the time, as he saw

it.

Mills’s analysis reflected changes in the Amerigatitical economy that had begun
in the 1930s. An alliance of sections of businesd e political classes had
developed to facilitate the administration of tiNew Deal (Lichtenstein,1982). The
leaders of labour joined this alliance in a submaitk role assisting in the formulation
of codes of fair competition under the Nationalusttial Recovery Act of 1933. The
war years saw business and labour collaboratirthegradministration. During 1941,
Sidney Hillman of the CIO played a key role in tl@ffice of Production
Management, led by William Knudsen of General Mstgilanning the mobilisation
of resources. After January 1942, responsibility tbe war time planning of
production lay with the War Production Board (WPBhntrolled by prominent
business leaders, providing crucial support to btary strategy based heavily on
supremacy in air power (Milward,1977). But laboepmesentatives took up positions
in the tripartite National War Labour Board (NWLB3gtting wage levels and
arbitrating in labour management disputes and énaitiministration of the system of

price control and rationing (Lichtenstein,1982).

In the aftermath of war, as Mills saw it, labouiiams were vulnerable to the political
manoeuvres of the sophisticated conservativesllianae of sections of business, the
political classes and the military that favourde tmaintenance of collaborative
relations with labour. The conservatives soughtptomote a narrow collective

bargaining agenda, offering union recognition acohemic concessions in return for
the active cooperation of their leaders in reinfoggc management aims and
suppressing labour rank and file dissent. Consee&df this type sought to disguise
their ambition to stabilise a particular and unéglistribution of power. The future,

according to Mills, held out the prospect of furtdangers. The cooperation of labour



was now sought as a necessary element in fresk fdathe American economy: the

building of a corporate ‘garrison state’ (Mills,182001, p.233).

Mills’s central problem with the United States mstera related to a state of affairs
that undermined democracy, involving an unhealtfiggration of such powerful
political, business and military forces excludimg twider public and holding out the
prospect of a dangerous war economy in peace #nte same time, the creative
intelligence of American citizens was constraingdthis configuration of power
relations. In this connection, Mills characterigbeé leaders of American labour as
largely devoid of political will and imagination. €Y at this stage, the hope of an
alternative to the circumstances that he outlined hot been entirely extinguished.
Throughout this study, there are intimations of plo¢ential of the rank and file and
elements of the leadership of the CIO — particuldre Auto Workers Union. In part,
Mills’s optimism, reflected the influence of theligal circles in which he moved at
the time (Wald, 1987). Mills evidently lacked theaMist sectarian tendencies of his
associates among those he termed the radicalBaft.he shared their interest in
building a non communist left. Also shared with tfaglical Trotskyist left was a
belief in the tendencies of capitalism to catastropeconomic crisis and a faith in the
political potential of the working class. With thmpending crisis Mills envisaged the
prospect of class polarisation and a radicalisatiaite labour rank and file. ‘Slump’,
he argued, would make ‘the rank and file show itsae’ (Mills, 1948/2001, p.67).
The sophisticated conservatives, with their stiatefpr the political economy, might
well win out in these crisis conditions. Yet labaoo, Mills believed, strengthened by
its radical membership and by independent intelids of the kind employed by the

UAW, also stood some chance of prevailing.

For the benefit of a political situation that Milielieved, to a degree at least, to be
still open to influence he elaborated a possilileraative future for the United States.
In the 1930s, Mills praised those citizens who pesed ‘the imagination and
intelligence to formulate their own codes....the eg#r and stamina to live their own
lives in spite of social pressure’ (Mills,2000,p)34Now he wrote of the need to
induce a capacity for ‘initiative and self reli@qMills,1948/2001,p.264) in the
union membership. The development of a ‘vision’ ldyour implied the constitution

of an organization capable of seeing ‘with a huddrges..... elaborating what might
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be done about it with a hundred minds and statingll.the probable consequences of
each possible move’ (Mills,1948/2001,p.284). Millmagined the possibility that
politics would become so much part of the way t& bf the American worker, of
daily work and social routine ‘that political aleelss would be part of his human
being’ (Mills, 1948/2001,p.269).

Though Mills believed John Dewey to be guilty ofstalgia for his belief that
democracy should begin ‘at home’ in the local comityuand for his insensitivity to
modern divisions of class and power (Mills,1966) athers have argued
(Tilman,1984), there are echoes of Dewey’s palitideals in Mills’s formulations at
this time. Effective freedom required the abilibydontribute actively and intelligently
to the collective direction of all social institatis which affected personal existence —
including the work place. Both Mills and Dewey asated democracy with the
enlargement of human character. The self was eeldamng the capacity to determine
purpose and desire in all the relations of lifethis respect both Mills and Dewey
gave a distinctive democratic inflection to the Esomian ideal of the self reliant
American (West, 1989) able to compose the aggrexfasecharacter. And ultimately
all shared a debt to the ancient ethical idealsNhehel Foucault explored in his final
books (Foucault, 1985,1986). The theme of self oaelf masterpermeated ancient
thought from the Platonic dialogues through to thajor texts of the late Stoics but
through his reading of the early Plato and Montaigh was revived by Emerson
(1836/2000). Anéthical life’ implied a practical process of setinstitution, decision
making and action. And for Mills and Dewey, it watsder democratic conditions, in

an extended and participatory sense, that suctieah had the potential to flourish.

Other resemblances between Mills and Dewey - tnikea shared dependence on
particular resources of political discourse - angdent. Both were ultimately
committed to republican and Jeffersonian idealsh@Rkd 993). Jefferson, following
Machiavelli and the Roman republicans, assumed #matactive and informed
citizenry was the best defence of a democratidypabainst inherent tendencies to
corruption and excess on the part of those whomgede Dewey and Mills concurred,
whilst adding that only under participatory conalits could human creative and

critical powers find expression.



Similarly, in developing a particular ideal of wptlice democracy, Mills like Dewey
in the 1920s, looked to British socialism: to tBaild Socialism of G. D. H. Cole
(1920). The basic ideals of the guild system @mdcracy in the shop, works and
industry were borrowed from Cole. The agency of dh@ns as a democratic force
was required not only in securing control of theslnd works but at the level of the
governance of industry and the planning and coatdin of the national economy.
Nationalisation, nonetheless, remained a vital abje. By such means the public
interest in the running of industry could be s#bf The agency of the State —
implying a new party of the left - remained vied a means of achieving a proper
balance between prices, wages and the surpluseslisidual enterprises. The aim
was to guard against the inherent dangers of aupevded form of democracy. And
like Cole, Mills imagined a role for the State imabling the organisation of
consumers as a political force (Mills,1948/200263).

Freedom, for both Mills and Dewey, depended onreayaf supporting and enabling
conditions — including, especially, the materiatwsédy of workers and citizens.
Freedom was not therefore an abstract principleabeffective power to act. And in
this respect much of the detail of Mills’s thingiwas shaped by the left Keynesians
of the American labour movement (Lichtenstein, 200 alter Reuther — the new
leader of the UAW after 1946 - was clearly of #igance for Mills. Reuther had
emerged as leader of the rank and file resistamtieet divisive and opaque incentive
schemes imposed by the National War Labour Boardngluthe war years
(Lichtenstein,1995). For his socialism, Reutheregpp to have owed a debt to the
socialism of Eugene Debs and the ideal of the aadpe commonwealth of labour
(Boyle,1995; Lichtenstein,1995). Reuther's subsatgumreer can be viewed as a
series of attempts to interpret and give substemtee ideal of ‘industrial democracy’
(Lichtenstein,1995). In 1940 as Director of the WA General Motors division,
Reuther offered an alternative plan for aviatioomdorction in preparation for war,
arguing for a new board of control for the industoyinclude representatives of
labour, government and management. Later, in 1®&uther elaborated on the
possibilities for the new post war political econgrarguing for planning mechanisms
at national and industry level. Diverse interestiabour, business, government and

agriculture - should play a part in coordinatingthb prices and production. Such



ideals can be said to have inspired the dispu@eaeral Motors in 1945/6 as Reuther

pursued the ambition of establishing public conbfahe American economy.

But Mills’s view of Reuther was ultimately equivdcBlotwithstanding the radicalism
of his proposed changes to the political econoRsuther's democracy would not
have altered authority relations at the point afdpiction. There was a danger, as
Mills saw it, that Reuther would fall prey to theactionary forces of the sophisticated
conservatives, an inclination to human engineefMils,1948/2001) that could lead
the Union astray. What Mills appears to have apated most was Reuther’s part in
bringing a number of significant socialist ‘intedteals’ into the Union after his
election. Inspiring the more innovative elementsRiauther’s thought and political
strategy, many of the intellectuals had been siisdat the union funded Brookwood
College (Lichtenstein,1995) and possessed a bagkdrim the Socialist party, in the
fruitful period of open debate before factiondighting with ultra leftist elements
had caused the party’s decline (Heale,1990). TheorUiResearch Director, Nat
Weinburg, exemplifying the best in the UAW leadhpsas Mills saw it, spoke of the
end of business unionism and a new agenda fornath@ the welfare of the
community as a whole (Weinburg cited in Mills, 2091259). The left Keynesians of
the UAW, especially Donald Montgomery of the Un®nConsumer Office
(Lichtenstein,1995), saw income redistribution &g key means for promoting
aggregate demand, warding off the possibility oétarn to the economic conditions
of the 1930s. Then there were the innovations ilmkJdemocracy associated with the
Education department of Victor Reuther: diversemfits to foster an informed and
vibrant activism in the Union (Reuther,1976).

Mills - as others have emphasized (Geary, 2008)ew inspiration from the UAW in
the post war years. To be sure it was never a iguest imitation, more of sources
that inspired the political imagination. Positiathat Mills ultimately adopted in the
study of labour (Mills,1948/2001, pp. 258 — 25%e tpossibility for the unions to
engage in formulating their own plans for industmgre derived from his association
with the intellectuals of the UAW. Certain macraeomic, redistributive policies -
a sharply graduated income tax, reduced indire@stahigher wages and the control
of prices - were no more than outlined and, refhgchis republican convictions,

Mills hoped to see a public that would engage intiomous evaluation of these
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policies. Yet writing in the later 1940s (Mills,182001) Mills was still encouraged

by new thinking among elements of labour.

The Power Elite

By the final years of the 1940s Mills’s disillusiment with labour had grown. Their
moment, as he saw, it had passed. The problemalayely in the conservative
leadership, increasingly fearful of changing poéti conditions with the growing
influence of the political right and seeking to f@a not only bargaining rights but
their own newly won status. The labour leaderstow fiocused overwhelmingly on
traditional ‘business union’ issues: wages andsgturity with few signs of resistance
in the rank and file. Mills noted the leaders dfdar seeking to enhance their position
in the circles of the ‘power elite’ (Mills, 1954/69), taking up positions not only in
institutions of the federal government but the rinédional agencies set up to
administer the Marshall plan. Involvement at theexapf government served to
enhance the prestige of the ‘self made’ new mepowgfer (Mills,1954/1963, p.101).
Mills’s subsequent investigations would leavedittioubt as to the marginal status of
the labour leaders among the elites. And there wwder social changes at stake.
Mills now — like many others of the left at thisni - increasingly emphasised the

conservatism of the American citizenry.

Mills (1956/1999) considered the processes by wihiah elites were formed, the
solidarity and commonalities of value and interastong them. He wrote of the
growth and concentration of the means of powethat disposal of those that
occupied positions of ‘command’ in business, thitany and the polity. Such means
had been greatly expanded by changes over theecolithe twentieth century: the
emergence of the large scale enterprise, the expaonsthe military after 1914 and
the growth of central government, associated eafpgavith the period after the New
Deal. And the expansion of the powers of those lgdahese organisations had been
accompanied by a pattern of coordination or intégmaamong them. An ‘inner circle
of political outsiders’ now occupied key positiansthe administration. Composed of
‘members and agents of the corporate rich and ige military in an often uneasy
alliance with selected policy makers’ (Mills, 195899, p.156), Mills argued that a
clique of ‘outsiders’ had effectively taken oveetbxecutive post of administrative

command. The consequences for citizens were prdfoun
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Mills’s development of his earlier assessment & sophisticated conservatives
should be understood in the context of changingipal conditions of the time. The
prestige of the elites of business and the militeagl been greatly enhanced by their
part in the war effort. The international contettie years of the ‘cold war’ and
especially the Korean war, served to consolidatertthe of these same forces in the
administration. As Mills judged it, a series ofatdd developments signalled that the
‘garrison state’, which he had anticipated in ti82lds, had now come into being.
Representatives of business and the military, whi sanction of politicians, had
effectively captured key positions in the executlveanch of government. The
executive had become the principal site of pdltidecision making, with the
legislature as well as the judicial branch reledadtea lower level (Mills, 1999, p.4).
Numerous decisions were effectively excluded fregidlative or public debate. The
military, in particular, now dominated the formatimf policy in the fields of
international diplomacy and foreign affairs, aslveal playing a significant part in the
fashioning of economic policy. A ‘military metaphg's (Mills, 1956/1999, p.198)
now informed the policy of the State. The permampiansion of military capability
was presented as a means to national securityséomed an array of other aims:
enhancing the prestige of the military, warding @ffeturn to ‘economic slump’ and

promoting the relentless drive for corporate pedfility.

To those who imagined United States as a balanoetkty, with a freedom of
association that allowed the formation of diversempeting interest groups and a
separation of powers between the elements of thte,SMills responded with the
image of a social order now dominated by the Igoselerconnected cliques of
business and the military. Such a regime was a¢ onaccountable and secretive in
its mode of operation. This state of affairs seraednce to stifle democracy, political
argument and creativity. Americans now knew whanéant to live in a ‘military
neighbourhood open to catastrophic attack’ (MiB§@/1999, p. 183). They now
lived under a state of emergency without foreseeabd (Mills, 1956/1999, p.184).
As the United States expanded its capacity to edtete human life on a global scale
through the development and deployment of thermleauaveapons, its leaders now
exposed the world to their ‘crackpot definitionreflity’ ( Mills,1956/1999, p.361).

Mills’s critique acquired an urgent, even breath]eharacter.

10



Mills’s elite was not a ruling class in the way thdarxists imagined. The polity
exhibited its own institutional specificity, evem outsiders, associated with the
military and business, now occupied central pas#iin the administration. Mills
highlighted the regime of character formation amyedopment through which the
elites passed. A ‘preparatory’ schooling and higédircation made possible by access
to substantial wealth encouraged similar valuesmaadners among the business elite.
Comparable codes were promoted in the disciplimagimes of West Point and
Annapolis. In important respects, the members efdlite were alike: American by
birth, predominantly from the cities of the eaststates. A familiarity among them
had been born not only through joint experiencetha administration — in the
planning mechanisms associated with war produabiothe agencies that emerged
with the New Deal — but also through common invoteat in trade associations or
recreational activities. Though not without theffetences, all were ultimately united
in pursuit of common interests: the system of gayaroperty and the aggrandizement
of the military. Mills thus explored the ties oflisiarity and cultural homogeneity that
made the power elite a social entity. For the ®ldEAmerica at least, it seemed that

the concept of ‘class consciousness’ had relevévidks, 1956/1999, p.283).

Yet these developments took place largely behiedotick of the American citizenry.
Mills’s concept of the ‘main drift’ suggested thenwentional wisdom of the time.
Diverse forces were working to promote a particdiberal ‘version of reality’, a
benign image of the forces of power promoting tagamal interest. The military was
now actively involved in a public relations campaitp redefine the reality of
international relations in a way that justified #vepansion of military capabilities. A
combination of public relations and the use of thaxtrine of ‘official secrets’
undermined reasoned political debate, enablingthigities of the elites. At the same
time, Mills returned to the conditions of the massiety first considered in the earlier
White Collar (1951/2001). Borrowing from the aestheticians amdhg émigré
intellectuals of the Frankfurt school (McClay, 199Mlills argued that an atomised,
passive and compliant citizenry had developed enUited States, encouraged by
the practices of mass mediation. To this coulddmed the effects of alienating work
regimes and the expansion and bureaucratisationpaditical and voluntary

organisations. The masses were now moved mainlkyuliyre rather than by reason
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and in such conditions, the possibility of indepamdthought and popular political
action was seriously diminished. The United Stdtad found its own path to the

mass society.

Daniel Geary (2009) characterises Mills’s invedimaof ‘the power elite’ as a work
of disillusioned radicalism: Mills’s critique im@d a rejection of American society,
whilst offering no way out from the predicament iientifed. And yet Mills’s
position is an ambiguous one; there are certaidynents in which he appears to find
cause for optimism in the ‘private tensions’ (Mill856/1999, p.314) and ‘inarticulate
resentments’ (ibid) of the American citizenry. Theoment of wide ranging
democratisation led by the vanguard elements ofldheur movement had clearly
passed. Yet Mills, in moments of optimism, stillagined the possibility of a new and
reinvigorated democracy. Hope lay in the possipithat a fearful and anxious
citizenry might be transformed into one more pcéiliy alert, willing to submit the
dominant forces of the era - now misusing powerte critical scrutiny and
responsible influence. Public opinion, Mills arguedisted where people ‘who are
not in the government of a country claim the rigghexpress political opinions freely
and publicly and the right these opinions shouftliéence and determine the policies,
personnel and actions of the government’ (Mills5@/2009, p.309). Once again, the
parallels with Dewey (1927) are evident in thefelsbnian ideal of a politically alert
and active citizenry acting as a sure defenceeddom. In both Mills and Dewey a
version of American political history - first sgshatised by such writers as Daniel
Webster, Jared Sparks and Alexis de Tocgevillbeneiarly decades of the nineteenth
century (see Gustafson, 2011) - was assumed. Thamghlern American
republicanism built on Roman precedent and posdeste own distinctive
institutions, on this interpretation what was mdsaracteristic of American political
life was its dispersed scenes of public debate dalitheration. Countless voluntary,
self governing and deliberative bodies pursuedrdeveharitable, social and political

goals.

Mills was fully aware of the fictional nature ofishnarrative (Mills, 1956/1999,
p.303). And modern conditions — including the emearg of large scale political
institutions and the diverse forms of expert knalgle on which political authorities

relied — set the limits within change might be plolss The aim was to explore the
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possibility of republican ideals at a differenttbirscal moment and to intimate certain
essential preconditions for the formation of puldj@nion. Associations of citizens
free of state interference, settings in which doa@ors could practice deliberation
with their fellows and, by their combination, exjgeice an enhanced sense of their
own political agency, provided one such conditi®@uch institutions would be
positioned between ‘the family and the small comityuion the one hand and ‘the
effective units of the power elite’ on the otheri{s] 1956/1999, p.309).

Mills envisaged a variety of social and institugbrchanges if his ideal of creative
democracy was to be attained. He offered no defenpprogramme of reform but rather
intimated a set of principles that might be takenand elaborated by others to enable a
community of publics to thrive. In part this wasratter of the inculcation of habits in
the citizenry. To work with others for shared epdssupposed that citizens engage in a
labour of moral and political reflection and evdlaa. Accordingly Mills wrote of the
need for adult education as a practice of ‘selfifetation in the ancient sense’ (Mills,
1956/1999, p.318). Supplementing vocational leaynanliberal education would include
the development of the skills of controversy wittes self ‘which we call thinking’ and
‘with others that we call debate’ (Mills,1956/1999.318). Evoking the challenge of
what he would later call the ‘sociological imagioat (Mills, 1959/2000), it was the
task of a liberal education to help individuals diarify the social sources of their
inarticulate personal tensions and grievances bating them in the social conditions of
their existence. Education would thus develop thepasitions of character, both
intellectual and moral capacities, which wouldnfien and women for a new democratic
social order. And Mills also looked forward to g@&yof journalism that would enable the
individual to transcend his narrow milieu and ‘diarits private meaning’ (Mills,
1956/1999, p.315). Such forces and agents would toetall to account the elites of this

era in business and the military.

But a new and enhanced democracy also suggeste@ddefor a more responsible form
of government. Displacing the artfulness of the ljgubelations campaign and the
manipulation of the doctrine of official secretsillsllooked forward to a new era based
on free dialogue between the governed and thosegweliern. And responsible politics
implied changes in the administration. Mills rewshlhimself as no simple anti
bureaucrat, but an enemy of the ‘pseudo - bureaytdominated by the ‘political

outsiders’ of the military and business (Mills, 835999, p.235). The inference was that
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Civil Service reform might comprise one of the abjees of the movement of citizens
that Mills desired. The power elite had been magdssible in part by the absence of a
genuinely independent bureaucracy (Mills, 1956/1989276). The United States had
still to break decisively with the system of ‘s@dipopularized under the Presidency of
Andrew Jackson whereby, subject to the apprové@efate, appointments to the Civil
Service were under the control of the PresidentgiMo, 1982). As early as the 1870s,
reformers in the United States had challenged ni#iciency and corrupt nature of a
system that rewarded political supporters, lookinghe British reforms of the 1850s
(Barratt, 2009) for an example of a fully indepemdand impartial bureaucracy. For
Mills, the Pendleton reforms of 1883 which introddceelements of the British system -
the ideal of an independent civil service, appoerimon merit and a Civil Service
Commission - contained a fatal flaw. The Presidetained powers to classify and
declassify positions in the offices of governmestGivil Service appointments. In the
years of the ‘New Deal’ political appointments kg thighest levels of government and
in the newly established agencies grew substaypteadl Roosevelt sought enhanced
creativity and commitment in those charged with auistering policy (Rourke, 1992).
After 1953 Eisenhower responded to such ‘politit@a in the offices of the federal
government by increasing the level of patronage. Mdls, what the United States
required was an independent bureaucracy effecti@bbye party political pressure and
with a genuine career civil service. The dominané€outsiders’ in the offices of
government not only demoralized the lower levelstioé Civil Service, damaged
recruitment and impaired the knowledge and capgbidivailable to the federal
government. Mills’s defence of bureaucracy as #indisve life order — characterized by
virtues of integrity, impartiality and neutralityh@ying a close affinity with democratic
ends — recalled Weber (1994). The impartial buresaycof an independent civil service

was a praiseworthy thing.

Mills and power today

For Michael Burawoy (2008), notwithstanding a pesien of admiration, it would
seem that we have little to gain by rememberingdvibday. There is a politically
debilitating fatalism and pessimism at the heatdls’s thesis. The idea of a ‘power
elite’ was quickly assimilated into the Americarllective consciousness (Burawoy,
2008, p.369) but became an anachronism. Yet tlgssament appears excessively
dismissive. Elsewhere, as we have noted, thereiterce of Mills inspiring fresh

insights into the emerging elite formations of @wn era. Examples here include
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accounts of the elites of the British financial tee@nd the lobbying networks and
rationalising discourses which helped to securdrobof the regulatory agenda in the
late 1990s and early 2000s (Bowman et al, 2013Britain, the use of business
advisers or the reconfiguration of the offices ogrnment in accordance with the
norms of the unitary board of the public limitedngmany afford spaces for
representatives of a select business elite to émeeoffices of government and play a
critical role in the fashioning of policy (Barrap13). Recent administrations in the
United States have enhanced the powers of the gxedranch of government and
the business elite remains dominant in the exeeuMembers of these business and
political elites, Aronowitz (2012) argues, emergenf a similar social milieu to that
which Mills described. Others (Godfrey et al, 201Bave highlighted the intimate
connections and associations between the stateitaarBand the United States and
the private military and security industry, nowthé centre of attempts to privatise
warfare. If the ‘permanent war economy’ has noapseared (Aronowitz, 2012), with
expenditure on the military amounting to 4.3% of & the final year of the Bush
administration, the private military and securitgustry becomes a major beneficiary
of this investment. Business elites expand théiuémce in the offices of government
as neo — liberal governments, seeking economy #indeacy in the delivery of
services to the world stage, turn to outsourcingdj @artnership arrangements. Others,
directly evoking Mills (Murphy, 2006), write of eew global governance regime and
its mechanisms of formation. The ‘power elite’ expd to the world stage is
understood to comprise the top bureaucracies n$mi@ional governance institutions,

multinational corporation executives and the leadémational governments

We would suggest a number of commonalities in gost Millsian genre of elite

theorising. First, there is a desire to stay climsehanging formations of power, to
move beyond the familiar themes of the processexndorate ascent, socialisation
and inter organisational advancement - the ‘c@@omterlocks’ — associated with
Mills’s earlier followers (eg Useem, 1984). Theselgses suggest not a unified
power elite but a variety of elite formations: niditnensional and evanescent in
nature. Particular attention is given to the aimg@ ambitions of the elites as well as
well as the tactics and social practices by whicbytare pursued. And, more
generally, it is assumed that Mills requires catiappraisal, with the aim of this re

theorising being to reform and revise rather tlrareject.
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Mills is inclined at times, as Burawoy (2008) righ&rgues, to talk down to the
publics that he seeks to interpolate. Edward Tham{$963) long ago highlighted
the tension in Mills’s project between the dispositof the expert and the craftsmen.
At his most certain and dogmatic, Mills imaginednkelf as an agent of truth,
enlightening others in the realities of their sitoi, penetrating false appearance. The
expert was ultimately a custodian of the ‘interestothers, revealing the sources of
their ‘alienation’. Surpassing Mills should meanmgpbeyond the dogmatic reasoning
to which he is inclined. It should also involve arknowledgment that ‘interests’ are
only available to actors by virtue of a practicedidcursive formulation (Hindess,
1982).

Mills and those who follow an interest in the fotioa of corporate elite interlocks
are vulnerable to Dennis Wrong’s concern that tigg insufficient attention to how
the elites exercise their power (Wrong, 1956, p)2Fdlls exemplifies what Barry
Hindess (1996) terms the ‘capacity outcome’ conoepdf power: power is assumed
to be a capacity or ‘possession’ of particular agenin Mills’'s case mainly by virtue
of their positioning in bureaucratic hierarchiesdanetworks. The danger is of
circular reasoning (Clegg, Courpasson and PhilR@)6), with greater power being
assumed to prevail over lesser power and powetiarthips assumed in advance of
the analysis of any particular field of human attiblow elites compete and vie for
position is obscured in this analysis (Reed, 20IR)is perspective tends to
discourage the examination of the forms of knowtedgailable to and deployed by
elites. Mills had little to say of the think tanksd exclusive political discussion
groups that informed the thinking of the eliteshis era, just as they do in our own
(Domhoff, 2006). In his earliest published work Mi(1939) argued for the detailed
study of ‘vocabularies of motive’ and their sociahd historical conditions of
possibility. A research agenda, derived from a irepdf classical pragmatism, was

proposed but never fully exploited.

Circular in logic, the perspective on which Millglied tends to discourage the
examination of tactics and instruments of power #ra@r deployment in concrete
settings. In this regard, Daniel Bell (1963, p.B8#2)s correct to argue that Mills gave

little consideration to the norms, values and, estllg, the practices of ‘leadership’
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that would give the concept of power greater sulzgtaThe centralized power of the
business and military elites was seemingly limglesithout scope or medium. And
Mills ultimately obscures the dependence of thensut’ - the elites - on a whole
complex of power relations and practices beyond‘strategic command posts’ at
lower levels, the minor expertise of the manageofdhe consultant and the work of
translation and interpretation that they bring &abin their implementation of elite

decisions.

Mills has little sense of the relational quality péwer (Clegg and Haugard, 2009).
Thus the meaning of the mass media for its audgeneguired further investigation.
He is vulnerable to the charge, as Norman Denz®9() argues, of neglecting the
detail of the experiences of the ‘little people’his major texts. And as others argue
(Geary, 2009) this same inclination was apparerhénneglect of important counter
tendencies in this era, developments with the piaieto destabilise the dominant
forces which he documented. Mills had little tg s&those neglected under the New
Deal (Hayden,2006): those who still experiencedeptyy and racial oppression.
Neglectful of the politics of race and gender, timtion that Mills might help us to
explore ‘power in all its dimensions’ (Aronowitz,022) appears in need of
gualification. And, more generally, Mills appears @nreliable guide as a theorist of

experience of the experience of relations of force.

As we have seen, accompanying Mills’s cynical ajgal of the elites is a different
sensibility: a sense of the future as open andnighfed and the outline of an
alternative political vision. How might Mills be @élevance to critics today in this
respect? His Weberian defence of bureaucracy résomath positions endorsed by
contemporary critics in organisation and managensnties (du Gay, 2000;
Armbruster and Gebert, 2002; Barratt, 2009). Traakesepublicanism, with some
resemblance to Mills, can also be discerned (egaBa2009). Yet perhaps, beyond
Mills’s particular ethico — political preferenceabgere is a broader issue at stake. After
Mills, the clarification of values and politics lmeoes a personal task and a challenge,
involving an on - going process of reflection ahd active cultivation of an identity.
‘Moral stakes’ are not fixed or given. We have mbtbat Mills’s assessment of the
costs of the power elite alters over time: the denattc deficit and the possibility of

war intimated in the study of the labour leadersliéM1948/ 2001) gave way to a
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more urgent, even fearful response as the politicabment changes

(Mills,1956/1999). The practical meaning of eaclwvrset of circumstances required
an effort of fresh thinking about implications addngers. And attention was also
required to changing political possibilities and avtwas possible under different
economic, social and political conditions. As thement of labour passes, Mills finds
hope in the possibility of an enhanced form of deracy and especially an informed
and autonomous citizenry, holding political acttysaccount, maintaining effective

and responsible leadership.

With Mills, the cultivation of an ethico — polititposition requires an alertness to the
passing moment and a work of composition. Like Dgwdéills is an inheritor of an
array of ethical and political discourses that liapas selectively and critically.
Jeffersonian republicanism, elements borrowed ftbenhistory of socialist thought
and practice, elements of pagan thought and thectipah experience and
achievements of the political movements of hisweae reshaped and adapted in a
distinctive and imaginative way. The example of IMilsuggests that, without
nostalgic yearning, we might further explore histak experience for suppressed and
unrealised political possibilities and how they hiigpe made relevant to the
conditions of our own time. Cultivating an ethicopolitical identity in the style of
Mills, demands that we should always be prepardédm from others, to have our
perspective widened or radically altered througlehing. It suggests, in particular,
that we might continue the exploration of the orgational and ‘leadership’ practices
and ideals of the social movements of our own leah dthers have recently begun
(Sutherland et al, 2013). Perhaps too, after Mills,might begin to rethink our uses
of the concept of power. Mills, as we have seers wat the libertarian enemy of
power that some of his liberal critics imaginedr@®as, 1957). Power was not simply
the power of one agent ‘over’ another, as is conynassumed in organisational and
management studies. Mills reminds us that demacvatiues and capabilities are not
natural but must be learnt. Mills, in this guisepulM encourage us to think more
about the enabling or productive nature of powerour attempts to imagine
alternatives — the human capacities, resourcesanditions that are required when,
for example, we imagine workplaces of self rule eself care (Townley,1994;
Barratt,2008).
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The personal labour of fashioning an ethico - tpali stance is thus an unending one.
There are contrasts here, it would seem, with positadopted by contemporary
critics as they debate the political implicatiorfstioeir perspectives. Some, in our
view rightly, have challenged the value of the fiages internal disputes and scholarly
polemics associated with the field of critical angation and management studies
(Parker, 2002; Gray, 2005; Barratt, 2008). But #ngument - as we see it more
guestionably - can be taken a stage further (&@§5). Critics, it is claimed, should
acknowledge their common connection to the politiet and seek to advance the
reputation and standing of critical scholarship himt the business school for
collective benefit. A bridgehead in the businedsost could assist critics to speak
authoritatively in the public domain, exposing mgeral excesses and abuses,
including — perhaps most especially - those of thebal managerial elites’
(Grey,2005). The risk however, is of stifling seisodiscussion of alternatives - a
debate that might put the very meaning of a ‘lefSponse in question. After our
reading of Mills, to work with others for shareddsnpresupposes that we pursue a
hard labour of personal political reflection andilenation.

But there there are tensions in Mills’s argumerfsr Emerson, James and Dewey -
in the style of Socrates - an attitude of doult an openness to change was to be
maintained in matters of belief and value. Discnating judgements, for both James
and Dewey, presupposed a grasp of both the condiaod consequences of a set of
convictions. One required a capacity for self cistin and a willingness to put matters
to the test of practical experience and open debdilts, in principle at least,
appeared to take a similar view (Mills, 1959/2000)practice, however, the position

is less clear.

Mills (2000) sought to defend himself from the icstof his own era. He caricatured
criticism of his thesis from the left (eg Sweez956) as bounded by an inadequate —
but doubtless reassuring — faith in Marxist orilvod To liberals (eg Dahl, 1958) he
responded by arguing that he had aimed only toucapa ‘drift’ or tendency in
American society. The liberals judged him by thandlrd of a conspiracy theory,
misreading his central thesis. The elites were ddogether in more subtle ways, by
cultural homogeneity and ties of solidarity born afvariety of social conditions.

Liberals imagined themselves as neutral commemstator social developments
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without realising the value commitments inherentheir interventions. They were
unable to recognise the decisive shift towardspiienanently militarized state and

the diverse powers that sustained this development.

But relevant experience of Mills’s favoured ideaisre ignored in the study of labour.
He failed to address the experiments in guild discmain both Britain and the United
States (Matthews,1971). Mills failed to ‘think agst’ his own positions and to
explore dangers and risks. A host of relevantaisitn was ignored. There were those
critics of the guilds, of its limited forms of wagk participation (Flexner,1923), critics
who raised the problem of how the powerful or thagth an urge to the mastery of
others might be restrained (Russell, 1918). Miigbt Nietzsche’s (1968) reflections
on the dangers of assuming a human will to goodisMat times, was vulnerable to
the charge of failing to recognise that the capegivf citizens must depend on social
and cultural conditions of training and practicard®ns,1957). At various points, the
political imagination was inclined to excess. As /e seen there are moments in
the study of labour, when Mills inclined to imag&scrisis and overcoming to be led
by the forces of the working class, a conceptiorrdwed from the radical left but
ultimately recalling biblical sources. This was psition that he would later dismiss

as that of the labour metaphysician (Mills, 1962).

Concluding Comment

Small power, middle levels of power..................... We havéered here a critical
appreciation of Mills’s examination of power ane ghower elites of his era. We have
commented also on his continuing attempt to tlseora way out from the
predicament he described. In the light of an arodyplausible criticism, his
fundamental conception of power, his tendency tecalke the voices of marginal
subjects, the treatment of actual and possibl@gles, Mills - we have suggested -
is not an unproblematic example. Ultimately perhiéps at a more general level, in
respect of his critical sensibility that Mills i$ lsis most persuasive. As we have seen,
Mills works critically with the dowry of concepthdt he inherited in forging a
perspective on the power dimensions of his era. @laboration of an ethico —
political position similarly required an ongoing kkaf reflection and self criticism, a

willingness to be moved by events and by otherthdnstyle of Mills, the critic is one
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who seeks to impose a style or taste on his or Wa&lues and politics. Critics of
management today allude to the need to avoid lgpsio intellectual dogma (Grey
and Willmott, 2005) and Mills can serve as an undive example. But there is a
similar need, we would suggest, in respect of ttiece —political stance of the
management critic, to avoid unthinking orthodoxyill84 we have suggested here,
avoided such tendencies. It is at such momentshihé& most deeply persuasive and

perhaps inspiring to us today.
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