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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book began to germinate when Chris Rojek, an editor at Sage Publications asked me to edit a four-volume project of comments on and criticisms of the work of the social theorist C. Wright Mills. After assembling and reading more than 400 articles and reviews on his work, I selected some 90 for inclusion. In the 1950s few prominent social theorists and sociologists could ignore his work; many felt compelled to comment on it. With few exceptions, however, most of this commentary was composed from ideological standpoints that were largely unacknowledged by their authors. In the course of introducing the volumes, I concluded that there were few contributions who grasped the grandeur of Mills’s work, although some were more appreciative than others. So, armed with hubris, I decided to try to comprehend the sweep and the contemporary significance of his massive intellectual production. And I decided not to enter the genre of biography, except where Mills’s life intersected and helped account for the work. Since he died at age forty-five, despite the breadth of the writing there remained vital unfinished projects, mainly his effort to comprehend the role of the “cultural apparatus” in maintaining and reproducing corporate capitalism. My intention is to suggest that we might redeem his legacy by undertaking the tasks he set out that are, fifty years later, unfinished

Mills was a singular figure of his time. Of course, there were others who dissented from the prevailing consensus that the United States was the best of all possible worlds. But few achieved his wide recognition. When many intellectuals fled from political engagement or chose to join what he termed the “American Celebration,” he remained alienated and oppositional to his country and its culture. As a result this standpoint and the body of work it generated, his prominence earned him few plaudits. Some, like the novelist and essayist Harvey Swados remained solidly supportive. Others, notably the critic Irving Howe, were ambivalent concerning his last writings, although they were generally sympathetic to his dissenting project. But with every new book and pamphlet he managed to reach an ever wider audience both at home and abroad. He wrote in accessible yet forceful prose that challenged his readers to step beyond the boundaries of the prevailing common sense. In many respects, he was a beacon to those who refused to submit to the prevailing conformity.

I owe several debts in the process of researching and writing this book. I am grateful to Mills’s daughter Kate Mills for her gracious hospitality and initial support of my efforts. I may not have produced the work she hoped for, but I have tried to give Mills his due. Mills’s collaborator and former wife, Ruth Harper, granted my request for an interview. She clarified Mills’s statement in his White Collar that she was a coauthor. She also stated that she contributed to The Power Elite. Such collaborations are often suppressed. His third wife, Yaroslava Mills, granted me permission to consult the Mills archive. I want to thank the library staff at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library at the University of Texas–Austin, where Mills’s papers are located.

Michael Pelias and Dan Walkowitz read portions of the manuscript and gave me useful comments. Peter Dimock of Columbia University Press shared my enthusiasm for the project, commissioned the work, and read the first five chapters with discernment. My editor at Columbia, Phillip Leventhal, was a careful and caring reader and worked hard to improve the first draft. The final version owes a great deal to his efforts. I am also grateful to the anonymous readers, whose critiques were valuable.


Introduction and Overview

C. Wright Mills defies classification in the neat compartments of scholarly disciplines and ideology. His was a restless mind in the classical traditions of Marx, Thorstein Veblen, and Max Weber, all of whom broke through methodological rituals and drew widely from philosophy, social science, and the arts. Mills culled such sources as newspapers, census data, and ethnographic studies. He sometimes invoked popular novels to illustrate his points. Yet even as he performed some sociological procedures early in his career, he sharply criticized what he later termed “abstracted empiricism”—the practice of confining social science to small studies or specific domains without drawing them together in broad generalizations about society as a whole. From the beginning, he employed social and cultural analysis to make sense of what he termed the “main drift” of politics and social relations.

Against the tendency among many American intellectuals to accept the United States as a great “exception” to the European penchant for class conflict, he followed Marx’s concept that all history is the history of class struggles, although his own later version of class power veered closer to Gaetano Mosca’s model of elite and mass than to Marx’s division of capital and labor. Ultimately, Mills was reluctant to follow Marx on class divisions because of his skeptical view of the labor movement, which had, by the late 1940s, chosen to integrate with rather than oppose what he termed the prevailing “set up.”

For Mills, the American working class—the largest in the capitalist world—was hardly in “radical chains,” as Marx styled it in an early metaphor. This judgment later led Mills to ask the potential New Left to abandon the “labor metaphysic,” a standpoint that had marked all factions of the Left until the 1960s. Throughout his intellectual life, he soundly rejected the dominant ideology of American pluralism, the view that American society and politics were constituted by a plurality of competing but ultimately compatible and conciliatory forces, none of which dominated the state and the economy. He drew instead on Veblen’s idea that political and economic power was constituted through those who control “institutional orders” and call the shots of public and economic policy. Weber, whose work on institutions was widely read in the social sciences, became a leading proponent of the idea that modern liberal constitutional democracy was the only chance to stem the power of highly concentrated bureaucracies and the authoritarian dictatorship of the revolutionary Left. Mills, by contrast, found that the institutions of voting, representation, and legislative autonomy had been severely undermined by a power elite that steadily concentrated decision making in its own hands. Thus, with the partial exception of his study of the “new salaried middle class” in White Collar, which examined several categories of labor, including managers, Mills generally studied “up.” His focus on the elites that ran the key institutions of society derived from the premise that the intervention of subalterns was at best sporadic and that they were not normally contestants for power. Even in his book on labor unions, he focused on the leaders rather than the rank and file because, as he noted, power in organized labor was highly concentrated at the top. So at the level of the ordinary exercise of power, workers’ organizations and the poor were usually “dependent variables” in economic and political life. Likewise, members of the “old middle class” of farmers, small merchants, manufacturers, and independent professions were consigned to the “middle levels” of power with the rise of the large corporation. Thus, Weber’s methodological invocation of the “ideal type,” his term for scientific model building as a benchmark of empirical measurement, informed Mills’s own proclivity for drawing “composite portraits” of social groups, portraits in which collective biographies intersected with history.

The modes of thought that Mills used transgress the boundaries between philosophy, history, and social theory, between traditional orthodoxies and the radical imagination. Mills was steeped in philosophy—a predisposition he acquired in his undergraduate years at the University of Texas—but he was also embedded in the canons of sociological and political theory and did not hesitate to address his predecessors with critical candor as well as appreciation. For example, Mills had great respect for Marx but asserted that part of his theoretical perspective was simply inapplicable to the mid-twentieth-century world. He sharply criticized contemporary Marxist traditions for their metaphysical bent, especially their elevation of “labor” to a privileged position in the social pantheon.

Mills was not an acolyte of any single thinker or mode of thought. He had a penchant for drawing on theorists who were widely viewed as antagonists, a practice that earned him the ire and bafflement of doctrinaire minds, especially some Marxists and Weberians, for whom theoretical distinctions constituted an abyss that defied crossing. He may be understood as a synthetic thinker who tried to combine apparently disparate ideas in ways that were uniquely his own. For example, he invoked Weber’s concept of bureaucracy as the new institutional form of rationality in modern political and social affairs, but he did not accept the usual invocation of Weberian “stratification” or its contemporary variant, political pluralism, as a substitute for the concept of class and hierarchical power, which he saw as inherent in the nature of contemporary capitalism. While avoiding the concept of a “ruling class” because of its ascription of power to a single institutional order—financial and industrial capital—Mills’s concept of the power elite bears a remarkable resemblance to the Marxian insistence, shared with Mosca and Vilfredo Pareto, that economic and political power is concentrated at the top of the social and economic hierarchy. In the epoch of modern capitalism, Mills argued, intermediate classes and strata occupy differential positions of subordination in the pyramidal social structure.

A half century after his death in 1962 at the age of forty-five, C. Wright Mills remains one of the most admired and controversial social thinkers of our time. Dozens of social scientists and activists claim that their career choices were influenced, if not determined, by reading his work. However, his chosen profession, sociology, has largely ignored him or relegated his work to the rather specialized field of “stratification” studies. His international reputation has grown over the years; his books have been translated into twenty-three languages and been widely reviewed in the mainstream media and academic journals. There are at least a half-dozen book-length studies of his life and work, most of which were written in the 1980s, twenty years after his death. Richard Gilliam has written an unpublished biography and published several insightful articles on Mills. But there is only one full-length biography of him in print, by his former admirer Irving Louis Horowitz, who now treats Mills’s importance with considerable skepticism, to say the least.

Mills’s influence on the student and antiwar movements of the 1960s was massive, and he is deeply admired in Latin America. But, while roundly criticized, he was never recognized by many of his American colleagues in the social sciences as a major thinker. I believe this disparity can be explained by Mills’s refusal to remain safely tucked into the academy, even as some of his more fervent academic champions have labored to demonstrate his legitimate sociological credentials. He was a tenured professor but did not devote most of his time and effort to the university. His work and thought were consigned to a kind of academic purgatory for the last three decades of the twentieth century, when social theory migrated from the social sciences, which were obsessed with case studies and social “problems,” to literature and philosophy, where he was rarely discussed and almost never cited. C. Wright Mills became an absent presence. Every sociologist and many others in the social sciences knew his name and, in their political unconscious, recognized his salience, but fear and careerism deterred them from following his path as a critical political intellectual. Yet in the wake of recent scandals involving leading corporations and their chief executive and financial officers, which have become daily fare even in mainstream media, and the consequent questioning of the hegemony of corporate capital over the American state, Mills’s work is experiencing a revival. Although his name rarely appears on the reading lists of graduate courses in social and cultural theory, the recent republication of four of his most important books augurs well for a Mills resurgence.

These books have been published with new introductions by such figures as the historian Nelson Lichtenstein (New Men of Power), the social critic Russell Jacoby (White Collar), the political theorist Alan Wolfe (The Power Elite), and the sociologist Todd Gitlin (The Sociological Imagination). This republication has allowed a new generation of students and younger faculty, as well as the general public, to encounter Mills’s work. In 2009, Dan Geary published Radical Ambition: C. Wright Mills, the Left, and American Social Thought, a useful study of some aspects of Mills’s work, emphasizing the degree to which Mills, radical politics notwithstanding, adhered to the methods and canon of sociology. The present book differs from many of these assessments, but I want to acknowledge their importance and their contribution to a potential Mills revival.

For some, Mills does not qualify as a theorist in the present era, when social and cultural theory is dominated by European influences. Except for his dissertation, he rarely engaged in philosophical speculation; more to the point, in only one major instance, Character and Social Structure, did he address the foundational ideas of social theory. Marxists criticize the lack, even disdain, of “class analysis” in his work; indeed, the commentaries in his collection of annotated readings, The Marxists (1960), constitute both an appreciation and an unsystematic critique of Marx and Marxism. Many social historians, informed by class and class struggle, object to his focus on the study of elites rather than popular expressions from below, even within social movements. And liberal intellectuals of all stripes detect more than a little paranoia in his Cold War writings, especially about the motives and operations of the American government and its corporate allies.

Yet Mills remains a model for those who wish to become public and political intellectuals and are inspired by his massive output over the course of twenty-three years of publishing. When most in the human sciences followed the path of least resistance by writing the same books or the same articles exclusively in disciplinary journals over and over, or by narrowing their focus to a single domain, Mills ranged widely over historical, cultural, political, social, and psychological domains. He was interested in the labor and radical movements and wrote extensively on them; as a close student of Weber, he made some of the most trenchant critiques of bureaucracy in the postwar era; he was among the leading critics of the emergent mass culture and the mass-communications media; and, despite its ostensibly introductory tone, The Sociological Imagination may be America’s best contribution to the ongoing debate about the relationship of scholarship to social commitment, a debate that has animated literary and social science circles for decades. Above all, Mills was a pioneer, along with the political theorist Harold Lasswell, in the study of power, and he linked nearly all of his concerns to the issue of who runs the social world.

In many ways, Irving Louis Horowitz turned against Mills, so his largely unsympathetic biography, C. Wright Mills: An American Utopian (1994), tells us as much about the author as it does about its subject. In the late 1960s, Horowitz turned away from the Left and became an academic entrepreneur with a distinctly antiradical bent. Other book-length treatments are now, to an extent, dated. With the partial exception of some excellent dissertations and master’s theses, notably Tom Hayden’s insightful Radical Nomad, which was published in 2009, more than forty years after Mills’s death, Mills awaits a major full-length political and intellectual biography that addresses the relationship between his personal path and his prodigious output, his role in the shaping of the 1960s, and his influence on American political thought, even among those who would vehemently deny any affiliation to his work. This book offers an in-depth interpretation of his major works and is arranged chronologically. Although I provide a brief biographical sketch and intersperse important biographical material in connection with his intellectual output, this book is not essentially biographical. More precisely, it not only examines Mills’s thought but also understands it and its influences within the contexts of mid-twentieth-century American politics and political thought.

We may speculate that among Mills’s potential readers, his sharp focus on the United States and its traditions and, most of all, his habit of writing plainly and substituting vernacular expressions for scientific terms turned away those who can only respect writers who invent neologisms and whose simple thoughts require complex syntax. But at a moment when these fashions have lost some of their luster, those who yearn for substance as well as style may return with pleasure to Mills’s dark but razor-sharp ruminations. It is the task of my study of Mills’s work and thought to achieve nothing less than to help restore him as one of the preeminent social thinkers of the past sixty years. Moreover, the book will reveal the ways in which Mills remains, in our time, as fresh and original as he did in 1948, when he published The New Men of Power, his first major book.

[image: image]

The intellectual in the United States has always occupied an ambiguous position. Although censorship is not unknown to political writers, scholars, and artists, they have enjoyed a good measure of freedom of expression—especially the freedom to pay for their independence by remaining relatively poor. However, except for those who work for the state—those who espouse the official doctrines or perform policy analysis for those in power—most intellectuals are marginalized or routinely ignored.

Intellectuals have never been economically secure, and U.S. society has consistently denied them significant cultural space. The only relatively secure intellectuals beyond those working for the state are the full-time academics engaged in the arts and the natural and human sciences, who are expected to remain ensconced in universities unless they can offer knowledge to the corporate order or to government agencies. Journalists in the United States are for the most part employees of giant media conglomerates, and independent literary, film, and cultural critics have survived mainly in little magazines, from which they cannot earn a living wage and that limit their audiences to the thousands, or even hundreds, depriving these writers of public notoriety. In short, the tightly controlled public discourse has remained inhospitable, even antagonistic, to intellectuals. This changes only in extraordinary circumstances such as severe recessions or wars, where the crisis loosens, temporarily, the coarse knot of media control, and some thinkers take to drafting petitions and sending them to authorities. Whether, over the long run, the plethora of recently established online magazines, blogs, and journals will enhance genuine critical discourse in American public life remains to be seen. For the moment, new sites have opened up channels of dissent, but their resources are limited and their survival generally depends on crisis fund raising. In sum, at a time when conventional print publications have their backs to the wall and are scaling back their programs, we lack a truly stable array of outlets for critical writing and scholarship.

C. Wright Mills is exemplary of a vanishing breed in American life: the public political intellectual who, despite his grating message, often received a hearing in mainstream media. For almost fifteen years, ending with his untimely death in 1962, Mills was among America’s best-known social scientists and social critics. In the late 1940s and 1950s, he published three books that together constitute a trilogy of theory and description of the post–World War II American power and class structure. His last single-authored book, The Sociological Imagination (1959), remains widely read in university and college classrooms for both its attempt to provide a socially committed introduction to the discipline and its fierce critique of the prevailing tendencies in American sociology—what Mills calls grand theory and abstracted empiricism. According to Mills, the grand theorist’s scope is much too wide to yield practical and genuine theoretical insight. He criticizes the legions of abstracted empiricists who, in the service of incrementally accumulated, verifiable scientific knowledge, confine themselves to producing small-scale investigations.

Together with his sometime collaborator and mentor Hans Gerth, Mills edited one of the earliest and best collections, in English translation, of Max Weber’s essays, a book that remains widely used in the sociological curriculum. An unjustly neglected work in social psychology, Character and Social Structure (1954), written with Gerth, may be considered Mills’s premier work of social theory. This book elaborates what I claim was the “scaffolding” upon which he hung his major works, especially the aforementioned trilogy.

While not exactly a household name in the 1950s and 1960s, Mills did become widely known among the politically active and in certain circles of academic and independent intellectuals. Mills was undoubtedly the intellectual most widely read and studied by the New Left, especially the burgeoning student movement of the 1960s. Unlike many contemporary, or current, public intellectuals, he was neither a servant nor a supplicant of power but, in the sense of the seventeenth-century English radical, was a “ranter”: his job was to sound the alarm. Indeed, some of his writings recall the pamphlets of the American Revolution, wherein numerous and often anonymous writers addressed the “publick” of small farmers and artisans as much as they did those holding political and economic power. Much of Mills’s later writing can also be compared to that of turn-of-the-twentieth-century American populist and socialist pamphleteers, whose aim was simultaneously to educate and arouse workers and farmers to the evils of corporate power. His book-length “pamphlets” The Causes of World War Three (1958) and especially Listen Yankee (1960), Mills’s attempt to explain the Cuban revolution to an American and European audience, inevitably annoyed critics for their apparent advocacy of what, in the Cold War era, was already labeled as an outlaw regime.

Yet in his most fertile period of intellectual work, the decade and a half ending with the publication of The Sociological Imagination, Mills hardly expected to reach a mass audience, with the possible exception of The Power Elite. Nevertheless, he always attempted to reach out to a wider public than most of his fellow academics, whether he was formulating new theories or engaging in public criticism. Mills’s attempt to engage a wider audience challenged and continues to challenge mainstream political and academic discourses, especially the notion that intellectuals should remain neutral observers of economic, political, and social life. While Mills performed his fair share of funded research, notably his study of Puerto Rican migrants (with Clarence Senior) and the collective portraits of characteristic social types such as business and labor leaders, most of his writing is addressed to potential and actual political publics. Mills held that intellectuals and their ideas were embedded in the social antagonisms and struggles of their own time; they bring to their analysis a definite standpoint, whether or not they are prepared to acknowledge it.

Yet Mills adhered to neither of the main political parties or to those on the left fringes of mainstream politics. While he was a figure of his own time (his main work was done in the 1940s and 1950s, when issues of sex, gender, and ecology were barely blips on the screen), his position was congenitally critical—of the Right, conservatives, liberals, the relatively tiny parties of the Left, and especially members of his own shrinking group, those he termed the “independent” leftists. Like one of his heroes, the economist and social theorist Thorstein Veblen—himself a pariah in his chosen discipline—Mills was, to paraphrase a famous aphorism of Marx, “in but not of” the academy, insofar as he refused the distinction between scholarship and partisanship. But, unlike Veblen, whose alienation from conventional economics was almost total, Mills was in many ways, for most of his professional career, a sociologist in his heart as much as his mind. The methods, if not the rhetoric and standpoint embodied in his books on American economic and political power—The New Men of Power, White Collar, and The Power Elite—are firmly rooted in the perspectives of mainstream American sociology at the end of the war. In his use of many of the tools of conventional social inquiry—surveys, interviews, data analysis, and charts—Mills took pains to stay close to the “data” until the concluding chapters.

But what distinguishes Mills from mainstream sociology and from Weber, with whom he shares a considerable portion of his intellectual outlook, is the standpoint of radical social change, not scientific neutrality. In fact, together with some illustrious predecessors, he vehemently denied the possibility of attaining scientific neutrality in studies of politics and culture. At the height of the Cold War and in the midst of the so-called McCarthy period, he fearlessly named capitalism and its corporate and political protagonists as the “system of domination.” These judgments were uttered from within one of capitalism’s intellectual bastions, Columbia University, and by taking this stand Mills distanced himself from the former radicals among his colleagues who were busy “choosing the West,” giving aid and comfort to the witch hunters or neutering themselves by hiding behind the ideology of value-free scholarship. Mills was anti-Stalinist to the core but was nevertheless accused of procommunist sympathies for his unsparing criticism of the spreading militarization of the United States and his spirited defense of the Cuban revolution.

In the light of his later writings, which held out little hope for radical social change in the United States, The New Men of Power occupies a singular place in the Mills corpus. Writing in the aftermath of the veritable general strike of industrial workers in 1946 and the conservative counterattack the following year, reflected in the Taft-Hartley amendments to the Labor Relations Act, Mills argues that for the first time in history the labor movement had the capacity to shape the political economy and the practical requisites to become a major actor in American politics. But as both “an army general and a contractor of labor,” a “machine politician” and the head of a “social movement,” the labor leader occupies a contradictory space.

By 1948, buoyed by American capitalism’s unparalleled global dominance, a powerful conservative force, comprising corporations and their ideological mouthpieces, right-wing intellectuals and conservative politicians, was arrayed against labor’s recently acquired power and, according to Mills, had no intention of yielding more ground without an all-out industrial and political war. Yet he found union leaders curiously unprepared for the struggle. Even as their cause was being abandoned by liberal allies, union leaders remained faithful to the Democratic Party and the New Deal, which was rapidly fading into history. Mills found that the concept that working people needed a party to represent truly their political interests had disappeared from the perspective of most labor leaders, though a decade earlier, at the apex of industrial unionism, a majority favored the formation of such a party, despite their expedient support of the Democrats.

Mills’s notion of power owes much to Machiavelli’s The Prince. Just as Machiavelli reminds the prince that the old rules of the feudal oligarchy are no longer sufficient to retain power and that a public has formed that intends to call the ruler to account for his actions, in his book on the labor leaders, The New Men of Power, Mills is in dialogue with a leadership increasingly attracted to oligarchic rule and to the “liberal center,” whose love affair with established power has lasted to this day. Mills admonishes labor’s leadership to attend to the postwar shift that endangers their and their members’ power. Arguing that the “main drift” is away from the collaboration between business and labor arguably made necessary and viable by the war, he suggests that labor leaders of “great stature” must come to the fore before labor is reduced. “Now there is no war,” but there is a powerful war machine and conservative reaction against labor’s power at the bargaining table:


Today, knit together as they are by trade associations, the corporations steadily translate economic strength into effective and united political power. The power of the federal state has increased enormously. The state is now so big in the economy, and the power of business is so great in the state, that unions can no longer seriously expect even the traditional short-run economic gains without considering the conditions under which their demands are politically realizable.1



According to Mills, top-down rule, which implies keeping the membership at bay, was inadequate to the new situation, which saw the emergence of a military-industrial alliance whose aims included weakening and otherwise destroying the labor movement.

Ironically, New Men of Power is far more accurate in its central prediction of labor’s decline for the years since 1973. Labor has paid a steep price for its refusal to heed Mills’s admonition to forge its own power bloc. In the face of economic globalization, corporate mergers, the deindustrialization of vast areas of the American Northeast and Midwest, and the growth of the largely nonunion South as the industrial investment of choice, many unions have despaired of making new gains and are hanging on to their declining memberships for dear life. Labor is, perhaps irreversibly, on the defensive. Today, union density—the proportion of union members to the workforce as a whole—has been cut in half. Collective bargaining still occurs regularly in unionized industries and occupations, and employers still sign contracts. But the last three decades have been marked by labor’s steady retreat from hard-won gains. In many instances, collective bargaining has yielded to collective begging.

By the early 1950s, discouraged by the labor movement’s inability to reverse or halt the reactionary legislative and political offensive, Mills had abandoned hope that the labor movement was capable of stemming the tide of corporate capitalist domination of American economic, political, and cultural life. Discussion of the labor movement’s social weight is largely absent from White Collar, published only three years after The New Men of Power. The Power Elite, which appeared in 1956, more or less permanently consigns organized labor to subordinate status within the pantheon of national power. In Mills’s view, the moment had come and gone when unions could even conceive of making a qualitative difference in power arrangements. In 1948, Mills’s address was chiefly to the labor leaders themselves—it was both a careful sociological portrait of these new men of power and an attempt to engage them in dialogue. The subsequent works do not have a specific labor public in mind.

The theory of mass society, a concept that spans radical and conservative critiques of late capitalism, informed Mills’s later pessimism. Mills was a leading figure in the sociology of “mass” culture and society, which developed along several highly visible lines in the 1940s and 1950s. He observed the increasing homogenization of American culture and brilliantly linked some of its more egregious features to the decline of the democratic public. While his rhetoric was distinctly in the American vein, his views were crucially influenced by Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, the leading theorists of the Marxian Frankfurt school. While there is little evidence that he was similarly impressed by the psychoanalytic writings of Erich Fromm or Wilhelm Reich, like them Mills linked cultural massification to mounting political conformity associated with the emergence of fascism and other authoritarian movements in nearly all advanced industrial societies. These ruminations are, perhaps, best articulated in White Collar.

This pioneering study of the emergence of a new middle class of salaried professional, technical, and clerical employees situates the spread of mass culture after World War I to this class’s growing significance in advanced industrial societies. Consistent with Mills’s obsession with questions of political and social power and of the prospects for radical social transformation, White Collar may be read as a traditional sociological analysis not only of the occupational situation of the various strata of the middle class but also of the social psychology of the rapidly growing class of salaried professional, technical, and administrative employees—many of them working in large corporations. The book opens with an obituary of the “old” middle class—farmers, small merchants, and manufacturers—perhaps the leading class of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth. The transformation of property from small independent producers and merchants to large concentrations of capital, which marked the second half of the nineteenth century, reduced the economic and political influence of the old middle class to the middle levels of power, mostly in local communities. The functions of administration, sales, and distribution grew faster than manufacturing, but even in production industries the traditional blue-collar industrial workforce expanded more slowly than the bureaucracies of the various strata of white-collar employees.

By World War I, the oligopolistic corporations in basic industries such as steel and energy, large light manufacturing industries such as textiles and durable consumer goods, and banking, insurance, wholesaling, and retail enterprises were hiring huge armies of clerical employees and sales personnel and smaller but important coteries of engineers, technicians, and managers, the latter growing numerically with the decline of the family-owned and -operated firm. To be sure, the small firm has survived, according to Mills, but small business of all types became increasingly unstable: “Nationally, the small businessman is overpowered, politically and economically, by big business; he therefore tries to ride with and benefit from the success of big business on the national political front, even as he fights the economic effects of big business on the local and state front.”2

In many ways, this new middle class consisted of little more than elevated wage workers, and because of their subordination to management, they were denied the same work autonomy enjoyed by the “old” middle class. Thus, according to Mills, the salaried professional and technical strata remain culturally tied to capital. Mills saw little hope for their unionization as long as mass culture—their indigenous culture—was “the main drift” of mass society. On the one hand, reared on images of American exceptionalism, salaried professionals embodied the cultural aspiration for individual social mobility; on the other, their growth was accompanied by the proletarianization of the professional and technical workers because they neither owned their own productive property nor controlled their labor. Some may earn higher salaries than industrial workers but, in contrast to unionized workers who have the protection of a collective-bargaining agreement limiting management’s rights, they were subordinated to arbitrary managerial authority in the performance of their tasks. Lacking a secure class identity, which is intrinsic to those engaged in the production and appropriation of things, as producers of “symbols” they were likely to remain an atomized mass, an oxymoron that signified what the sociologist Erik Olin Wright later described as the “contradictory class location.” As for clerical and administrative employees, they were cogs in the vast machinery of the “enormous file,” keepers of information and of the proliferating records accumulated by the growing significance of sales.3

In the absence of social movements capable of making a genuine difference in power relations, Mills’s works were directed to the general, largely “liberal center,” for whom Mills never ceased to have mixed feelings. The liberals were a necessary ingredient of any possible grand coalition for social change, but this center was marked by the “looseness of its ideas,” an attribute that led its members to “dissipate their political attention and activity.” Yet in the wake of the failure of the labor leaders to face the challenge of the rightward drift of American politics, the hardening of corporate resistance to labor’s economic demands, the freezing of the political environment by the Cold War, and the virtual disappearance of the Left—especially the independent Left—until the late 1950s, Mills’s public address shifted decisively to the center, even as his political position remained firmly on the independent, noncommunist Left.

The central category that suffuses Mills’s thought and to which he returned again and again was power, especially the mechanisms by which it is achieved and retained by elites in the economy and social institutions. This is the signal contribution of the Italian social theorist Gaetano Mosca to Mills’s conceptual arsenal. For Mosca, elites, not classes, constitute the nexus of social rule. To derive his conception of power, Mills focuses neither on the labor process, the starting point for the Marxists, nor on the market, the economic focus for liberals. In essence, Mills is a state theorist; for him, elites are always institutionally constituted. He recognized the relative autonomy of corporations, but, consistent with the regulation era of advanced capitalism, he argued that the state had become the fundamental location of the exercise of economic as much as political power. So, for example, in The Power Elite, his most famous and influential work, three “institutional orders” that are closely linked but spatially and historically independent—the corporate, the political, and the military—constitute together what might be described in Marxist vocabulary as a ruling class. Except this is not a “class” in the sense of either those who share a common relationship to ownership and control of productive property or, as in Max Weber’s conception, groups who share a common interest in gaining access to market opportunities for employment and to acquire goods. The power elite is an alliance of individuals who compose the top layers of each of the crucial institutional orders and whose relative strength varies according to historical circumstances.

In the immediate post–World War II period, Mills detects the autonomous power of the military as, increasingly, the driving force in that alliance. The political elite had occupied the central position during the 1930s slump, when the provision of social welfare became urgent, because neglecting the needs of the population might have endangered the entire system. The military as a relatively autonomous power center gained sustenance from the rearmament program leading up to World War II. But since there was no peace after 1945, it retained its central position in the power structure. Almost immediately after the war, the United States and the Soviet Union, the two remaining superpowers, engaged in a new “cold” war in which nuclear and conventional weapons played an enormous economic and political role in world and domestic politics. Under these circumstances, the military, allying itself with those large corporations engaged in defense production, accumulated substantial independent power. Needless to say, the corporations, the holders of what Mills calls “big money,” are by no means ignored. After all, they remain the backbone of the system.

But in his analysis of the commanding heights, Mills is not content only to describe the three institutional orders that constitute the power elite. He shows that the scope of its power embraces wide sections upon which the legitimacy of American society depends. Chief among them are the celebrities who, as the premier ornaments of mass society, are routinely recruited to lend prestige to the high officials of the three principal institutions of power. Political parties and their candidates eagerly showcase celebrities who support them; corporate executives regularly mingle with famous people in Hollywood and New York at exclusive clubs and parties; and “the warlords”—high military officers, corporate officials, their scientists and technologists engaged in perfecting more lethal weapons of mass destruction, and the politicians responsible for executive and congressional approval of military budgets—congregate in many of the same social and cultural spaces as well as in the business suites of warfare. In short, following the progressive tradition but also the international sociological discourse on power, The Power Elite uses the evidentiary method first perfected by independent scholars such as Ferdinand Lundberg of tracing interlocking networks of social and cultural association as much as business relationships to establish the boundaries and contours of power. Moreover, in this work we can see the movement of individuals among the leading institutional orders that constitute the nexus of power, and the differences between them tend to blur.

Designating the power elite as the only “independent variable” in American society, Mills was obliged to revise his earlier estimation of the labor movement. Barely eight years after calling the labor leaders the “new men of power,” who had to choose whether to lead the entire society in the name of working people and other subordinate groups, he relegated them to a “dependent variable” in the political economy. Accordingly, he lost hope that, in any possible practical eventuality, working people and their unions would enter the historical stage as autonomous actors, at least until a powerful new Left of intellectuals and other oppressed groups emerged to push them. I revisit, in greater detail, the nature of power and the power elite in chapter 6.
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To understand Mills’s thought, it is also helpful to recognize his intellectual background and academic career. Born in Waco, Texas, in 1916 to middle-class parents who eventually settled in Dallas (his father was a branch manager for an insurance company), Mills was educated in public schools and state universities. He began his undergraduate studies at Texas A&M, intending to become an engineer, but transferred after a tumultuous year to the University of Texas at Austin. His undergraduate degree was in sociology, but he received a master’s degree at Texas in philosophy. Mills was deeply influenced by the philosophy of American pragmatism and by the populist economics of Thorstein Veblen, which he read under C. E. Ayres. His academic work in philosophy and sociology was precisely the fusion that informed his later career. He did his Ph.D. work at the University of Wisconsin under the mentorship of, among others, Hans Gerth, whose powerful mind was never matched by a body of equally compelling written work. In some respects, Mills gave an English-language voice to Gerth’s ideas, although the collaboration has lately been subject to critical scrutiny by some scholars who contend that Mills took advantage of Gerth. Gerth’s ideas, a complex synthesis of Marx, Weber, Mosca, and Pareto, introduced a wide range of concepts into the study of modern institutional life. Crucial to Gerth’s and Mills’s understanding of how modern institutions work was Weber’s theory of bureaucracy as inimical to democratic decision making in corporations and labor unions as much as in government. Rather than viewing bureaucracies as necessary institutions to make complex industrial societies work more efficiently, as Weber argued, Mills harbored the idea that bureaucratic control of institutions entailed domination, which Robert Michels, earlier in the twentieth century, had extended to a theory of oligarchy and found rampant in socialist organizations. For Michels, the mechanism of domination was the leadership’s monopoly over the means of communication. Mills sees the development of the state, no less than the labor movement, as a series of highly institutionalized bureaucracies that, in contrast to his preferred model of unions—voluntary, democratically run, and membership-controlled organizations—were rapidly mutating into oligarchies of power.

Mills’s dissertation, A Sociological Account of Pragmatism, completed in 1942, was an explicit attempt to draw the implications of European sociological theory for the understanding of pragmatism, at the time the leading philosophical tendency in the United States. He exemplified that connection. In pragmatism, there is no question of intrinsic “truth,” if by that term we designate the possibility that truth may be independent of the context within which a proposition about the social world is uttered.

The truth of a proposition is closely tied to the practical consequences that might, under specific conditions, issue from it and should be evaluated only from the perspective of social interest. But, unlike John Dewey’s concept, there is no “win-win” thinking here. In the end, Mills adhered to the notion that whether a particular power arrangement was desirable depended on whose ox was being gored.

With the help of Gerth, who had studied with Karl Mannheim, one of Max Weber’s students, Mills drew heavily upon Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge, particularly his concept of ideology, but also adopted his lifelong preoccupation with intellectuals, whom Mannheim designated as the only social formation capable of independent thought and action. Mannheim’s major work, Ideology and Utopia, is a critique of the Marxist designation of the proletariat as a universal class and, particularly, of Georg Lukács’s argument that the proletariat, in relation to knowledge, has no interest in reproducing the mystifications that buttress bourgeois rule. Mills was much too skeptical to buy into this formulation; Mannheim’s relativism—that “standpoint” thinking inevitably led to partial knowledge—was more attractive and compatible with his own pragmatic vision. Accordingly, knowledge is always infused with interest, even if it occurs behind the backs of actors. Lacking an explicit ideology does not mean that labor or corporate leaders can dispense with the tools of persuasion. According to Mills, these are the tools of a “practical politician” rather than of an ideologue. Hence, Mills employs the idea of “rhetoric” to describe how leaders persuade their constituencies and otherwise justify policies and programs that may or may not be in their interest.

Mills’s early work consciously responded to John Dewey. Dewey had been deeply affected by Walter Lippmann’s powerful argument against participatory democracy in Public Opinion (1921) and was moved to respond with The Public and Its Problems (1925). This work is the most penetrating case for an active polity and for radical democracy that any American has ever written. But Mills held that Dewey’s promiscuous use of the term “democracy” to describe the de facto plebiscitary electoral politics and other mechanisms by which consent is achieved by representative political institutions was unwarranted. The institutions of the liberal state still need, and must solicit, the consent of the governed. But Congress and the executive are increasingly tied, both ideologically and financially, to the holders of institutional power, not to their electors, except insofar as the public refuses to confer consent to policies that they perceive to be contrary to their interests and succeeds in staying the hand of legislators beholden to corporate power, at least for a time. Having entered into an alliance with the military and corporate orders, the political directorate becomes a self-contained body, undemocratic in both the process of its selection and its maintenance.

Dewey’s concept of democracy recalls the New England town meeting in which the “public” is a participant and decision maker in the community’s political and social life. Participatory democracy exists in contrast to a version of governance in which only the rich, powerful, and “influentials” of a community make decisions. The New England town meeting is open to all, and everybody, from the obscure to the powerful, has their say. In this respect, it is important to recall Mills’s “Letter to the New Left,” which outlined the principles of participatory democracy on the basis of Dewey’s concept of the public and was, perhaps, the single most influential document in the early history of Students for a Democratic Society, one of the key organizations in the development of the social movements of the 1960s. SDS’s program, enunciated in its manifesto, “The Port Huron Statement,” was constructed around the concept of and demand for a “participatory” democracy in which “ordinary people” could control the “decisions that affected their lives.” It presupposed the same distrust of the state and its branches that Mills evinced years earlier. But unlike the immediate post–World War II years when the New Deal, notwithstanding its de facto expiration, still inspired broad support for what Herbert Croly termed the “Promise of American Life,” two decades of militaristic statism and the appearance of a new generation of political activism made Mills’s radical democratic appeal more audible.

Mills was an admirer and a critic of Dewey and the pragmatist tradition. He found his first academic job at the University of Maryland boring and incredibly limiting, so he set his sights on getting a job at Columbia University. In 1945, with the help of Columbia’s Robert K. Merton, Mills took a position at the Institute for Applied Social Research, under the direction of Paul Lazarsfeld. Mills stayed with Lazarsfeld’s institute for more than five years and performed several empirical studies, among them Puerto Rican Journey, which was published in 1950. But his time there was fraught with conflict with the director, and when he could, he separated from the institute to do his own work. For the rest of his life, he taught mostly undergraduates in the university’s sociology department. As Mills’s fame grew internationally, he spent much of the last decade of his life traveling in Europe, Mexico, Brazil, and the Soviet Union, where he was treated with tremendous respect. Toward the final years of his life, Mills drew closer to what we now call Western Marxism, a journey I describe in chapter 8. He remained a critic of Marx and various Marxist orthodoxies but found that he was asking some of the same questions that were consistent with the propositions of historical materialism, even if his answers remained uniquely his own.
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Mills was also a great taxonomist. In 1953, with his mentor, Hans Gerth, he published Character and Social Structure, a major work in social psychology. The book situates the self firmly in the social and historical context that shapes and is shaped by it. This work is, perhaps, the premier instance of Mills’s efforts to combine theoretical social science with the distinctly American psychology of William James and George Herbert Mead. Unfortunately, in these days, when specialization and timidity are pervasive in social thought, the book languishes in the archives of largely unread masterworks. Gerth and Mills’s bold juxtapositions are simply too adventuresome for a social science academy in which conventional wisdom seems to be the farthest horizon of possibility. Mills’s numerous essays, which covered the broad expanse of issues in American politics and culture, have caused more than one detractor to complain that he is all over the place. In this respect, Mills is a true scion of the great thinkers who founded the social sciences. Their task was to provide a philosophical scaffolding to the disciplines, a project that Mills understood did not end with canonical works. As a pragmatist, he was acutely aware that theory requires constant renewal and revisions and that, contrary to much current thinking, the problem is not one of “applications” of received wisdom but to interrogate this wisdom in the light of contemporary developments. So even as Mills borrows such concepts as “elite” from eminent forebears, he refuses the hierarchical thinking that informed the writings of theorists such as Mosca and Pareto. Thus, he gives their conceptions new significance as he investigates historically situated elites. As a result, the labor union elite and the power (ruling) elite display different characteristics.

Mills’s main theoretical project, explicated most fully in Character and Social Structure, was to situate the biographies of leading economic and political actors—labor leaders and the main figures in business, military, and political institutions—within the social structure and the spatiotemporal context that set the limits and provided the opportunities for their activity. Thus, for Mills, our biographies mediate and are mediated by the institutional frameworks that condition decision making.

Mills produced social knowledge but was also an intellectual agitator. He was deeply interested in advancing the science of sociology as a means of giving us a wider understanding of how society worked. From the late 1940s, when Mills and Helen Schneider produced their landmark study of the American labor union leaders, he remained a close student of social movements. His writings include analyses of the labor movement, the student Left, and the peace movement. He swam, intellectually, against the current, yet, unlike many independent leftists who saw only defeat in the postwar drift toward militaristic-corporate political economy and despaired of relevant political practice, Mills was, above all, a practical thinker. His interest was always to describe the “main chance” as a dead end and to counterpose the chances for leftward social change. Consequently, even when he describes labor leaders and portrays the new middle class in terms of subordination and as the allies of the leading elites, his mind never strayed far from the question “what is to be done?” What are the levers for changing the prevailing relations of power? How can those at or near the bottom emerge as historical subjects?

Mills was aware that to reach beyond the audience of professional social scientists he was obliged to employ rhetoric that, as much as possible, stayed within natural, even colloquial, language. Addressing the general reader as well as his diminishing audience of academic colleagues, Mills conveyed difficult and theoretically sophisticated concepts in plain, often visual prose, described by one critic as “muscular.” And, perhaps most famously, he was a phrasemaker. For example, his concept of the “main drift” to connote conventional wisdom, as well as centrist politics, encapsulates in a single phrase what others require paragraphs to explain. And instead of using the Marxian-loaded term “crisis” or the technical dodge “recession” to describe conditions of economic woe, he employed the colloquial “slump.” He characterizes the rise of industrial unions after 1935 as the “big story” for American labor, a term that encompasses history and common perception.

In these days, when most members of the professoriate have retreated from public engagement except when they act as consultants for large corporations, media experts, and recipients of the grant largesse of corporate foundations and government agencies who want their research to assist policy formulation—or confine their interventions to professional journals and meetings—Mills remains a potent reminder of one possible answer to the privatization of legitimate intellectual knowledge. In 1939, his colleague Robert S. Lynd wrote a probing challenge to knowledge producers of all sorts—Knowledge for What? In it, Lynd asked the fundamental question: to whom is the knowledge producer responsible? To the state? To private corporations? To publics that are concerned with issues of equality and social justice? Mills’s The Sociological Imagination, which appeared twenty years later, resumes Lynd’s critique but extends it to a searching repudiation of major social scientific methodologies.

Mills rejects as spurious the doctrine according to which the social investigator is obliged to purge his work of social and political commitment. His values infuse his sociological research and theorizing, and he never hid behind methodological protestations of neutrality. Mills was a partisan of movements of social freedom and emancipation while, at the same time, preserving his dedication to dry-eyed critical theory and dispassionate, empirical inquiry. He was an advocate of a democratic, radical labor movement but, nevertheless, was moved to indict its leadership not by fulmination but by a careful investigation of how unions actually worked in the immediate postwar period. A self-described man of the Left, in the late 1940s Mills provoked a portion of his leftist readership to outrage when he concluded that the “old” socialist and communist movements had come to the end of the road.

By the late fifties, as the frost of the Cold War melted a bit after the rise of Nikita Khrushchev in the Soviet Union and the power elite’s recognition that the anticommunist purges had hurt both U.S. domestic and foreign policy, Mills was loudly proclaiming the need for a “new” Left that had the courage to throw off the ideological baggage of the past, especially Marxist orthodoxy and Stalinism. Like Jean-Paul Sartre, whose Critique of Dialectical Reason appeared in 1960, he came to regard tradition, even radical tradition, as a political and intellectual albatross. He never used Sartre’s fancy term “practico-inert” to mark the encrusted habits that induce people to reproduce the past in the present, but he was a persistent critic of the habituation of the Left to old ideas. A withering opponent of the communists, who sensed the impending doom of the Soviet Union after the opening provided by Khrushchev’s revelations of Stalin’s crimes at the Twentieth Communist Party Congress in 1956, Mills was among the first to urge the young to disdain their elders’ preoccupation with the “Russian question” and instead attend with fresh eyes and hearts to the tasks at hand: to oppose U.S. intervention in the affairs of revolutionary societies and to establish the framework for a radical democratic society at home.

I have no doubt that Mills was right to urge young radicals to distance themselves from the past, at least in the short or intermediate term. But he never made clear that he himself had been reared, politically, on the Russian question, and he forgot that those who failed to address the failure of the revolution were doomed to relive it, an eventuality he was never cursed to witness. That the New Left, which soon captured the imagination of an entire generation, went awry may not be attributed exclusively to its refusal to address the “really existing socialisms” of the Stalinist variety. However, it was entirely disarmed when, in the wake of the heating up of the war in Southeast Asia, various Marxist ideologies became matters of urgent debate, which overwhelmed many young leftists. They were moved by guilt as much as by ignorance to confer uncritical support to the Vietnamese communists and even hailed the efforts of Pol Pot in Cambodia. By 1970, many reared in the New Left were no longer Mills’s spiritual children; they all but renounced his democratic faith in favor of a “Third World” dogma of national liberation at all costs. And, ironically, Mills too was not immune to such enthusiasms.

Mills’s book-length pamphlets were received as more than controversial—they were, in many minds, notoriously heretical for both their tacit violation of academic insularity and because they broke from the main tenets of the Cold War anticommunist consensus at a time when political repression was still alive and well in the United States. The Causes of World War Three (1958) is, in many respects, a popularization and application of The Power Elite to the international scale. It depicts world politics in terms of the rivalry of two power blocs, one led by the United States and the other by the Soviet Union, both of which, Mills argued, were governed by irresponsible elites whose conduct of the nuclear arms race threatened the very existence of humanity. Written during a period when one could count the number of radicals with full-time appointments in American universities on one hand and when the majority of former radicals had “chosen the West,” this equalization of responsibility for the world crisis between East and West endeared Mills neither to the communists and their periphery, for whom the Soviet Union was virtually blameless, nor to Cold War liberals, for whom any suggestion that U.S. foreign policy could contribute to the chances for the outbreak of World War III was as shocking as it was absurd.

Hidden in the pages of Mills’s work is the influence of the strain of radicalism that, after the war, declared that both camps were part of a system of a new antidemocratic, militaristic capitalism and boldly but futilely called for the formation of a “third” camp whose base would be a radicalized labor movement in alliance with other anticapitalist elements of the population. The project failed, since at the time of its formulation the leading unions in every capitalist country were busy making deals with corporations and with the capitalist state. Moreover, leftists were divided between those who were safely ensconced in the Cold War consensus and those who, despite everything, remained Soviet apologists. Mills’s appeal to the “public,” which really meant the middle-class liberal center, proved more effective, because it corresponded with the emergence of a mass movement against the testing and use of nuclear weapons and for an end to the Cold War. Needless to say, the preponderance of American labor leaders, including Walter Reuther, the liberal president of the period’s largest industrial union, the Auto Workers, were aligned with their government’s policies and were convinced that the price of demilitarization was nothing less than a new slump. Even as he discounted politicos and leaders such as Reuther as allies to the top layers of corporate and military power, Mills was equally skeptical that the intellectuals, the social type upon which political dissent conventionally relies, were adequate to the occasion.

A self-declared independent leftist (which in the Cold War era meant an anti-Stalinist but unaligned radical), Mills had been influenced by Trotskyism early in his life and carefully separated the still-influential communists from radicalism. The communists were influential precisely because the Communist Party had been an important vehicle for organizing major industrial unions and for bringing militant workers and radicalized professionals into the New Deal. During the war, they played a major role in enforcing the wartime no-strike pledge and the government’s drive for productivity. Mills believed that whatever oppositional politics they evinced after the war could be attributed, almost exclusively, to the chasm between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Listen, Yankee (1960), an exemplary instance of Mills’s penchant for rowing upstream, was a fierce defense of the Cuban revolution during its early years, when, even to many anti-Stalinist radicals, it appeared that the regime was dedicated to raising living standards and was open to a democratic society. Mills asserted the right of the Cuban people to determine their own destiny and sharply condemned U.S. policy in the Caribbean and Latin America. He excoriated liberals and conservatives alike for their support of antipopular regimes such as that of Batista in Cuba and Somoza’s brutal Nicaraguan dictatorship. He also pointed out how the U.S. government had opposed democratic efforts by financing military counterinsurgencies against the Arbenz regime in Guatemala and against Cuba’s new revolutionary government. While he had been a lifelong anticommunist, Mills saw the Cuban revolution as a harbinger of the long struggle of peasants and workers for liberation from colonialism and imperialism and predicted future confrontations between the spreading insurgencies and the United States, which, under Democratic and Republican administrations alike, had become the main defender of dictatorships in Latin America.

Indeed, throughout the 1960s and beyond, Mills’s provocative intervention seemed prescient. In Colombia, Douglas Bravo led a formidable armed uprising, and Che Guevara led a band of guerillas into the Bolivian jungle in an insurgency that, like the Colombian revolt, failed. However, with Cuba’s material help, the Sandinistas in Nicaragua and the National Liberation Front in El Salvador were alive with revolutionary activity, and, by the mid-1960s, the dormant Puerto Rican independence movement revived under Marxist leadership, which closely identified with the Cuban revolution. In the 1970s, Maurice Bishop organized a successful uprising in Grenada that openly aligned itself with the Cuban revolution, and Michael Manley’s democratically elected leftist social-democratic government in Jamaica forged close ties with Cuba. However, as much as he was smitten with the Cuban revolution, Mills framed much of his own discourse in terms of the significance of these events for America’s neocolonial foreign policy and for America’s future.
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Mills is an exhilarating exemplar of the role and reach of the public radical intellectual and, at the same time, a sobering reminder of how far the human sciences have declined since the end of the Vietnam war. Even in death Mills was an inspiration to a generation of young intellectuals estranged from the suburban nightmare of post–World War II America and eager to shape their own destiny. He also inspired some in his own generation who, in fear and trembling, had withdrawn from public involvement but yearned to return. The decline of social engagement and political responsibility that accompanied the ebbing of reform and revolutionary movements in the 1970s and 1980s witnessed the shift of labor, socialist, and social-liberal parties and movements to the liberal center. Many erstwhile radical intellectuals who retained their public voice moved steadily to the right, motivated, they said, by the authoritarianism of the New Left as well as the Old Left and by their conviction that American capitalism and its democratic institutions were the best of all possible worlds.

Mills suffered the sometimes scorching rebuke of his contemporaries and, even as he won the admiration of the young as well as the tattered battalions of leftist intellectuals, he severed his ties with much of the liberal center, which sorely needed to hear his argument that the American democratic institutions were in a state of meltdown before the almost complete hegemony of the power elite. The recent revisiting of Mills’s legacy by a small body of scholars should be welcomed. Unfortunately, the question of whether intellectuals will remain tucked into their academic bunkers does not depend solely on depressions or wars prying them out. Indeed, the economic slumps that have punctuated the last two decades have failed to move most to utterance, although after 9/11 some intellectuals have engaged in protest against the U.S.-promulgated war on Iraq or have entered the debate on the side of the government. In the final reckoning, even if most of Mills’s tirades in the 1950s were self-motivated, a decade later Mills looked to an aroused coterie of young intellectuals as the inspirations for a new democratic public. However, it is usually resurgent labor and other social movements to which intellectuals respond. While it can be argued that before 9/11 there were signs of revival in the political opposition, it remains to be seen whether, after suffering the defeats of the early years of the twenty-first century, the radical, nomadic spirit of C. Wright Mills will inculcate the minds and hearts of the intellectuals and activists upon whom he bestowed so much hope.
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This book is a political and intellectual study of the work of C. Wright Mills. While not entirely ignoring his personality as a factor that accounts for some of the zigs and zags of his career, particularly his tendency to wrangle and finally break with friends and colleagues, it will primarily address Mills’s major writings: his early work on pragmatism and its relation to the emergence of higher learning in the United States; on organized labor’s leaders, their place in the economic and political power structure, and the fate of the unions they direct; on white-collar salaried employees as an emerging complex of occupations that constituted, from the mid-twentieth century to our day, a “new middle class.” Mills held that the new middle class was the bearer of cultural norms and a barometer of an incomplete but spreading “mass” society. The salaried white-collar worker who produced signs and symbols rather than material goods signaled the appearance of a political culture sharply different from the pre–World War II United States, in which material production dominated.

As mentioned above, together with Hans Gerth, Mills developed a social psychology that emphasized the notion of “character” rather than personality or behavior in constant dialogue with social structure. He forged a discourse on the structure of power in American society that repudiated the contemporary Marxist conception, derived largely from the work of the German Social Democrat Rudolph Hilferding, who argued that since the turn of the twentieth century, economic and political power was constituted by highly concentrated capital—chiefly its financial sector. Mills also questioned the political theory of pluralism, enunciated most forcefully by sociological theorists such as Talcott Parsons and political theorists such as Robert Dahl, as an adequate designation of politics in the United States. Finally, I will also explore Mills’s interventions as a political intellectual in the public sphere, particularly with respect to the proliferation of nuclear weapons and his late enthusiasm for the Cuban revolution, which revived his keen interest in the chance that the masses—whose agency he had seriously questioned since the onset of the Cold War—would emerge as independent actors on the world stage.

This book also addresses the salience of Mills’s relationship to the generation of mostly American-born leftist writers, journalists, and social theorists who came into their political majority shortly before World War II, some of whom became hugely influential in American literary and political culture during the Cold War. These writers, popularly known as the New York intellectuals, and the Cold War environment within which they flourished, constituted Mills’s crucial intellectual and political contexts, even as he often waged fierce battles against them. He was attracted and then repelled by them as he saw the anti-Stalinism he shared turn into their reluctant but unambiguous celebration of American politics and culture after World War II. For Mills, they had become protagonists of the “American Celebration” and born-again patriots who championed the virtues of the U.S. brand of liberal democracy and cultural freedom; this freedom was reserved, it turned out, for those whose anticommunism and political loyalty could safely be taken for granted. In the end, nearly all of the New York intellectuals reconciled themselves to American culture, political institutions, and government policies. Some, like Irving Kristol and Daniel Bell, drifted to the right and became leading lights of what became known as neoconservatism after the 1960s. In the final chapter, I will try to account for Mills’s refusal to join in the American celebration despite his avowed anticommunism.

Throughout the book, I remain faithful to Mills’s own method; I try to link his biography to the cultural and social contexts within which he operated. In his own conception, biography is about both the individual and the historical situation in which a life unfolds. Biography is a social phenomenon and signifies the age, the period, or the moment of history, contexts that involve several different levels: family; schooling; the social, political, and economic environment that surrounds the growing-up process; and the network of friendships and institutional ties.


1

Mills’s Sociology and Pragmatism

Not surprisingly, given the dominance of pragmatism over wide areas of American philosophy and social thought during the first forty years of the twentieth century, the University of Texas philosophy faculty included several prominent exponents of this perspective. At Texas, Mills studied with David Miller, who wrote an early influential book on George Herbert Mead, and the economist Clarence E. Ayres, a follower of Thorstein Veblen’s institutional approach, whom Mills admired but did not hesitate to differ from on specific points. From these teachers Mills acquired a broad knowledge of the history of philosophy and an appreciation and comprehensive understanding of American pragmatism, particularly the different varieties offered by its most important founder, Charles Saunders Peirce. Mills also studied the works of George Herbert Mead, whose writing on social psychology became extremely influential in American sociology, and of John Dewey, perhaps the dominant voice in American philosophy during the first half of the twentieth century. In choosing a topic for a dissertation there was a strong logic in Mills’s decision to explore the link between pragmatism and the disciplines of philosophy and sociology in relation to the emergence of higher education as the chief site of intellectual knowledge in the twentieth century. Sociology and Pragmatism (the title of the published version of his dissertation) combines Mills’s abiding interest in philosophy as a system of ideas and the ways in which it interacted, influenced, and was influenced by academia and the larger society.

MILLS AS A SOCIOLOGIST OF KNOWLEDGE

The appearance of the English translation of Karl Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia in 1936 introduced to its English-speaking audience a new field of sociological inquiry: the study of the social determinants of knowledge. While the precepts of the sociology of knowledge had already been outlined by the German philosopher Max Scheler; the French ethnologist Émile Durkheim, especially in his Elementary Forms of Religious Life and The Rules of Sociological Method; and the American philosopher John Dewey in numerous writings, Mannheim’s book, translated by Edward Shils and the eminent urban sociologist Louis Wirth, made the deepest impression on sociology. Wirth’s preface, which adroitly outlined the problematic of the sociology of knowledge, provided Mannheim with an invaluable gateway to his English-speaking audience, an advantage few European social theorists enjoyed at the time. Written in the late 1920s, arguably the high point of German Marxism, the book was widely understood as an alternative to Marxism’s theory of ideology and social science. Over the next several decades, Ideology and Utopia and its articulation of a new sociology of knowledge prompted many social theorists, including Robert Merton, Talcott Parsons, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Norbert Elias, Hans Neisser, and Hans Speier, to comment on the issues raised by Mannheim—and almost always critically. Yet there was no doubt that Mannheim had succeeded in striking a new chord in social science and was rattling the cages of both mainstream and Marxist theories.

Mannheim was deeply indebted to the Marxist theory of ideology, in particular by perhaps its most influential twentieth-century exemplar, Georg Lukács’s essay “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat.” Lukács wrote the essay in the early 1920s following the collapse of every revolutionary movement save the Russian Bolsheviks. In the essay, Lukács offers a materialist theory of ideology that diverges from its common usage as “false consciousness” (wrong ideas) or ideas that are the product of manipulation by the forces of social and political power. Lukács’s essay is a masterful discussion of how the commodity form penetrates all corners of the social world, including the production of knowledge and forms of consciousness, and how this leads to the mystification of social relations. Borrowing from Georg Simmel’s concept of reification and Marx’s theory of the commodity fetish, Lukács accounts for the inability of the proletariat to achieve spontaneously revolutionary class consciousness even in the wake of the horrific results of World War I, where twenty million were killed. According to Lukács, in the very logic of commodity production and exchange and the division of labor that separates people from one another, relations among people appeared as relations between things. Abstractions such as “capital” seem remote to ordinary consciousness. One the one hand, workers become tied to “things”—possessions, money, wages, and so on—and lose sight of their own power in the labor process. On the other, the machine or the individual boss becomes their enemy because of their proximity to the process of production. Over the course of commodity production and exchange, bourgeois social relations remain obscure to consciousness; absent a vehicle by which to demystify reified relations, the working class remains enslaved to appearances; this condition marks everyday life. Reified social relations can only be broken by the force of a political organization armed with the revolutionary social theory of historical materialism.

While the proletariat cannot achieve revolutionary class consciousness within the confines of everyday life, its “objective position” as the historic bearer of the struggle to end capitalist exploitation and to create a new society of economic and social equality anoints it with putative class consciousness, a notion reminiscent of Weber’s ideal type. In Lukács’s argument, it is a mistake to equate empirical consciousness with putative consciousness. Under conditions of crisis, the proletariat can break through the commodity fetish and recognize itself as a revolutionary subject. Against the fragmentation of the social world that is brought about by the commodity form as the universal of social being, Lukács invokes the necessity of a dialectical “science of society” to achieve the reunification of consciousness and the social world. Historical materialism transcends partial knowledge by its grasp of the social totality, but the self-conscious effort to overcome the gulf that separates subject and object, social consciousness from social existence, is the work of the revolutionary party.

Lukács’s book History and Class Consciousness, in which “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat” appeared, was published in Germany in 1923 and was widely read and debated by intellectuals of all persuasions. It became influential in philosophical circles, especially in Weimar Germany and Austria, where, despite the profound economic crisis afflicting these countries, revolutionary possibility remained remote. Martin Heidegger was acquainted with the work and referred to it indirectly in his monumental Being and Time. (Some even believe that this book is an attempt to provide an alternative to Lukács’s theory of contemporary everyday life.) And Heidegger’s famous “Letter About Humanism” may be read as a response to Lukács’s argument. Mannheim, who characterizes History and Class Consciousness as a “profoundly important work,” accepted Lukács’s contention that knowledge is influenced by the social conditions within which it is produced and, in everyday life, by the class standpoint adopted, consciously or not, by individuals.

But Mannheim’s debt to Lukács is qualified. He links Lukács’s point of view of the totality to utopian thought, in this case to the utopian thought of the Left. But since the fragmented conditions of modern life are precisely as Lukács described them, utopia is not only impossible by definition (since it literally translates as “nowhere”), but the aspiration to unify knowledge is implausible. Thus, Lukács’s statement that under conditions of contemporary, advanced capitalism only the proletariat and its scientific theory of society, that is, historical materialism, could overcome the one-sidedness of knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is firmly rejected. Mannheim refuses to exempt historical materialism and the proletariat from the general evaluation that class and other standpoints inevitably lead to a one-sided distortion of the truth.

But Mannheim also rejects idealist explanations of the sources of knowledge. The point of view of the sociology of knowledge clearly opposes the tendency to explain changes in ideas “at the level of ideas (immanent intellectual history).” Mannheim continues:


The living forces and actual attitudes which underlie the theoretical ones are by no means merely of an individual nature, i.e., they do not have their origin, in the first place, in the individual’s becoming aware of his interests in the course of his thinking. Rather, they arise out of the collective purposes of a group which underlie the thought of the individual, and in the prescribed outlook of which he merely participates. In this connection, it becomes more clear that a large part of thinking and knowing cannot be correctly understood as long as the connection with existence or with the social implications of human life are not taken into account.1



For Mannheim, only the intellectuals, who stand outside the prevailing class structure and are, for this reason, “free-floating,” can arrive at genuine scientific knowledge, because the nature of their position allows them to attain the disinterestedness that is the precondition of scientific inquiry. Modern science is grounded in the experimental outlook, which is, by its nature, self-critical and reflexive. Following Weber, Mannheim holds that, at the methodological level, natural science should be the model for social science. Accordingly, “such an experimental outlook, unceasingly sensitive to the dynamic nature of society and to its wholeness, is not likely to be developed by a class occupying a middle position but only by a relatively classless stratum which is not too firmly situated in the social order…. This classless stratum is … the socially unattached intelligentsia.”2 As we shall see in chapter 8, after a long sojourn through the social class structure, Mills returns to Mannheim’s insight but in a different form and with a different intent.

Mannheim’s rejection of the possibility of achieving knowledge of the social totality from the standpoint of one of the contending classes in society and his faith in the possibility that science and its practitioners could arrive at truth reflected a position similar to one adopted by Austrian social-democratic theorists such as Max Adler and the German Social Democrats of the Weimar era. Yes, the working class had definite political interests, but they should not be confused with the possibility of a scientific politics based on privileged historical understanding. The knowledge flowing from “standpoint” politics was, however, valid in terms of specific interests, though inevitably ideological.

LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

Before undertaking a detailed examination of Mills’s first sustained intellectual work, his dissertation, A Sociological Account of Pragmatism, we should look into his relation to pragmatism. I begin with a discussion of his first published essays on language and culture, which were written while he was still a graduate student. These essays on the sociology of knowledge not only demonstrate the influence of pragmatism on his thinking but also Mills’s precocious audacity. Mills embraces one of Dewey’s signature concepts: objects, natural and social alike, are transformed by inquiry. That is, knowledge does not “represent” or reflect the object, except retrospectively; the process of inquiry is constituent of the object, where the term “constituent” signifies that the inquiry is not a passive activity but a creative one. The process of knowing means that the objects are “eventual” and only in the formal sense independent of knowledge. Although Dewey is a naturalist, a perspective that accepts the priority of natural objects to knowledge, knowing is activity, not a passive receptacle of objects whose prior existence in form and content is simply “reflected” by the knower. And the truth of any object of knowledge is to be found not in the thing-in-itself but in the consequences of what it means to grasp it.

Mills’s audacity consists chiefly in his ambition to take on the whole of our systematic knowledge of the social world, both the theoretical underpinnings and the methodologies of the social sciences. His early focus on the sociology of knowledge afforded him a range that few other lines of social inquiry can match. This may be the reason that Dewey’s works on logic, beginning in 1903 but especially the late work Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (1938), became key for helping Mills research and write these articles. Mills’s articles are not merely talented exposition; they are documents of an original mind, a thinker who is not afraid to subject recognized elders to critical scrutiny. In this sense, Mills’s hubris resembles that of Marx, whose critique of Hegel’s philosophy and the more famous Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts were written when he was twenty-six, the same age Mills was when he submitted his dissertation. Of course, Mills also had the example of Thorstein Veblen, who had never honored sacred cows.

In the last year of his master’s study at the University of Texas, Mills’s first major article, “Language, Logic, and Culture,” was accepted for publication by the American Sociological Review. This essay attempts nothing less than a critique of the main lines of the sociology of knowledge as proposed by Mannheim. Mills’s central argument is that what is missing from Mannheim’s account of the social determinants of knowledge is a consideration of language, which, for Mills, is the vital link between mind and society. His starting point is to criticize the American appropriation of the recently proposed new sociology of knowledge:


Sociologies of knowledge have found elaborate statements in other contexts, but American social scientists have not assimilated or developed theories adequate to carry on historical reconstructions of thought from a cultural standpoint, nor have they attempted systematically to state the implications of such an attempt for methodology and theories of reflection. Despite this lack of postulational framework and empirical hypotheses, assumed and unanalyzed “answers” to certain theoretical questions are operative in the minds of many sociologists. It is the business of the theorist to articulate such assumptions as precise hypotheses and to examine them critically.3



Mills intends to supply such articulation. In contrast to the path set forth by Mannheim and the Marxists, which assumes the adequacy of a historical foundation for the study of the social contexts for the production of knowledge, Mills wants to argue that while this is necessary, it must be joined and not merely “supplemented” by a psychological foundation:


A theory of mind is needed which conceives social factors as intrinsic to mentality…. One chief defect of extant sociologies of knowledge is that they lack understanding and clear-cut formulations of the terms with which they would connect mind and other societal factors. This deficiency is, in turn, rooted in a failure to recognize the psychological problems arising from the acceptance of the general hypothesis…. Strictly speaking, the psychological is not “the personal.” The individual is not the point of departure for contemporary social psychology; the “mental” is not understood apart from definitely social items.4



In this regard, even when Marxists and Mannheim alike attempt to address the psychological aspects of knowledge, their efforts are woefully inadequate. Specifically, neither decisively addresses the role of language as the material basis of mind: “Marxists have not translated their connective terms into sound and unambiguous psychological categories…. Mannheim, e.g., covers up his psychological inadequacy with a vague and unanalyzed ‘collective unconscious.’” Mills does not stop at critique. The goal of the article is to offer the necessary psychological categories for understanding the social determinants.5

Mills also invokes the work of George Herbert Mead, among the most influential American social psychologists of the twentieth century. A colleague of Dewey’s at Michigan and then at the University of Chicago, Mead was a self-described social behaviorist but sharply rejected the version of behaviorism offered by his contemporary John Watson. In his interest to develop a “scientific psychology,” Watson reduced humans to machines whose inner workings become the subject of experiments modeled after the natural sciences. Watson postulated a human being whose primary internal psychophysiological characteristic is the predisposition for pleasure and pain. Thus external stimuli evoke the fear of hurt or the promise of pleasure. “Society” enters into the mind only in these terms. In contrast, Mead’s psychology is social, because humans are defined as a communicating species in which the capacity for speech takes pride of place. Since language is the chief way in which humans communicate with one another, both expressively, that is, in terms of emotions, and intellectually, in the transmission of ideas, speech is the key interpersonal mediation and the mediation between mind and society. The individual communicates with “society” by internalizing not only a particular other but also by internalizing the “generalized other.” Society therefore enters individual consciousness via an inner dialogue between the subject “I” and the “me” that connotes a subject who is able to take herself as a social object.

Mills argues, in partial disagreement with Mead, that the individual as a social being internalizes not society as a whole but only a segment of it, namely the social networks and institutions that constitute the salient references for social life. In his Principles of Psychology, William James elaborates this theme:


A man’s social self is the recognition which he gets from his mates. We are not only gregarious animals, liking to be in sight of our fellows, but we have an innate propensity to get ourselves noticed, and noticed favorably, by our kind. No more fiendish punishment could be devised, were such a thing physically possible, that one should be turned loose in society and remain absolutely unnoticed by all members thereof…. What may be called club opinion is one of the strongest forces in his life.6



What Mills adds to this perspective is the insistence upon language as the embodiment of social relations, including social conflict. Without a close examination of the way discourse functions, the social determinants of knowledge are bound to be overly general and incomplete. Language is a “mediator of human behavior … [and] functions in the organization and control of behavior patterns, these patterns are determinants of the meaning in a language.” According to Mills, if we want to evaluate the relation of the culture within which humans act, we need to examine the interaction between behavior and the process of meaning making through language:


By acquiring the categories of a language, we acquire the structured “ways” of a group, and along with the language, the value-implicates of those “ways.” Our behavior and perception, our logic and thought, come within the control ambit of a system of language…. A vocabulary is not merely a string of words; immanent within it are societal textures—institutional and political coordinates. Back of a vocabulary lie sets of collective action.7



If this article is largely theoretical and programmatic, three subsequent studies achieve a greater specificity and concrete illustration of Mills’s larger thesis. “Situated Actions and the Vocabularies of Motive,” “Methodological Consequences of the Sociology of Knowledge,” and the “Language and Ideas of Ancient China” may be understood as successive elaborations of Mills’s linguistically mediated sociology of knowledge.

“Situated Actions” argues against the theory of Wilhelm Wundt “that language has as its function the ‘expression’ of prior elements within the individual.”8 Instead, Mills advances the notion that language—as vocabularies of motive—arise in the course of action:


Motives are imputed or avowed as answers to questions interrupting acts or programs. Motives are words. Generically, to what do they refer? They do not denote any elements “in” individuals. They stand for anticipated situational consequences of questioned conduct. Intention or purpose (stated as a “program”) is awareness of anticipated consequence; motives are names for consequential situations, and surrogates for actions leading to them.9



Vocabularies of motive are situational but also limit the range of action. Situations, then, are always conditioned by anticipated consequences as they are embodied in certain vocabularies. In turn, vocabularies are not merely descriptions; they are attempts to influence consequences by controlling the response of others; they are “strategies of action.”10 If these strategies fail to achieve desired consequences, new vocabularies of motive may be adopted, but under ordinary circumstances they are quite stable, because the unanticipated is an exception. Mills explains this phenomenon by demonstrating how competing parties suggest different explanations for motive. Thus, when a labor leader avows certain actions in order to raise the standards for his members, the businessman says this is a lie and that the leader is hiding his motive to wrest more power, money, etc. for himself. Similarly, when a radical says a professor fails to criticize the institution, he imputes fear, consciously or unconsciously, as the reason; the professor counters that he wants to keep an open mind about the matter. But if all motives are strategies and essentially situated according to anticipated consequences of a course of action, then notions of the “unconscious” or morality must be set aside. Our actions are conditioned by the vocabularies that inform perception, the strategies we employ to achieve desired outcomes, as well as by what we think is likely to result from a series of actions. These are all elements of social life, not individual consciousness, and the operative concept is the interaction of language that is largely derived from prior situations, the situation itself, and anticipated consequences.

Here one observes in Mills’s discourse the dialectic of determination and indeterminacy. To reject what might be termed “expressive a-priorism”—both with respect to language and to consciousness—does not mean that every situated action is up for grabs in relation to outcomes. Actors come to the situation armed with strategic vocabularies of motive, which sometimes inhibit their capacity to innovate even if these prove inadequate to the vicissitudes of action. Usually, however, vocabularies of motive are subject to amendment, if not reversal, because action is always conditioned by situations that invariably entail interaction with specific “others” who, likewise, come to the table with their own conditioned motives over which the “self” may or may not have control.

In this essay, the mark of Dewey’s version of pragmatism is clearly felt. For it is Dewey who developed a theory of action and a theory of science in which preconceptions are subordinate to the consequences of experimental results. Mills’s theory of language deepens Dewey’s philosophy in terms that are outside the parameters of conventional epistemology, since language is framed as a materialist psychology. That is, the problem is no longer the Kantian question, “how is knowledge possible?” but, instead, “what are the consequences of knowing taken as a mode of activity whose results will, in the last instance, determine future actions?” What we know cannot be separated from the vocabularies we employ in the process of acquiring knowledge. But these vocabularies are, in turn, derived from what we have learned over the course of past situated actions—actions not primarily of individuals but of social groups. Mills implies that each group (labor leaders and businessmen, radicals and professors, etc.) have their own language—vocabularies by which they understand and give meaning to the world and by which they try to influence and control it. This process corresponds to Dewey’s conception of logic, where consequences determine and are determined by rules of inquiry.

“Methodological Consequences of the Sociology of Knowledge” is Mills’s spirited defense and explication of the sociology of knowledge as an alternative to positivism’s account of the logic of inquiry. Mills flatly opposes the positivist’s idea that inquiry can be separated from the social and cultural contexts within which knowledge is acquired:


Numerous investigators have indicated how concepts, as surrogates of societal contexts, may shape inquiries that apparently are foot loose and socially free. Detection of the societally conditioned meanings of the terms upon which an inquiry depends may be viewed as a critique of the warrantability of this inquiry’s results. In C. W. Morris’s terms the “pragmatic” (which includes the sociological) dimension of the language process is basically related to the semantical and syntactical. What is taken as problematic and what concepts are available and used may be interlinked in certain inquiries.11



Thus, acquiring a technical and scientific vocabulary is not a socially neutral activity. The categories of inquiry are themselves conditioned by the social and cultural contexts in which they are produced, practiced, and disseminated, even though the scientist may subject his or her results to ruthless self-criticism in order to attempt to purge the inquiry of its distortions of motive, cultural influence, and personal prejudice. Precisely what remains unexamined by social and natural scientists and by the positivist philosophers who purport to interpret their activity are these categories that, for the purposes of investigation, are taken as the “given” of inquiry. According to Mills, these categories shape perception and the observational algorithms of laboratory practice. The task of the sociology of knowledge is to interrogate the categories themselves to show, as Dewey argued, that propositions presented as “truth” are really only “warranted assertions,” that is, probabilities conditioned by the rigor of inquiry, but not certainties. Thus the criteria of validation in scientific inquiry must take into account the context within which it occurs and try to show how its results are relationally linked. That Mannheim, whose concept of relationalism attempted to mediate relativism and absolutism in the theory of knowledge, exempted natural science from this method of analysis, Mills finds wanting. What concerns Mannheim is that all knowledge will be reduced to class or other social standpoints. While there is no indication in his argument that he is prepared to accept any form of pure relativism any more than the notion of absolute truth, Mills repudiates the fundamental positivist assumption that the object of inquiry is given in advance in natural as well as social science and that the methods by which it is known has, as its goal, to apprehend it without alteration. Dewey’s theory attempts to liberate logic from its Aristotelian, that is, passive, roots by making inquiry an active agent that is the means by which knowledge is acquired but that shapes what is known, as well. Mills’s project is to show that the main principles of the sociology of knowledge have significant epistemological and methodological implications:


We need here to realize Dewey’s identification of epistemology with methodology. This realization carries the belief that the deriving of norms from some one type of inquiry (even though they have wide prestige, e.g., “physical science”) is not the end of epistemology. In its “epistemologic function” the sociology of knowledge is specifically propaedeutic to the construction of sound methodology for the social sciences.12



True, Mills treads gingerly on the question of whether the “norms” of the sociology of knowledge are fully applicable to the natural sciences. But it is hard to miss his implication in the statement that “the categories upon which all discourse and inquiry depend are related to social situation, to cultural determinants” that he does not exempt the natural sciences.13 As we shall see, Mills carries this perspective in his dissertation, which purports to be a study of the transformation of philosophy wrought by its institutionalization in universities. However, while this subject is addressed, Mills achieves far more: his dissertation is nothing less than a genealogy of, and commentary on, pragmatism itself.

SOCIOLOGY AND PRAGMATISM

Published in 1966 under the title Sociology and Pragmatism, a close examination of the text might lead the reader to argue for retaining its original title, A Sociological Account of Pragmatism. The work is, as Mills indicated, that very thing: a sociological account of pragmatism; the published title, composed after Mills’s death, suggests that they are quite separate discourses. However, what Mills achieves here is not only an examination of pragmatism from the perspective of a sociology of knowledge by showing the degree to which the institutions of “higher learning in America” (the book’s subtitle and a nod to Veblen’s book of the same title published in 1918) influenced it as a philosophy but also an interrogation of the separation of sociology from philosophy. Mills argues that pragmatism’s own situational logic blurs the boundaries between philosophy and social sciences, because its leading proponents—Peirce, James, and Dewey—share the view that ideas cannot be abstracted from the contexts of their production. Thus, the first task is to show that pragmatism arises in the midst of the emergence of the American university after the Civil War and is a direct result of the wartime enactment of the Morell Act (1862), which allocated federal lands to states that agreed to establish universities, primarily to advance the interests of agriculture and industry.

Following the war, the next thirty years witnessed a dramatic growth in the university system, as the states availed themselves of the land needed to construct institutions of higher education. The rapidity of this development, Mills argues, corresponded to the growth of the division of labor in organized knowledge, especially, but not limited to, science and technology, where the “renaissance” man gives way to the specialist and the amateur yields to the professional. Henceforth, the human sciences, no less than the natural sciences and engineering, would find their home in universities rather than in the precincts of small, mostly nonprofessional groups. In Mills’s account, the rise of the higher learning in America not only coincides with the spread of professionalization, but the university becomes the main certification for professional status. In time, this certification is to qualify the individual to practice as a physician, attorney at law, scientist, professor, etc. Abraham Lincoln became a lawyer by “reading” law in an attorney’s office; with the establishment of law schools within the university, this practice did not entirely disappear but became atypical.

After its beginnings in the small group known as the Metaphysical Club, which consisted, with a few exceptions, of gifted amateurs, pragmatism as a philosophical school becomes entwined with the professionalization of philosophy. To be sure for Peirce, the laboratory is a model for all knowledge, a perspective that reflects his own practice as a working scientist. But for Dewey, knowledge is the outcome of a particular form of human activity—scientific inquiry—and is not fully realized until the consequences of that inquiry are integrated into a plan of action for further inquiry or for social practice. As for James, despite providing some valuable biographical detail, Mills largely dismisses his theoretical contribution to the project of founding pragmatism as a free-standing philosophical school:


I do not wish to impute to James’s pragmatism one single feature, but had I to do so it might be his popularization and all that it implies. That is the role he seems to fill in pragmatism considered as an intellectual movement. This seems to offer a key to the understanding his variations on the pragmatic style enunciated by Peirce.14



Yet in Mills’s account, it is precisely because James’s version of pragmatism is intended to reach a large, albeit mostly academic audience that it tends to simplify the key concepts and quite often veers into theology and moral explorations that violate pragmatism’s claim to be a form of scientific inquiry into the nature of thought, scientific and otherwise. In a letter, James even referred to the philosophy as the pragmatic “church”—a characterization scorned by Peirce, who disdained the notion that the pragmatist philosophical movement was a “sect.” It was also far from Dewey’s conception as well. But during his lifetime—and beyond—it is James’s version that dominates the popular imagination. Consequently, even today, when many refer to pragmatism, their understanding of the term is shaped by James’s 1906 lectures published under the title Pragmatism (1907). In this book and in other essays on pragmatism, ideas are evaluated according to their “success” in advancing the ends of their bearers. That success in practical matters becomes the criterion for the validity of ideas has opened pragmatism to the charge that its “instrumentalism” is really a kind of relativism insofar as utility is a measure of value. Mills avers that James’s pragmatism is bereft of the rigor upon which its founder, Charles Sanders Peirce, had insisted and that his popularizations, which occasionally lapsed into “gossip,” distorted its leading concepts.

The chapters on James come on the heels of a section where Mills remains deeply respectful of the pioneering and profoundly original contribution of Peirce to the development of what he called “pragmaticism,” to distinguish his version from the crude versions extant in popular perception. Peirce is virtually unique among the leading figures in the movement for never having achieved in the seventy-four years of his life a secure academic position, even though his father was a distinguished Harvard mathematician. True, Peirce taught briefly at Johns Hopkins and, largely through the offices of James, who was a looming presence at the university, delivered two sets of lectures at Harvard. But for the bulk of his career, he was a respected scientist and a working meteorologist for the federal government, regarded by the academy as a gifted amateur philosopher. He was a member of the short-lived but legendary Cambridge Metaphysical Club, a discussion group that, in its two-year lifespan, included the future Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes; the historian John Fiske; F. E. Abbot, a Unitarian pastor and teacher; the scientist Chauncey Wright, whose appointment as a Harvard lecturer came late in his short life; and Peirce. It was in the context of this reading and discussion club that Peirce, Holmes, and Wright honed many of the ideas that came to be known as pragmatism. Mills takes pains to offer considerable biographical detail about these men to show the transition from a moment when American philosophy was largely practiced by amateurs to the time when it is gripped by the rigors of certification, exemplified chiefly by the requirement that a professor of philosophy acquire the Ph.D., which, it should be remembered, was still a rarity until well after World War II. In fact, Dewey was among the few philosophers who earned that degree, at one of the few institutions that awarded it, Johns Hopkins.

Consistent with his announcement early in the dissertation that he wants to show the influence of the specific social contexts within which knowledge is conceived and produced, Mills demonstrates that before pragmatic philosophy was institutionalized in the emerging American universities, it owed its ideas to a group of New England thinkers reared and living at the moment, in the 1870s, when philosophy had not yet become a specialist academic discipline. Nor did it have an audience beyond the elite cliques that inhabited the rather narrow circles of philosophy. Mills demonstrates this point by adducing data that reveals that the subscriptions of several leading philosophy journals hovered in the low three digits. Mills notes that Peirce’s lack of an audience helps explain his relative obscurity in comparison to James and Dewey after. The absence of Peirce from the subsequent debates surrounding pragmatism may account for the virtual identification of pragmatism with William James in the popular imagination.

For example, even the doyens of the Frankfurt School rely on James for their critique. Instrumentalism is equated in their lights with utility. Here is Max Horkheimer:


The core of this philosophy [pragmatism] is the opinion that an idea, a concept, or a theory is nothing but a scheme or plan of action, and therefore truth is nothing but the successfulness of the idea. In an analysis of William James’s pragmatism, John Dewey comments upon the concepts of truth and meaning. Quoting James, he says: “True ideas lead us into useful verbal and conceptual quarters, as well as directly up to useful sensible termini. They lead to consistency, stability, and flowing intercourse.” An idea, Dewey explains, “is a draft drawn upon existing things an intention to act so as to arrange them in a certain way. From which it follows that if the draft is honored, if existences, following upon the actions, rearrange or re-adjust themselves in a way the idea intends, the idea is true.”15



The problem with Horkheimer’s characterization is the conflation of James’s program with pragmatism as such. What he neglected to note in his account of Dewey’s review of James’s book is that the essay contains a fairly strong critique that includes significant reservations about James’s version. Dewey admires James’s “instinct for the concrete” but rejects his bald belief that the truth of an idea is identical with its usefulness. While praising the book and its author, Dewey does not hesitate to take issue with James’s claim that pragmatism can illuminate the practical meaning of the notion of God or any other religious being:


For myself, I have no hesitation in saying that it seems un-pragmatic for pragmatism to content itself with finding out the value of a conception whose own inherent significance pragmatism has not first determined; a fact which entails that it has been taken not as a truth but simply as a working hypothesis. In the particular case in question, moreover, it is difficult see how the pragmatic method could possible be applied to a notion of “eternal perpetuation,” which, by its very nature, could never be empirically verified, or cashed in any particular case.16



Here it should be noted that Dewey does not reject the effort to link science and morality; indeed, his project, like James’s, is to attempt a fusion. However, Dewey’s pragmatism, like Peirce’s, is embedded in the scientific method as understood at the turn of the twentieth century and, more generally, the technologically infused reverence for science that marks the mood of the United States. In this environment, of which the university system was a crucial component, only a scientific philosophy could hope to become influential in the public sphere. While there was a place for religion, Dewey at this stage, although not later in his life, disavows anything but a naturalist interpretation. Moreover, Dewey’s project, against the antinaturalism of the Catholic Church, for example, applies the methods of experimental science to the social world. In this regard, he argues that religion has been an opponent of the scientific study of society in order to preserve its own domain.

Dewey comes in for criticism from Horkheimer as well. He, along with James and Peirce, is accused of trying to assimilate philosophy to the norms of natural science, especially the substitution of the concept of probability, employed in theoretical physics and other sciences, for the older idea of truth, which was associated with metaphysics. But like many others, Horkheimer confuses Dewey’s instrumentalism with James’s notions of utility. As Mills shows, Dewey’s philosophy is conditioned by, on the one hand, biological evolution, in which inherent human “nature” occupies pride of place, and, on the other, by an effort to transgress the Kantian barrier between science and morality, a transgression, however, that may be accomplished by means of the scientific method. But for Dewey, “instrumentalism” refers chiefly to the instruments of inquiry, especially technology. Dewey recognizes the increasing reliance of science, indeed all systematic inquiry, on technology and refuses to separate knowledge from the instruments by which it is acquired. This has led recent students of the social relations of science to characterize science as “technoscience,” a term that can be traced to Dewey’s insight that, as Heidegger observed, techne is no longer defined by its Greek meaning of “uncovering” or “disclosure” but as closely linked, instrumentally, to the “ends” of inquiry. More precisely, the means by which knowledge is acquired are not neutral with respect to either its results or consequences. In scientific experiments, machines mediate the relation of the knower and the known; in molecular biology and medical diagnosis no less than physics, the scientist “reads” test results from a mechanical device and interprets them according to wisdom inherited from similar past protocols of experimentation. Consistent with what has been termed the “cult” of efficiency, Dewey places high value in the most expedited scientific procedures. Mills marks Dewey’s quest for efficiency, if not for certainty, as an instance of “technologism” not only in science but in morality as well.17

PRAGMATISM UNDER SIEGE

In 1940, when Mills was absorbed in writing his dissertation, Dewey was eighty-one years old and regarded by many in and out of his profession as the undisputed leading American philosopher and pragmatist. However, pragmatism was being challenged by, among other paradigms, historical materialism, which enjoyed a fairly impressive currency during the turbulent 1930s. In fact, one of Dewey’s students, Sidney Hook, wrote several influential works on pragmatist-inflected Marxism. An insurgent competitor, analytic philosophy, which, like Dewey’s pragmatism, also claimed the mantle of antimetaphysics, was making its appearance in the English-speaking world as the rise of fascism led many of its German and Austrian practitioners to emigrate to the United States and Britain. The names Rudolph Carnap, Karl Popper, Otto Neurath, and especially Ludwig Wittgenstein were slowly making their way into academic awareness. In his 1980 introduction to The Quest for Certainty, Dewey’s collected 1929 Gifford Lectures, Stephen Toulmin, in perhaps his most sophisticated and comprehensive statement on the underlying character of the twentieth-century science of relativity and indeterminacy physics, compares Wittgenstein’s later philosophy to Dewey’s pragmatism. Toulmin argues that the two share the insight that all knowledge is a “form of life” and that meaning is inextricably linked to practical consequences. Yet neither The Quest for Certainty nor any of Dewey’s works of the 1920s and 1930s engage either Wittgenstein or that other giant among his contemporaries, Martin Heidegger, whose major work Being and Time appeared in 1927. At the end of World War II, pragmatism’s preeminence was already under siege and, by Dewey’s death in 1953, pragmatism was all but eclipsed in the university, except for philosophers who had been trained in its prewar heyday and whose influence was largely in education. Not until Richard Rorty, himself a distinguished analytic philosopher, published Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature and Consequences of Pragmatism in the 1980s did pragmatism enjoy a certain recognition and modest revival. In this regard, Toulmin was an exception in his attempt to attribute to Dewey’s philosophy a high degree of contemporaneity, but in order to legitimate attention to this apparently overturned philosophical school, he was obliged to link Dewey with two of the major figures in postwar analytic and phenomenological philosophical circles.

However, in 1940 Mills was justified in claiming pragmatism as the quintessential “American” philosophy and Dewey as its main proponent. Both James and Peirce had died before the American entry into World War I, but, more to the point, from 1914 until the end of the 1930s Dewey was also a prominent public intellectual. His comments on politics, education, and issues of social justice were supplemented by popular and scholarly articles on the meaning of pragmatism. So it is not surprising that 40 percent of Mills’s study—the sum of the space afforded to discussion of Peirce and James—is devoted to a consideration of Dewey. Mills also gives fuller treatment to Dewey because of his broad interests as a writer, teacher, educational reformer, and political activist. Dewey is also distinct from his older colleagues because of his ordinary, middle-class roots. Unlike Peirce and James, whose fathers were important academics, Dewey’s father was a “grocery man,” unschooled but “far from illiterate,” who encouraged his sons to acquire the habit of reading voraciously.18 Born and raised in Burlington, Vermont, a city of twenty-five thousand during the 1860s and 1870s, Dewey attended public schools and, unlike his illustrious predecessors who were products of Harvard, he graduated from the University of Vermont and only left the state when he departed for Baltimore’s Johns Hopkins University to attend graduate school. It is likely that Mills was attracted to Dewey because of his own modest lineage. Mills was also a son of the middle class, whose father was part of the “new” middle class of salaried employees. Mills’s entire education was obtained in public schools and universities. In this sense, both Mills and Dewey were “self-made,” a formation that, in different ways, may have influenced their outlook and conditioned their keen interest in politics.

Dewey entered Johns Hopkins in 1882 and immediately came under the tutelage of George Morris, a devoted Hegelian. At Hopkins, Dewey’s “intensive learning of Hegel,”19 an orientation that remained evident in his work for more than twenty years, was strengthened after graduation when he secured a post at the University of Michigan. There he met James Tufts—later to collaborate with Dewey on Ethics—and, more importantly, George Herbert Mead, a philosopher and social psychologist whose own Hegelianism was formidable. Mills quotes the seventy-one-year-old Dewey as saying that Mead’s influence on him, along with that of James, was profound. Their close collaboration and friendship was a defining event in both of their lives. Dewey’s studies in pragmatism had an enduring effect on Mead’s investigations of social psychology; in turn, as early as the late 1890s one may observe the influence of Mead on Dewey, especially in his essays on psychology and education from that period. When in 1894 Tufts moved to the University of Chicago, Dewey was soon called there as well. He accepted the offer, and it was not long before Mead followed him.

In the late 1890s, Dewey became involved with Hull House, the Chicago settlement led by Jane Addams, one of the leading reformers of the Progressive era. The late nineteenth century was a moment of great industrial and urban upheaval, and events such as the monumental Homestead strike in 1892 ushered in a new era of class warfare. For the first time in U.S. history, unskilled and skilled workers stood side by side to battle what they perceived to be the arrogant, untrammeled power of a giant “trust” associated with the names Andrew Carnegie and his chief lieutenant, Henry Clay Frick. The strike was a response to management’s unilateral introduction of the Bessemer steelmaking process, a technology that wiped out hundreds of skilled tinsmith jobs. Ultimately, the workers lost, but the die was cast: unskilled and semiskilled workers, deemed by craft unions and employers alike to be exempt from union organization because of their expendability in the marketplace at a time of huge immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe, had demonstrated the will and capacity to organize and fight against the arbitrary power of employers and the indifference of craft unions. It was not long after the dramatic events in Homestead that other industrial workers—among them Pennsylvania coal miners, New York garment workers, and Chicago men’s clothing workers—engaged in mass strikes for union recognition, higher wages, and better working conditions.

Even as Dewey was establishing himself at the university, Chicago was in the midst of a burst of educational and social reform. It was a moment when, under pressure from civil organizations sympathetic to labor, state and municipal legislatures enacted factory safety rules, mandated regular inspection of tenement housing, and extended the required age of school attendance as well as lengthening the school day. In the wake of rampant infectious diseases such as cholera, tuberculosis, and influenza, public health programs such as sanitation and water purification were introduced.

Despite his admiration for Dewey, Mills critiques the premises of social reform, the political philosophy of Addams, and Dewey’s role as a public intellectual within the reform movement. As opposed to the heroic portrait common in conventional liberal accounts of her career, Mills shows that, while Hull House dedicated itself to improving the “social and cultural conditions” of the people living in the slums, help was to be given by the privileged and educated “in order to perpetuate … a heritage of social obligation.” Mills’s comment is instructive: “But this new, and religiously underlaid noblesse oblige of Chicago results in the desire for action, the wish to right wrong and alleviate suffering which haunts them daily.” Addams continues by asserting another motivation. Helping and serving the poor is an instrument of moral renewal for “a fast growing number of cultivated young people who have no recognized outlet for their active faculties” and are thus in danger of falling into a condition of “uselessness … such young people feel nervously the need to put theory into practice.” Mills continues:


Such are the compound motives and positions of the personnel participants in the “renaissance of the early Christian humanitarianism” which is an experimental effort to aid in the solution of the social and industrial problems which are engendered by the modern conditions of life in the great city. The aim of social reform and of the Settlement House is, in Addams words, to “relieve the over-accumulation at one end and the destitution on the other.”

(310)



Mills quotes the University of Chicago faculty member Thorstein Veblen’s erudite but sharply satiric response to the settlement house movement:


Those good people who go out to humanize the poor are commonly, and advisedly, extremely scrupulous and silently insistent in matters of decorum and the decencies of life. They are commonly persons of an exemplary life and gifted with tenacious insistence on ceremonial cleanliness in the various items of their daily consumption. The cultural and civilizing effect of the inculcation of correct habits if thought with respect to the consumption of time and commodities is scarcely to be overrated; nor its economic value to the individual who acquires these higher and more reputable ideals inconsiderable.

(311–312)



Mills immediately distances himself from these sentences without repudiating them. However, the youthful Mills was closer to Veblen than to the denizens of social reform. The Progressives, whose cultural and ideological influence remains significant until well after World War II, were dedicated to several tasks: (1) the assimilation of the immigrant poor, a ubiquitous turn-of-the-century urban population, into the mainstream of American life. For this end to be achieved, the most flagrant structures of economic inequality would have to be ameliorated and a degree of social justice realized through community and, according to some, labor organizations as well. (2) The poor had to be afforded opportunities for education and training. Progressives such as Dewey were strong proponents of free public schooling and he, himself, was instrumental to founding an experimental school at University of Chicago, with initial university financial support. (3) As we shall see later, Dewey is associated with those who advocated reforming the capitalist system in order to thwart efforts to mobilize the “poor” for more direct, revolutionary purposes. Like Addams, Dewey was convinced that social reforms that closed the economic and social gap, especially those instituting wide access to education, were imperative if the promises of liberal democracy were to be fulfilled. In the last instance, reconciliation, that is, the unity between rich, the middle class, and the poor, was the aim of reform. The mediation of social conflict by expanding the “individual ownership” of productive and real property, rather than the Marxian and anarchist concept of class struggle leading to social ownership, was, according to Mills, the components of the basic liberal creed of which Dewey was a powerful voice.

Mills’s chapter on “Dewey’s Reading Public” demonstrates his position as an important public intellectual during the first half of the twentieth century. His reading public was composed almost entirely of the middle class, which in 1931, the height of Dewey’s prominence in the commonweal, earned an average of $5,700 a year, an amount that places them squarely in the “upper” stratum of that class. Using Mills’s distinction between the “old” middle class of entrepreneurs, including independent professionals such as physicians, lawyers, artists, writers, farmers, and small proprietors, by my calculation they composed not quite 40 percent of his readers; the remainder were members of the “new” middle class of salaried employees—mainly teachers, professors, social workers, students, and the relatively small minority of salaried professionals who, until the late 1930s, were primarily self-employed. Dewey wrote reviews and articles for the main journals of liberal opinion, including The New Republic, The Nation, The Atlantic Monthly, Christian Century, Dial, and Foreign Affairs.

Noting that a “good many of the articles in the New Republic were on educational topics,” Mills places Dewey’s most enduring book Democracy and Education and his active participation in educational reform at the center of his public activities. In assessing Dewey’s major role as an educational and democratic reformer, Mills suggests that his conception is deeply informed by a liberal creed and by a view of democracy as essentially an agrarian revolt against “established power.” Jeffersonianism and then the Western movements have been the social center of America’s liberal ideology. It is in terms of this tradition and its roots that much of the thought of John Dewey is to be understood (328). The agrarian influence in Dewey’s thought is expressed in his general position that “small is beautiful,” which, for the Progressives and Dewey, meant advocating the interests of professionals and small businessmen, making education the fulcrum of efforts to fulfill the promise of equality of opportunity for economic advancement. For Dewey, a second and vital objective of educational access was to make possible genuine political and civic citizenship.

Mills discovers that in some respects Dewey is a “radical” democrat; he deplored the “mass democracy” associated with the dominant political machines, which shamelessly manipulated the immigrant populations of the cities. Dewey believed that the rituals of voting, widely perceived as the fulfillment of democratic participation, were in fact cruel deceptions. Only the town meetings of small New England communities, where the entire town debated and voted on public matters, were coincident with real democracy. And, according to Mills, Dewey’s democratic polity consists not of social groups with common or antagonistic interests but of individuals. In fact, Dewey has no firm conception of what social scientists refer to as “society” as an irreducible social fact. When he invokes the term “social,” he means “a small town of artisans or a farming community. His concept of action is of an individual. It is not the action of a petty official or of an administrator who is acting within ‘routine affairs of state.’ It is the conduct of an individual as non-rationalized spheres or types of society. It is conduct that makes decisions about situations that have not been regulated” (392–393). This, according to Mills, is not a political philosophy that has a place in the modern world of rationalized institutions that impose limits on individual behavior. In Dewey’s social philosophy, the “old” middle class remains the model, and its members are the profile of the independent citizen. Dewey’s view stands in stark contrast to Weber’s theory, which emphasizes the complexity of modern industrial societies and the need for bureaucracy and rationalization—and in which the individual is, to a large extent, confined to “an iron cage” if not entirely swallowed up.

In the end, Mills finds that Dewey’s social philosophy is utopian and, in the spirit of late nineteenth-century writers such as Edward Bellamy, backward looking. By rendering a careful, detailed account of Dewey’s general philosophy, Mills concludes that he has common ground with nominalism. Dewey is suspicious of Marxism and other comprehensive conceptions of history and social structure, because for him totality is equated with “absolutism.” Each specific situation is unique, and “immediate reality is composed of things, not abstracted qualities [and] restores everyday life as the basis of knowledge,” where “everyday life” is defined as the “concrete” as opposed to the abstractions of theory (399). And as we have seen, Dewey wishes to blur the Cartesian distinction between fact and value:


By shifting the locus of the “value problem” in a conception of “reality” and away from inter-human conflicts about action, Dewey is able to avoid the social, economic and political trials which certainly beset the moralist, and especially a social pluralist. And it also overlooks what [Hans] Reichenbach and others have correctly stated as the heart of moral questions today: the compulsory character of the judgment. But Dewey, morally, is really Socratic. He does not distinguish, make a problem of, the determination of goods and the compulsion to act in line with them.

(400)



In 1939, John Dewey published Freedom and Culture, perhaps his most definitive statement of social and political philosophy.


The term culture fits into, or implements (1) a pluralistic conception of political problems (2) specifically, step-by-step (3) which does not see chasms, irreconcilable antagonisms between a limited number of empowered structures. Sociologically, it doubtless has general roots in the essential regionalism of a continental nation, in the diverse structures of various governmental units and the extreme heterogeneity of the population of the United States. Monism, or the view that “one factor is so predominant that it is a causal force” stands negated.

(426)



One can see this as a polemic against Marxism, which for Dewey and other critics is understood as an economic determinism. Among its other faults, Marxism is “unscientific” and “similar to the theological systems of the past” that support generalizations that were made at a particular past date and place and are presumed to hold for all times and all places (427). Mills points out that Dewey’s idea of Marxism corresponds to the doctrine disseminated in and by the Soviet Union, a position he shares with many of his contemporaries and, I may add, our own. But Mills’s critique does not imply a defense of Marxism but of its insistence on the indissoluble link between theory and practice, its reliance on mass movements for achieving serious social change, and, most of all, its attention to problems of the centralization and concentration of economic power. Given Dewey’s commitment to political pluralism and relativism rather than monism, localism and individualism in science and in politics, and his liberal faith in the effectiveness of “tinkering” rather than radical upheaval, it is no wonder to Mills that Dewey, as a self-declared follower of Thomas Jefferson, remains locked into an agrarian worldview whose historical subjectivity is more or less identical to that of the farmer and the artisan, an appropriate philosophy for the eighteenth-century United States.

Taken in its entirety, Mills’s Sociology and Pragmatism may be understood as a Marxist-Weberian inspired analysis and critique of America’s dominant philosophical paradigm of the first half of the twentieth century and of its leading protagonists. At the same time, it is a demonstration of the view that ideas have no internal history of their own and can only be understood within the historically specific frameworks in which they are conceived and elaborated. These frameworks have economic, social, and political specifications and, in the case of the professionalization of philosophy, are entwined with the rise of higher learning in America in the wake of industrialization and the attempt of traditional liberal ideology to come to terms with the industrializing era. As we have seen, Mills begins his intellectual career as a close student of pragmatism and of one of its more significant social scientific domains, the sociology of knowledge. By the time his dissertation is finished, his own reading of the economic and political environment of Depression-era America has led him to the belief that society is, indeed, a totality of “irreconcilable antagonisms” between the haves and the have-nots, in the first instance, and within various social formations as well.

Mills completed the dissertation two years after obtaining his first academic job at the University of Maryland, an institution still in its relative infancy. For Mills, this was a backwater from which he sought a quick escape. That he imagined and then worked hard to secure a position at Columbia University rather than, say, at Berkeley, Michigan, or Cambridge, Massachusetts, is a sign that he already saw himself as a cosmopolitan and socialist of the radical kind, which at the time was associated with the circle that came to be known as the New York intellectuals. It was this self-identification and aspiration that infuses Sociology and Pragmatism. While Mills remains sympathetic to the open, undogmatic philosophy of its founders, particularly Peirce and, to a limited degree, Dewey as well, it is others—Weber, Veblen, Marx among them—upon whom he will rely to forge his intellectual future.


2

Mills and the New York Intellectuals

The position of intellectuals in modern societies and their political and ideological roles have been—and remain—vexing questions for social theory, particularly for its radical variants. Are intellectuals ineluctably tied to their social backgrounds, or are they, as we have seen in Karl Mannheim’s discourse, free floating and independent of the interests of prevailing social classes? Or can they be considered a class with its own interests that, because of their relatively unique social function as producers and disseminators of knowledge, exert an influence that potentially cannot be reduced to their numbers? Citing the transformation within modern societies where knowledge, particularly science, has become the decisive productive force, the social theorist Alvin Gouldner asserts that as participants in a “culture of critical discourse,” intellectuals occupy a different social space than the older classes—bourgeois, proletarian, peasant, etc.—and cannot be reduced to them. This space extends to politics; intellectuals are less prone to accept conventional wisdom on almost every front.

For example, environmental scientists have led the way in calling attention to what may very well be the most important social and political questions of our time: the effects of abrupt climate change on agriculture, living space, the incidence and spread of fatal and chronic diseases and, indeed, the survival of the human species and other life forms. As the rise of ecology as both natural and social science indicates, they may form the basic constituency as well as the intellectual force for new social movements. But “critical discourse” has also informed the rise of other new social movements. Intellectuals were prominent in the emergence of the two great waves of feminism, have spurred consumer and antiwar movements, and, of course, played a leading role in the black freedom movement in the United States, where writers such as Richard Wright, Langston Hughes, James Baldwin, and, especially, W. E. B. Du Bois raised the collective awareness of the content and consequences of the racial divide. In Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, figures such as Franz Fanon, Mohandas Gandhi, Eric Williams, and C. L. R. James were crucial actors in the independence movements that roiled world politics after World War II. And the towering presence of the attorney Nelson Mandela and other intellectuals in the African National Congress helped spearhead the successful antiracist struggles in South Africa.

Writing within a Marxist framework—but recognizing the crucial role of intellectuals in establishing and contesting the prevailing “common sense”—Antonio Gramsci insisted that intellectuals are not a class. For Gramsci, every class that contends for political and social power recruits its own “organic” intellectuals, whose chief responsibility is to achieve social, cultural, and ideological hegemony on behalf of the class to which they are affiliated. Gramsci believed that the struggle for power by “subalterns” is inconceivable without a parallel effort to substitute the dominant common sense with good sense.1 However, Gouldner strongly implies that this formulation has been overturned by the conditions of modern life and that intellectuals have become a distinct social formation. On the other hand, Andre Gorz and Barbara and John Ehrenreich, among others, have argued that intellectuals have been transformed into “technicians” working for and not against the prevailing social order and that their social position has been fatally degraded. For Gorz, they are largely integrated into the apparatuses of social control. Far from the portrait of traditional intellectuals as scholars and free-floating actors, the intellectual has become a salaried, specialized employee who no longer occupies a special place within the social order. Thus we should not expect intellectuals to constitute the leading edge of critical discourse about social relations.

The traditional European intellectual was typically an errant son or daughter of the high bourgeoisie, the landowner class, or the upper tiers of the managerial and independent professional classes. Like many scions of these social formations, they attended private schools and the leading universities of Europe. They refused to follow in their father’s footsteps by entering the family business or pursuing a professional career as a lawyer, engineer, physician, and so on. As people of secure means, they usually were not required to work for salaries to survive and were able to devote themselves to the pursuit of “humanistic” knowledge: philosophy, literary studies, historical research, and, of course, fiction, poetry, music, and the visual arts. Until the twentieth century, most scientists were similarly born of the privileged classes and conducted their research in facilities that were dependent upon family money. In this respect, the nineteenth-century scientist Michael Faraday, whose discoveries in electricity helped change modern physics, was a great exception, in that he was subsidized by the Royal Institution. Similar to many artists of modest origins and means, he was supported by a patron, in this case the Royal Institution, which supplied his room and board as well as his laboratory.

The main exception to this regime of patronage by family or wealthy individuals were the relatively small coterie of academic “mandarins” who held positions in universities and practical scientists and inventors, most of whom rose from artisanal groups. Those without independent means found that academic salaries were simply not sufficient to support themselves and their families in a style commensurate with their education and aspirations. As late as the 1940s, in letters to friends and family, Mills never tired of complaining about his own modest income as a professor and felt obliged to seek additional sources of revenue to support his young family. This income was obtained by fees earned for articles in popular journals, book advances, and lectures. These opportunities increased in 1951 after the publication of White Collar, the book that gave him access to a wider audience both inside and outside the academy.2

What Antonio Gramsci meant by “traditional” intellectuals referred to those who read and often spoke many languages, including Latin and Greek; they were broadly familiar with the main concepts of science, philosophy, and literature and had a fairly extensive knowledge of history. Their works abound in literary and philosophical references, even when they are writing on social or natural scientific subjects. Several of them entered politics, especially during times of historical transformation, or, if they remained scholars, such as Kant, Hegel, and Weber, wrote works of political philosophy and social theory that were widely read by leading politicians and state bureaucrats. Machiavelli and John Locke were state employees of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, respectively. Some, including Marx, Proudhon, Mazzini, Bakunin, Lenin, and a good number of the Russian social democrats and anarchists became professional revolutionaries instead of taking a place in the family business or becoming academic mandarins. Gramsci himself exemplified a traditional intellectual who becomes a political intellectual, editing socialist and communist periodicals and ultimately leading the Italian Communist Party.

Many of the key figures of the American Revolution—Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and John Jay, for example—had similar educational and economic backgrounds to the European model of the intellectual who derived from the rich and well-born. Yet John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and Thomas Paine prefigured a new type of intellectual that, with the expansion of higher education, came to fruition in the twentieth century. They were born into families from the contemporary middle classes of small property owners, independent farmers, artisans, and small merchants. Their families often scraped the funds to send their brilliant son to school, but, lacking substantial landed property or slaves, they were obliged to work at professions such as law and journalism.

C. Wright Mills was an intellectual of this new type. As we have seen, he came from relatively modest middle-class roots and, like the typical twentieth-century “man of knowledge,” he understood that, lacking the resources to sustain the life of an independent scholar, his only recourse to being able to perform social scientific research and writing was to earn the necessary credentials for a position in a research university. Mills aspired to join the Columbia faculty because it gave him a platform that was not easily matched by most institutions of postsecondary education. And, of course, New York was the gathering place of many of the country’s most talented dissenting intellectuals. Few were products of traditional, private-school education—Dwight Macdonald, Mary McCarthy, and two or three others excepted—and only Sidney Hook, a native of the Jewish working-class Brooklyn neighborhood of Williamsburg, and Lionel Trilling, born of modest, middle-class Queens Jewish parents, held academic posts before World War II. The rest, such as Daniel Bell, Irving Kristol, Irving Howe, and Macdonald, were mostly freelance journalists who spent nearly a decade in the Henry Luce organization, writing for Time and Life. There were also the Partisan Review editors William Phillips and Phillip Rahv; the novelists Saul Bellow, James T. Farrell, Mary McCarthy, Norman Mailer, and Ralph Ellison; the art critics Clement Greenberg, Meyer Schapiro, and Harold Rosenberg (the last two of whom eventually held academic jobs); and poets including Delmore Schwartz, who, despite his frantic efforts, never succeeded in getting a full-time teaching position.

From an early moment in his career, Mills took a special interest in exploring the fate of intellectuals in contemporary society. His dissertation was concerned centrally with the relationship of a group of intellectuals to the institutions of higher education in which they practiced their philosophical work and their social concerns. In particular, Mills was interested in where in the social structure intellectuals fit, and, perhaps more important to Mills as a political and social intellectual, what happens to them in the age of mass society, where almost everyone has become waged or salaried. Thus, his concern was not focused on the traditional intellectuals, who, by the time of Mills’s entrance into graduate school in the late 1930s, had been long gone from U.S. society. Instead, it was on the intellectuals who, like himself, found themselves tied to educational, governmental, or other institutions.

During his last year as a doctoral student at the University of Wisconsin, Mills established a close relationship with Hans Gerth. The two had a sometimes edgy collaboration. Their first was a critique of James Burnham’s best-selling The Managerial Revolution. Gerth and Mills were following the example of Thorstein Veblen, whose Engineers and the Price System (1921), published twenty years earlier, called attention to the importance of the technical and expert intelligentsia. In Veblen’s book, this emerging social category is named as the potential leading edge of the “new” middle class of salaried employees that arose in the wake of the technological revolution of economically advanced capitalism. Veblen asks whether the vanguard, in political and economic terms, will be composed of those who possess technical knowledge and manipulate the most advanced technologies, rather than being made up of the industrial proletariat, which has become subject to the rationalized capitalist division of labor and removed from the production of knowledge. Yet, in Engineers and the Price System Veblen holds out little hope that the engineers will assume serious political independence for one simple reason: they are easily seduced by the captains of industry, who offer them economic incentives and considerable work autonomy.

Following the thesis of A. A. Berle and Gardiner Means, which argues that the shape of economic power has been permanently shifted from ownership to management, James Burnham designates the managers as the new locus of political power, as a result of their leading role in the conduct of economic life. Mills and Gerth, however, critique this position for its overly organizational orientation. They hold to a much more conventional Marxist conception: power still resides with the owners of productive property, abetted by the political directorate. Echoing Veblen’s evaluation, they find that the scientific and technical experts—and the managers (that is, the experts in administration)—are clearly subordinate to those who stand at the pinnacle of the corporation and state hierarchies: “Precisely because of their specialization and knowledge the scientist and technician are among the most easily used and coordinated groups in modern society … the very rigor of their training makes them dupes of men wise in political ways.”3

The middle class of salaried experts and the highly paid “managerial demiurge” were functionaries of the social order, not candidates for becoming the leading force of power and social change. Throughout his intellectual life, however, Mills had higher hopes for people of ideas. Contending social classes enter the public arena around their particular interests, but intellectuals have the capacity, owing to their education and predisposition to critical thought, to hold society up to the searchlight of reason. However, as he argues in several of his essays published in the 1940s and 1950s, Mills was disappointed in the failure of intellectuals to provide vigorous dissent from the pervasive repressive political environment of his time, exemplified by the Cold War–induced witch hunts of the McCarthy era and the complicit Truman and Eisenhower administrations. Instead of confining his critique to ethical considerations, Mills tries to explain the dismal state of things. “The Social Role of the Intellectual,” written in 1944 for Dwight Macdonald’s Politics, is fairly characteristic of Mills’s critical pessimism: “Pragmatism’s emphasis upon the power of man’s intelligence to control his destiny have not been taken to heart by American intellectuals. They are obviously spurred by new worries and are after new Gods.”4

Among these gods is Søren Kierkegaard, whose focus on “personal tragedy” Mills translates into social terms. The tragic sense of intellectual life is no more evident than in the startling recognition by those who produce and disseminate knowledge that the knowledge/power nexus, later made famous by Michel Foucault, seems to have been nullified. According to Gerth and Mills, we know “more and more about modern society,” but “it seems that knowledge leads to powerlessness.”5

Consequently, some intellectuals dealt with their frustration by becoming content to achieve “understanding” without attempting to influence a public that has cast its chances with the “main drift” of consumer society. Mills ascribes this compromise, as well as the tendency of many to become enthralled by the tragic sense of life, to a massive “failure of nerve,” a theme also sounded in 1943 by Sidney Hook in the pages of Partisan Review, in response to Macdonald, Schapiro, and others who opposed World War II. Mills, who was a more or less circumspect war opponent (circumspect because of the danger he perceived in a conformist wartime environment), remains sharply critical of the war’s effects: “Never before have so few men made such fateful decisions for so many people who themselves are so helpless. Dictatorships are but only one manifestation of this fact. Mass armies all over the world are its living embodiment.”6 And the fate of the intellectuals is no less illustrative of the growing helplessness of the mass population:


More and more people are becoming dependent salaried workers, who spend the most alert hours of their lives being told what to do. In climatic times like the present [World War II], dominated by the need for swift action, the individual feels dangerously lost…. For the intellectual who seeks a public for his thinking—and he must support himself somehow—these general frustrations are made acute by the fact that in the world of organized irresponsibility the difficulty of speaking one’s mind has increased for those who do not speak popular pieces.7



Here, Mills introduces the theme of the thwarting of intellectual craftsmanship by commercialized mass society, a theme he will return many times in later writings:


The craftsmanship which is central to all intellectual and artistic gratification is thwarted for an increasing number of intellectual workers. They find themselves in the predicament of the Hollywood writer: the sense of independent craftsmanship they would put into their work is bent in the ends of a mass appeal to a mass market.8



Whether the intellectual is a salaried employee of a university or of a large media or other industrial corporation, being “told what to do”—and, one might add, how to do it—undercuts the conventional wisdom, underlined by Foucault and, in a somewhat different mode, by the Frankfurt School, that knowledge is power and that artistic and intellectual work is still an autonomous activity in contemporary capitalist society. Instead, the system has made nearly all intellectuals and artists dependent on salaries, contracts, and concepts that are delivered as commands from powerful institutions. Whether applying for grants from the government or from private foundations, the intellectual is on “assignment.” Thus, much academic and commercial research is conducted only based on the willingness of those in power. The artist is no less constrained by the dictates of the art market. To paint or sculpt in ways that violate current fashions is likely to condemn the creator, regardless of her talent, to the margins of the art world or to oblivion. Clearly, we can see that Mills is nostalgic for a time when the independent intellectual and artist was still possible; when the question of how to support oneself was not an overriding consideration; or, to be more precise, when the cost of living, especially rents, made the existence of a coterie, if not a class, of independent intellectual craftsperson possible. Tacitly, he mourns the passing of the traditional intellectual, if not the conditions that made his existence possible.

Hope in the labor movement occupied considerable space in Mills’s political and intellectual imagination in the mid- and late 1940s, as will be discussed in the following chapter, but this belief definitively passed as he saw powerful unions, representing millions of workers, subordinate themselves to corporate domination and to the Democratic Party’s directorate. But however much he excoriated the conformity of his fellow intellectuals—openly breaking with some of his closest friends and colleagues—Mills returned repeatedly to the idea of intellectuals as a potential social and political force. Despite his profoundly critical evaluation, Mills never lost hope that at least a portion of them might emerge from the morass of political, economic, and ideological dependency and become important influences in the forging of a radical future for the United States and the world.
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In 1945, Mills came to New York City to seek out the intellectual craftsmen who were, in the main, outside the system of dependency. He thought he had found them in the writers, editors, and artists who were linked to a series of small journals and magazines and who maintained a stance of radical opposition, often without the immediate satisfactions associated with celebrity, substantial income, or political and cultural influence. As a young man, Mills actively sought a place—and settled for a subordinate one—within that legendary informal circle that has come to be known as the New York intellectuals. Like many reared in what, from a cultural standpoint, may be described as the “provinces” (that is, any place outside of “the City”), he migrated, by way of the University of Wisconsin and the University of Maryland, to New York.

New York was, arguably, the cultural and financial capital of the first half of the twentieth century. Mills sought the company of the group that came to be iconic of that intellectual culture. Their common ground was initially a shared dissident leftist politics that challenged not only the mainstream but also the prevailing communist-controlled and -inspired cultural apparatus that, since the Bolshevik Revolution and especially during the 1930s, dominated the putative opposition to American and world capitalism. In this regard, the term “putative” refers to their collective contempt for a Communist Party that gradually surrendered any pretense at a radical politics in favor of assimilation into the corridors of the prevailing powers in the United States and the Soviet Union.

This group of intellectuals shared the belief that American mass culture had effectively marginalized or even snuffed out much of high art and critical thought. Their politics was equally motivated to defend and hopefully restore these critical and aesthetic sensibilities as it was to transform radical and mainstream politics. Key texts that became veritable calls to arms included Macdonald’s “Masscult and Midcult,” which focused on certain best-selling novels that presented themselves as literature but in fact were what he calls “midcult”—a version of popular culture for the middle-class public; Greenberg’s withering attack against kitsch, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” and his equally aggressive charge that social realism, contrary to its claims, was a reactionary art form—and, more generally, his argument that figural painting had become a servant of mass culture; and Trilling’s brilliant deconstruction of perhaps the most iconic of the twentieth century’s realist novelists, Theodore Dreiser.

Moreover, Greenberg (for painting) and Trilling (for literature) proposed new modernist canons—notably in the work of Henry James, the poet Ezra Pound, and the abstract expressionists Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning—that, by the late 1950s, found their way into the mainstream and succeeded for a time to establish a standard against which all American painting and literature was measured.

During the 1930s and 1940s, as powerful and dominant as the Communist Party–inspired cultural front was (and its claim to embody the anticapitalist opposition), it nevertheless harbored a schism between the pretense of revolutionary or radical ideology and social analysis, on the one hand, and a practice that conceded to Western liberal capitalist powers a leading role in the struggle against fascism. In accordance with the decision of the seventh World Congress of the Communist International (1935) to drop its previous unremitting hostility to democratic liberal-capitalist powers and to the social democrats, communists all over the world, including those in the United States, sought, with varying degrees of success, to forge an antifascist “united front” of all socialist forces and a “popular front” with liberals and “progressive” capitalists and their political parties. In the United States, the party’s decision to ally with and become integrated into the Roosevelt coalition produced political schizophrenia in American Communist Party ranks. After a brief attraction to the communists, the small group of intellectual dissenters who remained, at least until World War II, political radicals became estranged from what they termed “Stalinist” politics and its split from the revolutionary legacy of the Bolshevik revolution. They were also disillusioned by the American Communist Party’s subservience to the Soviet Union’s policies, particularly the infamous Moscow trials of 1936–1937, which led to the extermination of virtually the entire “old Bolshevik” cadre who grew up with Lenin, and the 1939 Nazi-Soviet pact, which many leftist American intellectuals viewed as a betrayal of the antifascism the communists so fervently professed. To these infamies might be added the dubious record of the communists in Spain, where, despite their sometimes heroic performance on the battlefield, they seemed to fight as hard against anarchists, independent leftists, and Trotskyites as they did Franco’s armies.

Leaping from the margins of left-wing literary life, by 1950 the New York intellectuals had become a vital part of the political and cultural history of the post–World War II United States. By then, under the incessant harassment of the government and the courts, the Communist Party was in retreat, even preparing to send some of its key cadres underground. One may date the party’s more or less rapid disappearance from public life to Winston Churchill’s 1946 speech in Fulton, Missouri, which virtually inaugurated the Cold War. Or, as labor militants have it, by that time the Communist Party had already lost considerable credibility among rank-and-file activists for its full-throated support of the wartime no-strike pledge, one that party-influenced trade union leaders vigorously supported even as wildcat strikes broke out in the automotive, shipbuilding, and docking industries against the wage freeze. But the basis had been prepared by the communists’ sudden about-face in 1945 and 1946 when, in contrast to its close alliance with the New Deal and the “progressive wing” of the Democratic Party, the Communist Party, unlike its erstwhile liberal and trade union allies, opposed the Truman administration’s Marshall Plan, which promised extensive economic aid to a devastated Europe, an initiative that the communists interpreted as a bold step toward U.S. world domination. Likewise, they opposed the other cornerstone of U.S. postwar foreign policy, the Truman Doctrine, which declared the U.S. resolve to contain communism by military means if necessary. Following Truman’s adherence to Churchill’s call to build international relations upon the principle of containing the spread of communism from its base in Eastern Europe, the bulk of what Macdonald termed the “lib-labs” turned their efforts from firing on the Right to seeking out domestic communists on every possible front: labor unions, veterans’ organizations, the media, government employees at the local and national levels, organizations of civil society such as the YMCA, medical and law associations, parent associations, and many others.

On the cultural front, the battles took a different path: The communists were identified by the Partisan Review critics with reactionary aesthetic forms, but they retained important positions in cultural and professional circles. Some important Communist Party–leaning artistic communities greeted the end of the war with calls for the continuation of Big Three wartime unity. In 1943 and 1944, Communist Party General Secretary Earl Browder even foresaw a new era of class peace in the postwar era, renouncing, even rhetorically, any revolutionary aims, and in 1943, he dissolved the Communist Party as a sign of good faith that his movement meant “progressive” capitalism no harm.

The Cold War dashed Browder’s optimistic hopes, and Stalin and his French allies made sure he was removed from his position. A 1945 letter to the American Communist Party from Jacques Duclos, second in command of the powerful French party, roundly condemned Browder’s policies of class collaboration. Dutifully, under the legendary trade union organizer William Z. Foster’s leadership, Browder was removed and expelled from the Communist Party, to which he had devoted most of his adult life—and it took a sharp turn to the left. Foster, who, between 1917 and 1919 had organized the biggest strikes of U.S. steelworkers before the 1930s, was uniquely placed to accomplish this task. His leadership in packing and steel industry struggles, as well as his close ties with Moscow, insured that the party cadres would follow his lead.

The last hurrah of the American Communist Party and its large periphery of supporters and allies was the disastrous presidential campaign of the former vice-president, Henry A. Wallace, who, in 1948, ran on a platform of Great Power reconciliation and a revived New Deal that he—and the Left—believed was largely betrayed by the Democrats under President Harry S. Truman. Although by no means a leftist, let alone sympathetic to the communists, Wallace accepted the party’s support, thereby opening his candidacy to the charge that it was merely a Communist Party front. The result was that the Progressive Party, formed especially for the campaign, after a promising start, with some commentators predicting that Wallace might get ten million votes and defeat Truman, received only a million and a half votes after a campaign in which Truman succeeded in wrapping himself in the mantle of left liberalism.

The next fifteen years became a nightmare not only for political dissenters but also for many in the cultural opposition. What Leonard Bernstein called The Age of Anxiety, the title of his 1949 Symphony no. 2, might better be described, in Mills’s terms, as the age of conformity. Beginning in 1947, a blacklist descended over American cultural life, with the persecution of dozens of Hollywood writers, directors, actors, and other cultural workers eventually extending to Broadway, publishing, cabarets, and the universities. It was not long before the congressional witch hunts and government surveillance extended to the unions, industrial workplaces, and the waterfront, where thousands of labor activists were “screened” by the Coast Guard and deprived of their jobs.

Mills was a fervent anticommunist, but he had no sympathy for these Cold War aims. In his perspective, the 1940s and 1950s ushered in a full-throated era of concentrated economic and political power and a culture of mass conformity in which liberals, including some of the New York intellectuals, played an important part. Although Mills did not hesitate to condemn the pervasive political repression, what he was later to term “the cultural apparatus” occupied pride of place in his assessment of the political demise of the Left.

Sidney Hook held a singular position among the New York intellectuals. While he was a tenured philosophy professor at New York University—at the time a prominent second-rank institution—his considerable intellectual weight and political history shaped him as an activist. Hook was a self-conscious participant in the political and ideological debates that raged within leftist circles after World War I and again after the brief alliance of the United States and the Soviet Union to defeat fascism, an alliance he approved of as a tactic but not as a lasting configuration in world politics. Hook was unique among his comrades insofar as he was both one of John Dewey’s star pupils and an outstanding Marxist theorist. Hook’s two major works, Toward an Understanding of Karl Marx (1933) and From Hegel to Marx (1936), rank among the best works of Marxist philosophy that any American has ever produced. Their originality consisted in Hook’s attempt, especially in the earlier book, to fuse Marx and American pragmatism. They also reflect the tendency later known as “Western” Marxism, associated with Georg Lukács and Karl Korsch.

By 1940, Hook had a change of perspective. His collection of essays written in the latter half of the 1930s, Reason, Social Myth, and Democracy, included sharp critiques of the Soviet Union and equally trenchant criticisms of what had become known as Marxist orthodoxy associated with the legacies of Marx’s collaborator Frederich Engels as well as Lenin and Stalin. This was a transitional work for its partial disavowal of revolutionary socialist politics even as it retained an adherence to democratic socialism. By the late 1940s, Hook, still a self-described democratic socialist, had moved away from Marxism and, like Trilling, became a celebrant of the liberal imagination and liberal institutions. His notorious book Heresy Yes, Conspiracy No and the many articles that he published on civil liberties made a crucial distinction between noncommunist radicalism and the denizens of the Communist Party. While affirming the right of independent radicals to teach, communists, Hook argued, should not be permitted to teach in public schools, especially universities, because they were not legitimate intellectuals; they were agents of a foreign power dedicated to the destruction of democracy and its institutions.

Most of the independent intellectuals who were equally hostile to capitalism and to Stalinism came up (or down, according to Mills’s lights) from radicalism to constitute one of the chief intellectual pillars of modern liberalism, exemplified in politics by the New Deal and the postwar Democratic Party. Some, including Hook and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., were direct players in the ideological and political Cold War. Hook, a prominent participant in the Committee for Cultural Freedom, collaborated with intelligence agencies of the U.S. government in their effort to reduce if not nullify the influence of the Soviet Union and Western communist parties among left and liberal intellectuals. Schlesinger, also a professed democratic socialist, at least during the late 1940s, became the semi-official historian of the New Deal and New Frontier and a fervent ideologue of modern liberalism. He was a founder of the liberal Americans for Democratic Action, an association explicitly dedicated to combating communist influence among intellectuals and the new professional middle class. Schlesinger was a strong proponent of extending welfare-state policies but also a supporter of the bipartisan foreign policy of containing communism with a strong military. After publishing a veritable anticommunist liberal manifesto in 1949, The Vital Center (see chapter 3), a little more than a decade later he became an assistant to President John F. Kennedy and remained a significant force among American liberals throughout the post–World War II era. While toward the end of his life (he died in 2007) Schlesinger opposed the Iraq war, he remained proud of his role in the Cold War, citing the collapse of the Soviet Union as one of its signal accomplishments. He was also an unremitting opponent of the New Left, which intellectually was influenced by Mills. Later, Schlesinger delivered a sharp rebuke to the new social movements of the 1970s and 1980s, claiming they had divided America against itself and left it exposed during a time of world crisis. Others, such as Trilling, Hook, and William Phillips, played major roles in shaping a new patriotic sensibility that, perhaps inadvertently, became a sophisticated contribution to the cultural apparatus of the Cold War. Mills’s contemporaries, particularly Daniel Bell and Irving Howe, who were fifteen years younger than Trilling, Macdonald, Hook, and the Partisan Review editors, were positioned on the periphery of that journal’s circle and, as editors of competing magazines, afforded Mills a platform for his views.

These critics and writers were, with some exceptions, Mills’s “club” until the early 1950s. It was the group from which he got many of his ideas, including some of his political perspectives—and which contributed heavily to his intellectual formation. They became the measures of Mills’s own development. Mills also wrote occasionally for the Partisan Review but was never a member of its inner circle. His ambivalence about their postwar political choices, a reflection of his insider/outsider status, remained with him until the last seven or eight years of his life. By the mid-1950s, Mills had unequivocally become an “outsider” in relation to all extant political tendencies except his own tiny group of independent “third-camp” radicals. This group was a major influence on the course of his later political and intellectual development, particularly the degree to which he was influenced by Macdonald and Bell, but he remained somewhat distant from them as well. He made different choices than the doyens of the independent (non/anticommunist) intellectual Left and eventually found grounds for breaking with most of them as they veered steadily to the ideological and political center, while still others, like James Burnham and Irving Kristol, moved to the Right. (Daniel Bell, too, became a neoconservative, albeit a self-confessed democratic socialist “in economics.”)

The views and values of the New York intellectuals were all formed by the astounding events of the first third of the twentieth century: World War I, the Russian revolutions of 1917, the Great Depression, the decline of the American Socialist Party, and the rise of the communists as the leading force on the Left. At the outset of their appearance as a distinct “generation,” in the first half of the 1930s the older members of this circle, now in their late twenties, became intellectual critics of world capitalism, and after their relatively brief attraction to the Soviet Union and the American Communist Party, they became fierce critics of communism during its Stalinist phase even as they remained self-declared left-socialists, at least until the outbreak of the war.

By the 1950s, nearly all of the third-camp intellectuals were reconciled to American culture, political institutions, and governmental policies. This included the former Trotskyists) Irving Howe and Lewis Coser, who nevertheless kept their distance from the most vocal supplicants of Cold War liberalism. Mills, however, associated with a small fraction of intellectuals and activists who refused to join the American celebration. Among them was the novelist and essayist Harvey Swados, who became one of Mills’s closest friends and had been close to Shachtman’s Independent Socialist League, the successor to the Workers Party.

Even as he was politically and intellectually ensconced in the imaginary third camp—imaginary because it was never able to achieve a popular political base or to articulate a coherent radical program—by around 1950 Mills was becoming estranged from erstwhile radicals, many of whom found secure places in the U.S. mainstream, traveling the “WPA to the Luce chain.” He found their collective adherence to the main lines of postwar U.S. foreign policy repugnant and severed his relationships with most of the individuals who, in the parlance of the period, “chose the West” in what they conceived to be the ineluctable choices offered by an increasingly bipolar world.

The New York intellectuals were a generation in the historical meaning of the concept. By “generation,” I mean people born within a specific chronological time of about twenty or thirty years who, as Karl Mannheim argued in his essay “The Problem of Generations,” share a worldview, similar if not identical political and cultural sensibilities, and similar formation (education both formal and informal and shared social background, largely of the Jewish working class or new middle class). Most saliently, they experience the events and changes in the cultural and social environment in like manner, in this instance, from the vantage point of outsiders in relation to their cultural and political milieu. This generation consisted in the leftist intellectuals huddled around a few “little magazines” and small left-wing organizations. These included the Modern Quarterly, edited by the iconoclast V. F. Calverton, whose “independent” leftist credentials were something less than sterling because he flirted with the Stalinists, but especially the Partisan Review, with which Macdonald, Trilling, and Hook were strongly identified.

In 1942, Macdonald, whose gifts as a polemicist were unmatched by any of his comrades, started the magazine politics to counter, and hopefully replace, the Partisan Review on the radical Left, which Mills and other like-minded radical socialist intellectuals believed had strayed significantly from the position of offering a viable opposition. (For some, like the art historian Meyer Schapiro, the signal event was Hook’s and others’ support of the Allies in World War II.) Mills wrote some pieces for the Partisan Review but was closer in temperament and ideology to politics. A Trotskyist on the road to becoming an anarchist, Macdonald offered Mills a prominent role on the magazine, which he refused, preferring to maintain the stance, if not the economic position, of a relatively free-floating intellectual. Mills also contributed some important early essays for the New Leader, a weekly closely associated with the Socialist Party, edited in the immediate postwar years by Daniel Bell, during his intellectually radical period.

Finally, Mills had a brief relationship with Dissent. The quarterly magazine was started in 1954 by Irving Howe, who, among other roles, had been an assistant editor of politics, a leading member of the Workers Party and its successor the Independent Socialist League, and the editor of its newspaper, Labor Action. Howe founded the magazine together with the sociologist Lewis Coser in 1954, as an independent Left, social-democratic periodical. Howe sought Mills’s participation and published some of his pieces both to indicate that the editors were not willing to march entirely to the Cold War tune and to buttress the journal’s radical credentials. But from Mills’s perspective, they were too soft on U.S. government policy and on liberal democratic institutions, so his relationship to Dissent was soon strained, a distancing that was undoubtedly fueled by Howe’s critical review of Mills’s The Power Elite.

Born between 1900 and 1920, by the late 1930s Trilling, McDonald, and the other writers of this generation were some of the leading lights of the anticommunist intellectual Left. They were too young to have fought in World War I or to have been participants in the founding of the Communist Party but old enough to experience the Great Depression and the Soviet Union’s hegemony over world radical thought and practice, and they were witnesses to the emergence of the American Communist Party as the leading force on the Left after 1930. Hook, Trilling, Macdonald, Rahv, and Phillips had been associated with the Communist Party either as members or sympathizers. As an emerging philosopher and social theorist, in 1932 Hook had, along with prominent writers such as John Dos Passos and James T. Farrell, signed a statement endorsing William Z. Foster, the Communist Party’s candidate for president. After Partisan Review broke with the Communist Party, the editors recruited a group of literary critics whose interests corresponded to the magazine’s effort to transform itself from a political journal to chiefly a cultural one, although it never fully distanced itself from politics.

With the exception of a few, such as Mary McCarthy, James T. Farrell, Macdonald, and Mills, many of the political intellectuals, as opposed to the mostly literary ones, were Jews of Eastern European origin and, largely for this reason, were obsessed with what became termed the “Russian question.” For first-generation children of Eastern European immigrants, the Bolshevik revolution was an electrifying event that was bound to shape the politics of their communities of labor radicals and their cohorts of politically engaged intellectuals. For them, what happened to the revolution was, and remained, the central political fact of their collective lives. After 1917, the Left divided between independent and organized socialists who remained skeptical of Lenin’s conception of proletarian dictatorship and a larger group of workers, professionals, and intellectuals who, whether they joined the Communist Party or not, were impressed by the regime’s success in abolishing private property and its rhetorical dedication to revolutionary cultural and social transformation. The Soviet domination of the global communist movement and its huge prestige among activists, workers, and especially intellectuals, even in the United States, was the determining political fact of the interwar period.

Until the rise of the New Left in the mid-1960s, whose adherents, following Mills’s invocation, were for the large part militantly anticommunist, leftist politics was virtually defined by one’s attitude toward the Soviet Union. However, among this intellectual generation, Mills was almost singular in his refusal to fit neatly into the folds of either the pro- or anti-Soviet camp. Like his friend Harvey Swados, he did not permit anticommunism to contain what he meant by radicalism. Consequently, even before the organization of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) in 1961, he called for a New Left that would relegate the Russian question to the margins of radical thought and action and instead dedicate itself to the discovery of a distinctly American radical tradition. Mills’s celebrated “Letter to the New Left” (1960) may arguably have been the founding document of the New Left, and it influenced a fairly broad swath of the very next generation of young intellectuals.
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The Partisan Review was founded in 1934 as the organ of the John Reed Club, the Communist Party–sponsored organization of (mainly) literary intellectuals. It broke with the party in 1936 and suspended publication as a consequence of the horrific Moscow trials that began that year, during which a fairly large group of old Bolsheviks—including Nicolai Bukharin and Karl Radek, whose names were well known in the West—were tried and convicted on trumped-up charges and false evidence. The trials also led to the brutal treatment of dissenting intellectuals and recalcitrant peasants and workers who objected to Stalin’s policies of forced collectivization of agriculture and labor regimentation. A year later, the Partisan Review resumed publication as a Marxist literary magazine sympathetic to the views of Leon Trotsky, who, in the wake of the infamous Moscow trials, finally became an implacable opponent of the regime.

From the late 1930s through the late 1950s, Partisan Review was perhaps the most visible of the so-called little magazines, and, equally important, it spawned some of the most prominent young intellectuals of the period, such as the novelists Norman Mailer and Ralph Ellison and the social and cultural critic Susan Sontag. Even though Mills wrote for Partisan Review as late as 1952—but, as we shall see, only in dissent—he was never as an “insider.” Nor was he among the young intellectuals favored by its editors. By the time he was known well enough to qualify as a contributor, he was already estranged from the magazine’s surrender to what Trilling approvingly called “the liberal imagination.”

In fact, as early as the publication of Mills’s first major work, The New Men of Power (1948), the wave of accommodation and collaboration with liberalism by these erstwhile intellectual radicals was already in full force. In 1947, Schlesinger wrote in Partisan Review that the United States was on the brink of socialism, a logical outcome of the incremental progress that had been initiated by the New Deal. In Schlesinger’s conception, socialism was little more than an expanded welfare state within the parameters of liberal democratic institutions, a characterization that was later to fit most of Western Europe’s social-democratic parties. The optimism expressed in this article could not have been more divergent from Mills’s view, expressed forcefully in his book on labor leaders, that corporate America was gearing up to steamroll over labor’s hard-won gains of the 1930s, an insight fueled by the Republican-dominated eightieth Congress’s enactment of the Taft-Hartley amendments to the National Labor Relations Act in 1947. Two years later, Schlesinger went on to publish a full-length liberal manifesto, The Vital Center, in which radical traditions are decisively rejected—not only those associated with communism but also those of independent Marxism. Schlesinger’s book was also a signature statement of the doctrine of American exceptionalism, according to which the United States, an open, democratic society, has circumvented the conditions that produced powerful European socialist and communist movements.9

But Schlesinger was not alone in his embrace of modern liberalism. A year earlier, in 1948, even as Mills was proclaiming a new corporate and rightist attack on the once insurgent labor movement, his colleague and friend Richard Hofstadter published The American Political Tradition, one of the most influential accounts of American political history. In the book, Hofstadter argues that consensus rather than conflict has marked the main historical contours of the United States. Born in 1916, the same year as Mills, Hofstadter had been a leftist sympathizer, closer to the Communist Party than to any other radical organization, but he drifted away both from the party and from Marxism fairly early in his career. Mills and Hofstadter started together as young faculty members at the University of Maryland in 1941, and within five years both had moved to Columbia University. Hofstadter was also on the periphery of Partisan Review but shared, somewhat shamefacedly, their social and political sentiments and became sharply critical of his friend’s increasingly dissident direction. As Mills was earning a reputation as America’s leading oppositional intellectual during the 1950s, Hofstadter had become, along with Schlesinger, one of America’s best-known liberal historians and, in Mills’s terms, had joined in the American celebration. Yet Hofstadter and Schlesinger differed in one important respect: Hofstadter shared Mills’s view that anti-intellectualism in American life posed a serious threat to the formation of a democratic culture and democratic polity. In his last major work, The Progressive Historians, published in 1968, Hofstadter argued against the conflict model as the main drift of American history—a model that informed Schlesinger’s classic account of class conflict in the 1830s and 1840s, The Age of Jackson, written in 1943. Hofstadter was always skeptical of reform and of reformers and maintained a distance from the liberal establishment, which hardly describes Schlesinger’s later disposition to credit the New Deal with the main responsibility for the welfare-state reforms.

Hofstadter’s intellectual courage in reiterating the thesis of consensus could not have been more in evidence as he waved farewell to the Progressives’ reading of American history. Written during the heat of the antiwar, black freedom, and feminist movements, The Progressive Historians refused to move decisively away from his earlier interpretations. The progressives advanced a notion that America was really two nations marked by a cleavage between the forces of big business and oligarchic politics on the one side and, on the other, in Vernon L. Parrington’s formulation, the “farmer, villager, small tradesman, mechanic, proletariat.”10 For Hofstadter, neither Charles Beard’s economic interpretations nor Frederick Jackson Turner’s equally materialist account of the influence of the frontier were adequate. Instead, Hofstadter argues that we should look to the postwar writing of the historians Louis Hartz and Daniel Boorstin for a resounding affirmation of the liberal tradition. While in a long footnote Hofstadter reminds his readers that he is no longer unambivalently associated with the consensus view, the best he can do at this juncture is to propose that neither the class conflict nor the consensus models fit the bill of an overarching theory. At the conclusion of the book, as is his habit, Hofstadter struggles with a notion of “complexity” and an appreciation of the work of the “historian engagé”—historians who are actual participants in great events. Yet, despite his characteristic distance from the liberal tradition, Hofstadter, like Schlesinger, is firmly associated with the shift of intellectuals to the center.

As the editor of the New Leader, Daniel Bell provided Mills with an opportunity to write outside the academic milieu. He welcomed Mills’s participation in the magazine’s brief adventure in radical journalism. But by the late 1940s, Bell’s own sojourn in intellectual radicalism was over. He became a labor writer and editor for Henry Luce’s Fortune while also working on Marxian Socialism in the United States, which was published in 1952. In the book, Bell criticized the socialist movement for its heavy reliance on European ideas and for its failure to come to terms with American politics and culture. Borrowing from Marx’s famous aphorism, he argued that American socialism failed because its European-inflected organizations were “in but not of” American society. Bell argued that socialists were still too beholden to the European traditions and had not taken stock of what is uniquely American in politics and culture. He also wrote what would become a famous series of articles for various journals, collected and published in 1960 under the title The End of Ideology.

Lionel Trilling’s The Liberal Imagination, Hofstadter’s The American Political Tradition, and Schlesinger’s The Vital Center may have marked the departure of independent intellectuals from radicalism. However, some of the essays in The End of Ideology provide the most coherent theoretical justification of the drift toward the political center by former radical intellectuals. At the center of Bell’s argument is that, in Seymour Martin Lipset’s felicitious phrase, labor and social movements no longer march to “ideological flags.” The success of the capitalist system in providing the elements of the good life for the overwhelming majority of workers vitiated traditional socialist visions. That Bell reserved a place for “utopias” but not systemic change reflects the realities of the bipolar world of the 1950s. For Bell, the symbol of those changes was still world communism, which had abolished private property, but at the price of political and social freedom. Bell reminded his readers that “ideological flags” were, under these circumstances, an invitation to dictatorship over the workers, not of and by them. Yet he refused to make the careful distinction between the original social vision of a democratic, popularly controlled society and the aberrant nature of actual communism. The end of ideology was not only a symptom of the unqualified success of regulated capitalism in sharing its success with the vast majority but also a sound of alarm against socialist programs and organizations. Mills labeled his former friend’s pronouncement as “the ideology of the end of ideology.” Clearly, Mills still hungered for a movement that carried ideological flags, albeit in defiance of the old, authoritarian Left.11
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From time to time, Partisan Review ran symposia in the magazine, wherein the editors gathered writers and critics to ruminate on the state of things. Its 1939 symposium addressed “The Situation in American Writing,” inviting some of the rising novelists and poets of the 1930s to answer a series of questions, such as “For whom does one write?” and “Has the cultural and economic position of the writer improved?” Katherine Anne Porter, James T. Farrell, William Faulkner, and Delmore Schwartz were among the respondents. In 1943, Sidney Hook wrote a scathing piece, “The Failure of Nerve,” which excoriated his fellow leftist intellectuals for their refusal to support the war against fascism. The article acknowledged that the United States and its principal allies Great Britain and the Soviet Union were not free of morally and politically reprehensible motives. He also allowed that in the interest of defeating the totalitarian enemy, “we” had entered a dubious, albeit temporary alliance with another totalitarian power, Stalinist Russia. But, he argued, this alliance was absolutely necessary to eradicate the danger that the Axis powers would overrun the liberal democratic states. More to the point, he accused his “friends” on the independent Left of sectarianism, and, perhaps more damning, of a loss of courage to face the realities of the contemporary situation, which would require revision of their long-held and cherished beliefs.12

To announce a plague on both houses in the face of the imminent danger of world fascist domination was simply unacceptable. Writing under the pseudonym David Corian, Meyer Schapiro, a professor of art history at Columbia, answered with a spirited rebuttal that, nevertheless, validated Hook’s point: the Left could only repeat the familiar but ancient argument that socialists should not support the drive of capitalist governments toward war and that the Left had an obligation to history to oppose all wars because they were always waged for interests of the ruling classes at the expense of the working class and other subordinate classes. Others joined the lively debate. Despite its rancor, the mere fact that Partisan Review entertained such a controversial subject during a tremendously popular war, even among dissenting radicals, reinforced the perception that the journal was, indeed, unique in American letters. But it also signaled that, despite Hook’s disclaimer, his support of the war was a tactical compromise in the service of a larger good. It also reflected the shift among many other intellectuals who were on the brink of a massive reevaluation of their own country. In retrospect, Schlesinger’s “The Future of Socialism,” written for a 1947 Partisan Review symposium on the topic, may be viewed as a forecast of a more general shift in the temper of former independent radical intellectuals.

The denouement came during Partisan Review’s 1952 symposium “Our Country and Our Culture.” The discussion was held during the final days of the Truman administration. Since the end of the war in 1945, the United States was undergoing a profound transformation in its economic, political, and cultural fortunes. Contrary to the widespread expectation among economists, politicians, the Roosevelt administration, and the U.S. Congress that the depression of the 1930s would return after the war, a combination of felicitous developments catapulted the United States to a position of world economic and political dominance. The war had left in its wake a ruined Europe not only among its vanquished but also its victors. Despite its military victory over Germany, the Soviet economy was in shambles, and much of its urban and arable land had been scorched by the retreating German armies and some of their internal allies, especially in Ukraine. Britain’s physical infrastructure was significantly destroyed and its treasury empty. Moreover, President Harry S. Truman’s decision to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki left no doubt that America was not only the one unassailable military colossus but that, if expedient, it would wield its weapons of mass destruction without mercy. Finally, with the pent-up demand for housing, cars, and appliances that had to be deferred during the war years now unleashed, America emerged from the war with seemingly unlimited prospects for long-term prosperity, at least for most of its citizens. A. A. Berle and David Lillienthal, the former director of the Tennessee Valley Authority, wrote best-selling books that declared that the United States had entered an era of popular, democratic capitalism. Far from entertaining ambitions of empire, the United States stood as a bulwark of freedom and was prepared to rebuild Western Europe and Japan and extend its influence throughout the world. In short, growing black discontent notwithstanding, the United States was on a roll.

The benefits of the expansion of U.S. influence were widely, although unevenly, shared with important segments of the population. For the first time since the mid-1920s, the immediate postwar years witnessed a plethora of jobs. Women were displaced from wartime employment by returning veterans, but large employers in production industries combed the countryside for workers, and blacks who had been hired in auto factories and steel mills during the war often retained their jobs and accumulated seniority. Fearing a new depression, Congress passed the G.I. Bill of Rights in 1944, which paid any returning serviceman or -woman twenty dollars a week for fifty-two weeks to ease their transition to civilian life and offered temporary housing and free schooling. Between 1945 and 1955, enrollments in institutions of higher education doubled; many new students were beneficiaries of the G.I. Bill. Thousands of teachers were recruited by these colleges and universities, many of them writers, visual artists, and hitherto unemployed intellectuals. By the mid-1960s, student enrollments and faculty once again doubled. While expanding opportunities for intellectuals were distributed unevenly, there is also no doubt that for the first time in American history they were in demand. The question was whether a measure of economic security amounted to a historic reversal of the condition that marked all generations of artists and intellectuals: alienation from their country and their culture. In short, if society can feed and clothe them, were the intellectuals destined to be integrated into American life?

In their introduction, “Our Country and Our Culture,” the editors of Partisan Review write:


The purpose of this symposium is to examine the apparent fact that American intellectuals now regard America and its institutions in a new way. Until little more than a decade ago, America was commonly thought to be hostile to art and culture. Since then, however, the tide has begun to turn, and many writers and intellectuals now feel closer to their country and their culture.13



A series of statements from Henry James, Ezra Pound, Van Wyck Brooks, John Dos Passos, and Edmund Wilson follows. In 1879, James complained, “We are the disinherited in art.” Pound in 1913 wrote, “O helpless few in my country / O remnant enslaved / Artists broken against her / Astray, lost in the villages / Mistrusted, spoken against.” Brooks and Dos Passos write similar declarations of alienation. But Wilson, writing in 1947, finds that since the Great Depression “we have seen a remarkable renascence of American arts and letters. In this the United States at the present time is politically more advanced than any other part of the world.”14

In their commentary, the editors elaborate on Wilson’s discovery:


Now America has become the protector of Western Civilization, at least in a military and economic sense…. Politically there is a recognition that the kind of democracy which exists in America has an intrinsic positive value; it is not merely a capitalist myth but a reality which must be defended against Russian totalitarianism. The cultural consequences are bound to be far reaching and complex, but some of them have already become apparent. For better or worse, most writers no longer accept alienation as the artist’s fate in America; on the contrary they very much want to be a part of American life. More and more writers have ceased to think of themselves as rebels and exiles.15



The Harvard sociologist David Riesman could not agree more. Although many intellectuals find fault with American culture, Riesman ridicules the apparent need to go through “emotional expatriation in order to establish securely a claim to intellectual function.” His fellow intellectuals ought to recognize that their “burgeoning audiences” and process of self-discovery is “life giving.” American intellectuals, he says, are supposed to be in tension with the mainstream culture, but life has become “more interesting” for them.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. admits that “a moderate degree of ‘alienation’ is indispensable to the artist and writer.”16 But, taking a historical approach, he finds that even in the scary years of the Great Depression, America remained a beacon of hope for the downtrodden as well as for intellectuals: “For all its faults the United States was an open society, unfinished with a plentitude of possibilities.” Still, mass culture remains a threat to artistic and political freedom: “The only answer to mass culture lies in the affirmation of America not as a uniform society but as a various and pluralistic society made up of many groups with diverse interests.” Schlesinger affirms political and cultural pluralism as an accurate description of America and states that it is an “open society.”

In this regard, in an oblique reference to Hook and Burnham, he ends his intervention by scolding fellow intellectuals who refuse to condemn Senator Joseph McCarthy and McCarthyism. Referring to Julien Benda’s famous book The Treason of the Intellectuals, which was an early salvo against complacency in the wake of the many retreats by liberal intellectuals, Schlesinger declares “the real trahison des clercs lies, in my judgment, with those who collaborate with the foes of mind like Hitler and Stalin, or the gangster foes like McCarthy and [Arizona Senator Pat] McCarran.”17

Schlesinger’s remarks are an odd juxtaposition in light of the contemporary assault on the civil liberties and the intellectual freedom of communists. Though the party was legal, communists were barred from teaching in all but a tiny number of universities and colleges, driven out of public employment, drummed off the waterfront by security laws, blacklisted from entertainment jobs, and imprisoned or deported by the Truman administration, the legatee of the New Deal, which Schlesinger refers to as the staunch defender of cultural freedom. Schlesinger admonishes those who bemoan their country’s boring politics. “Paradoxically, many intellectuals have failed to keep up with their own changing status within America: they have arrived, they are recognized by those representatives of the lower middle class who make use of them.”

Lionel Trilling’s symposium comments deserve special treatment. In this moment of reconciliation of adversarial intellectuals with America, Trilling becomes a leading figure in this accommodation. Unlike full-throated acolytes of Cold War politics such as Burnham, Hook, and Schlesinger or the relatively uncritical ruminations of most of the others who celebrate the intellectuals’ newly installed respectability, he retains something of a critical edge, is openly tortured by his choices, and has the critical power to persuade a large number of intellectuals who remained ambivalent because of their congenital distrust of the government and of the state to reaffiliate with their own country. His major collection of essays, The Liberal Imagination, had been published two years earlier and had established him as, in Mills’s words, next to Edmund Wilson perhaps America’s leading literary critic. There could be no doubt that the book was a major contribution to what became the main theme of academic criticism for nearly a generation: a spirited defense of “high” art and a largely successful proposal for a canon of Western literature in which American authors may now enjoy an honored place. In order to succeed, Trilling had to upend the old canon and, equally important, disabuse liberals, his primary audience, that their tolerance for certain writers is ill-founded.

The cornerstone of Trilling’s dislodgment is the overthrow of “realism” in literature and its most fervent advocate, Vernon Louis Parrington, whose three-volume Main Currents of American Thought trained a whole generation of American literary historians and critics, viewing Theodore Dreiser as the characteristic figure in that tradition. In The Liberal Imagination, Trilling ridicules Parrington’s tin-eared admiration for socially conscious literature and distinguishes Dreiser as a clumsy stylist and crude thinker, particularly when he ventures into the murky waters of philosophical rumination. In Dreiser’s place, Trilling installs Henry James, while reserving for Walt Whitman—another Parrington favorite—a considerable place in the literary pantheon.

Beyond the creation of a new canon of ironic, sophisticated, and stylish writing, the main thrust of Trilling’s essay is to direct his contemporaries away from social realism, a tradition that in the 1930s was closely associated with the strenuous and largely successful efforts of the communist cultural machine to persuade a wider public of the virtues of the genre and, in the bargain, to denigrate literary and visual modernism as exemplars of a hollowed-out, reactionary genre produced by a dying capitalism. In a parallel offensive, Clement Greenberg succeeded in driving much figural and political art from galleries and museums and in installing abstract expressionism as the established aesthetic, which was challenged only in the early 1960s by the likes of Andy Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg, and Leon Golub. For fifteen years and beyond, artists who scorned the contemporary fashion were effectively excluded from exhibiting their work in the main venues of the United States.

Trilling acknowledges that the traditional position of intellectuals with respect to American culture has been one of estrangement and, in the postwar period, a sound rejection of the growing tendency toward the massification of culture. Yet, like Schlesinger and Reisman, Trilling believes intellectuals have much to praise for their country and its culture:


A prime reason for the change in the American intellectual’s attitude toward his nation is of course America’s relation with the other nations of the world. Even the most disaffected American intellectual must nowadays respond, in the way of personal interestedness, to the growing isolation of his country amid the hostility which is directed against it. He has become aware of the virtual uniqueness of American security and well-being, and, at the same time at the dangers in which they stand. Perhaps for the first time in his life, he has associated his native land with the not inconsiderable advantages of a whole skin, a full stomach, and the right to wag his tongue as he pleases. (And despite both American and European belief to the contrary, it is true and true in a very simple way, that he does have the right to wag his tongue as he pleases.)18



Trilling goes on to say that there is no longer a “foreign cultural ideal to which he can possibly fly from that American stupidity and vulgarity.” The “worker’s fatherland” no longer provides inspiration, but he is happy to assert that the cultural situation has improved in the United States quite definitively. Most impressively, the intellect is now broadly valued, including at the pinnacle of the social and political hierarchies. Contrary to the typical view that America in the 1940s and 1950s veered toward conformity, Trilling discerns a “critical non-conformity.” Indeed, in light of the politics and culture of the 1950s, these remarks might have been controversial, especially for those who dared “wag their tongue” on behalf of unpopular ideas and causes.

Until his death in 1975, Trilling’s standing within the academic literary establishment remained virtually unassailable, even as criticism gave way to a new burst of literary theory, much of which was imported from France and Germany, in an ironic reversal of his dictum that there were no longer foreign cultural ideals to emulate. After The Liberal Imagination was published in 1950, he became perhaps the major arbiter of taste and aesthetic value as well as the mentor to some of the more promising young critics and cultural historians, many of whom were his Columbia students. It was all the more painful to him that some of them spurned his version of liberal gentility in favor of a more raucous radicalism, a turn to the Left in the 1960s he responded to in his final book, Sincerity and Authenticity.

Delivered, originally, as lectures to a Harvard audience in the heat of the youth and student uprisings, Trilling directs his weapons of criticism at three of the iconic intellectuals of 1960s radicalism: R. D. Laing, N. O. Brown, and, especially, Herbert Marcuse, who, along with Mills enjoyed the status of intellectual hero to the generation that Trilling and his colleagues relied upon to carry on their legacy of ironic distance, liberal politics, and critical patriotism. Instead of following in his footsteps and appreciating the surfeit of privilege their country offered to them, some of the most talented writers and intellectuals returned to categories that Trilling had buried two decades earlier, most notably alienation from their own country and its culture. Despite their sincerity, the New Left betrayed symptoms of the “disintegrated consciousness” and Hegel’s concept of the unhappy consciousness. Trilling retained some of his followers, and at least two major critical studies by the left-liberal younger critics Daniel O’Hara and Mark Krupnick drew upon his critical approach. But there is no question that, like some of the novelists and literary scholars he displaced, Trilling was relegated, at least for the present, to the history of the discipline.

Of the twenty respondents to the editors’ questions, only Norman Mailer and Mills challenge the views expressed in the introduction that intellectuals were, or perhaps should be, reconciled with their country and its culture. Mailer begins his comment by declaring “straightaway I am in total disagreement with the assumptions of this symposium…. A symposium of this sort I find shocking.”19 Mailer goes so far as to claim that “the writer does not need to be in general sympathy with the assumption of the editors that intellectuals have changed their attitudes to America and its culture.”

He also claims that “the writer does not need to be integrated into his society, and works best in opposition to it.” But his most fiery and dissident remarks are reserved for Dos Passos, Farrell, Faulkner, Steinbeck, Hemingway, and others of the “older generation of writers and intellectuals who have not only made their peace with the system, but have not produced anything of note since the war.”20 Thus, still in his twenties but with The Naked and the Dead, a blockbuster bestseller and one of the best war novels of his generation under his belt, Mailer affirms the old slogan that to be alienated is the proper stance of the creative writer and that “success” within the capitalist market is a dangerous and potentially life-draining state.

Echoing Mailer’s sharp rebuke to the rationale behind the symposium, Mills reminds the editors and Partisan Review readers that if, in 1939, the “old Partisan Review had run the title ‘Our country,’ you would have cringed.” Mills’s essay acknowledges the decline of intellectual radicalism and the ascendancy of mass culture and refuses to participate in the celebration of America that his fellow participants seem to revel in. He insists that despite radicalism’s decline, “one should not let such people interfere with the serious and important task of understanding the main drift of modern society.”21 However, instead of blaming the rightward-drifting intellectuals alone for the disaster that has befallen the Left, he ascribes the situation in America to the fact that “there is now in America no real audience for such statements” of change. For that audience to exist, he argues, there would have to be a “movement or a party having a chance to influence the course of affairs,” and it would have to contain people who are at least “attentive, if not receptive to ideas.” Despite his gloomy description of the current state of affairs and his belief that no movement or party has a chance to have influence, let alone power, Mills nevertheless says that his own thinking and writing holds fast to values that are quite “unrealizable in the immediate future.” He goes on to quote the economist Joseph Schumpeter’s admission that to present “ominous facts” opens the writer to charges of pessimism. However, Mills concludes that he prefers the role of pariah—charged with being “mutinous and utopian”—to “the way of the literary faddist and the technician of the cultural chic.”22

This essay, perhaps more than any of his contemporary published writing, signals Mills’s departure from the circle of New York intellectuals. If he retained the friendship of Richard Hofstadter and Irving Howe, it was more personal in the former case and hopeful in the latter. He spends most of the 1950s and early 1960s in splendid, but famous, isolation, punctuated only by rewarding associations with a relatively small coterie of friends, such as the historian William Miller, Swados, and the British Marxists Ralph Miliband and E. P. Thompson.

What accounts for Mills’s refusal to join his ideological peers in participating in the American celebration, even though he was a devout anticommunist for most of his career? To begin with, he was neither raised in New York nor attended City College, the 1930s hotbed of student, independent radicalism. He did not imbibe the endless political talk that filled the alcoves of the college’s cafeteria where the leftist factions met daily, mostly reinforcing their respective received wisdom. He was raised and schooled in Texas and obtained his Ph.D. at the leading campus of Midwestern populism, Wisconsin. Despite his sympathies with Trotskyism, he kept his distance from left-wing sects, thus avoiding the bruising conflicts suffered by beleaguered activists in these formations. And he was not the son of Eastern European Jewish immigrants nor of working-class origin. The intense desire for assimilation shared by a large portion of those within these groups did not shape his view of America and its institutions. In other words, he could afford to remain an outsider; he was not eager to shed estrangement from his country and its culture. That Norman Mailer shared these sentiments may be ascribed to his adversarial character as much as to his wartime experiences and distance from the prevailing Left-sectarian milieu. Like Mills, he was no joiner.

For the New York intellectuals who fit the typical New York radical profile, politics meant, in the first place, attention to the Russian question, which took the form of an almost Talmudic devotion to the study of the fate of the Bolshevik revolution. For their generation of radicals, the revolution and its outcome had become a measure of the entire history of socialism and Marxism. Mills was acutely aware of the betrayals that his friends found in the rise of Stalinism. However, he believed that a specifically American radicalism that was relatively independent of Marxism could not be created on the foundation of a critique of the outcome of the Russian revolution. Such a radicalism had to be rooted in its own society and culture. And he found the dominant economic and political environment of the United States abhorrent, unworthy of the kind of critical approbation that marked the slide of the bulk of New York intellectuals from radicalism to the political center and, in more than a few instances, to the Right. In short, he had no emotional or intellectual stakes in a politics based on a repudiation of the Soviet regime. It left him free to remain uncompromisingly anticapitalist and, as he was later to remark, more and more devoutly socialist, rather than slipping into the comfortable clothes of a modern New Deal–inflected liberal. As his peers drifted rightward, Mills lurched to the Left, at a time when such a move was decidedly unfashionable.


3

On Mills’s The New Men of Power

Almost every young intellectual who chooses to make a living as a professor in the American academy faces the imperative to conform to the requirements dictated by the traditions and the rules of her or his chosen discipline and of the universities. For an especially ambitious person, it is not enough to be a decent teacher or publish articles and books in respectable journals. To obtain a position at one of the very few elite institutions, not only must the work be noticed by the gatekeepers of their discipline, but the candidate must also be careful to ruffle as few feathers as possible. American academia consists in scholarship that hews to the middle of the road and places enormous pressure on junior faculty to temper their intellectual ambitions until they have achieved tenure. Except for periods when radical thought is welcomed, largely because the intellectually centrist orientation of the bulk of the professoriate is successfully challenged from outside the university walls by powerful social or intellectual movements that cannot easily be denied, young scholars must demonstrate deep respect for the leading ideas and investigative methods that dominate the profession and be prepared to work within, and not against, its paradigms.

In the middle of the twentieth century, sociology was hugely influenced by powerful figures such as Talcott Parsons (Harvard), Paul Lazarsfeld (Columbia), and Robert Merton (Columbia), who pushed the discipline toward criteria they believed prevailed in the natural sciences—that statements about the social world could be verifiable or, in Karl Popper’s terms, “falsifiable”; that the truth is written in the language of mathematics and expressed in quantitative terms; and that speculation be rigorously excluded from scientific discourse.1 Of course, occasionally, some philosophically inclined marginal thinkers like the theorist Lewis Coser or the cultural sociologist and close associate of the Frankfurt School Leo Lowenthal were tolerated, but they were rarely afforded positions of leadership in the profession or in university administration.

During the 1930s and 1940s, intellectual migrants from Nazi Germany and Nazi-occupied Europe, including some critical sociologists, notably Hans Gerth and the political theorist Franz Neumann, who was on Columbia’s political science faculty, proved enormously important for Mills’s formation as a social theorist. Philosophers such as Hannah Arendt and Herbert Marcuse became prominent figures in U.S. social thought. But this brief period can be viewed as an extraordinary episode in the history of twentieth-century American social thought. Although Parsons and Merton drew liberally from classical European theorists like Émile Durkheim and Max Weber—two of the discipline’s founders—few American sociologists permitted themselves to choose “theory” as their main field and were content to follow the main lines forged by their mentors.

For them, Parsons and Merton had resolved the main theoretical issues. Individuals were normally integrated into the dominant culture and behavioral norms of the society and, for this reason, social relations tended toward equilibrium, and, as Durkheim taught, even deviant behavior such as suicide functions to reinforce social solidarity and support existing norms.2 Accordingly, the task for the theorist was largely to perfect the methodology. For the bulk of sociologists, the work was to accumulate empirical knowledge and draw the implications of their results for theories of specific domains. Mills was one of the few exceptions to the tendency to confine social theory to identifying norms and discovering the conditions of conformity. He refused the prevailing proposition that, contrary to the European model, in which conflict marked history, the United States was exceptional. He disdained this example of the American celebration. But even he felt the pressure to observe the research norms of the discipline before he was able to venture on his own. Yet, as we shall see, he was unable to contain his own voice well enough to avoid getting into academic trouble and, at a relatively early stage in his career, becoming one of the most controversial figures in social science.

Assisted by Merton, whose influence over Columbia sociology was dominant, Mills served an apprenticeship with Lazarsfeld, directing several studies for the Bureau for Applied Social Research, which, at least on the surface, looked like the post–World War II sociology that became almost obligatory in the leading academic and social-welfare institutions. According to Merton’s lights, sociologists should avoid “grand theory,” that is, ideas that were not subject to empirical test. Mills’s studies were of the “midrange”; that is, while observing Merton’s stricture to make a modest theoretical contribution, they avoided dealing with broad subjects and sweeping conclusions but instead stayed close to the “data.” Merton wanted to elevate social studies to the status of a science and believed that science was “cumulative,” that is, grew in small steps, each proposition building on the ones that preceded it.3

Although Mills’s work throughout displays the imprints of sociological theory and the discipline’s empirical methods, I suggest that Mills remained, at least in spirit and often in the letter, a social and political philosopher, reflecting a time when that discipline had not yet completely surrendered to the ideology of scientism.

During the 1940s, Mills wrote on labor issues, not only for the New Leader but more prolifically for Labor and Nation, a magazine devoted to analysis and discussion of the postwar labor movement. It attempted to bring academic research and analysis to a movement that was rapidly settling into the practices of “business unionism,” in which the larger questions of class and politics had little or no place. It was edited by J. B. S. Hardman, a longtime left-socialist and labor intellectual, who, after breaking from the Communist Party, had been a stalwart of the American Workers Party and the editor of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers’ newspaper, Advance. From Hardman, Mills came to appreciate the virtues of an independent radicalism that was neither beholden to Stalinist versions of socialism nor submissive to the American brand, for which the welfare state, civil liberties, and liberal democratic institutions defined the limits of the socialist project.

Mills’s first major study beyond his dissertation, The New Men of Power (1948), may be viewed as a continuation of numerous studies he had done on aspects of the labor movement, particularly on the labor leader as a social and political type. It contains numerous tables, statistics, and other empirical “data.” However, the relation of these to the core arguments of the book is at best peripheral, perhaps largely illustrative rather than constituting some kind of proof. This is not to claim that Mills and his associate Helen Schneider’s study of America’s labor leaders is entirely speculative.4 They adduce a wealth of information from interviews and historical evidence that support some of the book’s claims, and they observe the activities of contemporary unions and cull information from newspapers, liberal journals of opinion, radical and labor publications such as Dwight Macdonald’s politics and Labor, and, perhaps equally important, from Mills’s own contacts with the circle of radical labor intellectuals, such as Daniel Bell and J. B. S. Hardman, to whom the book is dedicated. But much of what they say in the book is the product of theory construction. Armed with a fairly straightforward Marxian conception of the relation of class and power and with Weber’s idea that bureaucratization was a key feature of developed capitalist societies and had extended to the unions as much as to the corporations and the state, Mills offers a portrait of the labor leader based largely on his own taxonomy of relevant categories.

Parts 4 and 5, comprising at least half the book, are not only the crucial sections but include essays that are largely unsupported by the empirical “data,” such as tables, graphs, or statistical measures, included in the book. These sections present Mills’s reading of political trends and the role of labor, actual and potential, in the economic and political life of the country. The essays are in the nature of political and theoretical commentary rather than resembling “science” as the social studies of the period understood it. Taken together, they are a synthesis of speculation and observation whose theoretical sources, not made explicit, are in Marx and Weber. Mills is aiming at making a contribution to the critique of postwar U.S. capitalism, but this aspect of the study is masked, at least for the first half, in the language of conventional social science.

Mills’s encounters with John Dewey and George Herbert Mead had a lasting influence on his work. But he was impressed as much by their political activism as he was by their philosophies. Dewey, like his colleague Mead, an indefatigable social reformer, was a committed public intellectual whose public extended well beyond the rather small academy of his time. While he enjoyed enormous prestige among his professorial peers, unlike most of them he did not hesitate to intervene in current political controversies.

Dewey’s work in sponsoring experimental schools and writing about progressive education from 1900 to 1920 was legendary and inspired a major movement in education. In the late 1920s and for the next two decades, his activities became more directly political. For example, in the early 1930s, despairing that either of the main political parties possessed the political will to face up to the challenges posed by the Depression, he played a major role in forging some of the new democratic socialist concepts that he hoped would lead to the formation of a new political party of the Left. In the late 1930s, Dewey headed a commission investigating the Soviet state’s treatment of Leon Trotsky, who had been exiled in 1928. Subsequently, he participated actively in anticommunist fights within the American Federation of Teachers, of which he was a founder.

Apart from personal influences, Mills’s migration from philosophy to sociology was undoubtedly prompted by at least two salient factors: his interest in exploring in a rigorous way the structure of power in American society and his burning desire to find agents capable of changing the contours of that structure. From Hans Gerth, following Max Weber, he learned the significance of institutional power in technologically advanced capitalism. From Selig Perlman, he hoped to find a clue in the labor movement to overturn existing power arrangements. It did not matter that Perlman was perhaps the preeminent philosopher of Gompersism. The term, named after the first president of the American Federation of Labor, Samuel Gompers, signified the doctrine that the labor movement should shun ideological flags such as socialism and anarchism, confine its activities to securing more economic goods from employers, and remain chiefly an economic force within and not against the institutions of capital. Nor was Mills convinced by Perlman’s argument that, far from being capitalism’s putative undertaker, the working class was prepared only to fight for “more” wages and benefits through building stronger trade unions.5 What he got from attending Perlman’s lectures at Wisconsin was knowledge of the labor movement, its history, and the key ideas of its leaders.

While his teacher, like many of his contemporaries, might have remained skeptical of and even antagonistic toward those within and without the labor movement who sought its transformation from a purveyor of labor into perhaps the leading edge of fundamental social change, Mills had hopes to the contrary. While harboring few illusions about the immediate prospects that a radicalized working class would challenge existing corporate power, it was hard to ignore the fact that by 1940, barely seven years after the beginning of the greatest labor upsurge in American history, organized labor had elevated itself from a relatively insignificant political and economic force in American life into a major antagonist of capital at the workplace and to the center of the New Deal coalition. Not only did Roosevelt need the support of the burgeoning labor movement to win reelection in 1936, but it was clear to him and his advisors that, without the political force of unions, it would have been highly unlikely that he could have been elected for an unprecedented third term against such a formidable opponent as Wendell Willkie, the Republican candidate.

So it is not surprising that when Mills left his first academic job at the University of Maryland to work at Columbia’s Bureau of Applied Social Research that his main project was to produce a large-scale study of America’s labor leaders. In the early 1940s, Mills wrote extensively in periodicals on problems of the labor movement. For example, in 1943 he wrote “The Case for the Coal Miners” for the New Republic, a leading liberal weekly that, along with the rest of the New Dealers and the pro-Roosevelt Left, had supported organized labor’s pledge to refrain from striking in wartime and committed itself unreservedly to the war effort and, apparently, to the Democratic Party. Mills defended the “scandalous” national mineworkers’ strike and its leader, the former CIO president John L. Lewis, who refused to bow to the no-strike proscription and briefly went to jail for his offense.

“The Case for the Coal Miners” must be viewed from the standpoint of Mills’s politics. Mills was a mostly silent war opponent at a time when making his views public might have resulted in dismissal from his academic appointment. It certainly would have hampered his aspiration to work at Columbia. He shared the view of a significant fraction of the independent Left—including the small but influential Trotskyist movement—that far from being a struggle between democratic and totalitarian forces, the war was a contest among a group of superpowers, each of which was prepared to sacrifice millions of lives to further its nefarious imperial interests.

This is not to say that he was impervious to the evils of fascism: Mills certainly knew that Nazi Germany was by no means an ordinary imperialist power. In 1942, he had reviewed, in some detail, Franz Neumann’s monumental study of the Nazi state and economy, Behemoth, for the Partisan Review. In the last section of his review, Mills writes that what Neumann had termed Nazi Germany’s “totalitarian monopolistic capitalism” should not be viewed as an exception, albeit a dangerous phenomenon. He argues that under certain circumstances it might become a model for capitalist democracies where the integration of the state and the largest corporations had taken hold. In other words, Mills is forging a critique of the relation between capitalism and democracy that, to say the least, sharply departs from the prevailing optimism of liberal intellectuals, who believed that the United States is a pluralistic society where no single interest dominates the economy or its politics. While not equating the United States with fascist states, Mills does argue that the large international cartels dominated both the domestic politics of the United States and those of the fascist powers.6

That the cartels tolerated representative democratic institutions was a practical consideration rather than an indication of their fealty to liberal democracy. As long as the liberal state remained faithful to the corporate power structure and was able to contain the underlying population, there was no immediate need to abrogate basic civil liberties or representative government. But given that a new “slump” (Mills’s term) could prompt mass discontent, Mills allowed for the possibility that corporate interests might turn to totalitarian forms of social and political rule. The Behemoth review foreshadows Mills’s later singularity. The New Men of Power is more than a brilliant example of sociological research, social cartography, and taxonomy, although it is that. It should be understood as the opening round in Mills’s long journey from a left-leaning member of the liberal intelligentsia to his standing as perhaps this country’s leading radical social critic.

Under the patronage of Dwight Macdonald at politics, Mills honed his journalistic skills and analytic political perspective as well as his knowledge and views on labor. From Macdonald and others associated with a wing of the independent Left he formulated the concept of the “third camp,” that is, the view that neither the Western capitalist powers, especially the United States, nor the Soviet Union represented the hope for freedom and democracy that each so aggressively espoused. With this idea of a third camp, the independent Left looked forward to what Mills was to term, in The New Men of Power, a new “power bloc” capable of instituting a variation of democratic socialism that would not rely on state domination but would invent novel forms of workers’ control as well as ownership of the productive powers of society.

Before the publication of The New Men of Power, Mills also wrote numerous articles for Hardman’s Labor and Nation, which served as early draft chapters for the book. Hardman was an early mentor to Mills on the labor movement. In particular, as a former communist who became a fierce critic of that party’s role in the unions, he shaped Mills’s views on this relationship. For Hardman and Mills, the communists had become no more than the American branch of Soviet foreign policy. They supported the no-strike pledge during World War II, collaborated with the government in persecuting Trotskyists and other dissident radicals within the labor movement, and did not hesitate to enter into sweetheart deals with employers when it suited their purposes.

Although the labor movement was at the center of Mills’s intellectual and political attention, his “day job” was at the Bureau of Applied Social Research led by Paul Lazarsfeld. Lazarsfeld demanded work that was not consistent with labor studies. For this, among other reasons, Mills experienced considerable professional tension at the bureau. Lazarsfeld, an erstwhile Austrian social-democratic researcher, was influenced by the positivists associated with the so-called Vienna Circle, many of whom were socialists as well. Having migrated to the United States, he was quick to adapt himself to the “scientific,” that is, neutralist, pretensions of American social science as well as its penchant for trying to emulate the methods of natural science, for example, stating its findings in quantified terms.

Despite his own desire for academic legitimacy, Mills could not avoid revealing a deep partisanship in his writing and choice of topics. Consequently, Lazarsfeld was forever suspicious and often disapproving of Mills’s political orientation and intellectual interests. He also worried that Mills would fail to carry out the tasks assigned to him by the bureau. After some procrastination, Mills did collaborate with Clarence Senior in a full-scale study of Puerto Rican migration to the mainland, Puerto Rican Journey, which appeared in 1950, two years after The New Men of Power. But he enjoyed the protection and tacit support of Merton, with whom he maintained close relations until the early 1950s.

He much admired and learned from Franz Neumann, who was a professor of political science at Columbia and was associated with the Institute for Social Research, the institution, led by Max Horkheimer, that had been exiled from Frankfurt shortly after Hitler’s rise to power and had found a temporary home at Columbia. Horkheimer was the leading protagonist of the intellectual tendency called “critical theory”—the shared intellectual orientation of the core members of the institute. Proponents of critical theory borrowed heavily from Marxism but also drew from Weber, Nietzsche, and Freud, because they believed that while Marx’s critique of political economy and historical materialism must be “presupposed,” in the words of one of its major figures, Herbert Marcuse, the rise of fascism posed new, unanticipated questions that could not be answered without a fully developed theory of bureaucratic domination, on the one hand, and an understanding of the psychological dimension of social and political domination, on the other. Unlike Horkheimer, Neumann defended liberal democratic institutions during fascism’s conquests, but he shared the view that fascism was an extension of capitalism rather than a sharp departure from its fundamental structure.7

In 1940, Horkheimer had written on the relation between monopoly capitalism and the state, arguing that, far from being an anomaly in an otherwise steady historical march toward democratic enlightenment, the basis of fascism could be traced to the authoritarianism of the liberal state, itself one of the crowning achievements of the Enlightenment.8 Horkheimer asserted that liberal state bureaucratic institutions were part of the system of domination and antithetical to the growth of genuine democracy, which for him, his collaborator Theodor Adorno, and Marcuse could arise only from the transfer of power from capital to labor. Thus, from his contacts with Horkheimer and Neumann, Mills gained a healthy disrespect for the modernist pretensions that capitalism and democracy were necessarily compatible—or that democracy was an entailment of free-market capitalism.

Mills’s Behemoth essay is critical of the conception of capitalism as consisting of small entrepreneurs who trade their goods and compete in a free market: “One of the generic errors of those who do not see the German economy as capitalistic is Marx’s view that capitalism is an anarchy of production. Of course, as Max Weber contended, modern Western capitalism is nothing of the sort. It is rationalized and planned.” But whereas “planning” was a central strategy of communism and social democracy alike, Mills came to see that corporate and state planning were technologies of control and that the concept of planning could only be a tool of democratic society if it was part of the arsenal of a much-transformed labor movement.9

This conclusion is confirmed by the report of the Temporary National Economic Commission (TNEC) in 1937, a famous government study undertaken by the Roosevelt administration at the prompting of congressional progressives, particularly Wisconsin’s Senator Robert LaFollette, who contended that the U.S. economy was decisively marked, even overrun, by monopoly and oligopoly and that prices, profits, and production were regulated not so much by the state but by the monopolies themselves. Mills had become increasingly convinced during the immediate postwar years that only the labor movement, not chiefly Congress or the national administration, could constrain, let alone thwart, the power of big business. Robert Brady, another Columbia professor, argues in his magnum opus Business as a System of Power (1942) that the tendency toward political authoritarianism, a short step from totalitarianism, inheres in monopoly capital’s control of the political economy on a global scale and its growing influence in the public sphere, particularly over the legislative and judicial processes. These ideas were to remain powerful influences on Mills’s subsequent work and had an important effect on his relations with leftist intellectuals of his own generation who, after World War II, drifted toward the American celebration and came to accept the idea that power in U.S. society was pluralistic.10

The structure of power in American society became Mills’s abiding intellectual interest, informing nearly all of his work from the early 1940s until his death in 1962. But as I have already mentioned, he was constantly looking for agents who might disrupt, even overturn, existing arrangements. That he at first turned to the labor leaders and to the movements they had helped foster reflected Mills’s growing conviction that elites, perhaps more than masses, made history or, at least negatively, were responsible for thwarting the possibility that movements from below could take power. But his attraction to the labor movement was also a reflection on the 1930s and 1940s, when, perhaps for the first (and only) time in American history, those at the heart of the rationalized labor process of industrial capitalist development—the previously powerless unskilled and semiskilled workers—appeared to have taken center stage in the economic and political drama of American life. However, the workers and union members raised up a leadership that, in time, became separated from them in many important respects.

Although Mills confessed in a memoir that he did not experience the great “slump” of the 1930s in a personal way—his middle-class family was relatively comfortable despite financial setbacks—no young, aspiring political intellectual concerned with the problem of power in society in the late 1930s or early 1940s could avoid being affected by the explosion of worker militancy accompanying the mass unionism that electrified the country after 1933.11 The question was: will the labor movement flex its collective muscle and make a serious bid for social and political power, or will it take its place within, and not against, the institutions of monopolistic capitalism? We may understand the historical moment of the 1930s as the crucial context for the research and writing of The New Men of Power and, more generally, for the left-intellectual responses to the frustration that accompanied the radicals’ denouement of the 1940s and 1950s.
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The New Men of Power presupposes the “second” New Deal (1935–1937), which ushered a pioneering social welfare state into national life and came to an end in 1938. Labor’s discontent, manifested in the mass strikes of 1933 through 1937, were the main circumstances that led the Roosevelt administration to change its primary orientation from assisting business recovery by regulating wages and farm prices and making loans to corporations—the main objective of the “first” New Deal—to a range of programs that institutionalized assistance to workers, the unemployed, and the hungry. In fact, the New Deal in its first incarnation was largely, if not exclusively, a continuation of the policies of Herbert Hoover: its key elements were bank regulation to forestall the collapse of financial markets; the expansion of the role of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, a Hoover-initiated institution that made loans to businesses; a farm program that aided the consolidation of corporate farms at the expense of smaller holdings, despite its stated intention to support the small “family” farm; and its main innovation and centerpiece, the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), designed to stabilize wages and prices by holding wages down and regulating prices on an industry-by-industry basis. “Under the NIRA,” Mills says,


the businessmen of each industry were allowed to agree among themselves, and with the employees, on the terms of business. They could set prices of products and wages of workers. Such a scheme differed from the old business labor cartel idea in its nationwide scope and in that the Federal government was policing “fairness,” relaxing the anti-trust laws accordingly.12



According to Mills, the NIRA failed for two principal reasons: the unions were not strong enough to hold up the employees’ end of the bargain, and the “practical conservatives,” who, in his lexicon, are representatives of small business (the old middle class), were strongly against it, because they feared they would be squeezed out by the larger combines and were generally opposed to any kind of government regulation. What survived was the provision that, without teeth, guaranteed workers the right to form unions of their own choosing. Sections 7A and 7B were carried over into the Wagner National Labor Relations Act (NLRA). Although the legal framework of labor-management cooperation disappeared with the 1935 Supreme Court’s decision that the NIRA was unconstitutional, its ideology proved more durable. Even in the midst of militant labor activity, many labor leaders looked forward to a much more agreeable relationship with business than that which prevailed in the decades leading up to the New Deal. In short, although the Roosevelt administration was more aggressive in feeding the hungry than its predecessor, Roosevelt was no supporter of, or even sympathetic to, the radical-sponsored hunger marches and mass demonstrations of the unemployed that marked the early years of the Depression.

Nor, at first, was his administration inclined to support legislation that provided jobs and income for the millions left destitute by the economic collapse. In 1932, for example, the House of Representatives passed legislation, first introduced by Alabama’s Senator Hugo Black (later to be appointed by Roosevelt to the Supreme Court), establishing a thirty-hour work week, a bill strongly supported by organized labor. The bill was framed in terms of the need to spread available work to the quarter of the workforce that had been rendered jobless and to the many more still employed but driven to poverty by the economic crash. The Black bill passed in the Senate. As the measure came to the House of Representatives for approval, Roosevelt dispatched Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins to squelch passage of the bill, because the administration believed it would antagonize business interests and thwart economic recovery by raising labor costs. She succeeded in persuading the House leadership to shelve it.

The incident was a fair indication of the first New Deal’s labor policy: make as few concessions to workers as possible while exuding confidence that the government would lead the country out of the slump by aiding the revival of business investment. A wage-and-hours bill was finally passed by Congress five years later, but its (eventual) provisions for a forty-cents-an-hour, forty-hour work week corresponded to the current average wage and work week and had little real effect on employment. When Roosevelt got around to introducing the Works Projects Administration (WPA) as a jobs program, despite its many worthwhile achievements, its scope was far less comprehensive for addressing unemployment than legislation for shorter hours would have been.

As the historian Richard Hofstadter shows, Roosevelt “stumbled” into the social reforms that constituted the second New Deal; his initial impulse was to oppose many of the measures his administration ultimately backed. As a “patrician opportunist,”13 he and most of his main advisors had little sympathy for the labor movement, the engine of the mass Left. During Roosevelt’s first year in office, it was clear to many on labor’s left wing that, fancy rhetoric aside, Roosevelt’s NIRA bore a strong resemblance to state policies of fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Its core principle, that the interests of employers and workers could be made identical through negotiated settlements, was belied by the practices of the many tripartite industrial boards (the third part was the government) established under the act to stabilize labor and industrial relations in order to promote recovery. The leftist laborites viewed the boards as thinly veiled employer and administration efforts to subordinate workers’ grievances and freeze wages, especially in a period when labor was beginning to sense its own power to change the shape of everyday life at the workplace.

The year 1933 witnessed the first genuine mass strikes since the communist-led general strike in the dress industry of 1926. Miners and apparel workers struck for union recognition and for wage increases. John L. Lewis of the Miners and the leaders of the two main clothing unions, David Dubinsky of the Ladies’ Garment Workers and Sidney Hillman of the (Men’s) Clothing Workers, were quick to cash in on the vague provision of a section of the NIRA recognizing the right of workers to choose independent union organization under law, a measure with no enforcement provision. But the three unions, which had the strength to seize the day, made it into a promise: they organized and campaigned on the slogan “President Roosevelt wants you to join the union.” For the rest of the labor force, the coming of the New Deal offered few options, both because the labor movement in most industries was pitifully weak and because Hugh Johnson, the administrator of the National Recovery Administration (NRA), the federal agency charged with enforcing the recovery law, was overtly anti-labor. Sensing that only through self-organization could they expect to gain anything, workers, often in alliance with the Left, that is, with the radical parties that were playing an important role in the labor upsurge of the 1930s, took matters into their own hands.

The uprising took a dramatic turn during the next four years. In 1934, four major strikes, three of which were led by radicals, occurred in defiance of the law: general strikes in San Francisco and Minneapolis that began in transportation sectors, where, respectively, communist and Trotskyist activists and organizers were among the leadership; an auto struggle in Toledo, Ohio, in which A. J. Muste’s American Workers Party and the Unemployed League, which they sponsored, played prominent roles; and a national textile strike, called by the United Textile Workers, which for the first time witnessed the mobilization of tens of thousands of Southern workers, mostly women. But Roosevelt adroitly aborted a four-hundred-thousand-worker strike with vague promises to the union leaders that he would deliver union recognition if they called off the walkout. He failed to deliver, and thousands of activists were subsequently fired and blacklisted from the industry, an event that left deep scars on Southern workers for decades to come.14

At the same time, Louisiana’s senator and former governor Huey Long threatened to run for president on a radical populist program of “share the wealth,” a candidacy that might have tipped the balance of power in the upcoming national election. Hofstadter argues that to head off Long at the pass, Roosevelt and the Democratic Party had little choice but to shift their emphasis toward some concessionary legislation, at least temporarily. In 1935, in swift succession social security (old-age pensions), unemployment compensation, and workers’ compensation legislation was hurried through Congress; however, under pressure from the American Medical Association, universal, publicly funded health care was omitted from the bill, a lacuna that has haunted American politics ever since. And, against Roosevelt’s initial indifference, in the same year, Congress passed the Wagner Act, which recognized the right of workers to form or join unions of their own choosing and provided a mechanism for implementing the promise: the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). Mills writes:


The Wagner Act embodied in law a principle that is repugnant to the idea of monopolistic unions: the right of employees to choose their union representative by majority vote, and the right to review or change that decision…. The Wagner Act came into being under the spell, as it were, of the corporate state idea behind the NIRA and the experience of the boards operating under the NIRA. In the sequence of political fact, the Wagner Act was adopted to replace the NIRA when it ended.15



The idea that the new labor relations law could be viewed as an extension of the New Deal’s effort to open up a new front for the creation of a corporate state was not shared by most labor leaders or by New Deal liberals. For example, AFL President William Green declared the NLRA “Labor’s Magna Carta,” and among the liberal and left forces, only the American Civil Liberties Union condemned it for its winner-take-all provisions, which directly contradicted its intention to oppose labor monopolies. “Winner take all” meant that the winner of a NLRB-directed election would be awarded exclusive bargaining rights for all employees within a unit “appropriate” for the purposes of collective bargaining. Although the law allows for collective bargaining for a minority of employees, the Wagner Act effectively abolished a long-time practice in American and European labor relations: competitive unionism within the workplace. Henceforth, workers seeking an alternative would have to “decertify” their current representative and petition for another NLRB-supervised election, a relatively rare occurrence, or replace their leaders through intraunion elections.

The leaders of the three most powerful industrial unions—the Miners, Ladies’ Garment Workers, and Clothing Workers—embraced the law because it provided a new organizing tool and, in the case of the apparel unions, embodied some of the principles already in existence within their industries.16 But since the legislation immediately faced court challenges, for the next three years most of the new industrial unions united under the banner of the Committee of Industrial Organizations (CIO) continued to organize by means of strikes and factory occupations to gain employer recognition. In 1936, Akron’s big four rubber companies were plagued by sit-down strikes (occupations), and several Cleveland-area auto corporations experienced similar actions. The most famous and broadly significant sit-down strike occurred during the following year, when it was General Motors’ turn. Communist and socialist United Auto Workers (UAW-CIO) organizers collaborated to lead occupations of GM plants in Flint and Detroit. After the company failed to enlist the support of Michigan’s governor Frank Murphy to break the occupations, who was feeling the heat of the mass labor movement, GM capitulated. The corporation recognized the UAW for its entire chain of factories. The chairman of the United States Steel Corporation, Myron Taylor, was quick to take the hint and offered CIO President John L. Lewis union recognition for all of the company’s far-flung plants. However, as newly organized unions came more firmly under the labor relations law in 1938, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled it constitutional, the strike weapon for winning union recognition slowly yielded to the institution of the representation election, a procedure that afforded employers the ability to delay or derail unionization. For many in the emerging labor elite, elections avoided costly and potential politically explosive strikes.

A combination of war preparation, which began in 1938; a right-wing backlash against the New Deal social reforms, which resulted in substantial conservative legislative gains in the midterm elections; and the 1937–1938 recession dampened the Roosevelt administration’s resolve to extend the achievements of the second New Deal. Unions, now more or less safely embedded in the New Deal coalition, were confronting their own problems and were not in the mood to mobilize their new members for independent political action. For the time being, organized labor’s five-year-old upsurge, especially among unskilled and semiskilled industrial workers, abated. Sobered by a series of Supreme Court decisions, notably its declaration that factory occupations to win union recognition were illegal and its ruling that employers had free-speech rights in thwarting workers’ efforts to seek union organization, many unions decided to consolidate their gains by fleshing out collective bargaining agreements and installing paid bureaucracies to administer them.

Gradually the rank-and-file leader was replaced by the full-timer, who, especially in smaller workplaces, took the key role in grievance handling, contract administration, and over local union affairs. As collective bargaining agreements became more complex, a large coterie of full-time elected officials sprouted up in the large workplaces. Many unions, even those like the UAW and some CIO transportation unions, which had won their spurs through direct action and had democratic constitutions and procedures, became accustomed to meeting their organizing objectives within the framework of the new labor law.

During its period of dramatic organizing and strike activity, the CIO had condemned the craft unions for renouncing broad social objectives and for settling into a regime of “business unionism.” Now, especially during the war, according to some critics, many newly formed industrial and service unions under the CIO banner began to resemble their AFL competitors, although the rhetoric of the social union and some of its practices remained.17 While overall union membership continued to rise, the rewards were distributed unevenly between the two major labor federations, and the AFL became the main beneficiary of the expansion. Compared to the CIO’s four million, by World War II the AFL had enrolled some seven million members, mostly in smaller industrial and service enterprises, in transportation, the growing aircraft industry, and in a wartime-boom construction sector.

As all of organized labor settled into respectability, at least outside the American South, where, to this day, labor unionism remains semi-outlaw, the coming of World War II accelerated the tendencies toward bureaucratic unionism. AFL and CIO unions—communist- and socialist-led as well as the business unions—made a pledge to suspend strikes for the duration of the war in return for a system of government mediation and arbitration of wage and other disputes. But, as we have seen, the Miners union, whose president, John L. Lewis, went to prison rather than call off a national strike, and a rash of rank and file–initiated unauthorized wildcat walkouts, chiefly in the auto industry and shipbuilding, refused to observe the pledge and brought upon themselves the wrath not only of the Roosevelt government but also of communist and noncommunist labor leaders. But by two years after the U.S. entry into the war, it became apparent to many unionists that the system of mediation and arbitration favored the employers and that a policy of de facto wage freezes contrasted sharply with record corporate profits and price increases on many consumer goods.

Walter Reuther, the leader of the large West Side Detroit UAW local, was among the few top leaders who, despite having earlier joined the no-strike pledge, refused to condemn the wildcatters. Moreover, after 1943, he openly denounced the inequities of the administration of wartime wage and price regulation. His bold defiance of the strike prohibition earned him condemnation at the top of the political economy but widespread praise among labor’s rank and file, especially in his own union. Reuther’s emergence as a visible dissenting figure to an otherwise cooperative labor leadership led Mills and many of his independent Left colleagues—in and out of the labor movement—to retain the belief that the unions might find their own independent political and ideological grounding after the war’s end.18

Grounds for optimism were present. At the war’s end, having suffered wage freezes and watching their employers reap enormous profits, workers were clearly fed up and ready to fight. At a time when most workers earned little more than a dollar an hour, under pressure from a rebellious rank and file, in 1946 CIO leaders advanced the general demand that, in consideration of inflation and stagnant wages, workers receive a thirty-cent or 30 percent increase, whichever was larger. A few months after Japan’s surrender in August 1945, the opening blast was fired: AFL East Coast longshoremen struck for a substantial wage increase. Early in the new year, CIO oil workers mounted picket lines; by the spring of 1946, auto, steel, electrical, textile, and rubber workers’ unions were on strike, and many smaller unions followed suit. When railroad workers joined the fray, President Harry Truman, on familiar national security grounds, used his executive powers to draft the strikers and ended the walkout. Unannounced in these terms, American industrial workers had engaged in what Jeremy Brecher has termed a “general strike,” the first in U.S. history and, significantly, the last.19 Most unions settled for eighteen cents or 18 percent more an hour. More important, they had displayed their industrial bargaining power and implicitly posed a threat to political officials, including Truman, whose liberal rhetoric was not matched by their actions.

The lessons of the 1946 general strike were not lost on the Right. The strike sent shivers into corporate board rooms, the halls of Congress, and the Republican Party. If industrial unions could paralyze the entire economy, was it possible they could form a party of their own and take over the reigns of political power as well? A year later, in 1947, a newly elected Republican Congress, whose victory in the midterm elections may be attributable to the fear and trembling they fomented over labor’s power, passed the Taft-Hartley amendments to the Labor Relations law, over Truman’s veto. The bill included a series of amendments to the labor relations law explicitly designed to rein in the unions. John L. Lewis denounced the law as a “slave labor act” and refused to sign one of its more odious provisions, a declaration that the union leader was not a member of the Communist Party or one of its front organizations. The labor leader and his union would no longer enjoy the protections of the labor relations law if he failed to sign an affidavit to that effect. Consequently, others who fell in line were free to “raid” the noncomplying union. Lewis’s colleagues in the labor leadership were more faint-hearted, and, one by one, the labor leaders submitted to the new law rather than risk their stable positions, which had been won during the 1930s and firmed up during wartime.

Taft-Hartley was not confined to ridding unions of communists. It outlawed sympathy strikes of all kinds, gave the president power to order suspension of a strike for eighty days if he deemed it in violation of the national interest, and made it illegal for workers to refuse to handle struck goods. In short, on penalty of severe sanctions, unions were effectively defanged. After brave avowals to seek repeal of the Taft-Hartley amendments, labor leaders gave up the fight; most of the provisions of the law remain to this day, except the noncommunist affidavit, which was later ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court. Needless to say, the court’s decision displeased ideological anticommunists who were engaged in a relentless effort to rid the UAW and other industrial unions of the communists, an effort that was aided by Taft-Hartley.

The independent Left, including Mills, hoped that, having banished the communists and their allies from top offices, the UAW and its leader, Reuther, would usher in a new social-democratic, if not a full-fledged radical, vision for America. Mills was opposed to the Taft-Hartley amendments that barred communists from holding union office but was not unhappy with the efforts of Reuther’s caucus to banish them through democratic means. Mills himself wrote an article in 1948 echoing this vision, a position culled largely from Reuther’s speeches.20 In these remarks that Mills drew on, Reuther suggested that the UAW and other socially minded industrial unions constituted a political “vanguard” that might lead the entire nation in a new direction and would form a new political party to contest national power.

The independent Left intellectuals Irving Howe and B. J. Widick published a critical but largely favorable study of Reuther and the UAW, endowing the young union president with the mantle of visionary.21 Inspired by British Labour’s electoral victory of 1945, many on the Left believed the union movement was poised to play a determining role in the political transformation of the United States. In fact, many speculated that Reuther might run for president in 1952. Among Reuther’s more dramatic proposals, signaling a move toward worker control over basic corporate decisions, was his call for the giant auto companies to “open the books” to union and public inspection regarding their profit margins before raising car prices. Though Reuther soon abandoned his demand that the union be part of the decision whether to raise prices, Mills and other leftist labor intellectuals were sufficiently impressed that they became an unofficial publicity machine for the UAW and its articulate president. Some even joined the UAW staff, working on the union newspaper, in public relations, or in the union’s education departments. A select few, nearly all of them former socialists and Trotskyists, soon became Reuther’s “kitchen cabinet” of close advisors and troubleshooters, with assignments that often placed them in the forefront of his administration’s crusade to rid the UAW and the CIO of communists.

Mills was not especially perturbed by Reuther’s relentless anticommunism but became increasingly disenchanted with his turn toward a policy of labor-management cooperation in the auto industry. He later regretted his article praising Reuther after the UAW’s declaration of a new era of labor-management cooperation, not to mention after Reuther’s rise to prominence as a spokesperson in the U.S. government’s domestic persecution of the Communist Party and his key role in the AFL and CIO collaboration combating communist unions abroad. It was not a question of supporting the communists; indeed, Mills retained his own antipathy toward the Soviet Union and during this time wrote a chapter of The New Men of Power that is a summary dismissal of the U.S. communists. Mills’s issue with Reuther was the open collaboration of the two union federations with the American government’s pursuit of the Cold War, a pursuit that Reuther, as the new CIO president in 1952, conducted with particular vigor. Moreover, Mills had no sympathy with Reuther and other progressive labor leaders’ resolve to abjure the formation of a labor party or to engage in independent political action. Reuther’s unabashed newfound patriotism was simply too much to bear for Mills, a confirmed adherent to the “third camp.”
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The New Men of Power is not a book about the millions of industrial and service workers who swelled the ranks of organized labor during the turbulent 1930s. It does not purport to tell the story of the upsurge. Rather, it presupposes mass unionism and is concerned chiefly with the consequences of the integration of the labor movement into the political economy during the New Deal and the Truman administration. The New Men of Power resumes the tale at the moment when unions are in the process of institutionalization and when a more or less permanent labor bureaucracy is in formation, which, while still ultimately accountable to the membership, has given rise to a new type of elite. The labor elite tends to see the union as a military force in which the lower ranks, the rank and file, are subordinate to the union leaders and their staffs. The first question one might ask of The New Men of Power is why its focus is on the labor leaders and not on the rank and file upon whose shoulders the labor bureaucracy rests. Mills gives a terse but clear reply:


The labor union is an army; the labor leader is a generalissimo. The union is a democratic town meeting; the leader is a parliamentary debater. The union is a political machine; the leader is a political boss. The union is a business enterprise, supplying a labor force; the labor leader is an entrepreneur, a contractor of labor. The labor union is a regulator of the workingman’s industrial animosity … run by a warlord…. The union is a human institution established to accumulate power and to exert it. The leader of the union is not of the elite of money or of prestige, but he is a member of the elite of power.22



Implied in this description is what the union is not. It is not a movement by, as well as for, its members and for working people as a whole. Most major unions, according to Mills, are run from the top by people who are part of a power elite. Thus, to grasp the present and future prospects of organized labor, the object of investigation is, necessarily, the labor leader, not the rank and file. The first part of the book is a profile of the labor leader in his several dimensions. Mills then turns to explicating the scope of institutional power wielded by the leader and his impact on the publics he addresses, the political economy, and American electoral and legislative politics.

While occasionally a “rebel,” the labor leader is primarily a public figure and a politician whose publics both resemble and differ from those of conventional politicians. Mills suggests that the labor leader’s main public is the “political” public of “leftists” of several stripes. First are the communists, who are “the most important minor party in the union world” but must be regarded as a “foreign national bloc” within the political system. Next, the party’s influence is primarily on one fraction of the liberal center. The liberal center is, among other things, “labor’s home,” because, as he argues, unions have accepted the capitalist system as the water in which, “like fish,” unions swim. But the liberal center is also the home of a significant fraction of the middle and upper middle class with whom unions are often allied and must forge close ties. The independent Left, many of whom are labor intellectuals, constitute a third arm of the political public to whom the leader must respond to in some way. This public is important because many of them are needed by the bureaucracy to edit the union paper, undertake educational work, and perform tasks of administration and organizing. The Right is divided between the “practical right,” which makes a lot of anti-labor noise on behalf of small business and its own ideological antipathy to what it perceives to be labor’s monopolistic tendencies, and the “sophisticated conservatives,” represented best by periodicals like Business Week and Fortune, who are prepared to work with a labor leader on such issues as pensions so long as he knows the limits of union power and will not seek to bring society toward socialism.

There is also what Mills terms the “mass” public, which, at best, has a “blurred” view of the labor leader. However, in the absence of an alternative vision proposed by the labor leaders themselves, the mass public often adopts the view propagated by the media, which, to say the least, is not “kind” to unions and their leaders. Mills attributes the confusion, even antipathy, of large sections of the mass public toward unions to the leaders who, perhaps in their arrogance and ignorance, rarely take the mass public into their confidence or even take the trouble to explain what unions do and why they are important to the public. As a result, Mills cites survey research that found only about 37 percent of Americans in the late 1940s had a favorable image of organized labor, a percentage that approximated the proportion of union members to the 1948 labor force.

Part 2 of The New Men of Power examines ideological differences between the AFL and the CIO and the demographic contrasts between leaders of the two federations’ affiliates. (The CIO leaders are younger, tend to be better educated, and have more unskilled and semiskilled workers in their ranks.) Mills discusses more fully what it means for the labor leader to be a de facto businessman: a purveyor of labor as a commodity.

Mills also dispels the popular impression of the time that the labor leader enjoys an opulent lifestyle. Citing several key leaders past and present, he shows that they tended to live modestly. Mills would undoubtedly be obliged to change his assessment were the study to be duplicated at the beginning of the twenty-first century, when it is not uncommon for a national or local labor leader to earn more than a quarter to a half million dollars a year, along with enjoying a generous expense account and other perks.

Mills’s characterization of the labor leader as a member of the elite of power and far removed from the everyday lives of the workers he represents is a reflection not only of institutionalization but also of the labor leader’s penchant to hobnob with other members of the elites. The national labor leader tends to spend more time with members of Congress, officials in the executive branch of government, other top union leaders, and corporate counterparts than with the rank-and-file leaders of his own union.

In part 3, Mills delineates two types of union leaders corresponding to the difference between industrial unions and the business unionism of the older craft organizations. He devotes an entire chapter to the question of labor racketeering and notes that many locals of leading AFL craft unions are mob infiltrated. He attributes this phenomenon in part to the business side of modern labor relations, namely, that labor leaders are often monopolists of skilled labor and that employers need these businessmen to get the labor they require. Like the characters in Brecht and Weill’s Threepenny Opera who rise from street crime to owning banks, racketeering is a “natural” outgrowth and one of the chief forms of business unionism. The labor racketeer requires the collaboration of business to perform his function; historically, he starts his career as an anti-labor thug employed by some capitalists to break strikes and kill, maim, or threaten to kill union activists. It is a short step to going into business for himself as a practitioner of a complementary capitalist enterprise, the craft or skilled workers’ union’s sale of labor, skimming the top of the sale for himself. Mills’s matter-of-fact treatment of labor racketeering reflects his view that, far from being a deviant form, it is merely a variant of business unionism. One need only consult the annals of construction, hotel, and transportation trades unionism in the New York metropolitan area to observe this phenomenon. For employers, paying off the union business agent is a necessary business cost; for many workers, paying tribute to the union official is often the price of getting a job.

With the exception of Reuther and a few others, Mills does not view the leaders of most industrial unions as “social” unionists who, in the interest of the working class, pursue policies such as universal health care and publicly financed affordable housing or practice a democratic style of unionism. The residue of social unionism is expressed in the tendency of the formerly radical industrial unionist, now firmly tied to the liberal center, to adopt the “liberal rhetoric” and become a spokesman for class collaboration. The signature concept of the liberal rhetoric is “cooperation” between business and labor, or a new “statesmanship,” in the words of CIO President Phillip Murray, who succeeded the truculent John L. Lewis when he resigned in 1940 and returned to the Miners union. According to Murray, only a few disgruntled union leaders retain the rhetoric of class struggle. The common interests of workers and their employers can be found in their “mutual interest in the welfare of America.” “Democracy,” says the president of a progressive union, “is possible only in a society of free enterprise, and trade unionism can live only in a democracy.” “The labor leader and the businessman,” Mills reports the regional head of a union saying, “are co-custodians of American prosperity.” According to Mills: “No spokesman believes labor spokesmen and business spokesmen must fight each other; they must co-operate together against both vindictive labor laws and radicals and crackpots. Only extremists want a fight to the finish, and among the extremists none are so extreme as the radicals” (115).

These statements are signifiers of the appearance of a new labor aristocracy, one no longer of skill but of industrial leadership and whose ideology is that labor disputes require “intelligence” on both sides of the industrial barrier, an intelligence whose underlying concept is that the “interests of labor and business are complementary rather than contradictory” (119). Hence, as Murray argues, employers should abandon “class dogma” and be led by “economic statesmen.” Similarly, Murray believes “we need labor organizations that will not merely advance the interests of particular groups of labor, but will regard the interests of the industry as a whole, including the workers, and of the economy.” In 1950, propelled by his passionate anticommunism and by the slow shift from confrontation to cooperation, Reuther’s UAW signs an unprecedented five-year no-strike contract with the leading auto corporations. Reuther joins the centrist labor leaders in adopting the rhetoric of the liberal center and becomes a fierce advocate of war contracts for auto employers, on the argument that these are the best available guarantees of full employment for auto workers. Prefiguring Reuther’s new faith, Mills concludes:


If the CIO ideologists are not careful, the managers of corporate property will select only the reasonable concessions that are offered—that labor will not strike, that labor will help with the wars, that labor will be responsible, but they will reject labor’s pretensions to a voice in production, within the plants and in the planning of the U.S. political economy.

(120–121)



The prescience of these remarks is all too apparent to students of current industrial relations: having cleared the “extremists and crackpots” from its ranks, labor rarely strikes, generally supports the wars, and has steadily lost power at the workplace. And demanding a voice in the larger political economy is as far from the minds of twenty-first-century American labor leaders as was the idea, in the immediate postwar period, that labor was a movement whose interests are diametrically opposed to those of capital. It took only a few more years after the publication of his study of labor leaders for Mills to consign organized labor to a “dependent variable” in the political economy:


Most of the labor leaders accept at all times the American political system, which sometimes tolerates the labor leaders, [but] unlike the corporation, the union is usually in a state of protest; it is on the defensive in a sometimes actually and always potentially hostile society. [For this reason lacking] enduring means which are ready made and at the labor leaders’ disposal [in order to build the means of combat,] caught in the drive for stability, labor leaders, even in their short-run demands, need a full vision of the business-labor relationship and its consequences.

(153–154)



Thus Mills begins his long meditation on the costs of the leaders’ renunciation of social combat as a strategy, their lack of an “explicit ideology,” for which they substitute the liberal rhetoric of cooperation. While acknowledging that evolving from a “man of ideas to a politician” is virtually inevitable for a leader who wants to retain power in the postwar world, Mills’s main argument is that union power is doomed unless labor acquires an explicit ideology and has a series of ideas that are fully consistent with an assessment that, far from being benign, business and the political directorate are hostile, only occasionally tolerant of labor, and poised to wage full-scale class warfare on unions and their mass constituents. But Mills is not engaging in the blame game against labor’s leaders. He ascribes the “de-radicalization” of many who rose during the years of mass labor insurgency to the “failure of the left in America,” exemplified by the uncritical stance that erstwhile socialists such as Reuther and David Dubinsky of the ILGWU adopted toward the New Deal. Mills observes:


The New Deal picked up and modified many old, radical, third-party ideas and put them in a halting kind of practice. Minority party ideas often have that fate, and as a consequence the minority parties themselves tend to decline and disappear. The New Deal destroyed any reason-for-being of a national third party. That administration, and in particular Roosevelt himself, sidetracked independent labor organization in politics on an immense scale. Of all the spokesmen, Roosevelt—so far the major party politician of the twentieth century—was the most expert with the liberal rhetoric.

(181)



In the 1930s, some labor leaders, notably in Minnesota and New York, formed local third parties, but these eventually became vehicles for the national Democratic ticket as much as they were expressions of disillusionment shared by many leaders and rank-and-file activists with the Democrats. The Minnesota Farmer-Labor Party, which started as a genuine alternative to the two-party system, won the governorship in 1930 and elected two senators in 1930 and 1932 who were strong war opponents. But the New York third-party movement of 1936 reflected a more insidious deradicalization. According to Mills, Dubinsky became deradicalized when in 1936 he quit the Socialist Party and, together with Sidney Hillman of the Clothing Workers and a number of communist-leaning unions, including the large United Electrical Workers, local 65 of the Retail, Wholesale, and Department Store Workers, and the openly communist-led Fur and Leather Workers, spearheaded the organization of the American Labor Party, which gave Roosevelt an independent line in New York State. The strange alliance between Dubinsky and Hillman, both strongly anticommunist, and the Communist Party–leaning left-wing unions was a product of two related factors. The most important was that the Communist Party had decided to join the Roosevelt coalition for the duration of the antifascist struggle; in addition, from Dubinsky’s standpoint, a third-party line for Roosevelt was necessary to assure a radical rank and file that they had a way to support the New Deal without submitting to the corrupt and dictatorial Democrats. Mills argues that the eventual disappearance of both parties reflected labor leaders’ conviction that the New Deal was largely responsible for their organizing successes and, for this reason, it would be foolhardy to attempt to form a national labor party or even to chart a genuinely independent course at the local level, even though “the New Deal made no changes in the composition of the Democratic Party. In most States, localities and in Washington, the Democratic Party leaders are either the same or comparable men…. [The New Deal] left no durable instrument for liberal, much less radical, activity; it was never radical, of course, in any sense of the word” (184).
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The main drift in American politics as well as labor relations is the tacit and often open collaboration of the business and labor bureaucracies and their integration into the government, which, “contrary to liberal theory of the state … is not a neutral umpire using its impartial wisdom to effect a fair balance; it is increasingly a political instrument of employers, or at least an amalgamation of business and governmental power. Confronted with state encroachment upon labor-business relations, the economic power of the unions declines” (235). Recall Mills’s earlier warning that the power mechanisms of fascism may be applicable to developed capitalist democracies amid slumps. The problem is, as union power declines, in part because its existence as an economic organization is inextricably bound to the structure of political power, union leaders are unprepared to confront this reality. Even more egregious is labor leadership’s collaborative mood with their putative antagonists, big business and pro-business government, in the shadow of the threat of a free fall in which union membership density declines, in some instances to inconsequential numbers.

Victims of liberal rhetoric, short-term gains brought by an ostensibly pro-union labor relations law, and of their own success, the labor leader has become “part of the machinery which keeps them as leaders but makes them go-between the rank and file of workers and the class of owners and managers” (237). Indeed, on the evidence of recent developments in our own times, organized labor’s ill-begotten alliance with large corporations has come back to haunt it. They have “joined forces rather than choosing to oppose established monopoly industry to fight together against unorganized sections of the economy such as small farmers, white collar employees, and consumers.” In subsequent years, this judgment served to isolate unions from those who, under conditions of a “troubled capitalism” and a state firmly entwined with its most powerful sections, might have become allies. While large sections of the liberal center remained pro-union (at least in the general sense but often turning against union militants when they flexed their collective muscle by taking direct action), the tripartite alliance of labor leaders, capital, and the national political directorate forged elements of what the “mass public” perceived to be a new power elite. However, as Mills makes clear, labor leaders were junior partners, accumulating some concessions from the table of the main actors and playing an important part in stabilizing the political and economic systems, largely by controlling the wanton impulses of the rank and file—but never really sharing power.

While Mills’s tone remains cool, the content of his book is sharply critical and recalls the analytic yet partisan delineations of Franz Neumann and Robert Brady. If his politics is not yet explicit in the earlier sections of The New Men of Power, the chapters “Alternatives” and “The Intellect” lay bare a radically divergent perspective from what prevailed in the liberal establishment of which the labor leader is a constituent. Mills signifies his departure from “scientific” analysis by evoking the title of Lenin’s famous pamphlet, asking “What Is to Be Done?” Mills’s preferred political group, the independent Left, has “lost their will for next steps.” Only two sections of the political public, the Right and the far Left, seem to have programs: “by the public relations–minded standards of the sophisticated conservatives it [the far Left] is often naively outspoken and stupidly rational. Yet when put together with the ideas of the independent left, it is radical. That is, it goes to the root” (240).

In the interest of thwarting leftist movements and to extend U.S. capitalism’s global reach, the strategy of the sophisticated conservatives—who are the labor leaders’ main interlocutors—is to extend U.S. economic and political hegemony on a global scale through investment, trade, and military intervention. At the end of the war, leftist movements in Europe, Latin America, and East Asia appeared to be making a serious bid for power. To counter this, sophisticated conservatives made grants and loans to governments abroad who supported the objective of free trade and the general political line of big business in the United States. Where would the grants and loans come from? Mills bluntly answers: “The hides of American wage-earners.” And where would the money go? “Nine tenths would be spent in the U.S. for U.S. goods” (241). Thus, Mills summarizes the economic and foreign policy program of the Truman administration and its successors to as trying to “avert a threatened European economic collapse and a violent cut in U.S. trade” (242). According to Mills, the corporate right’s program of subsidies and loans to “friendly” countries in Western Europe and to Japan goes beyond immediate efforts to forestall a repetition of the 1930s global slump, a possibility that weighed heavily in the business press and some corporate boardrooms.

The sophisticated conservatives are not economistic; their strategy concerns power in the widest meaning of the term. Economic aid was a necessary step in the program of setting up an anti-Russian bloc in order to prepare for eventual war with the Soviet Union. Needless to say, these remarks, cited above, preceded by several years the astounding news that the Soviet Union had developed a nuclear bomb of its own, becoming one of the two major nuclear powers. The subsequent balance of nuclear terror put the sophisticated Right’s plans for a “one world” dominated completely by U.S. capitalism temporarily on hold but did not deter the imperative for the creation of a permanent war economy in the name of an aggressive Cold War against Russian expansionism. As we shall see in chapter 7, in his “pamphlet” The Causes of World War Three Mills deems the danger of the Great Powers’ mutual annihilation to be perhaps the main threat to world peace and survival of the postwar era.

But Mills sees other domestic motives for the development of the war economy (“the present boom is an economic echo of war”). And its continuance can be attributed to the policies of government and vast sums of money devoted to military items. Recalling Neumann’s arguments, Mills reminds us: “Nazi Germany demonstrated that unemployment in a capitalist society can be solved by a war economy during peacetime…. If the sophisticated conservatives have their way the next New Deal will be a war economy rather than a welfare economy” (246–248). Evident in these passages is Mills’s conviction that war and the preparation for war have become intrinsic to U.S. capitalism in its mature stage. Moreover, as we shall discover in chapter 6, top rungs of the military along with the largest corporations and the political directorate constitute the real political and economic power in the United States.

In part 5 of The New Men of Power Mills engages, uncharacteristically, in a frank utopian soliloquy, which he calls a “dream”:


The ideas available to the left today are less a program than a collective dream. We choose the word “dream” carefully, for given their powerless condition and lack of movement, what is said by left intellectuals inevitably seems dream-like in quality…. Classic socialism shares its master purpose with classic democracy. The difference between Thomas Jefferson and Karl Marx is a half-century of technological change during which industry replaced agriculture…. Left movements have been a series of desperate attempts to uphold the simple value of classic democracy under conditions of giant technology, monopoly capitalism and the behemoth state—in short, under the conditions of modern life.

(250–251)



What are the “simple values” of classic democracy? For Mills, they correspond to “direct” as opposed to “representative” democracy, the version favored in liberal state theory and by its spokesmen—as well as by most conservatives. In a community of direct democracy, the people as a whole participate in decision making: at the workplace, in the neighborhood, in professional and other forms of civil life. “The left would establish a society in which everyone vitally affected by a social decision regardless of its sphere would have a voice in that decision and a hand in its administration.” As an example of such a democracy,


the unions should seek to establish workers’ control over the social process of work. This means that in every workshop or its equivalent the unionized workers would continually strive to encroach upon the functions of the owners of industry and their appointed managers…. The trade union thus becomes the immediate political community of the worker.

(253)



This is the program—or the dream—of the radical tendency known as anarchosyndicalism. It shares the dream of various antistatist tendencies of socialist thought associated with the legacy of the Paris Commune of 1871, where the workers directly took the reins of power over economic and political administration. It aligns itself with Rosa Luxemburg, a leading theorist of the German Social Democratic Party at the turn of the twentieth century, whose influence on the independent Left, including the early founders of critical theory, was decisive. Direct democracy was also the goal of the libertarian wing of the socialist movement in Russia. In the 1905 revolution to overthrow the czar, Russian workers established councils (soviets) that, for a brief moment, combined worker and peasant ownership and administration. The Bolsheviks and revolutionary syndicalists within the revolutionary movement were fervent advocates of workers’ councils. But after taking power, citing the task of defeating “counterrevolutionary forces at home and from abroad,” the Bolsheviks dissolved the soviets, then reinstituted them as organs of state control long before the ascension of Stalin to power in 1925.

Finally, syndicalism was also advanced by the American Industrial Workers of the World and left-wing socialists who sought to found a cooperative commonwealth by instituting practices of workers’ control. Mills does not invoke these traditions but specifies what workers’ control might entail:


To enlarge the democratic power of the worker in the shop, the unions would have to strive to take from the employer the right to appoint supervisors and foremen; the unionized workers would elect their immediate authorities, thus making “the discipline of the shop” a matter, no longer of imposition from without, but of self-regulation by the group as a whole. Those who are doing the work would choose their leaders for the work. The union would strive to substitute its democratic organization for the organization of the company.

(254)



The key concept of “self-regulation” opposes all forms of bureaucratic domination and, equally significant, the liberal notion that representation encompasses the definition of democratic rule. For Mills “it is not enough … that the worker be represented on governing bodies by labor union officials…. The worker must have a direct chance to have his say,” and, reflecting an antibureaucratic ethos, Mills adds that the “representative would be only part-time, retaining his job in the shop” (254).

Workplace democracy is, however, only one feature of the Left’s dream. Unlike the anarchosyndicalists, Mills argues for a program of political action more consistent with a Left-socialist perspective. The central proposal of the independent Left, which, in the dream, is presumed to be nearly identical with a radicalized trade union movement, is the formation of a labor party to counter the “concentrated power of money.” Mills continues: “It is the aim of labor’s political organizations steadily to translate the economic strength of organized labor into effective and unified political power” (261). Although resting on labor’s economic weight, the labor party would not be a narrow extension of workers’ economic interests to the electoral arena. It would take a major role in fighting against the emerging war machine and be a champion of consumer interests as well. And, most of all, perhaps, it would assist in the transformation of the “passive” public into an “executive organ” capable of taking control of a broad range of social decisions. The term “executive organ” indicates the degree to which, for Mills, direct democracy means popular participation in administration of public decisions, and it points to his disdain for representative government under conditions where the state is controlled by concentrated wealth.

To transform the dream into a program of practical action, Mills introduces a theme that is to become increasingly important in his subsequent thinking: the role of intellectuals, in their capacity as collective, rather than individual, thinkers, as agents of democratic power. In the final chapter of The New Men of Power, Mills makes a case for “the intellect” in social transformation, arguing that its absence from the Left and from the unions has dire consequences for not only whether change is possible but also whether the unions can retain their hard-won gains.

In the concluding chapter, Mills begins by turning a searchlight on obstacles to the unions as potential agents of social transformation: “For the union to become an instrument of social transformation, the people of the union must think of it as their creature; they must want to know all about it and want to run it in as much detail as possible” (268). However, labor leaders are prone to bemoan the apathy of the rank-and-file membership. Mills points out that their complaint carries little weight when they have committed the unions to supporting the two main political parties, which, in his estimation, offer little to the workers: “Such support only takes away their chance to organize politically and alert men to politics as live issues. The activities of these politics alienate people from politics in the deeper meanings and demoralizes those on the edge of political consciousness” (270). The alienation of many workers from politics and from their own union is not surprising; the picture Mills has painted is of a progressively tighter labor bureaucracy that privileges retention of power over a program of encouraging the rank and file to take over the union, let alone encroach on managerial prerogatives in the workplace.

For the first time in The New Men of Power, Mills discusses the question of rank-and-file initiatives in the labor movement. He credits working-class militancy, however episodic, with the mass upsurge of the 1930s that brought the unions a measure of workplace power and political significance. In these passages, Mills partially reverses his own strategy of focusing on the top of the unions and ascribes both the 1946 GM strike and much of the organizing momentum of the 1930s to the workers themselves rather than to a small coterie of leaders:


It is well to remember what happened in the Thirties: in two years 4,000,000 workers not only organized and engaged in strikes, but many of them sat down in factories, in order to back up their demands. Even during the war, wildcat strikes were significantly earnest. Such strikes, no matter how quickly and effectively suppressed, are prime indices to militancy, for they are against both the employer and the union chiefs, and often against the government as well.

(270)



What are the conditions for converting the dream of a combative and effective labor movement into a practical program? A major slump could shake the workers out of their apathy and, perhaps more important, their alienation from the political process and the union, which, since the hardening of organized labor’s arteries, have alienated the workers from any concept of a labor movement. The presence of an army of labor intellectuals would also be crucial. Intellectuals could make the connections between war and the slump and help translate discontent into militant action at the workplace and in the political arena via a new labor-led party. Mills sees the party as a pretender to social power, because of its breadth and the intelligence of its analysis and program. Among the innovations it could sponsor is a system of consumer cooperatives, attracting elements of the “middle class,” which he sees as the base of a consumer movement that can parallel a genuine labor movement.

Without the intellectuals and a new surge of rank-and-file involvement in the union, Mills foresees a grim future. As a slump deepens and mass unemployment eats into the moral fabric of society, large corporate capital and the state are likely to respond by inaugurating a major offensive against workers and their unions. Under present circumstances, workers and unions are poorly equipped to offer effective resistance and are likely to enter into a hopeless tailspin. Finally, Mills asks: who are the labor intellectuals? And what part might they play in strengthening the resolve of organized labor to shift its direction and oppose what he calls the “main drift” of state and corporate power and the suicidal tendency of the mainstream labor leader to buckle under to the liberal center?

Mills, a master of taxonomy, begins his discussion of the labor intellectuals by dividing them into four categories: first, the staff intellectuals who act as assistants, researchers, educators, lawyers, and others who work under the leadership. “The intellectual as official” is an active member who enters the union as a member of a political group seeking to change it from within. Second, “the radical party intellectual follows the line of his party” (272), sometimes becoming an official but often remaining in the rank and file and trying to develop a “cell” of activists to influence the union to move leftward or in a more militant direction. Third, the “free lance” intellectual offers his services as a researcher or in another capacity to the union leadership but is generally powerless to change things. Fourth, the “union-made” “effective” intellectual is not affiliated with a small radical party or is a staff intellectual but may be part of the leadership team and whose origins are within the ranks of the workers: “They serve as a bridge between the pure and simple unionists and the professional intellectual members of the staff” and are “familiar with left-wing ideas and the economic ideas of the union” (282). All of these intellectual types are needed if the unions are to become a force in reversing the direction that Mills warns the country is going. They are needed to make the connections and provide the analysis and ultimately the leadership for a putatively insurgent labor movement. But Mills ends his meditation ruefully: “It is the task of the labor leaders to allow and to initiate a union of power and the intellect. They are the only ones who can do it; that is why they are now the strategic elite in American society. Never has so much depended upon men who are so ill-prepared and so little inclined to assume the responsibility” (284).
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The New Men of Power earned the praise of some mainstream reviewers and fellow independent leftists such as Irving Howe, whose Partisan Review piece credits Mills with “having tried, in a time of depressed silence, to reopen a discussion of politics.” Aaron Levenstein, writing in The Progressive, and Joseph Shister in Labor and Nation found that Mills has written an “important” but somewhat flawed book. While the “meticulous” first two sections are fine examples of scientific sociology, according to Shister, the final sections contain numerous statements that lack “evidence” to support them. Reflecting contemporary ideas about sociology, Shister maintains the separation between science and opinion and finds Mills’s book somewhat marred by its speculative slippage. In his introduction to the 2001 reissue of the book, Nelson Lichtenstein accurately says that The New Men of Power fell “into the shadows” for more than fifty years but finds the book relevant to today’s radical unionists not only for its profound understanding of organized labor but for its attempt to place the labor movement in the context of broad social, economic, and political influences. He faults the book on two principal grounds: first, Mills’s failure to address the “social history” of the American working class—immigration, race, issues of gender, and so forth. Second, Lichtenstein also cites the preponderant revisionist history of the role of communists in the labor movement and argues that Mills’s dismissal of the communists as little more than agents of a foreign power and a secretive, destructive influence on the unions must be amended:


Whatever the Communist Party’s relationship to Soviet power, the party’s social, cultural and laborite ambitions represented something genuine to the traditions of the American left. They were a motive force in the world of New Deal labor and 1940s liberalism, in the civil rights movement, and even in the nascent rebirth of feminism. Mills had to acknowledge some of this … but like many of his friends on the anti-Stalinist left he was essentially contemptuous and dismissive…. Mills was an anticommunist but one who saw the enemy as pathetic rather than dangerous.23



The New Men of Power shares much of the contemporary Left’s dismissal of the Communist Party’s key role in building the industrial union movement and its participation in the upsurge of the 1930s. To see the communists as merely or mainly a tool of Soviet foreign policy is uncharacteristic of the rest of Mills’s evaluation of the fate of the unions. His treatment of the communists, although containing more than a grain of truth, is, at best, partial. Absent is a discussion of its pioneering work in the American South, namely its support of workers’ resistance to wage cuts in the Southern textile and mining industries or its initiatives in 1930 when it spurred the first national mass unemployed demonstration involving almost a million people. The party’s serious contribution to the sit-down strikes Mills so lavishly praises and ascribes entirely to the spontaneity of the workers is surely a controversial and perhaps misguided reading of the actual event.

There is also no discussion of the Communist Party’s importance in the formation of unions comprising at least half the CIO membership and its part in the administration of unions representing a third of the CIO membership, notably the less-than-pitiful West Coast Longshore union; the union of nonferrous metal workers; the Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers; the half million United Electrical Workers; the cutting-edge, antiracist United Packinghouse Workers, whose principal Chicago organizer, Herb March, was an open communist; or its efforts organizing tenant farmers and Southern tobacco workers. These omissions constitute a serious flaw in his understanding of organized labor in the 1930s and 1940s.

Of course, many of the criticisms advanced by labor activists and intellectuals of the independent Left had merit. The Communist Party’s full-throated support of the Democratic Party after 1936 and its subordination to wartime restraints against strikes combined to make many of the unions it influenced less than paragons of militancy. Certainly, A. J. Muste had reason to distrust the communist-led Unemployed Councils, especially after 1935, as the party was drawing close to the New Deal coalition, joining the organization of the American Labor Party, and sending cadres into the Democratic Party. And, as Jonathan Cutler has shown, party activists in the auto industry, particularly in the giant Ford Local 600 (UAW), had an uneven record in support of workers’ interests because of extrinsic political considerations.24 Nonetheless, Reuther was extremely frustrated because he could not root Communist Party members out of the sixty-thousand-member union and for years was plagued by their campaign for shorter hours, anticompany militancy, and political opposition within the UAW. Moreover, to ignore the Communist Party’s contribution to the San Francisco general strike; its role in building the UAW; the key contributions of the party members Nat Ganley and Stanley Nowak, business agents in Walter Reuther’s West Side Detroit home local; and the absolutely essential importance of the communists Wyndham Mortimer, a vice-president of UAW and director of its aircraft division; Bob Travis, who played a major role in the historic Flint GM sit-down strike; and other communists in sit-down strikes in GM in Cleveland, Flint, and Detroit, can only serve to distort the record.

Even in the post-Soviet era, the historiographic lines remain severely drawn despite the work of Michael Honey, Maurice Zeitlin, and Judith Stepan-Norris, Rose Marie Feuer, Ron Shatz, and a leading Communist Party critic within labor’s ranks, Bert Cochran, all of whom have taken pains to dig deeply into the party’s history in the unions and found that its role was often heroic, albeit complex and contradictory. After World War II, as the wartime allied unity splintered and the New Deal coalition morphed into an instrument of U.S. foreign policy, communists in the unions often were advocates of militancy even as the mainstream began its long retreat and entered the era of collaboration with employers and the government. While informed by their own distaste for liberal Democratic policies during the 1940s, 1950s, and the Vietnam War, New Left labor historians have revisited the communist past with some dispassion. Liberal and conservative investigators such as Harvey Klehr remain adamant that, on the one hand, the Communist Party was dangerous to U.S. national security and nefarious in its ideological interventions—little more than a den of traitors to America. On the other hand, they had little influence in American life: in Mills’s terms, its impact was “pitiful.” In other words, detractors want to have it both ways. They cite secret Soviet documents that the party was little more than a hotbed of espionage and anti-American propaganda—but also claim that it had almost no legitimate political influence. This was, of course, not the view of many anticommunist liberals in the 1940s. Nor were labor leaders such as Reuther sanguine about their influence in labor’s ranks.

The burden of evidence is that the party’s activities at the local level were not always reflective of the policies of the national leadership. Nor, one may add, were allegations of espionage activities of a few party members always verified, even if there were indeed some who spied for the Russians. But, although the national party headquarters did crack the whip by ordering their labor cadres to try to get unions to oppose the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan and to participate in the formation of the Progressive Party’s 1948 campaign for president, these illustrations of a centralized authority that would sacrifice party activists at the local level to national directives do not exhaust the story of communist labor activity after the war.

On the back cover of the 2001 reissue of The New Men of Power, we find the following comment by Arthur Schlesinger Jr., when the book first appeared: “The New Men of Power is a brilliant, original and provocative work, genuinely democratic and boldly radical in its character…. I have not read for a long time any book which in its main bearings casts more valuable light on the tensions of American society or which is more stimulating in its challenges to the reader.” This praise is significant, as Schlesinger was one of the up-and-coming postwar historians and liberal activists and a founder of Americans for Democratic Action (ADA). More to the point, ADA would provide a base for a new liberal movement capable of sustaining the stalled New Deal after the war. What is remarkable about this comment is that it was written even as Schlesinger was writing The Vital Center, a veritable liberal manifesto, published the following year. His book enjoyed a wide readership and was aimed at progressives who, Schlesinger argued, were hoodwinked into believing that communism was a legitimate movement in American political life. Swept away by their admiration for the Soviets’ role in World War II and by domestic communism’s important place in various social movements, especially labor, civil rights, and the peace movement, he argued that the progressives had lost sight of the fact that the party was a wholly owned subsidiary of world communist dictatorships and was prone to bend its line to the directives issued by the Kremlin.

Where Mills views the party as “pitiful,” Schlesinger sounds the alarm concerning the communist danger and places the struggle against communism at the center of the liberal project. For Schlesinger, communism is a cancer on the American and world scene that “can rally its fifth columns in any corner of the world where injustice and poverty give it a foothold.” Schlesinger continues: “Tomorrow Soviet power will surely spread everywhere that it meets no firm resistance…. The Soviet Union’s warhead lies in its fifth column; and the fifth column is based on the local Communist parties.”25

The heart of the argument, that Soviet foreign policy is bent on expansionism and that the communist parties are little more than instruments of this totalitarian regime, fails to grasp the Communist Party’s true impact and influence. The American Communist Party made deep inroads into the labor movement and the fight for civil rights for African Americans; retained significant influence in the cultural field among writers and artists, most famously in Hollywood; and was able to dominate a third party in the 1948 elections. Even though, according to Schlesinger, the party has suffered “serious setbacks” in all these endeavors, its corrupt cultural arm retained some strength. But these aboveground branches can be combated by serious ideological exposure and, by 1949, according to Schlesinger, the problem of the communist threat to internal security seemed to have been solved by the resolute action of law-enforcement authorities. So the danger of communism has two, seemingly contradictory, parts: they are puppets of the Soviets but are sufficiently manipulative and effective to throw the wool over the eyes of liberals.

Schlesinger makes anticommunism the cutting edge of liberal political strategy. He wants a radical revival in America, but only if it is “responsible” and knows its limits. In which case, it would not be radical but consistent with contemporary progressivism. Radicals do not accept the framework of liberal, representative politics; progressives are firmly ensconced within it. He is a strong partisan of democracy but has no conception of direct democracy and seems content to adhere to a version of liberal, representative democracy that, within limits, respects minority rights. In terms of the relation of a revived radicalism to the defense of democracy, he frames the question as an “inherent incompatibility of majority rule and minority rights” and cites Jefferson’s statement that “absolute acquiescence in the decisions of the majority” is “the vital principle of republics” but goes on to quote Jefferson’s hesitation before that principle: “the minority possesses their equal rights … and to violate them would be oppression.”26 Although Schlesinger does not advocate outlawing the Communist Party and opposes extreme measures to restrict its civil liberties, such as the Mundt-Nixon bill, a precursor to McCarthyism, neither does he condemn the Truman administration’s flagrant violation of its civil liberties: firings of suspected communists and “fellow travelers” from government jobs, Hollywood blacklists, Taft-Hartley and trade union constitutional bars of communists from holding union office, and the extensive government surveillance of party organs, individual members, and those associated with them. In a phrase, Schlesinger is for minority rights as long as the dissenters are “responsible,” loyal Americans. Mills, despite his fierce anticommunist views, would have shuddered to hear that this position made him a responsible citizen.

The differences between Mills and Schlesinger go much deeper. Schlesinger defends a democratic tradition that adopts gradualism as a doctrinal presupposition of social change. While praising the “activist tradition” in democracy, he only has kind words for those who are committed to proceed with caution. In this respect he defends “the politicians, the administrators, the doers” and disparages “the sentimentalists, the utopians, the wailers.”27 And Schlesinger gives a full-throated endorsement of the postwar American foreign policy, enunciated in 1946 and 1947 by George Kennan and repeated by Truman, Churchill, and Secretary of State George Marshall, of containment. Against the position of the third-party Wallace movement and other progressives who would seek peaceful accommodation with the Soviet Union, Schlesinger outlines the practical program of Cold War liberalism safely ensconced within the confines of the Democratic Party. Schlesinger also vigorously supports labor leaders, such as Walter Reuther, who, as Mills argued a year earlier, are the new men of power. But Schlesinger warns the labor movement to temper its thunder:


Yet political power will impose grave responsibilities on the trade-union movement. If Labor uses power as unwisely as the business community has used it, its claims to political leadership will be rejected by the American people. But if Labor accepts the role of partnership in government and subordinates its sectional demands to the public welfare it may become as politically significant as the British Labor Party. The great dilemma will come when irresponsible labor leaders like John L. Lewis and the Communists whip up sectional demands against the national interest in order to entice the rank and file away from responsible leaders.28



Here is a précis of pluralist doctrine: labor’s interests, like those of business, are “sectional” with respect to the national interest; each must subordinate itself in a responsible manner lest “irresponsible” elements take control. For Schlesinger, organized labor needs more leaders like the postwar Walter Reuther. Put plainly, Reuther is worthy of liberal support because he is leading a movement that knows its (subordinate) place. Schlesinger’s enthusiasm for Mills’s book can only be interpreted as a misunderstanding. Mills was no sentimentalist or even a wailer, but he was surely offering a realistic—albeit in the context of his time—utopian vision for labor’s future. Where Mills sees labor as nearly identical with the national interest, Schlesinger is worried it will go too far in that direction; where Mills offers a sharp critique of representative democracy and advances a proposal for a new political formation to combat business dominance of government and other aspects of social life, Schlesinger offers the unions a new partnership to achieve economic growth and social peace. To be sure, Schlesinger joins Mills’s advocacy of class conflict to address social problems, but the former favors restraint; after all, whatever differences labor and capital have, the main enemy lies abroad. Mills, on the other hand, clearly and directly calls for a new class war while opposing the consequences of America’s increasing involvements abroad.

I have invoked Schlesinger’s classic defense of liberalism at a time of Cold War because it throws into bold relief the temper of the times and the choices intellectuals faced in the immediate postwar period. Although not an “insider” among New York intellectuals, he was, like Mills, a fellow traveler of the independent Left. His prizewinning book, The Age of Jackson, is a defense of the rural, radical-democratic tradition stemming from Jeffersonian Democratic Republicanism against the legatees of Hamilton, Jay, and Madison, who proposed a more centralized and business-oriented national bank.

As I shall show in subsequent chapters, as a political intellectual sensitive and ultimately responsive to the “main drift,” Schlesinger, along with Sidney Hook, may be viewed as a vanguard figure among left intellectuals who ultimately were prepared to water their radical wine with a heavy dose of patriotism. He was several years ahead of those who embraced the main drift, albeit with reservations—reservations that he soon abandoned. Schlesinger’s relatively early acceptance of the main lines of liberalism was to be duplicated, with important variations, by nearly all the New York intellectuals except Mills and a tiny fraction of fellow radicals.


4

White Collar

WHAT IS THE MIDDLE CLASS?

The “middle class” is located at the apex of the American imagination. Rather than simply being a descriptive category that refers to a social group or formation, the term hovers near the leading edge of American politics and ideology. Candidates for public office never cease to evoke the middle class as the object of their discourse. Every economic topic, including taxes, jobs, and housing, contains references to the plight of—or the interests of—the “middle class.” And the middle-class ideal, whatever it might be, is said to mark American history and culture and set the United States off from Europe and the rest of the world. The economist and sociologist Werner Sombart tells us that America is the exception to the European rule that society is divided into antagonistic social classes, because America has no feudal tradition. Feudalism was a social structure marked by pervasive economic and social inequality and constituted the origin of traditional classes in Europe and Asia. We Americans, in contrast, are said to be a nation of considerable social mobility, because our social structure is fluid.1 Later historians, including Richard Hofstadter, Daniel Boorstin, and Louis Hartz, have added to this thesis, arguing that U.S. history is marked by consensus rather than conflict. There may be little room at the top, but anyone of humble origins can, with hard work and a considerable bit of luck, rise to middle-class status. Although many young people dream of riches or fame, most Americans believe themselves to be middle class and would gladly settle for a secure middle-class niche. Of course, what defines this niche is hotly disputed: does it mean ownership of a small business, including an independent profession such as law or medicine? Does it mean home ownership? Does it consist of having a steady job with a predictable salary? Its cousins and competitors are the doctrines of individualism, entrepreneurship, the work ethic, parsimony, and, of course, the American Dream.

The American Dream is a myth of many parts. For some it represents the aspiration to be “my own boss.” For many more it is identified with home ownership, a rather modest scaling down of hope. And middle-class morality typically substitutes for genuine politics. As Mills notes, Americans tend to see political actors in terms of good guys and bad guys; we ascribe such phenomena as widening income gaps, white-collar crime, and corporate misfeasance not to the ordinary functions of capitalism and class disparities but to evil, self-serving motives.2 Motives and intentions are even inscribed into laws as interpreted by the courts. For example, during the economic meltdown beginning in 2007, common middle-class sense ascribed the problem to “corporate greed” rather than undertaking a sober analysis of capitalist dynamics. Since the early 1970s, the U.S. economy has survived on the fiction that our money has a solid material foundation rather than it sitting on vast debt of all sorts, a myth that escaped both economists and the general public until the roof fell in—and even then, proposals abounded about how to restore the debtor economy. Or if debt is publicly acknowledged, its intrinsic role in the formation of fictitious capital is ignored or denied. Otherwise, it would be hard to explain why, after December 2007, the official date, according to the National Bureau of Economic Research, of the first major twenty-first-century economic crash, federal government decision makers sought to ease the path to further debt accumulation through consumption as a major component of the road to recovery. As the economist Richard Wolff has pointed out, “stimulus” means renewing debt as the motive force of economic activity, a program likely to result in the same deep decline that marked the years after 2006. The middle class, no less than expert opinion, seems unable to grasp the structural roots of the crisis.3

For most of us, therefore, a good job is one that brings an income that enables a household to secure some of the good things in life, such as home ownership and, increasingly important, our kids’ college attendance, because higher education seems to many to be the road to economic well-being. When these aspirations are threatened, especially in economic terms, the middle class becomes, for a brief moment, a political actor. For when its status is threatened, in social and cultural terms, the myths that sustain America’s claim to domestic tranquility and global leadership are jeopardized, since its collective imagination is inextricably bound to the middle-class ideal.4

In 2008, presidential candidate Barack Obama, whose successful nomination was attributable, in the main, to his early opposition to the Iraq war, ran in the general election on a platform of helping the “middle class” claw its way out of mounting debt, sidestep the imminent threat of joblessness, avoid the home foreclosures that were multiplying exponentially after late 2006, and dodge the other symptoms of the emerging economic crisis. During the campaign, the Iraq war faded as an issue, because the Bush White House promised a gradual withdrawal of U.S. troops and conducted an apparently successful “surge” of additional troops to quell the anti-U.S. insurgency that had plagued the post-Saddam military situation. More to the point, the looming depression overshadowed all other issues. Obama effectively employed his middle-class mantra because the Republican White House had lost its credibility during the later years of the Iraq war, especially for its indecisive response to the gathering financial storms.

Curiously, as a condition for winning the Republican nomination, the once-maverick Arizona Senator John McCain, in order to court the ultra right wing within his party, found himself sidling up to a favorite object of his derision, the outgoing President George W. Bush. This alliance, which placed him squarely in the camp of big business, an unpopular war, and unbridled optimism, finally bit him from behind as the economy continued to swoon. During the campaign, McCain groped for a language that might appeal to working-class voters, who had been a key to Reagan’s ascendancy a quarter of a century earlier. Not the least of these efforts was his selection of Alaska Governor Sarah Palin as his running mate—whose husband, not incidentally, is a member of the Teamsters Union. Moreover, McCain’s semicomical invocation of “Joe the Plumber” was ultimately a misguided effort to court the entrepreneurial, small-business middle class. Thus, at least for the duration of the two-year campaign Obama, the self-described “postracial” candidate, owned the mantle of middle-class champion.

In the United States, the phrase “working class” has almost no currency. Even the main labor federation, the AFL-CIO, substitutes the term “working families,” and a union-backed New York State political party has adopted that term for its name. The reluctance to embrace working-class identity might be ascribed to the dominance of the link between the concept of middle class with certain income levels, implying forms of consumption that allegedly blur the lines between the owners of productive or commercial property and those who own personal property such as homes and cars and are creditworthy. Factory, construction, and other wage workers are likely to hold mortgages on their own homes, typically have cars, and, in many instances, send their kids to college or have themselves attended some institution of postsecondary education. That one possesses a credit card or a mortgage, may even own a modest vacation home or a boat, and goes on holiday qualify as badges of middle-class status, regardless of occupation. Thus, according to the prevailing political and media wisdom, during much of the post–World War II era the American middle class included most of those who, in Europe and almost everywhere else in the world, are described as working class.

The exception to this would be the sixth of the U.S. population who are either officially poor or whose income hovers around the poverty line. In 2009, about 25 percent of the population lived somewhere below the minimum comfort level, even if most are not classified as downright poor, and these people are socially and politically invisible. Poverty and other slices of economic hardship are still, to a great extent, attributed to personal failing. Only the middle class’s plight is worthy of political discourse. Typically, the poor do not vote in significant numbers, have little or no influence on public policy and, when noticed at all, are described as a burden on the public treasury or the criminal justice system.

According to popular conceptions, the top of the social structure consists of a tiny fraction of multimillionaires and billionaires who own the lion’s share of productive and commercial property. This class has many names, but none have the same genuine popular currency as “middle class.” We may refer to them as “the very rich,” “Wall Street,” or “big business,” but collectively we are loathe to link their wealth to economic and political power, designations that would suggest terms such as “power elite” or “ruling class.” One of few exceptions was displayed during the financial crisis of 2007–2009, when it became painfully clear that the national political directorate—the White House, the top leaders of Congress, and the key cabinet heads—made their first priority saving the large financial institutions and the three major auto corporations from utter ruin, thereby coming into flagrant violation of the ruling free-market ideology. Business leaders and the national politicos claimed some financial institutions were “too big” to be permitted to go under and ignored the needs of the growing army of the unemployed and those who had defaulted on their mortgages even though they had jobs. Even those in deep and desperate denial could not fail to notice that the biggest share of the federal government stimulus packages under both Bush and Obama were devoted to a massive bank bailout. The rhetoric remained that “recovery” legislation would crucially help cities and states—the main providers of social services such as education, public health, and transportation—meet their burgeoning budget shortfalls, save middle-class home-mortgage holders from eviction, and create jobs through infrastructure development, mainly roads and bridges. But most of the money, including the almost three hundred billion dollars in tax credits to individuals, 40 percent of the total package, would ultimately land in the banks’ coffers, either in the form of savings or through the paying back of credit-card debt.

The prevailing historical wisdom is, and has been for most of the twentieth century, that the United States is a middle-class nation. This conviction is grounded in the nation’s history. From the sixteenth century to the turn of the twentieth century, America was, largely, a land of independent farmers, small merchants, artisans, and relatively small manufacturing firms, and, after the seventeenth century, self-employed professionals like lawyers, physicians, and engineers. The slave South was the great exception, and, indeed, slavery was termed a “peculiar institution,” although it is arguable that the revenues produced from the labor of slaves contributed significantly to the capital formation needed for bringing the country into the industrial era. That the postbellum years witnessed the flowering of “robber barons” and an era of vast wealth accumulation arising from industrial concentration, rails, real estate, and stock speculation failed to deter the fervent advocates of the concept of America as a middle-class oasis. And with the assistance of the U.S. Army, the 1870s and 1880s witnessed a colossal land grab mainly at the expense of Native Americans as much as it saw intense industrial, scientific, and technological development. These decades were marked by what became known as the Gilded Age, a time of the industrial tycoon who controlled an increasing portion of the national wealth and exercised inordinate influence over the federal, state, and local governments. Yet these developments failed to persuade expert and political perception that concentrated wealth did not alter the political and social landscape.

Perhaps only the denizens of the so-called Progressive Era—journalists, socialists, social reformers—recognized the impact of the new class divide between large-scale capital and labor on an increasingly embattled middle class and on the political economy and culture of the nation. However, that era was relatively short lived, lasting, according to some historians, from the 1890s until World War II.5 After the war, amid European devastation, America experienced unparalleled expansion, a rising standard of living that affected the majority of the population, and, equally important, a dramatic increase in the number and variety of salaried employees.

One of the corollaries of large-scale manufacturing and the consequent rise of the large corporations was the rapid growth of administrative employees. As Mills demonstrates in White Collar, the “new” salaried middle class was highly stratified, ranging in status and income from managers at the pinnacle, followed by qualified professionals (no longer able to hang out their shingle and become small entrepreneurs but instead are obliged to work for salaries), to clerks, mostly women, who perform routine and repetitive tasks. At the turn of the twentieth century and not only in the United States, the new middle class was on the road to outstripping, in size and social importance, the old, entrepreneurial, self-employed middle class, which was being cut down to size by large-scale corporate capital. By the 1960s, this new middle class also outnumbered industrial workers.

One of the earliest examples of scholarly attention to white-collar employees appeared in 1912. Emil Lederer, a German sociologist, was one of the first observers of the “middle position” of salaried employees, those between owners and wage workers. He identified this stratum as a “new” middle class, new because it differed from the “old” middle-class of owners of small productive and commercial property. Members of the new middle class worked for salaries and were generally employed by large corporations and the state. Lederer was among the more influential theorists of the middle class, and his work became a standard reference for subsequent writers on the new middle class.6 Among those who read his work was Siegfried Kracauer, the eminent German cultural critic whose writing on popular culture was among the most influential sources for the Frankfurt School and later for cultural studies.

Lederer was chiefly interested in the class and economic position of the new salaried employees, although he also addressed issues of status and prestige. While Kracauer locates the vast increase of salaried employees in the “structural changes in the economy towards the modern large-scale enterprise,”7 his work The Salaried Masses focuses on the ideological and cultural programs of firms aimed at winning over the salaried employees “to their side” in their eternal conflict with wage labor. The Salaried Masses is a deft integration of the political and economic aspects of the emergence of the new middle class with an examination of the acutely significant culture of the “office.” He finds that among the attractions of white-collar jobs is that they are “not manual” but that the work offered few intrinsic satisfactions, despite strenuous managerial efforts to persuade employees otherwise. Kracauer observes that the hollowness of administrative labor opens the way to the consumption of cultural and other goods as a “counterweight to desolation.”8

Walter Benjamin called Kracauer “a ragpicker at daybreak,”9 and, true, Kracauer’s study offers no systematic economic treatment of the structural position of the new middle class. Instead, he gathers together the fragments of the lives of salaried employees at play, in the neighborhood, and at work in order to provide a more complete picture of their experience. He stipulates what for others such as Lederer and his collaborator Jacob Marshak are the main points: to situate salaried employees in the economic and social structure and principally the class system. Kracauer is mostly concerned with the more-or-less complete recruitment of salaried employees to capital’s side by means of “the ideologies that fetter them.” These ideologies appealed to the salaried masses’ feeling of superiority based on their schooling, which awards them a degree of status but no concrete material rewards. On the contrary, far from the individuality promised by high capitalism, Kracauer shows that the salaried employee has become the crucial element of the increasing massification of contemporary society exemplified in the “standard character.” These characters “adapt themselves more or less easily to the firm,” continuously aware of the distinction between themselves and the proletariat, and their adoption of “bourgeois ideology” masks the gap between their self-conception and their actual living and working conditions. These salaried employees, in the main, were not radically different from those of industrial workers.10

Despite Kracauer’s work, it was not until the 1930s that some novelists and sociologists noticed a “crisis” in the middle class in the aftermath of the Depression. Hans Fallada’s best-selling novel of German middle-class life, Little Man What Now, became a standard reference for those, such as Wilhelm Reich and Max Horkheimer, who tried to understand the appeal of fascism. They traced the middle-class attraction to the Nazis to the extreme social and political isolation and fragmentation of the middle class and its lack of organizational and ideological independence. Perhaps the most notable of the social scientific accounts was Lewis Corey’s economic and historical survey of the emergence of the new middle class in the United States. Published in 1935, only a year after his major work, The Decline of American Capitalism, a Marxist analysis of the causes of the Depression, The Crisis of the Middle Class rose, briefly, to the best-seller lists but quickly vanished into the library stacks. The popularity of his book on the middle class may be attributable to his attempt to show that the economic crisis had not only crushed industrial and service workers but was also a crisis for a salaried middle class that had once felt privileged—even inured—from the vicissitudes of the economy. But, unlike Kracauer, whose emphasis was on the power of ideology on middle-class social life, Corey’s treatise shows that from professionals and managers to clerical labor, the conditions of economic privation had moved across the class spectrum. His conclusion was that the new middle class was faced with the stark alternatives of remaining mired in the assumptions of the existing system in either its liberal or fascist varieties or to choose to ally with the working class in a struggle for socialism.

Corey, whose original name was Louis Fraina, had been an important figure in socialist literary circles before World War I and a major force during the founding years of the American Communist Party. He harbored few illusions about the chance for rapid systemic transformation. But his book appeared during a period of rising working-class insurgency and a dramatic revival of American radical thought and action. That his hopes were overtaken by the New Deal’s adroit, if incomplete, measures to alleviate the effects of the crisis on both wage and salaried workers did not diminish the economic and historical argument that capitalism was inherently incapable of sustaining economic well-being for a substantial length of time.

But Corey’s almost exclusive focus on material conditions ignored what may have been the most decisive triumph of the New Deal: its effective deployment of what might be termed “symbolic” capital to thwart tendencies toward more radical solutions to the economic crisis. For what the New Deal lacked in substantive solutions—after all, only World War II yanked the United States out of the Depression—it compensated for in forms of mass mobilization around rather modest reforms, at least in comparison to the gravity of the situation. Corey shared, along with most of the Left, a serious underestimation of the power of discourse when combined with an array of highly visible state-sponsored palliatives in allaying discontent. A year after the appearance of his book, the labor movement, by now an important political as well as economic force, gladly joined the Roosevelt coalition for its promise of more substantial economic and social reforms and for the hope that it would become a bulwark against advancing fascism.

A CLASS WITHOUT EVENTS

“The white collar people … slipped quietly into modern society. Whatever history they have had is a history without events, whatever common interests they have do not lead to unity; whatever future they have will not be of their own making.”11 These are the first sentences of what may be Mills’s greatest book, White Collar, the second volume in Mills’s social-structure trilogy. The book was published three years after The New Men of Power. Despite its numbers, the new salaried middle class had, in its six decades of growth, failed to constitute an independent political force, let alone achieve economic independence.

For Mills, the “old” middle class, which included craftsmen and independent professionals like physicians, lawyers, and engineers, should not be relegated to history. A year after the publication of White Collar, he wrote the first version of his now famous essay “On Intellectual Craftsmanship,” a plea for a new conception of the professoriate as a social formation that could overcome the alienation of white-collar work by reuniting work and life. In the wake of the almost complete domination of social life by the large corporation and corporate media, hopes for the independent carpenter, for example, might be viewed with not a small measure of skepticism. But Mills plainly believed that the intellectual might, in many ways, be a vehicle for the revival of a key practice of the old middle class, “spontaneity in work” and, perhaps more to the point, the almost vanished integrated life where work and private life are not viewed by subjects as separate but are part of the same totality. Here one can see a bit of romanticism in Mills’s adulation of the craftsman. He himself adopted crafts as an avocation. He took apart and rebuilt his BMW motorcycle and performed much of the work building a house in West Nyack, New York. Thus his description in the first section of White Collar of the veritable demise of the old middle class of farmers, still the bulk of small entrepreneurs in 1950, feels like a dirge rather than a dispassionate assessment.12

But Mills is no celebrant of the middle class as such. He harbors little sympathy for the small retailer and other small merchants. They are, indeed, the repositories of what is often referred to as the “American Way.” Their position as the exemplars of American ideology—individualism, competition, free enterprise, and so on—far outweighs their economic importance. While many Americans have become reconciled to the dominance of large corporations over key aspects of life, a considerable fraction of them still define the American Dream in terms of the chance to own a small business.

White Collar stands, after sixty years, as the most comprehensive work that American social science has produced in the study of the new middle class. Mills does nothing less than to formulate a detailed stratification system of the new middle class, from state and corporate bureaucracies embodied in the “managerial demiurge” at the top of the status hierarchy, to intellectuals in intermediate positions, to what he describes as the “enormous file” of clerical labor.

In writing about clerical labor, he deftly combines straightforward sociological description and analysis interspersed with examples of the pre–World War II “folklore of the white collar girl.” This mythical figure hails from a small town and comes to the big city, where she “settles down” only after holding several jobs. There she may fall in love, but life is never easy. She is likely to experience uncertainty in work and love. “The love story of the white-collar office girl often involves frustrating experiences with some boy-friend.”13

Referring to popular novels of the interwar period, particularly Christopher Morley’s Kitty Foyle, Mills demonstrates that the common belief, buttressed by the media, of the inevitability of marriage and happiness ever after is merely one of our sustaining middle-class myths. Kitty chooses a career rather than falling into a problematic marriage and succeeds in her work, but she feels incomplete without a family, a testament to the enduring power of the middle-class ideal (203).

Mills’s description of the “modern office” points to the replacement of manual labor by machines and the increasingly factory-like character of the work: “As office machinery is introduced, the number of routine jobs is increased, and consequently the proportion of ‘positions requiring initiative’ is decreased. Mechanization is resulting in a much clearer distinction between the managing staff and the operating staff” (205). While the typewriter was the typical office machine of the secretary and was not as factory-like as the bookkeeping machine, we may bring his analysis up to date by adding the computer as the characteristic office machine. Although the computer is a more complicated device, it confirms the generality of the industrial model that has taken over the large office. That is, the modern office’s occupational structure corresponds to the mechanization and division of labor of office work since the early twentieth century.

In recent years, aided by the computer’s versatility and the tremendous advances in communications that renders the office somewhat archaic, some large firms have reintroduced an old industrial practice: homework. Some clerical workers, just like some salaried professionals—social workers, journalists, programmers, and systems analysts—work from home. They may go into the office occasionally, but computer technology vitiates the need for the modern office in which hundreds or even thousands of women were concentrated in an enormous workspace directed by a male office manager who was able to keep close watch on their every move, except, of course, in the ladies room and after-work meeting places.

Mills reserves some of his most biting observations for the section on work in the modern workplace. In contrast to craftsmanship, intellectual or manual:


Underneath virtually all experience of work today, there is a fatalistic feeling that work per se is unpleasant. One type of work, or one particular job, is contrasted with another type, experienced or imagined, within the present world of work; judgments are rarely made about the world of work as presently organized as against some other way of organizing it, so also, satisfaction from work is felt in comparison with the satisfactions of other jobs.

(229)



White-collar employees, Mills argues, are deprived of “work as purposive human activity” (217) and for this reason seek other satisfactions to compensate for the decline of work as the heart of meaning in life (218–219). His discourse on work remarkably parallels Karl Marx’s famous essay in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts on alienated labor. For Marx, labor is equated not with work as an instrumental activity, organized to produce specific products or yield income for other purposes, but with purposive human activity that mediates our relationship to nature. Labor is transformative of both nature and human nature, and just as labor changes nature, so nature changes us. Capitalism modifies that relationship because it separates humans from nature, or, rather, nature becomes pure instrumental object and we “forget” that we are part of natural history. Some own the means of material production and appropriate the labor of others. Alienation is the result of the concentration of ownership in few hands, the division of labor between mental and manual work, and work rationalization in which routine replaces the worker’s initiative.

Alienation remains, for Mills, the basis for the popular acceptance of mass culture and mass consumption as the real purposes of life. The implication of Mills’s analysis is that the demise of the “gospel of work” as meaningful activity and its replacement by instrumentalism in which income is its only “meaning” constitutes the foundation of his judgment that leisure reigns supreme as the object of human activity in the modern world. But Mills also calls attention to the decline of the family and the community as the principal sites of human relationships.


As the work sphere declines in meaning and gives no inner direction and rhythm to life, so have community and kinship circles declined as ways of “fixing man into society.” In the old craft model, work sphere and family coincided; before the Industrial Revolution, the home and the workshop were one. Today, this is so only in certain smaller-bourgeois families, and there it is often seen by the young as repression.

(237)



In these ruminations we can see Mills’s nostalgia for a bygone time. Marx, no critic of industrialism, believed that, however onerous, the introduction of mass production would resolve the scourge of human existence: chronic scarcity that led to work without end. Mills finds no occasion to praise the achievements of modern capitalism. Instead, even though the young rankle under the authority of the household in which work and life were unified, the alternative is radically worse.

Where are the institutions capable of providing meaning to working life? The short answer has frequently been a socially conscious labor movement that goes beyond seeking to raise wages and secure dignified working conditions. While industrial unions in the 1930s and 1940s helped to raise living standards in monetary terms, they turned away from the objective of addressing the labor process itself. White-collar unions, no more than their much more powerful industrial counterparts, have patterned themselves on the tendency of the rest of organized labor to focus rather narrowly on the employment contract—wages, working conditions, and benefits. They do not deal with “work and life.” In short, despite the dramatic success of public-sector white-collar unionism from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s, the unions have refused the task of addressing the unique position of the new middle class in society.

A little more than a decade after the appearance of Mills’s study, the American labor movement, after thirty years of consolidation of its Depression-era gains in the industrial workplace, experienced a second coming: the 1960s and early 1970s was an era of intense white-collar organizing, first in health care and then among the millions of government employees at federal, state, and local levels. Some of the most dramatic gains were made among teachers, whose two major unions, taken together, are now America’s largest, with a combined membership of almost four million. But, chiefly at the municipal and state governments, unions made huge strides among clerical workers, including in universities. By the mid-1970s, more than a third of public employees were in unions, and the proportion was much higher in education. Unionism sank roots among the professoriate as well. But it did not take long before these organizations fit themselves into the already established union models forged in production and transportation: the point of work was now to enable the worker to consume more on the basis of a labor contract that secured her job from the ups and downs of the economy and the arbitrary whims of the managers and that provided steady raises and a measure of health and pension benefits. Their chief goal was job and retirement security and, only occasionally, did they concern themselves with the totality of their members’ lives, let alone the lives of working people in general. Where unions concerned themselves with the work world per se rather than merely its monetary rewards or with issues facing their members such as housing, education, and recreation, these were the exceptions to the rule.

At the same time, organized labor recorded few gains among white-collar workers in private-sector institutions such as banks and insurance companies, head offices of large and medium-sized corporations, and among the vast sales force that worked in department stores and for firms that sold material goods, insurance, and other services. Most labor leaders believed these employees were beyond the scope of collective bargaining because they identified with their employers and, in fact, were understood as being part of management. While this perspective was usually tacitly rather than explicitly held, after the 1940s—which witnessed a significant Left-led union effort to organize New York Bank employees—unions made only sporadic efforts to organize private-sector white-collar and professional employees.

In this regard, it is interesting that Mills mentions this CIO drive to organize white-collar employees and notes that it was tangled with the efforts of CIO leaders to rid themselves of communists, who, they thought, were leading the drive. But he offers no evaluation of the drive itself. In fact, by 1947, a left-wing CIO affiliate, the United Office and Professional Workers (UOPWA), had recruited more than twelve thousand Wall Street bank employees, made some inroads in the publishing industry, and had organized a number of small offices in the wholesale sector. When leaders of the UOPWA refused to sign the anticommunist oath required under the Taft-Hartley amendments to the labor relations law, the banks moved quickly to decertify the results of the government-supervised elections. In the main, the banks were able to defeat the union, whose officers finally signed the affidavits and took their remaining membership into a larger retail and wholesale union.

As a result of the demise of the UOPWA, the vast and growing army of white-collar employees was literally at the mercy of the media, the sales effort, and a political system that mercilessly manipulated them for its own advantage. For Mills, the new middle class was the core constituency of mass society and mass culture. They were the prime targets as well as the constituency of what, later, he was to term the “cultural apparatus.” Neither its labor nor its location in society was conducive to its ability to play an independent role:


No longer is the framework within which a man lives fixed by traditional institutions. Mass communications replace tradition as a framework of life. Being thus afloat, the metropolitan man finds a new anchorage in the spectator sports, the idols of mass media, and other machineries of amusement.

So, the leisure sphere—and the machinery of amusement in terms of which it is now organized—becomes the center of character-forming influences, of identification models; it is what one man has in common with another; it is a continuous interest….

The amusement of hollow people rests on their own hollowness and does not fill it up; it does not calm or relax them, as old middle-class frolics and jollification may have done; it does not re-create their spontaneity in work, as in the craftsman model. Their leisure diverts them from the restless grind of their work by the absorbing grind of passive enjoyment of glamour and thrills. To modern man leisure is the way to spend money, work is the way to make it. When the two compete, leisure wins hands down.

(238)



THE ROUTINIZATION OF THE INTELLECT

We recall Karl Mannheim’s statement that only the intellectuals are truly capable of detachment from the limits on thought and action imposed by classes in contemporary society. Without their dispassion and incessant criticism of the status quo in science, culture, and politics, society would surely degenerate into a morass of squabbling and stagnation. But if intellectuals are the seat of critical thinking and new ideas with which to confront the new conditions of life, Mills finds them wanting, mainly because they have lost their freedom to think against the grain. The chapter titled “Brains, Inc.” begins with Mannheim’s perspective of intellectuals’ “relatively classless” position, which qualifies them for a degree of freedom not available to other social formations, but it concludes with a grim reminder that they have been thoroughly incorporated as part of the bureaucracies of the media and other corporate organizations:


Bureaucracy increasingly sets the conditions of intellectual life and controls the major market for its products. The new bureaucracies of state and business, of party and voluntary association, become the major employers of intellectuals and the main customers for their work. So strong has the demand for technical and ideological intelligentsia of all sorts become that it might even be said that a new patronage system of a complicated and sometimes indirect kind has arisen. Not only the New Deal, Hollywood, and the Luce enterprises, but business concerns of the most varied types, as well that curious set of institutions clustering around Stalinism, have come to play an important role in the cultural and marketing life of the intellectual.

(149)



In fact, Mills ends by challenging the judgment according to which the postwar intellectual is a free agent in the age of corporate capitalism. Mature capitalism extends its reach beyond the market for ordinary commodities into culture. Insofar as culture is a contested ideological terrain, its transformation into a commodity and crucial aspect of power goes hand in hand with the subordination of the free intellectual into a well-paid salaried employee. Even the Hollywood writer is a servant of the company; Mills allows that perhaps the playwright remains autonomous, but not the academic.

Mills writes, “Although the large universities are still relatively free places in which to work, the trends that limit the independence of intellect are not absent there. The professor is, after all, an employee, subject to what this fact involves.” One of the entailments of this fact is the “vague general fear, sometimes called discretion and good judgment—which leads to self-intimidation and finally becomes so habitual that the scholar is unaware of it” (151). Science, like communications and technical machinery, is mobilized for “the creation and diffusion of new symbolic fortifications for the new and largely private powers these bureaucracies represent” and incorporated in a “research cartel to which researchers must turn out elaborate studies and accurately timed releases, buttressing” the established powers (153–154). Indeed, in the wake of the decline of any sort of effective political opposition—save for a handful of marginal groups—the intellectual is no longer a political agent either. “The recoil from detachment and the falling into line seem more organized, more solidly rooted in the centralization of power and its rationalization of modern society as a whole” (155).

The passing of the free intellectual has given rise to the “technician” of existing powers. “Intellectual activity that does not have relevance to established money is not likely to be highly valued” (156). The intellectual cum administrator, “idea man,” and publicist has been made solidly middle class, part of the apparatuses of power rather than their independent critic. Even Hollywood takes note of this phenomenon. About the same time as White Collar’s publication, films such as All the King’s Men, Robert Penn Warren’s fictional biography of the Louisiana politician Huey Long, may be read as a tale of power’s demand that the intellectual be a technician or face oblivion. And Born Yesterday, a hilarious 1950 comedy about Washington political corruption in the interest of business, also features a subplot of an intellectual hired to keep the businessman’s girlfriend busy by teaching her literature and philosophy, ironically, a pastime that turns into a reversal of their relationship as she is exposed to the Enlightenment ideal of critical thinking. She turns against her boyfriend and the congressman in his pocket and becomes the intellectual her paid mentor can no longer be.

The degree to which the unions have internalized the prevailing relationship of ideas to power was reflected in their treatment of salaried intellectuals. In rare instances, intellectuals functioned as idea men to progressive union leaders. For example, as we have seen, Walter Reuther, the long-time president of the UAW, had a “kitchen” cabinet consisting in large measure of intellectuals who performed staff (that is, appointed) roles. A vice president of the union, Irving Bluestone, who directed the union’s huge General Motors department, was an intellectual, a rare case for a line (that is, elected) officer who held a major post. In our own time, the president of one of the largest unions, the Service Employees, assembled a group of intellectual/technicians to advise him on matters of strategy and organizational tactics. But for the most part, while the technician may stroll the corridors of union power, the boundaries between staff members and elected leaders are fairly rigid. Like appointed cabinet members of the executive branch of governments, they serve at the pleasure of the chief executive. In this respect, although Mills understood that staffers were somewhat influential in his favorite union, the UAW, he also noted their essential subordination.

Mills’s ruminations on the transformation of intellectuals into technicians of power in modern U.S. society and their middle-class identity, combined with his general skepticism of the possibility of the emergence of an effective radical opposition party in which intellectuals could play a critical role, poses significant questions for the future of democratic society. He concluded that the institutions of mass communications, of culture, and of economic, political, and social organizations have little or no room for critical thought, much less self-criticism. What is left is a politics of despair manifested in the absurd claim that American politics is ruled by consensus, a description and assessment of which Mills provides at the end of this book.

BACK TO THE FUTURE

The last chapter of White Collar is perhaps Mills’s sharpest statement on the state of U.S. politics; it is certainly the most bracing. It purports to explore what he calls “white-collar mentality” or political consciousness, but as the chapter unfolds it is plain that Mills intends to embrace the question of political consciousness per se under modern capitalism:


Our most familiar model of political consciousness is liberalism, which in focusing on the individual citizen has tried to enlarge his rights, his formal opportunities to act politically and to be political. It has assumed that once given the rights, the individual citizen would naturally become politically alerted and act on his political interests.

(324)



But, citing Walter Lippmann’s celebrated argument made in the early 1920s, Mills notes the “great gap between individual men and … the events and decisions of power” (324–325). For Mills, as for Lippmann, the political experience of the individual citizen is always mediated by the propaganda machine. In the first place, neither liberalism nor its main alternative, Marxism, takes account of mass media as the provider of a pseudoenvironment filled with stereotypes to fill the gap between the public and the corridors of power. Marxism, which attempts to foment insurgency, and liberalism, which seeks reform in order to reinforce popular loyalty to the established order, both assert that once people become aware of their interests, they will act rationally. Echoing his earlier criticism of pragmatism’s inadequate grasp of psychological factors accounting for mass political indifference, Mills argues that this indifference is a “major sign of both the impasse of liberalism and the collapse of socialist hopes. It is also the heart of the political malaise of our time” (326). These observations are uttered in the aftermath of World War II, which witnessed a period of relative economic prosperity and exemplary political stability and where, in one of Mills’s prescient statements, public issues are experienced as “private troubles.” The core of Mills’s critique of contemporary politics is this: After World War I, “the individual became a spectator of everything, rather than an experiencer of what he earned by virtue of what he was becoming.” Consequently, “some time after World War I, American democracy, no longer a widespread confidence and an authentic social feeling, became an objective for official propaganda. It became official and conventional” (329). As the Cold War was in its infancy, Mills defines America in the era of the emerging American empire: citizens no longer experience the social world in its complexity; few even want to “take it big.” On the contrary, the world had been divided into fragments; life is increasingly experienced only in particulars.

Under these conditions, the liberal definition of what constitutes political participation narrows to measurements of how many citizens exercise their formal voting franchise. But, according to Mills, “to vote is not necessarily to be politically involved; nor failure to vote to be politically alienated” (331). However, for most of the twentieth century until the present, participation has rarely exceeded half of the eligible electorate. Some political commentators interpret this fact as an indication that most Americans are satisfied with the political system, even if they have lost confidence in specific national and local administrations or legislative bodies. Mills disagrees. In his view, voting has become a ritual performance for those who go to the polls and a statement of “no confidence” among the abstainers. If the heart of a genuinely democratic political system is an active citizenry, where decisions affecting their lives are widely shared regardless of bureaucratic or elected position or economic power, the American political system is democratic only in formal terms.

Mills insists that “the forms and contents of political consciousness [including class consciousness] or their absence, cannot be understood without reference to the world created and sustained by these media, [which are] the common denominator of American experience, feeling, belief and aspiration” (334). The media “trivialize issues into personal squabbles rather than humanizing them by asserting their meaning for you and me.” Mills’s main criticism of the media is that it holds “a monopoly on the ideological dead; they spin records of political emptiness” (335). To the question of why “mass communications agencies contain such persistently non-political or false content,” he replies that it is not enough to enumerate the vested interest of the media in sustaining and reproducing these falsehoods or to cite “the psychology of mass apathetic or misinformed individuals” (337). Instead, we must look to the social structure for an adequate explanation of both apathy and the enormous influence of the media.

While noting rising living standards and the remarkable postwar economic growth fueled by technological innovation, Mills strikes a dissident chord: “there is very little difference between the two parties that monopolize American politics” (346), and there has never been a real alternative political formation to challenge them. The reason: the social structure that supports this arrangement has “drained” nearly all of the opposition leaders. In the absence of a significant opposition, American politics is virtually a one-party system in which “impersonal manipulation has replaced authority” (345). In this vortex, the individual feels powerless to change anything; his voice is silenced. Thus there is, for the most part, no public debate about fundamental principles or, indeed, vital political issues of any sort.

So the problem for the new middle class is that neither political awareness nor political organization is present to oppose the monopoly of knowledge and power that prevails in American society. In this respect, it is important to understand how deeply Mills is at odds with the emergent intellectual common sense. Although David Riesman in his widely read The Lonely Crowd (1950) parallels Mills’s insights about the salaried middle class (indeed, Mills claimed that Riesman’s work is, in part, the result of long conversations between them), Riesman does not draw political implications from his analysis. Most sociologists, political scientists, and journalists were busy celebrating economic prosperity and asserting that social rule was dispersed by a multiplicity of interest groups, none of which, according to them, remotely held a monopoly of political power. And they ignored the concentration and centralization of economic power or, if duly noted, insisted that phenomena such as oligopoly were decoupled from politics and the state. As we have seen, Mills took seriously the work of Robert Brady and Franz Neumann, each of whom argued that business was a system of political as much as economic power, as the state and the large corporations had become inextricably intertwined—and not only in fascist or openly totalitarian societies. In the end, the media’s effect on political consciousness was very powerful but could be understood only in the context of the prevailing economic and political concentration of power. For Mills, to expect the media to take an independent position with respect to this power was unrealistic. American institutions were in the thrall of big business and a state that tended to do its bidding. And the media provided no genuine counterweight. This was the ultimate cause of the remarkable, uneasy conformity that marked American politics and culture.

WHITE COLLAR AND ITS CRITICS

Unlike The New Men of Power, whose reception was mainly favorable but largely confined to the labor periodicals and a small number of academic journals, White Collar was widely reviewed in newspapers, magazines, and numerous scholarly journals. It marked Mills’s arrival as a leading social critic and political intellectual and, as was appropriate to his new status, evoked harsh criticism, approbation, and many shades of opinion in between. D. W. Brogan, a major British social commentator of the 1930s and 1940s, found it a “stimulating and lively book.” Writing in the radical magazine New International, Gordon Haskell said it was an “exceptionally valuable contribution” to the growing debate about the new middle class but quarreled with Mills’s generally pessimistic evaluation of its political potential. In contrast to Mills’s “despair” about the state of U.S. society, Haskell offers radical hope, but only if the working class and its organizations are able to lead the other oppressed and alienated strata. However, that “if” had already been addressed by Mills in his previous study. Since the labor movement was not inclined to break with the prevailing powers, the middle class would remain in stasis. But, writing in The Nation, Irving Howe, who at the time shared many of Haskell’s political predilections, praised the book for its “slashing attack” on the assumptions at the heart of American illusions about the middle class: individualism, the myth of its economic independence, and the pervasive belief that it was upwardly mobile. He called the book “high spirited, polemical and often brilliant” but faulted Mills for the omission of schoolteachers from his analysis and for his crude account of the position of professors, which, Howe believed, still included a fair number of dedicated critical scholars and intellectuals. In the end, Howe finds “pleasure” in coming upon a book that brims with “rebelliousness” and is “thoroughly radical in its point of view.” At the same time, Howe predicts that these strengths will be the occasion for harsh critical reception. He was not wrong.

Reviewing David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd and Mills’s White Collar, Barbara Wooton observes that neither author has done “original research.” She faults Mills for failing to “document” his various assertions, thereby missing his strategy of unencumbering the text with the citation apparatus in order to reach a wider audience than his fellow academics. Others writing in academic journals accuse him of excessive “abstraction,” a reference to Mills’s affection for making connections and for linking specific points to broader generalizations. Ultimately, some reviewers were somewhat baffled by his predisposition to combine description with “theory.” Few critics, however, bothered to comment on his “thoroughly radical point of view” or his “rebellious” stance to traditional social scientific methods. They preferred to deplore his lack of case studies, ethnographic material, or explicit interview material, although a careful reading of the text reveals a wealth of empirical detail, including excerpts from interviews, despite the dearth of conventional forms of documentation. In the preponderance of reviews of this kind, it is evident that the writers are reluctant to engage Mills’s politics. They tend to treat the text as a flawed sociological study with, at best, a provocative but unproven thesis.

Writing in the American Journal of Sociology, David Riesman contrasts the book to The New Men of Power, where, despite his razor-sharp critique of the labor leader, Mills holds out hope for the possibilities of a native American radicalism. Riesman concludes that “the mood of White Collar is drab and lacking in hope.” Mills offers, for example, a “bleak” picture of the sales girls and a sense of “hopelessness” that the “sins of modern industrial society can be remedied.” Yet, alone among his contemporary critical detractors, Riesman acknowledges the “partial truth” of Mills’s thesis—partial because, among other omissions, Mills does not report how white-collar workers engage in “sabotage” or even that they have a degree of “joie de vivre” on the job. Nor, according to Riesman, does Mills pay attention to the “ethnic coloring” of Irish and Italians to white-collar work, where the attainment of this status has “meaning” to people who have traditionally been consigned to the lower rungs of the occupational and social ladders. In sum, Riesman accuses Mills of “robbing the white collar people … of any ethnic, religious, or cultural dye,” thus missing an important and positive aspect of their situation. Moreover, argues Riesman (in anticipation of later objections to mass society theory), Mills’s account of the media misses the “considerable variation” of programming. For Riesman, the media is “less insipid, and certainly less anti-revolutionary” than in Mills’s account. While praising Mills for his willingness to take on the “big questions,” Riesman holds out more promise for white-collar people. Riesman’s criticism is consistent, in the main, with the generally optimistic perspective of what became mainstream sociology in the 1950s. For despite his own gloomy description of the middle class in The Lonely Crowd, he was inclined to stress the positive aspects of American society. Moreover, in the wake of the enormous growth of the new middle class, by discounting their chance to participate, let alone lead a new political insurgency, Mills is, in fact, offering too absolute a message of decline and despair.

If, despite his bow to Mills’s intellectual ambition, Riesman remains a civil yet damning detractor of Mills central thesis, the most sweeping condemnation was that of a sometime mentor, Dwight Macdonald. Recall that Macdonald had recently terminated publication of his independent radical magazine, politics, for which Mills contributed several pieces. More to the point, Macdonald had offered Mills a prominent role in the editorial group of the magazine, which Mills refused. Still, they remained close and constant correspondents. So when, in 1952, Macdonald’s review appeared in the iconic intellectual journal Partisan Review under the title “Abstraction Ad Absurdum,” Mills tried not to lose his temper, which he was well known for doing, and attempted to find grounds for reconciliation with his old friend. Given the tone of the review, the task proved to be beyond difficult, because Macdonald was on his way to renouncing politics altogether, not only his militant anarchist stance. In fact, he was turning to film criticism for mainstream magazines, a career that kept him out of the political wars for the next quarter of a century.

Macdonald finds the book “boring to the point of unreadability” and a failure, even though Mills attempts to emulate the examples of Helen and Robert Lynd’s classic work Middletown, Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class, and Marx’s Capital. He is faulted for his “heavy Marxist apocalyptic style,” and even when his observations are correct he lacks the talent to plant his points in the reader’s imagination. But even “as propaganda or special pleading the book is no good for the simple reason that the author fails to make clear what he is propagandizing for and who the client is.” The book, Macdonald suggests, disguises the fact that Mills finds the emergent society beyond understanding but refuses to admit his confusion. In short, Mills is accused of a “lack of ideas.”14

Mills notes the “political failure of intellectual nerve” and gives an example of some who left politics by becoming salaried employees of organizations such as those controlled by Henry Luce (the publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune, among others). Surely Macdonald was among the few intellectuals who refused the path of patriotism during the war; indeed, he was among its more eloquent public opponents. But Mills’s portrait corresponds to Macdonald’s decision to renounce politics in the early 1950s for a salaried position in mainstream journalism. It may not be far-fetched to speculate that Macdonald could have read this sardonic section as a commentary on his own chosen path. That Macdonald’s review contains a brief, plainly defensive discussion of Mills on the fate of many postwar intellectuals in and out of the academy is an indication that, even among his supporters like Howe, the author had struck a nerve.

What is so excruciating about Mills’s deeply discouraging portrait of intellectuals is that the historical expectation of them is that they keep critical thought alive. “Free” intellectuals were usually a marginal figure in Western societies, largely because they chose the precarious life of the freelance writer, eking out a living by contributing to “little magazines,” copyediting for publishing houses, or taking temporary teaching jobs in universities. What made them free was their independence from bureaucratic organizations and the steady salaries that came with staff jobs. Mills, who went from graduate school straight to the academy, was reflecting on his own choices, and, to a degree, Macdonald had nailed him on this account. Yet he managed to remain an outsider, albeit one who was perennially in conflict with colleagues owing largely to his predisposition not to spare them critical scrutiny. With only a few exceptions, he did not participate in the grant-writing game and, save his stint in the Bureau of Applied Social Research, where, as noted previously, his battles with Paul Lazarsfeld became legendary, he only sought and accepted a Guggenheim grant and several visiting professorships, mainly to get away from Columbia and undergraduate teaching for a while.

Mills’s troubled relationships with people closest to him at various points in his professional and political life may be explained as a character flaw. He was a tempestuous personality who often rubbed his admirers, such as Harvey Swados, the wrong way. In his memorial to Mills, which acknowledged his contribution to social and political thought, Swados complained that Mills was so self-involved that he lacked curiosity about his friend’s problems and concerns. As we shall see, toward the end of his life Mills felt more comfortable in Europe than in his native land, perhaps because he had burned so many bridges. But he was also celebrated by his British friends and by intellectuals in other countries. In the United States, his following among peers was thin and his reputation disputed. Yet his political isolation—and extraordinary intellectual courage—has left both a legacy and example to several generations of rising political intellectuals, and for that, Macdonald’s judgment notwithstanding, his mark is still felt.

A FREE RADICAL IN A CONFORMIST LAND

What Mills contributed to our collective understanding of the emergence of the new middle class is nothing less than an articulation of the relation of its economic and social character in the societies of advanced capitalism to its political and ideological significance. Moreover, Mills provided a class underpinning to the development of mass society and culture. David Riesman anticipated later critiques of the idea of mass society and especially the massification of culture, but Mills’s description and analysis helps account for the refusal, not to say failure, of the new middle class to become a political actor in its own right. His identification of consumerism as the twentieth century’s content of what we mean by leisure as a major social force was more concrete than the general statements of the Critical Theorists and more systematic than the rich but anecdotal description of Kracauer.

That he was accused of not displaying the social scientific apparatus that constituted the basis of his theses may say more about the degree to which all forms of theory had become “academic” rather than being available to the general reader. With White Collar, even more than The New Men of Power—where data occupied a prominent place in the narrative—Mills was actively in quest of a wider public for his ideas and was consciously seeking to avoid the fate of much of the social sciences and philosophy, which had been effectively locked in the walls of academe.

In these terms, Mills’s exploration of the new middle class marks his becoming a public political intellectual, a situation that most of his colleagues scrupulously avoided, especially after World War II, when to be a radical intellectual condemned one to hostile scrutiny, if not persecution. While it is true that one of his models, John Dewey, succeeded in penetrating the mainstream, he did so as a member of the liberal center. It is also the case that Mills’s other model, Thorstein Veblen, whose Theory of the Leisure Class is arguably the founding document of the concept of mass society, suffered for his refusal to conform to the narrow protocols of mainstream economic thought. Both Veblen and Mills managed to attract a small coterie of intellectual followers for their dissenting work. But Mills was to join Dewey in influencing two generations of political activists, just as Dewey became the leading guide for progressive educators.15 This aspiration helps explain why Mills devoted so much attention to perfecting a rhetoric that could expand his audience to those in the liberal center who were not academics and why his politics of citation made his references relatively sparse. For, if at the outset of his academic career he was anxious to acquire respectable credentials in order to influence his discipline and its related domains, by the early 1950s the project had shifted to another terrain: the general reader, most of whom were liberals, and the new media of mass communication. To establish a reputation there, Mills needed a different apparatus. And for this move, he earned few plaudits from those still ensconced in the rituals of scholarly performance.


5

On Social Psychology and Its Historical Contexts

The Origin of Psychology as an Independent Discipline

The disciplines of social science made a relatively late entrance in Western thought. For centuries after Galileo and Copernicus forged the contours of modern physical sciences, social relations were considered beyond the scope of the sciences. Consequently, as late as the nineteenth century they were taken as objects of political and moral philosophy; natural science tried to reduce society and social relations to the categories of physics and biology, a tendency that has, in recent years, been revived by the reductionist wing of the discipline of neuropsychology, whose advocates believe that we can discover the sources of virtually all emotional and mental phenomena in the brain. The situation was so dire for the development of the autonomous social sciences that Émile Durkheim, one of the founders of modern sociology, insisted, at the turn of the twentieth century, that society be considered a “social fact,” a declaration that signified its refusal to be reduced to natural science. Similarly, although from different premises, Wilhelm Dilthey made the argument that the methods of the natural sciences were inapplicable to the human sciences because, in contrast to the objects of the physical world, humans interact with one another on the basis of subjectivity. On the other hand, whereas Max Weber held that the object of sociological investigation was to achieve “understanding”—a formulation that followed the neo-Kantian view that the nature of human interactions precluded scientific reduction—Durkheim followed natural scientific thinking in his determination to discover “laws” of human relations that were specific to its own level of reality.1

Until the later decades of the nineteenth century, only political economy, psychology, and ethnology (later termed “anthropology”) enjoyed a degree of recognition in academic institutions. What studies that are now called sociology and political science were subsumed under the terms “social and political philosophy.” Political economy’s birth as a legitimate intellectual discourse coincided with the rise of industrial capitalism, but its origins went back to Aristotle’s Politics. At the heart of political economy are questions concerning the distribution of society’s presumed scarce resources and the surpluses arising from the difference between the value of commodities and their costs of production: labor, raw materials, administration, and other overhead. That political economy partially escaped the hegemony of the natural sciences may be ascribed, chiefly, to the perception by business that it needed a science to guide its day-to-day practices that went beyond bookkeeping. However, it was not until the eighteenth century that theories that combined politics, which was defined as the rules of distribution among the classes of society, and economics, defined as the “laws” of supply and demand, came into their own.

These early writers understood that categories such as markets, value, and commodities were, under capitalism, intrinsically political. The production, distribution, and consumption of goods were both exchanges of equivalents based on the amount of labor embodied in them and inherently unequal. The eighteenth-century economic theorists knew, with Rousseau, that the origins of inequality were built into property ownership and that far from being an “equalizer,” the market reproduces inequality not only of wealth and poverty but in terms of social and political privilege as well. By the turn of the nineteenth century, political economy already had a canon of “classical” theoretical texts. Among the most prominent were Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations and The Theory of Moral Sentiments, David Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, Thomas Malthus’s Principle of Population, and the works of William Petty and the French physiocrats.2

Ethnology was a research practice and characteristically disdained its designation as a “science.” It was closely associated with the era of mercantile exploration of “exotic” lands, generally inhabited by so-called primitive peoples and then colonialism. Ethnology’s impetus, like other social studies, especially sociology and psychology, was in how to find techniques of discipline and regulation of populations that might otherwise resist the blandishments and “unquestionable” benefits of civilization. Researchers such as Lewis Henry Morgan, Johann Jakob Bachofen, and others studied so-called primitive peoples and were often funded by commercial interests and the state in conjunction with their colonial aspirations, a form of financial support that has carried into the twenty-first century, but now in the service of the war machine. Whatever the sponsorship, these investigators produced an impressive body of knowledge that only became an academic discipline in the twentieth century.

Psychology, associated with Wilhelm Wundt and Wilhelm von Humboldt, whose work in linguistics and education were also coded as psychology, emerged in the mid-nineteenth century. In its early days, psychology attracted the interest of a wide range of scientists, including neurologists, physiologists, and biologists, and, at least in its nascent manifestation, was considered by many to be a natural science. This interest was prompted, in the main, by the effects of industrialization and urbanization on human emotions and behavior among the rising new middle classes of professionals and administrators. In particular, psychological science was stimulated by “new” phenomena such as mental depression, neurosis, hysteria, and madness, which were now afflicting industry magnates and the professional classes, not just the subordinate classes, for whom incarceration had traditionally been the approved mode of treatment. The professional and upper classes could not easily be imprisoned, so a series of treatment regimes, including a network of sanitaria for the more severely mentally ill, were constructed.

It is no accident that the early psychoanalytic practitioners, such as Sigmund Freud, Joseph Breuer, Pierre Janet, and Wilhelm Fleiss, treated patients recruited almost exclusively from the ruling and professional classes. This was not only because these families could afford the relatively high cost of intensive, long-term treatment but also stemmed from the perception that incarceration, except in the form of fairly comfortable residential country estates, was unnecessary for those who suffered what came to be called “neurosis,” a treatable version of emotional distress. In this regard, it is important to note that it was not until the 1920s that a small fraction of German and Austrian psychoanalysts turned their attention to members of the working class under the aegis of social-democratic-minded followers of Freud (himself a sympathizer of the Social Democrats) and forged links with trade union organizations.3

It was not until Jacques Lacan in the 1930s and 1940s and R. D. Laing in the 1950s that a small fraction of psychoanalysts turned their attention to acute mental illness. For the others, including Freud, diseases like schizophrenia were considered simply beyond the scope of clinical psychoanalysis, although not beyond theory. For the mainstream of clinical psychologists and psychiatrists, these illnesses were considered essentially incurable, and they even refused to explore their etiology; like Kant’s noumena, the sources of schizophrenia were considered unknowable, especially when patients were unable to articulate coherently the dreams and other experiences that provide the basis for analysis. Psychoanalysis did not shrink from making diagnoses and even invented a complex series of categories to describe severe mental illnesses, but it found no treatment regimes that could ameliorate, let alone cure, these afflictions. It was left to biochemical research to discover drugs that were able to address a limited range of symptoms.

Armed with phenomenology’s refusal to surrender to the “things themselves,” Laing and his collaborator David Cooper tried to bracket the social prejudice inherited from medical science as much as from common sense and attempted to discover (and enter) the underlying world of the schizophrenic, rather than resorting to a quick diagnosis that effectively relieved the psychoanalyst of responsibility for addressing the “illness.” Their findings, although incomplete, purported to discover that people “afflicted” with the illness, rather than suffering a deficit, actually lived in another reality with its own rules. This discovery has been widely ignored in the psychology profession; instead, medically trained psychiatrists are content to prescribe ameliorative drugs to alleviate “bipolar” symptoms, as a common variety of schizophrenia has been termed.4 For the most part, even as it has posited universal categories from which diagnosis proceeds (the unconscious; the psychic structure with its tripartite components, id, ego, and superego; the pleasure and reality principles; concepts such as neurosis and psychosis; bipolarity; etc.), psychoanalysis has mostly restricted itself to treating individuals. Yet it was Freud himself, in the his critique of Gustav LeBon’s study The Crowd, who introduced the possibility that psychoanalytic concepts could be applied to social phenomena, particularly collective mass political behavior, which were, and often are, treated by the authorities as “riots” perpetrated by out-of-control mobs or crowds. Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego argues that the “the group is led by the unconscious,” just as individuals are, so that the lines between individual and group psychology are “blurred.” Thus the behavior of crowds obeyed a similar rationality to that of individuals: dependency on and rebellion against the father figure as the symbol of domination, frustration born of conditions of life that block emotional discharge, and surrender of the individual ego ideal to the group ideal. These, in Wilhelm Reich’s account, feed into the sadomasochistic character, a key element of the authoritarian personality. Absent, in Freud’s account, is the notion that large-scale demonstrations, which authorities typically treat as irrational expressions, are born of a combination of these psychoanalytic features with legitimate social grievances.

Wilhelm Reich, Otto Fenichel, and Siegfried Bernfeld were among Freud’s more politically minded students and followers, and they insisted that psychoanalysis, fused with Marxism, could yield a fruitful social psychology, especially of fascism and other authoritarian tendencies, such as anti-Semitism. Their insights, broadly incorporated in the study The Authoritarian Personality, written by Theodor Adorno and others, dominated the field in the era of the rise of fascist states. Mills viewed The Authoritarian Personality as an extremely influential work.

But it was Reich’s Character Analysis (1933) and his 1935 study The Mass Psychology of Fascism that developed most fully the key concept linking psychoanalytic categories with politics and especially political ideologies. In Character Analysis, Reich generated the concepts that constituted the basis for the popular reception of authoritarianism. Essentially, he followed Freud’s lead that in order to understand why and how social movements and political ideologies succeed in achieving a mass following it was not enough to evoke the categories of propaganda or overt physical coercion of workers’ movements and minorities such as Jews, Gypsies, and communists. An analysis of political ideologies is necessary but not sufficient: theory must explore the vulnerabilities of humans that reach beyond rational programs or charismatic leadership. If humans have no inner life, they can be manipulated at will by powerful external forces. Whether by design or by intuition, the fascists were extremely sensitive to those sections of the population that had already developed a sadomasochistic character but were largely apolitical and, for this reason, were prone to respond affirmatively to their reactionary appeals.

Reich disputed the conventional wisdom that the mass base of fascism was largely confined to the petty bourgeoisie and insisted that its reach had penetrated sections of the working class as well. Reich treated fascism as a serious social movement, not merely the tool of the “most reactionary sector of the capitalist class,” as many on the political Left had argued. Instead, he demonstrated that fascism was a highly sophisticated ideology that integrated a variety of components, such as racial superiority, anti-Semitism, patriotism, and the transformation of political leadership in the images of the punishing and dominating father. Hitler called the German people—and not only the middle classes, as most opponents believed—to mystical greatness by a combination of aspirations to empire, achieved by means of war, and measures to insure racial purity. Under conditions of the economic desperation shared by large sections of all the classes and the fragmentation and disarray of the Left, Reich noted that, armed with the dialectic of an elaborate ideology and political program and the deep despair of the masses, the Nazis were likely to succeed. Underlying the success of the Nazis was the mass sadomasochistic character structure upon which they preyed: the desire for subjugation, the will to submission, the mythification of the supreme leader. And, he argued, sadomasochism derived from the dammed-up sexuality that was the consequence of the imposition of repressive sexual morality by family, school, and religious institutions.

Reich’s The Mass Psychology of Fascism first appeared in English translation in 1946 and enjoyed, initially, a wide readership not only among practicing psychoanalysts but also among intellectuals and the politically engaged. Coming on the heels of the war, many were attracted to Reich’s insistence that fascism was continuous with the social and cultural precepts of liberal democracy and, in this respect, did not constitute as sharp a break as had been generally assumed. He argued that the fascist character structure was “patriarchal-acquisitive,” that is, built upon the combination of the authority figure of the dominating father and the capitalist imperative of accumulation.5

Reich’s book was not, of course, the only effort to develop a social psychology based on psychoanalytic categories. Erich Fromm’s Escape from Freedom (1941) was a culmination of his almost decade-long attempt to forge a Freudian social psychology. The starting point for Fromm was his 1932 essay “The Method and Function of an Analytic Social Psychology.” Fromm argues that, despite the preoccupation of most analysts with addressing the emotional complaints of individual middle-class patients, Freud always held that the individual was a social individual and that human psychology had two principal determinants: the instinctual structure (the drives, principally for sexual satisfaction) and life experiences.

As the director of the Frankfurt Institute’s studies of Authority and the Family published in 1936, Fromm, under the general direction of Max Horkheimer, played a leading role in formulating its view that historical materialism could not rely exclusively on economic determination for understanding and explaining political events and historical developments. In concert with Reich’s analysis, historical materialism required an analytic social psychology to understand the specific subjective reception of historical and contemporary events. In fact, the so-called Left Freudians argued that a relatively autonomous subjectivity was constitutive of these historical developments. Although Fromm later rejected the active role of the “drives” (“instincts,” in the inaccurate English translations), he never renounced the proposition that understanding man’s “fears” in the face of the historically evolved possibilities for the achievement of economic, political, and social freedom could help explain both the reasons that fascism was triumphant in the 1920s and 1930s and why we gravitate to authoritarian political and social forms even in liberal democratic societies. Fear was, in Fromm’s conception, still lodged in the unconscious, but unlike his colleague and fellow student—under Freud’s direct tutelage—Reich, he abandoned the central significance of the vicissitudes of sexuality in his social psychology.

In Eros and Civilization, Herbert Marcuse approvingly cites Fromm’s early work on social psychology and particularly his work on the family but subjects his theoretical “deviance,” beginning with Escape from Freedom, to a searching critique. For Marcuse, Fromm became a significant figure in the decline of psychoanalytic social theory when he moved away from the dialectic between drives (instincts) and social experience. Marcuse argues that in the United States Fromm came under the influence of ego psychology, the revisionist movement that all but abandoned the role of the biologically rooted drives in the development of human character. It is arguable that Marcuse’s critique of Freud’s greatest work of social psychology, Civilization and Its Discontents, in which Freud is condemned for having surrendered the struggle for human freedom to the repressive demands of capitalist production, relies heavily on Reich’s reassertion and elaboration of the fundamental importance of liberating the pleasure principle, in the form of unfettered sexuality, for achieving happiness. Fromm is taken to task for a similar concession when he abandons the crucial argument that pleasure is the ground of happiness. Marcuse, following the precepts of critical theory, refused the positive implication that happiness can be achieved without a complete transformation of economic, political, and social relations under capitalism. All we can hope for is critical self-consciousness. Still, Adorno and his collaborators continued to draw upon Fromm’s insight into the relations between parent and child in the nuclear family in their analysis of the formation of the authoritarian personality. Russell Jacoby has shown that the preponderance of German and Austrian refugee psychoanalysts left their politics in Europe when they migrated to the United States.6 Despite his own critique, it cannot be said that he had followed suit. In fact, along with Otto Fenichel, a fierce proponent of Freudian orthodoxy, Fromm remained true to the project of social emancipation and was a lifelong socialist.
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In the first half of the twentieth century, pragmatism in the United States constituted the alternative social psychology to both the “crude” behaviorism of John Watson and the Freudian paradigm. William James and especially George Herbert Mead—whose early philosophical training had been Hegelian—developed a conception of the social self that posited the idea of its formation by means of the internalization of others: in the first place, “significant others” such as family members and peers, and in the second place, the “generalized other,” that is, society. In fact, society turns out to be little more than the institutional, reified forms of the complex of economic, political, and social interactions. In Mead’s conception, beyond biological needs such as hunger and sex there simply is no recognizable psychic structure relatively independent of the social context within which the individual functions. We internalize the Other because the individual is nothing else but a social and socialized animal. Although Mead was a pioneer in the American psychological discourse insofar as, like Freud, he understood the individual as always social, like his fellow pragmatists, he decisively moved away from the dialectic between biological and social relations. Or, to be more precise, the biological is acknowledged but ultimately placed in a negligible role in self-formation or, for that matter, for influencing the character of social relations.

Mead teaches that communication is the key mechanism by which the self is formed. It is through our interactions with other persons, mediated by gesture in the prelinguistic phase of human development and then, crucially, by language with its symbolic structures, that we become members of the community of humans and define our values and aspirations. Interaction, therefore, is marked by the manipulation of symbol and gesture and takes place tacitly, rather than entirely at the level of awareness of individuals involved. While Mead and his school have eschewed the centrality of the category of the unconscious, it lurks as a half-elaborated explanation for the reasons children become responsible adults (hold jobs, play their part in reproducing the social order by raising “well-behaved” children who in turn perform their respective social roles, etc.).

Thus, society is held together principally by the felicitous fact that individuals inevitably internalize the values and norms of the significant and generalized others. These values are reinforced, behaviorally, by the social roles each of us performs: as children or parents in the family and in institutional life, spanning the workplace, organized religion, social and political clubs, and less formal settings. Mead is a self-described social behaviorist. His behaviorism is no more evident than in the fundamental category of “role.” As we play our respective roles—mediated by our social positions—habits are ingrained, and our behavior becomes more regularly attuned to adaptation to social norms. Although Mead is an evolutionist, believing that society “progresses” and that the worldview of modern culture is essentially a dynamic one “and allows for the possibility of genuinely creative change,”7 there is, theoretically, no support beyond the concept of worldview itself for this assertion. In fact, Mead’s theory of socialization, which relies on behavioral norms rather than ideological contingencies, leads to a fairly tight reproductive scheme.

Following the lead of Mead—as well as Shakespeare (“All the world’s a stage”)—Erving Goffman, Talcott Parsons, Herbert Blumer, and Kenneth Burke are among the many sociologists and social thinkers for whom social life is modeled on some elements of the theater: each character “plays a role,” signifies by gesture as well as speech, participates in a “scene” of action, and engages in the drama (or comedy) of narrative. The substructure of Mead’s explanatory models remains behaviorism, with its binary structure according to which humans respond on the basis of pleasure and pain, and the precepts of pragmatism, where human action and concepts of truth are predicated on the consequences of action. Thus ideas no less than selves are intimately linked to the social settings in which they are formed. These settings or contexts are ultimately the criteria upon which people establish their values and their beliefs. These values and beliefs do not correspond to some essential truth, but in James’s blunt statement are ultimately considered “true” because they correspond to our interests and are deemed useful for furthering them. In this respect, Mead and John Dewey temper the instrumentalist theory of truth with an ethics that is prior to consequentialism.8 These socially conditioned values and beliefs become the basis of our evaluations of events, politics, and social relationships. In sum, we are inextricably enmeshed in the web spun by family, religion, and the institutions that constitute the scenes of action.

Mead’s social psychology provided a model for understanding how individuals, whatever their discontents, remain loyal to the social order. He himself was perfectly aware that the economic and political institutions of American society were badly in need of repair. Like his colleague and friend John Dewey, he immersed himself in efforts of social reform and was affiliated with the progressive movements that fought to abolish child labor, set better government regulation of health standards, extend and improve public education, and achieve more economic justice at the workplace. Yet whatever his personal beliefs, his social theory was largely unable to explain, much less understand, the sources of inequality and injustice in society. There is no social class to account for the reproduction of inequality in Mead’s theory, but there is a concept of “social control,” which is an achievement of the process whereby the “I” becomes a “we” and the person adapts to society’s requirements. This occurs as the ego takes itself as its own object, in childhood, and internalizes the other to become a social self. The I/we, just as the I/me (where the “me” is the outcome of reflection) is an expression, at the level of the individual, of the fusion of self and society by which the latter controls the former. Apart from an ethic of more equality, that is, a profound faith in evolutionary social process, chiefly of worldview, pragmatic social psychology, like political pragmatism, lacks a theoretical basis for the analysis of how and why things change; on the contrary, as Parsons shows, except for the volatility of the “personality structure,” a category Parsons borrows from his reading of Freud, there is no scientific basis for predicting social transformation.

For Parsons, following Mead, as long as the cultural sphere plays its role of transmitting the values and norms appropriate to maintaining the given social arrangements, liberal democratic societies are safe, even if the economy fails for a time. What one must conclude is that, in contrast to historical materialism and analytic social psychology, there are no structural foundations for social transformation, except, perhaps, the positing of a cultural ideal such as is provided, for instance, by technological modernity. But if technological innovation can be shown to be a product of economic and social motives, we have left the arena of structural explanation.
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Gerth and Mills initially planned Character and Social Structure as a college textbook in social psychology. While a graduate student at Wisconsin, Mills met the émigré sociologist, Hans Gerth. Although Gerth was not a member of his dissertation committee, there can be little doubt that he became Mills’s mentor and greatest influence. Gerth, who had been a student of Karl Mannheim, introduced Mills to European, especially German sociology, of which Weber was among the two or three leading figures (the others were Ferdinand Tönnies and Georg Simmel). The book’s general outline was conceived in 1941 but, owing to a variety of interruptions, notably Gerth’s internment as a wartime alien and Mills’s multiple book projects and his transfer from Maryland to Columbia in 1945, it was not completed until the early 1950s. A tome of almost five hundred pages, Character and Social Structure was published in 1953.

As we have seen, Mills’s early published work, with the exception of his collaboration with Gerth in their long review of Franz Neumann’s Behemoth, departed from pragmatist premises. It was launched by pragmatism but ultimately veered away from the pragmatist tradition. The collaboration with Gerth that became Character and Social Structure may be understood as a fusion of Mead, Dewey, and Weber. While the authors state that “this volume is in every way a shared endeavor,” a judgment shared by some commentators, it has not prevented others from arguing that Mills was aggressively opportunistic in appropriating Gerth’s ideas. While the charge is particularly salient, perhaps, to their edited collection From Max Weber, for which Gerth provided the bulk of the translations and was clearly the inspiration for much of the commentary, a close reading of Character and Social Structure in the light of Mills’s Sociology and Pragmatism, of their correspondence around the book, and of the essays on the sociology of knowledge shows the degree to which Mills contributed to this work.9 Equally important, as anyone who is familiar with Mills’s style would discern, was his contribution as the lead writer and editor of the volume, as Gerth’s command of written English was not up to professional literary standards.

Gerth’s crucial contribution of following Weber’s approach to understanding social structure and his emphasis on the organization of legitimating orders may have been the origin of the concept that forms the heart of the section “Social Structure”: that society consists of five institutional orders: religious, kinship, economic, political, and military. For the development of character, the kinship and religious orders are fundamental and are consistent with the social psychologies of James and Mead. The religious and kinship orders, supplemented by the informal “others” of social groups and friendships, transmit values and impose the discipline that infuses the conduct of individuals and groups. To these must be added spheres such as symbols, education, technology, and status, “which in contradistinction to the institutional order are rarely, or never autonomous.”10 Nevertheless, they exert considerable, although unequal, influence on the formation of character and conduct. And, as the authors make plain, the spheres function within the frameworks established by the institutional orders. For example, the symbol sphere is a powerful component of the religious institutional order, just as technology and education span the economic, political, and military orders.

Gerth and Mills’s orientation to a pluralistic conception of social structure is configured in terms of three domains: the economic, political, and military orders. Thus, we can see the theoretical framework of what became Mills’s most famous book, The Power Elite, taking form. The argument in Character and Social Structure raises the question of power in terms of role: “by definition, all roles that are instituted, no matter what institutional order, involve distributions of power.”11 The difference between social psychology and the power elite is that social psychology mainly frames the larger social categories in terms of the relation of individuals to the roles that they can play within the hierarchy of institutional orders. Classes and occupations are not denied. But in terms of social and political determination, Mills replaces the idea of social relations of production (classes) as the core of power relations and its corollary that society is dominated by a ruling class of large capitalists and the state. According to Mills, power consists in a closely integrated series of elites perched at the pinnacle of their respective institutional orders. In Gerth and Mills’s theory, the three institutional orders are the joint seats of power, except where society is organized as a theocracy, in which case the religious order (as in contemporary Iran, for instance) plays a dominant role over the others. That, in modern democratic states such as the United States, France, and Great Britain, the military is accorded independent and coequal status with the political and economic orders is a striking departure from the tradition that relegates the military to civilian state control in democratic societies. But Mills and Gerth, writing in the midst of the era of permanent war—which arguably still exists—raise the prospect that liberal democracies have lost some of their autonomy to an authoritarian military order that forges an alliance with large defense contractors and key members of the political elite but is not truly subject to civilian control. In contrast to historical materialism, for which the political directorate at the helm of the state is a relatively autonomous “executive” of the ruling class, autonomous because it acts as a mediating force between various factions of that class but ultimately decides in its collective interests, Gerth and Mills make no statements of priority between the large-scale financial and industrial institutions and the two other orders that share in exercising societal power. Moreover, rather than viewing the military as subordinate to capital and the state, it is accorded independent status: “The military order comprises the legitimate and institutionalized practice of violence. In modern industrial societies the order is of course a department of the state, but the practice of violence has come to be of such outstanding significance that it is convenient to single out the military order for separate analysis.”12

With some important amendments, part 2, the section on character structure, is a summary and specific application of Mead’s social psychology to larger social arrangements. In this section we find all of the familiar Meadian categories: others and the generalized other, roles, reflection, etc. The most interesting amendment, which became one of Mills’s major themes, is the chapter entitled “Biography and Types of Childhood.” The authors attempt to link personal biography, usually assigned to the domain of individual psychology, to the larger social structure.

Building on this, Mills later insists that history and biography are the links that render public events intelligible. The authors’ project is to replace the intellectual and sociological traditions that separate the individual from society with a view that the individual embodies society, which is profoundly formed by patterns of social interaction. Thus, individual biography is always a social biography, because its narrative has both a personal and, typically, a public dimension. We need social-structural studies to discern larger institutional relations, but these are necessary but not sufficient for discerning the main “drift” of any given historical moment. We need to discover how these relations affect “personal lives” and how these lives illuminate, constitute, and, in certain individuals, resist the drift itself. For the sake of illustration, one could trace the birth, growth, and development of a member of the “new” middle class, either in novels or in social-historical investigation, to find the broad tendencies of social relations. And it would by no means be far-fetched to remark that, in this respect, Mills’s trajectory as a public intellectual was conditioned by what he describes as the historical defeat and marginalization of his own class and his attempt to circumvent what he saw as a tendency among fellow academics to descend into the new middle class’s surrender to the existing social order. Such was the method of White Collar, his studies of key labor leaders, and this would inform The Power Elite as well. Each volume of the trilogy was preceded and accompanied by “collective portraits” of representative individuals of the given social type.

Mills’s own family parallels his description of the transformation of the “old” middle class of mainly agricultural proprietors to the “new” middle class of salaried professional and technical occupations. His grandfather was a farmer, and his father was a salesman during the period when millions of farmers were driven from the land by falling agricultural prices, high mortgages and rents, and the consolidation of agriculture by railroad and food processing corporations, in which state and national governments played an important supportive role. So, it may be said that White Collar and The Power Elite are, in part, autobiographical documents.

The chapter on biography and childhood in Character and Social Structure begins with a brief discussion of infancy, where the concept of “organism” is introduced. While acknowledging that “the biological history of every man is limited by his animal ancestry,” the nature of this ancestry is restricted to the ideas of “reflex” responses to “external stimulation” and ultimately interaction.13 Mills and Gerth’s sources are largely works in contemporary childhood psychology that hew to the behaviorist paradigm. Nevertheless, the authors introduce the notion of a “psychic structure,” but, in contrast to classic psychoanalysis, it is defined as a bundle of increasingly differentiated reflexes and is constantly changing in response to (1) external stimuli and (2) sensory-motor development, which, among other skills, equip the child with the capacity for language: “the growth of language in the child is undoubtedly the most important single feature of his development as a person. Language becomes the most important tool in dealing with others and himself.”14 It should be noted that Lacanian psychoanalysis accords enormous significance to the development of language in the adult as well as the child. However, in Lacan’s triadic psychic structure—the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real—the “real,” Lacan’s term for social relations or “society,” is never arrived at except as a retrospective inference.

Mead remained ambivalent concerning Freud. But, even though Character and Social Structure, as we have seen, appropriates some psychoanalytic concepts and refers directly to Freud on several occasions, Mills explicitly rejects the psychoanalytic paradigm, even though he acknowledges his own debt to The Authoritarian Personality and to Max Horkheimer’s work in critical theory, to which Mills had access. Adorno and Horkheimer are profoundly informed in their social psychologies by psychoanalysis and its categories.15 As Axel Honneth has shown, Horkheimer, with whom Mills had a personal acquaintance, relied heavily on Fromm’s program for an analytic social psychology in his early essays as director of the Institute for Social Research.16 What Mills derives from the Frankfurt School theorists is not the process by which they reached political and social conclusions but the conclusions themselves. Despite the conventional wisdom that authoritarianism and liberalism are in conflict, Adorno and Horkheimer held that the authoritarian character structure was consistent with the institutional matrix of liberal democratic states. As we shall see, Mills was deeply suspicious of liberalism in the era of the permanent war economy, its concomitant psychology of fear, and its acquiescence to the emergent militarized polity; it is reasonable to trace this suspicion, in addition to his own observations, to the extensive spadework of the Institute for Social Research in both social psychology and state theory.

The rejection of psychoanalysis in the analysis of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood in favor of behaviorism, pragmatism, and descriptions borrowed from developmental research remains, in my view, descriptively powerful but theoretically incomplete. Or, to be more precise, processes of childhood, youth, and adulthood—three stages of psychological development—are undertheorized. Gerth and Mills survey the emergence of character largely in accordance with the prevailing sociological models of socialization. Character, in their model, is shaped by the various institutional roles persons play, but it has no structural seat of resistance. Consequently, there appears to be no basis other than social contingency to account for dissent, rebellion, and social change. Gerth and Mills actually argue that social change is external to character formation, that it may occur as a result of contradictions of the institutional orders:


By social change we refer to whatever may happen in the course of time to the roles, the institutions, or the orders comprising a social structure, their emergence, growth and decline. Our model of social structure thus provides us with several interconnected units, each of which may undergo quantitative as well as qualitative, microscopic as well as macroscopic change.17



The critical theory of the Frankfurt School posits a rich and autonomous psychic structure as a countervailing force to the admittedly powerful institutions, including what Henri Lefebvre has termed the “bureaucratic society of controlled consumption” and Adorno and Marcuse call “mass culture.” The key components are related but not identical: for critical theory, the key components are the various forms of entertainment that penetrate the pleasure principle (id) and displace its aim from self-direction to subordination to a manipulative, totally administered society. For Lefebvre, the problem is the degradation of everyday life, where routinized activities of the “reproduction of the relations of production” overtake any possibility of creativity and self-determined existence. But what both versions of critical theory have in common is the need to account for both the possibility of change and continuity in society as immanent to the relation of character to social structure. That Mills, toward the end of his life, turned his attention to what he called the “cultural apparatus” reflected his move away from socialization theory and toward critical theory. Nonetheless, he never revisited social psychology and, for this reason, his indictment of the “set-up” had a distinctly moral flavor, even as his analytic chops were never diminished.

Why did Mills reject psychoanalysis as a valuable perspective for social psychology? We know from his letters that he read Freud and other works in the Freudian tradition, so it wasn’t out of ignorance that he concluded psychoanalysis was not worth incorporating into his thinking. I suggest that, although he became deeply critical of Dewey and pragmatism in the 1940s, Mills retained a deep suspicion, even hostility, to “metaphysics.” Pragmatism refused a foundation for its philosophical position. Peirce, Dewey, and James shared the belief in a “revolution” in philosophy that entailed the avoidance of first principles that might restrict experience and prevent the march of progressive reason. Consequentialism was the result of their view that the truth-value of any proposition could only be determined retrospectively—after a course of action suggested by that proposition; it could only be evaluated in terms of its consequences rather than its intrinsic merit. Moreover, they never resolved the relationship of the visible to the invisible, that is, the givens of the social world and its underlying, often hidden forces.18 This meant that notions such as the unconscious, which can only be known and grasped by a symptomatic reading of its manifestations (jokes, slips of the tongue, and, preeminently, the dream-work) were put aside in favor of those aspects of human action that were visible. The inferences drawn by Freud and his legatees that beneath manifest behavior there lurked an elaborate psychic structure that, in some respects, governed behavior, were entirely unsupported by the results of the scientific method; from the perspective of positivist scientific thought, the unconscious remained a speculative category.19 As for the evocation of figures of Greek myth and Greek drama, these, too, revealed, for the pragmatists and for the positivists alike, the metaphysical character of psychoanalytic theory.

In his justly famous “Letter to the New Left,” written in 1960, Mills admonished his young readers to renounce the “labor metaphysic” and other speculations characteristic of some varieties of revolutionary Marxism. This advice is consistent both with Mills’s embrace of institutional orders as the very definition of society and with his rejection of the idea advanced by Georg Lukács and other Marxist theorists that the proletariat was, historically speaking, “objectively” or putatively a revolutionary class regardless of its actual dispositions, which, in Mills’s earlier analysis, were deeply tied to the benefits—real and imagined—conferred by the existing economic and political orders. To be sure, Mills was also unimpressed by sociological scientism, and while he remained, sometimes reluctantly, a political and social philosopher as well as a critic of contemporary social reality, the imprint of positivist skepticism never fully left him.


6

The Structure of Power in American Society

The last decade of Mills’s life witnessed his political radicalization. Although he had been an opponent of perhaps the most popular war in U.S. history and always harbored deep suspicions of the powers that be, until the early 1950s it is fair to say that despite his adherence to a “third camp” politics he was far more tolerant of the United States as a liberal democracy than he was of Stalinist regimes. His main political ties were with labor progressives such as J. B. S. Hardman, social democrats like Hans Gerth, and mildly dissident liberal academics such as Richard Hofstadter, Irving Howe, and Daniel Bell. Among his close friends perhaps only the writer Harvey Swados was a genuine radical. But, as Swados observed, while many of his friends and colleagues became full-throated celebrants of the status quo, Mills’s own politics moved decisively to the Left. From the publication of The Power Elite in 1956 to his last book, The Marxists, published posthumously in 1962, Mills’s project looked forward to the creation of a new Left, one nestled deeply in the American grain of populism—a more egalitarian society marked by radical democracy—but not the American celebration to which many 1930s radicals had given their enthusiastic approbation.

His first effort in this political mode was the 1945 essay “The American Business Elite: A Collective Portrait,” a study of the “higher circles,” which criticized the prevailing social and political doctrines and their celebration of political pluralism and the lack of coherent “ruling circles” in American life. Politics was conceived by the pluralists along three central tenets: politics as the indeterminate outcome of a myriad of “interest groups,” none of which held sway structurally; American exceptionalism—the idea that although a capitalist society, the United States departed significantly from the European model, which was shaped by its feudal legacy and history of class conflict; and the rejection of dogmatic Marxism, for which property relations (in the popular vernacular, “economics”) were the final cause of political and social power.

The Power Elite and especially Mills’s bold theory that democracy simply did not apply in America at the national level provoked a massive outpouring of condemnation—and a modest trickle of praise, mainly from the Left. Of his major works, none matched the breadth of reception accorded this book, and none evoked the depth of the wrath it elicited, especially among liberal academics who, despite their criticisms, regarded America as perhaps the best of all possible worlds. The major reviewers of the book reads like a roster of leading intellectuals of the time: Talcott Parsons, Daniel Bell, Irving Howe (who liked White Collar but not The Power Elite), Robert S. Lynd, David Riesman, George Lichtheim, Stuart Chase, and Richard Crossman, the British Laborite. Moreover, unlike many sociological publications, the book was reviewed in many academic journals in political science, economics, and international affairs and by many Western European and Latin American periodicals.

A. A. Berle Jr. reviewed it critically for the New York Times Book Review but, despite serious reservations, found that “there is an uncomfortable degree of truth in Mills’s work.”1 Riesman, Chase, and Bell vigorously defended versions of the pluralist thesis, having missed Mills’s main argument that the elite functions at the national and international level. The Power Elite is a description of the structure of power in American society that disagrees with most sociology and academic political science by denying that power is widely dispersed among a welter of interest groups. Mills argues that at the national level power is highly concentrated among large corporations, the military, and the highest political “directorate.”

Daniel Bell took the objection to Mills one step further. In his essay “The Power Elite—Reconsidered,” he argued that the federal bureaucracy often acted autonomously and against the positions of high appointed officials. But his main critique operated at the metalevel, challenging Mills’s imprecise definitions of categories, especially of power, and his lack of a clear conception of capitalism and its history—especially the breakup of “family capitalism.” Bell argues that for Mills “power is domination,” and although he speaks of three powerful “institutional orders,” he has no real references to institutions; rather, he is addressing “sectors.” More specifically, Bell contends that institutions refer to specific agencies, while the sector idea refers to broad aggregations of unnamed institutions. Finally, identifying his own position with those of Marx and Dewey, he faults Mills for ignoring class and, with respect to Dewey, not starting from “problems,” perhaps the hallmark of the pragmatist approach to politics. In this regard, Bell joins several others who criticize the book’s sweeping, even “breathtaking,” statements. But Bell does not go as far as the positivists, who faulted Mills’s theories for their absence of “testable propositions” and his choice not to work from the methodological prescriptions of conventional positivistic social science. In retrospect, Bell’s reconsideration deserves special attention both for its attempt to grapple with the underlying premises of the book and his willingness to accept the large canvas upon which Mills worked. At the same time, as a former socialist and radical intellectual, the shift of his standpoint to one that led the way toward a repudiation of ideological foundations of class power, Bell became emblematic of the move to the center that marked many who had grown to political maturity in the 1930s.2

In his reply to critics, published almost two years after the appearance of the book, Mills states that its contents should be understood as an “elaborated hypothesis but based on acknowledged fact. There is no other way to write now, as a social student, about such large topics.”3 Taken as a whole, reviewers who criticized Mills from the liberal center and from professional disciplinary standpoints were, with few exceptions, taken aback by the boldness of the thesis and the scope of the analysis. As Mills well understood, this was a period when “social students” had retreated from taking on large topics and were settling in to a regime of truth that confined itself to what were called “measurable” hypotheses. This will to scientism inevitably condemned social studies to the intellectual politics of the small scale, a place that Mills refused to go.

Of all the contemporary critiques, the most gentle were those of the Marxists. Even though Mills repudiated the Marxist concept that capitalist society was dominated by a “ruling class” situated exclusively in the highest circles of financial and industrial capital, writers such as Paul Sweezy, Arthur K. Davis, and Herbert Aptheker (who devoted an entire book to Mills’s work) found much to commend in the book. The preponderance of their objections parallels one of Bell’s: the absence of class analysis. However, Aptheker also cited Mills’s failure (I would term it refusal) to address race as a relatively autonomous aspect of power and domination. Mills was by no means oblivious to the existence of racial discrimination but found no occasion to comment on it, except in letters, let alone incorporate race as a theoretical question into his conception of power.

I will reserve a more detailed treatment of some of these criticisms for later in this chapter. For the present, what is important to note is that The Power Elite breaks almost completely with the prevailing descriptions of American society in the postwar years. By suggesting a hierarchical model of power, pluralism has a place in his paradigm, but only at the middle and local levels. Mills vehemently denies that national power is subject to the influence of interest groups. The main reason is that foreign policy has assumed an overwhelming importance in the constitution of national power, and few, if any, of these interest groups are even concerned with the issues of war, the attendant military ascendancy, or the economic position of key U.S. corporations in world affairs. In fact, as discussed earlier, Mills had discovered that organized labor, the most important of these interests after 1946, willingly fell in line with its government’s global economic and military policies. Apart from patriotism and profound anticommunist sentiments, workers gained from defense contracts, while the “labor aristocracy” of skilled workers benefited from U.S. economic global hegemony.

Of course, in today’s post-Soviet period, when capitalism on a global scale appears triumphant, it might appear as if Mills’s judgments have been overcome by events. Thus, even though military contracts and foreign trade still play an important economic role, the U.S. economy is no longer as driven by these activities as it was during the height of the Cold War.4 The redevelopment of Western Europe has reduced the role of trade for U.S. companies, and the production of military equipment, like most manufacturing, is now highly automated, thereby producing fewer jobs. Mills himself never tires of reminding his readers that while he is concerned with history, he is mostly focused on the “now” and makes no pretense to describing the world as it might be in the future. His insistence on going beyond description by tracing the sources, even origins, of the current situation should be understood as part of his political project. Since the United States as a whole suffers from what Russell Jacoby has called “social amnesia,” recalling the contrasts between past and present has a definite educational and political function. For Mills, acquiring historical perspective is a form of immunity from the narratives that have controlled American social life.

Nor is his treatise on power a transhistorical statement: Mills is not making any claims about the nature of power, except to identify the men of power by their “position to make decisions having major consequences. They rule the big corporations. They run the machinery of the state and claim its prerogatives. They direct the military establishment. They occupy the strategic command posts of the social structure.”5 There is no attempt to define power in terms of “human nature” or invariant laws. For Mills, the specific character of the power elite and its components is a determinant aspect of twentieth-century history. For example, the military has not always enjoyed autonomy; traditionally, it was subject to civilian control. Its ascendancy is a concomitant of the changes that occurred in world affairs after World War II, when the United States became the world’s leading military and economic power, challenged only by a crippled but still powerful Soviet Union. The dominant position of the big corporations occurred after the Civil War and especially at the turn of the twentieth century, as a consequence of the consolidation of thousands of smaller capitalist firms into a few giant “trusts” in manufacturing and finance.

As I shall argue, the collapse of the Soviet empire has not diminished the role of the military or militarism in U.S. society. The permanent war economy, a central theme in Mills’s analysis of the relation of political, military, and economic elites, remains an important, even dominant, component of the federal budget and still accounts for a considerable percentage of gross domestic product.6 Nor has the aspiration of the elite to secure its dominance in world affairs diminished in the least, chiefly by keeping open opportunities for foreign investment and securing its strategic hegemony by maintaining hundreds of U.S. military bases in other countries and cultivating client states. It might also be argued that the War on Terror and its role in global and national politics in the post-9/11 decade is a continuation of Cold War politics.

So powerful is the ideology of the War on Terror that no significant national politician dares challenge its defining premise that the United States is in perpetual danger of attack from evil forces beyond its borders. What some have termed the “national security state” surrounds everyday life. From public schools to airports and public buildings everywhere, electronic surveillance is ubiquitous. Eavesdropping on U.S. citizens, a cardinal feature of national security policy, does not seem destined for the historical dustbin. Since the end of World War II, no national administration has even promised to end the practice.

Almost all of Mills’s writing had a political intent. As we have seen, beyond exploring the social and political dimensions of their subjects, The New Men of Power and White Collar were steps in Mills’s project of finding and evaluating potential agents of social change. In this respect, The Power Elite, the third volume of his trilogy on social structure, continues the project, but with some fundamental differences. The giant financial corporations, the political directorate, and the military are the real decision makers of society and generally understand themselves as powerful on the national stage. A decade after he began work on labor leaders, Mills finds them “integrated” into the dominant institutional orders rather than as independent social actors leading a potential army of regime changers. Thus, labor leaders and their organizations have become “dependent variables” of the three major institutional orders of power.7 “The United States now has no labor leaders who carry any weight of consequence in decisions of importance to the political outsiders now in charge of the visible government.”8 Like portions of the fading “old” middle class (mainly but not exclusively farmers), the unions, once insurgent, had settled after the war for places in what Mills terms the “middle levels” of power. As for the various strata of white-collar employees of the new middle class, Mills concludes that, far from forming a new pole of economic and political power, they constitute a primary base for the emerging mass society: slaves of consumerism, fragmented by occupational hierarchies and differential credentials, alienated from themselves as much as their work, and even more powerless than unions.

By “middle level of power,” Mills connotes the Congress, which generally responds to the welter of interest groups—farmers, unions, educational interests, consumer groups, veterans, and so forth—seeking benefits or redress of their grievances from the federal government. In an age when executive authorities have all but monopolized the crucial decisions, mainly those that have to do with war and the direction of the national economy, Congress is the main site of the middle level of national power. It is called upon to ratify decisions—and preemptive actions—taken by the political directorate, in close consultation with the military and the leading corporate capitalist interests. But even the leaders of Congress, who are legally empowered—and obliged—to review and revise executive decisions, are often kept in the dark about policies and initiatives taken unilaterally by government agencies, especially intelligence services and the military.9

In 2004, a recently installed CIA director and the chair of the House Intelligence Oversight subcommittee lodged a loud complaint that the agency bureaucracy had failed to inform both the director and Congress of its surveillance activities. This was only the latest instance of the executive’s failure to observe constitutional checks and balances. That Barack Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush, under the immediate supervision of his vice president, sanctioned such unilateral and possibly illegal measures, including torture, has failed to move the Democratic majority, either in the executive or legislative branches, to seek prosecution, is a sign that the power elite is still alive and well. Indeed, as some Democrats threatened to revise national security legislation to require broader disclosure to Congress of secret programs, Obama stated he would veto such legislation. The national security state knows no partisanship.

As an illustration of the abuse of executive power, Mills cites President Harry S. Truman’s decision in 1945—when the war was nearly ended—to drop two atomic bombs on Japanese cities. On the one hand, this momentous event radically transformed the nature of international relations for decades; as the only nuclear power at the time, the United States put itself in a position to all but dictate the terms of victory and defeat in the Asian theater, just at the moment when its ally, the Soviet Union, had declared war on Japan. And, perhaps inadvertently, the Truman administration, egged on by Winston Churchill, the wartime prime minister of Britain, started an arms race, first against the Soviet Union, which, in a state of physical and economic devastation, was obliged to devote huge but scarce resources to its own atomic bomb program. By 1949, when the Soviets exploded their first nuclear bomb, Truman’s bold maneuver also forced Western allies such as the United Kingdom and France to develop their own nuclear arms capabilities or risk irrelevancy in world politics. It was not long before other countries were engaged in the nuclear arms race: China, which became a communist power in 1949 and had sustained twenty-two years of a bruising civil war amid its resistance to the Japanese invasion under conditions of industrial underdevelopment; India, which announced it had developed a nuclear weapon in the 1950s; and, in competition (and with the tacit approval of the U.S. government), Pakistan joining the nuclear club in 1979. As for Israel, its nuclear arms programs are, to this day, unacknowledged either by its own government or by its main ally, the United States. Yet no competent observer doubts that Israel is a nuclear military power.

The arms race and the permanent war economy that it introduced acted as an ideological constraint on domestic social reform. Since 1938, with the passage of the wage-hour bill, also the year when President Franklin D. Roosevelt placed the United States on a war footing, the New Deal was abruptly terminated and, after more than seventy years, has never returned—except, perhaps, during the economic boom and political turmoil of the 1960s, when Kennedy initiated a modest antipoverty program and Lyndon Johnson’s administration enacted Medicare (medical care for the aged) in 1966. Like the 1930s, the 1960s were years of social protest and popular mobilization. Blacks and students were on the march, and a vital senior citizens’ movement was demanding a publicly funded health care program. However, since then no national health service has been implemented, minimum wages have lagged seriously behind inflation, and income inequality has widened precipitously. By the late 1970s, the federal jobs programs had petered out, especially for youth and young adults who were chronically unemployed; there were also massive cutbacks in income programs for single parents, many of whom were black and Hispanic. Many New Deal and 1960s-era programs were shredded with the congressional passage of welfare reform legislation in 1996 and signed into law by the Democratic president Bill Clinton.

In the Reagan era, the government’s huge military buildup became a cornerstone of Cold War foreign policy. The administration boasted that its intensification of the arms race was a major weapon against the Soviet Union. It reasoned that to the degree the Soviet government felt impelled to “keep up” with its main adversary, it would be forced to divert a considerable portion of its budget and scientific and technological capacities to war preparation, thereby depriving its own people of many of the consumer necessities of life. The resultant popular discontent among Soviet citizens and those of its client states in Eastern Europe, Reagan’s supporters argued, would ultimately bring down the communist regime and end the Cold War. That strategy did contribute to the downfall of the Soviet empire, although it would be excessive to claim sole or even primary responsibility. The regime was, since the death of Stalin in 1953, rife with internal tensions, mainly over the issue of reforming the political and economic system. Moreover, the system was deeply hobbled by nepotism, cronyism, and a thriving black market in currency and goods, all of which led to profound mass cynicism. Reformers such as Mikhail Gorbachev argued that the main institutions and policies of the state were hopelessly rigid and counterproductive to the further modernization of Soviet society. For a time during the late 1980s, Gorbachev tried to implement new liberalization policies, but he was hampered by internal opponents and suffered severely restricted resources with which to expand and improve the quality and quantity of consumer goods produced in his country. In addition, it is arguable that he lacked a mass political base with which to countervail his opponents in the state bureaucracy and the Communist Party. The so-called hard liners at the helm of the Soviet regime balked at proposals to loosen the Communist Party’s grip over the state’s economy, politics, and culture.

For liberals, the most alarming of Mills’s arguments was the assertion that the power elite atop the three crucial institutional orders was largely immune from what one of liberalism’s most articulate tribunes, John Kenneth Galbraith, had called “countervailing power.” Mills allows that at the middle levels of power, interest groups retain some influence, although in the 1950s what President Dwight D. Eisenhower later termed “the military-industrial complex” had a virtual monopoly over decisions affecting U.S. foreign policy and, except under extreme duress, had staunchly refused any substantial reform of social policy, despite Democrats’ declarations that the society could easily accommodate both “guns and butter.”


The military ascendancy and the downfall of diplomacy have occurred precisely when, for the first time in United States history, international issues are truly at the center of the most important national decisions and increasingly relevant to virtually all decisions of consequence. With the elite’s acceptance of military definitions of world reality, the professional diplomat as we have known him … has simply lost any effective voice in the higher circles….

But now that war has become seemingly total and seemingly permanent, the free sport of kings has become the forced and internecine business of people, and diplomatic codes of honor between nations have collapsed. Peace is no longer serious; only war is serious.10



Thus, the end of World War II witnessed the implementation of a permanent war economy that formed the material basis for an alliance between the military and the largest U.S. corporations, most of whom were engaged in war production.

In The Power Elite, Mills rues the decline of the foreign service bureaucracy, with its staff of diplomats in U.S. embassies. During the New Deal, some corporate executives were appointed to high government posts, mainly Commerce (the oilman Jesse Jones) and the Treasury (the banker Henry Morgenthau), while people such as Joseph Kennedy, a Massachusetts businessman and political player in the Democratic Party, became ambassadors to important countries (Kennedy served as ambassador to Great Britain during the late 1930s). However, the Department of State—which was the main agency for the management of foreign policy—was headed by professional public servants, such as Cordell Hull. After the war, however, the State Department, once at the leading edge of foreign affairs, was displaced by the Pentagon. In turn, the Defense Department and the National Security Council have been led by intelligence officers, high-level generals, and other close allies of the military elite, from Truman’s defense secretary, James Forrestal, to Reagan’s defense secretary, Dick Cheney. These new men of power, when not ignorant of the rules of civilized international engagement, openly flaunt them to further their interests, which, in Mills’s account, are mainly money and the reproduction of their own power. Peace is no longer a serious policy objective, because war is too profitable in both pecuniary and power terms to the military-industrial alliance.

At the pinnacle of the economic order are the “very rich,” owners of large fortunes, much of which in the twentieth century was inherited from the main players in the nineteenth-century Gilded Age. Their character was aptly captured, according to Mills, by Matthew Josephson’s well-known phrase “robber barons.” Mills paraphrases Balzac’s aphorism that “behind every great fortune there lies a crime.”11 Indeed, the rise of the rail tycoons was achieved by the extermination of literally millions of native Americans and through the application of the doctrine of “eminent domain,” according to which the government may commandeer private property for “public” uses—even if their management is placed in private hands.12 Further evidence of the “crime” includes the ruthless suppression of strikes by Carnegie, Rockefeller, the rail magnate Jay Gould, and coalmining corporations. But as the twentieth century rolled on, the Rockefellers, Carnegies, Goulds, and other erstwhile swashbuckling capitalists have been transformed into “industrial statesmen.”13 The elevation of the very rich and corporate executives to celebrity status alongside the usual glitterati of entertainers and politicians was for Mills a marker of the degree to which American civilization has been given over almost entirely to money and power.

And it would be no surprise to Mills to discover that some of these titans of wealth have sought and won elective office. Actually, among the first of the scions of old wealth to climb to the top of the political directorate was FDR. At the time of his ascendancy, he was among a tiny coterie of his class to achieve high political office. For example, his successor as New York state’s governor, Herbert Lehman, the son of a major financier, was among the select few who “crossed over” into politics. Roosevelt was an inheritor of old money, money old enough to be pre-Revolutionary. Nelson Rockefeller came to the New York State House by defeating the one-term Democratic governor W. Averell Harriman, another scion of a financial titan. By the latter half of the twentieth century, an important fraction of the very rich were no longer content to hover in the shadows of national power, regardless of their real and profound part in it.

The emergence of Nelson Rockefeller, whose first important political job was as assistant secretary of state for Latin American affairs in the Roosevelt administration, proved to be just the beginning of the phenomenon of the celebrity tycoon as elected official. Rockefeller sought the presidency and in the wake of the Watergate scandals briefly served as vice president to Gerald Ford. Rockefeller’s example was soon followed by other members of the family, notably John D. (Jay) Rockefeller IV, who became a rather conservative Democratic senator from West Virginia. Michigan’s governor George Romney, a millionaire owner/corporate executive of American Motors, a relatively small but prominent auto corporation; Chester Bowles, an advertising executive who served as Connecticut’s governor and senator and as ambassador to India; Joseph Clark, a senator from Pennsylvania; John, Robert, and Edward Kennedy, the sons of Joseph, who had served as Roosevelt’s ambassador to the Court of St. James (the United Kingdom) until he was recalled because of his pro-Nazi sympathies; and a host of lesser-known millionaires. They were followed by the billionaire Michael Bloomberg, who, at the turn of the new century, successfully bought his way into the mayoralty of New York, got reelected, and then defied the city’s term limitation by convincing the leaders of the City Council (themselves term limited) to go along for the ride and enjoy a third term.

Today, many members of the U.S. Senate are certified millionaires, and a few major public officials are, like Bloomberg, billionaires. Following Mills’s schema, their fortunes derive either from inheritance or from their positions as corporate investors and executives. In either case, their direct entrance into political office signifies the merger of powerful institutional orders. Along with the rise of the tycoon-politician, there was also the advent of the soldier-politician. The election of Dwight Eisenhower in 1952 over the professional politician Adlai Stevenson marked the first time in more than eighty years that a professional general of the army (in contrast to some wartime generals whose occupations were not of the military) became president of the United States. While President Ulysses S. Grant had been a hero of the Civil War, Eisenhower’s case is different: a favorite of both political parties, his election as a Republican after twenty years of unbroken Democratic rule was not only a reflection of his personal popularity but also a sign that the military had come of age. Grant was a field general whose elevation had to do with the fact that the Civil War had redrawn the map of the nation, and the success of the beleaguered Union army was attributed to his acumen as a commander. In contrast, Eisenhower was part of an emerging professional military elite, which included George Marshall, Douglas MacArthur, William Halsey, Mark Clark, Lucius Clay, and many others whose position in the national power structure was being elevated by the Cold War. In an epoch of permanent war, he was widely perceived by the power elite as the perfect president of the American empire. And it was under Eisenhower’s stewardship that Mills concluded that the tripartite elite was coming together to constitute a relatively unified power structure.

[image: image]

Readers of The Power Elite are treated to a rich, detailed, historically adumbrated discussion of the military and economic elites. Mills distinguishes between the “very rich” and the “corporate chief executives” but argues that they are not “two distinct and clearly segregated groups.” The rich are the original property owners, and the chief executives are ostensibly high-salaried employees under the direction of a board of directors that, in the largest corporations, often appears as a cross-section of the economic elite, not only of the particular firm but of a certain class of executives. In terms of both power and material wealth, salaries do not exhaust the income of the chief executives, who also receive bonuses, often in the form of stock options, which, in time, place them among the very rich. But for Mills the distinction falls away when decisions are made. Both groups collaborate in making them. In this respect, as we saw in his review of James Burnham’s Managerial Revolution, Mills is no adherent to the once-pervasive theory, first enunciated in 1932 by Berle and Means, that property ownership no longer defines economic power in the “modern” corporation; the managers are the key decision makers and they are, according to Burnham, a “distinct” group. In contrast, Mills’s view is that the corporate rich, an amalgam of the traditional property owners and the chief executives, constitute a


reorganization of the propertied class, along with those of higher salary, into a new corporate world of privilege and prerogative. What is significant about this managerial reorganization of the propertied class is that by means of it the narrow industrial and profit interests of specific firms and industries and families have been translated into the broader economic and political interests of a more genuinely class type. Now the corporate seats of the rich contain all the powers and privileges inherent in the institutions of private property.14



A close reading of this and other passages in the chapter on the corporate rich places the original conception of institutional order in an ambiguous position. The top of the economic order is indeed dominated by the corporate rich, which includes property owners and high managers. Together they make the decisions that rule much of the U.S. economy and are participants in “broader economic and political interests” that go beyond those of a single firm or managerial stratum. So the concept of “elite” includes but does not repudiate class; it redefines it.

Similarly, when Mills addresses the military and its ascendancy into national power, he provides a history and taxonomy of what he calls the “warlords.” In his account, the warlords became ascendant only under specific conditions but have not been powerful throughout American history. According to Mills, “Historically, democracy in America has been underpinned by the militia system of armed citizens at a time when the rifle was the key weapon and one man meant one rifle as well as one vote.”15 But with the development of technologically sophisticated weapons, this system was replaced by the professional army, which, as Max Weber contended, “monopolized the means of violence.” For Mills, this shift was a crucial nail in the coffin of genuine democracy. The consolidation of the military as a professional bureaucracy led by an oligarchy paved the way for military ascendancy everywhere in the world, and no less in the United States.

An ambiguity in Mills’s analysis reveals itself when we look at the third wing of the power elite: the political directorate. As we have already seen, most professional politicians and the institutions they control have been relegated to the middle level of power. So, perhaps with the exception of the president of the United States and some key members of his cabinet who interact with the military and economic orders, the political directorate appears not to be distinct from the military or the large corporate elites. As Mills notes, the political institutional order is populated largely, if not exclusively, by “outsiders”:


As types, party politicians and political bureaucrats are the professionals of modern government, if only in the sense that their careers are spent mainly within the political orbit. But not all men who are in politics are professional politicians either in the party sense or in the bureaucratic sense: in fact, today the men at the political top are much less likely to be bureaucrats, and rather less likely to be party politicians than political outsiders.

The political outsider is a man who has spent the major part of his working life outside strictly political organizations, and who—as the case may be—is brought into them, or who forces his way in, and who comes and goes in the political order. He is occupationally framed by nonpolitical experience.16



This statement is consistent with Mills’s argument that “within American institutions the center of initiative and decision has shifted from the Congress to the executive,” whose key players are not political professionals but outsiders.

The key words here are “initiative and decision.” With the decline of the national role of the professional politician comes the diminishment of the role of the political parties that are his home. The parties, Mills argues, remain the vehicles of national elections but do not control the activities or the policies of the officials whose legitimacy derives from them. As for the individual voter—the ultimate ideal sovereign of democratic societies—under conditions where the active public is all but dissolved, she is far removed from centers of decision, even though required to confer consent on those occupying decisive positions of national power. And even if Congress remains, at least constitutionally, the necessary institution of consent of the broad policies of the executive, it has lost its role as the main source of initiative and decision, especially at a time when the global rather than national politics is the main center.

It is no accident that the chapter on the political directorate is the shortest compared to the two chapters on the military and the three on the corporate orders. One may conclude that in the United States, economic and political power is situated elsewhere than with either the public or the professional politicians. Thus the political institutional order, composed as it is by those whose “working life is occupationally outside” the traditional political institutions such as parties and legislatures, can only be understood by reference to the economic and the military, where genuine national power rests. For this reason, Presidents Kennedy and Johnson tapped the head of the Ford Motor Company, Robert McNamara, to lead the Pentagon during a period of intensifying military expeditions. Ford was a major military contractor, but, more to the point, Robert McNamara was an important member of the corporate elite, with close ties to the military.

Soon after the Korean War ended in 1953, the U.S. government began preparing to replace the French in the conduct of the Indo-China (Vietnam) War. When the French were routed at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Eisenhower declared that the U.S. could not permit the communists to overrun Southeast Asia, especially after the China debacle. U.S. troops were stationed and fought in Southeast Asia from the mid-1950s through the 1970s and beyond. Meanwhile, a U.S. invasion of Cuba was narrowly averted in 1962, after the Soviets withdrew their nuclear weapons from the island. Even before the transformation of the Vietnam War into a full-scale military operation in 1964, U.S. troops were helping to overthrow the government of the left-liberal Juan Bosch in the Dominican Republic. Massive operations in Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand were followed by military interventions under Reagan and George H. W. Bush. Finally, the G. W. Bush wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are still in process, and despite huge U.S. military commitments, there still is no peace after a decade of combat. These, together with recent U.S. military interventions in Bosnia and Somalia, are only the most public wars. There are innumerable instances where the military has engaged in smaller, more limited actions, many of which were, and remain, hidden from public view.

Nor would it be surprising to trace the occupational origins of those appointed by a succession of presidents to the Department of the Treasury. Even before Roosevelt appointed Morgenthau, most secretaries of the Treasury had been bankers, including some who had been the president of Federal Reserve Boards. Although President Clinton’s White House chief of staff was a long-time congressman and Obama’s was a seasoned Chicago politician who was a congressman as well, the key players in both administrations are former corporate executives who drift easily in and out of the political system: Robert Rubin in the Clinton administration, Henry Paulson in George W. Bush’s administration. Or, as in the cases of Zbigniew Brzezinski, George Schultz, Lawrence Summers, and Henry Kissinger, who served as both national security advisor and secretary of state, both Democrats and Republicans have employed intellectuals whose field is national security or economic policy.

Beyond ideology, there are practical motives for the power elite to try to win the loyalty of intellectuals. Technology has become the bread and butter of business as much as war. Humanists—those trained in literature, philosophy, and history—have, in addition to scientists and engineers, been among the pioneers of new technologies associated with communications such as cybernetics and other electronic innovations. We are familiar with the phrase “knowledge is power,” but Mills was skeptical of the assertion that the bearers of knowledge were fated to occupy high positions in the power arrangements of U.S. society. Instead, he argued that even as industry, the military, and the state increasingly relied on expertise, especially those who possessed scientific and technological knowledge, the power elite was in a position to buy knowledge and employ those who possessed it, thereby placing intellectuals and experts in a subordinate position. Moreover, the growing importance of information technology by the 1950s provided major incentives to giant corporations to engage actively in education and increase their role and control of scholars and intellectuals.

Indeed, the military and the corporations engaged in scholarship and academia have taken pains to support and sponsor defense-related research in institutions of higher education. Funds for scientific and technological research and education have emanated directly from the military budget and less directly from the National Defense Education Act, which, during the Cold War, provided huge sums not only for the training of scientists and engineers but also humanists and social scientists. Similarly, the involvement of large corporations in financially supporting the work of key basic and applied research universities at a time when public funds have tended to be insufficient to fund the work of technologists as well as scientists inevitably compromises the autonomy of knowledge and its producers.

But there is another set of motives for the emergence of what Martin Kenney, following the suggestions of Mills and Thorstein Veblen, termed “the university/industrial complex.” The elite is interested in guaranteeing its own continuity and survival. Its formation, in addition to inherited wealth, relies heavily on a select group of elite prep schools, Ivy League universities, and other select institutions, such as Stanford. Mills notes that becoming a Harvard, Yale, or Princeton graduate is taken by corporate executives as a sign of candidature for entrance into the elite just as the high military officer corps is recruited, overwhelmingly, from the three main military academies: West Point, Annapolis, and the Air Force Academy. We might add that of the many professional schools that train business executives, Harvard, Yale, Columbia, the Wharton School of Pennsylvania, and Stanford also occupy special positions. Additionally, the law programs of these institutions confer elite status to its students. So it is not only the ties of practical technological alliances that bind some universities to the power elite; it is also what Pierre Bourdieu was later to term the acquisition of various forms of intellectual and social “capital,” whose components go beyond the curriculum. The Harvard or Yale undergraduate and professional student typically acquires a set of values, attitudes, and orientations that prepares him or her for being considered potential members of the power elite.

We need only consult the educational pedigree of leading members of the twentieth century’s political directorate, corporate executives, and top military officers to see how much this pattern remains today. Roosevelt and the two Bush presidents, as scions of old money, attended Harvard and Yale, respectively. Hardly sterling scholars, they regarded their time in college as a kind of finishing-school experience, which was not unusual for students of their background. The same was true for John F. Kennedy, rich but not old money, who was a party boy while attending Harvard. Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan were beneficiaries of wartime participation and celebrity, respectively, and reflect Mills’s belief that the power elite increasingly absorbs those types. Bill Clinton was a Rhodes scholar and a Yale Law School graduate; Barack Obama graduated from Columbia and then Harvard Law School. In sum, for the past three quarters of century, it may be argued that the formation of the power elite is a product of both new and old money on the one hand and the fundamental role of certain educational institutions in providing the markers needed by young “men” to climb to the very top of the social structure. Corporate executives, high military officers, and members of the political directorate may hail from humble origins, like Obama and Clinton, but their entrance into the charmed circles of power must, with few exceptions, be certified by the tiny circle of elite universities and colleges.

Of course, large corporations operate their own training programs, sometimes in concert with universities and colleges; graduation from these select schools is only a first step. As Mills points out, the fledgling executive does not get rewarded for his command of the technical knowledge needed to make products or the intricacies of finance or business. These functions can be performed by highly paid experts. What the candidate for the very top of the firm or the military service must learn is how to keep his head down while “charming” the higher ups. The ticket to success in the powerful institutional orders is not to be innovative, imaginative, or confrontational. Rising in the corporation or military requires the techniques of conformity. Those who perform the tasks of diplomacy and are good at taking orders and carrying them out may be selected for elite berths, but there is no clear road. Knowledge is, accordingly, not power.
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The fundamental condition for preventing the rise of a highly centralized power elite—and the concomitant submergence of the institutions of popular will—is for Mills, as for Dewey, democracy, which entails rough political equality for individuals and which is not necessarily fulfilled by the practice of voting or by representative institutions such as legislatures. As we have seen, these representative institutions retain their limited viability at a level below national power, but given the position of the main elites atop a world in which wars—actual and potential—and the global economy dominate politics, only an alert, critical, and active public can hope to thwart the further erosion of democratic participation. Mills was critical of Dewey’s backward-looking utopianism of relying on the resuscitation of democratic practices such as the small-town meeting, where all decisions were made by a public enjoying the luxury of face-to-face interaction among individuals who do not experience wide differences of wealth or status. However, most of us live in metropolitan areas of dense population where such conditions for assembly are simply not possible.

Yet throughout his writing, and especially in The Power Elite, the existence of a “public” was the recurrent source of possible countervailing power. He sides with Dewey against the journalist and political philosopher Walter Lippmann, who argued that the public can only be a veto group in modern society because of the complexity of political problems, the technical nature of the solutions, and the huge power of the media to define issues. Lippmann concluded that the task of governance was inevitably in the hands of specially trained people who had mastered the technical intricacies. Ours was a society of “experts,” according to Lippmann. Consequently, the public enjoyed only a phantom existence. The experts, intoxicated with the heady liquid of power, should not be permitted to run awry, so a limited form of democracy was needed. The voting public became, in this era, a veto force that retained the power to punish elite experts when they did not serve the public interest. In short, the public could only play a negative role in governmental processes; the Jeffersonian ideal of a democratic polity consisting of active participants who were the sources of initiative and decision was not realistic. Any hope that the rule of experts can be reversed, or even modified, was not on the agenda.

In 1925, Dewey wrote The Public and Its Problems as a direct reply to Lippmann’s influential Public Opinion. It was a spirited defense of direct democracy. Almost fifteen years later, in Freedom and Culture Dewey reiterated his argument, this time in response to the rise of fascism and Soviet communism. But Dewey could not offer an alternative beyond the ideal of a small community. In the end, Mills accepted the ideal of direct democracy, but as a sociologist he could not find the material basis for it: “The idea of a community of publics is not a description of fact, but an assertion of an ideal. An assertion of a legitimation masquerading—as legitimations are now apt to do—as fact. For now the public of public opinion is recognized by all those who have considered it carefully as something less than it once was.”17

Thirty years after Lippmann’s gloomy prognosis, Mills, reflecting on the conservative critique of modernity exemplified by Ortega y Gasset, whose book The Revolt of the Masses is one of the founding documents of mass-society theory, acknowledged that “the transformation of the public into mass—and all that this implies—has been one of the major trends of modern societies and one of the major factors in the collapse of the liberal optimism which determined so much of the intellectual mood of the nineteenth century.”18 In his chapter on mass society, Mills does not enter an ideological objection to liberalism as much as he offers a historical judgment that apart from its legitimating function for the current situation—the doctrines of pluralism, individualism, for example—liberalism as a description of the way we live now has been surpassed.

Mills assures us that America is not fully a mass society nor was it ever mainly a community of publics. But he is plainly disturbed to discover that a highly effective media of mass communication (later he is to term these “the cultural apparatus”), consumerism, the decline of voluntary associations that once afforded people the chance to articulate their concerns and views, and the segregation and isolation of large chunks of the population have combined to vitiate the chance that an “articulate public” can challenge the power elite. Rejecting a connotation of conspiracy, the institutional trends that together contribute to making the public a “phantom” are a consequence of drift rather than motive. Equally important is Mills’s analysis of the demise of the old middle class as an independent social and political force—the historical public in American life—and the failure of the new middle class to fill that space, which prepared the ground for the massification process now in full swing.

If Dewey was unable to let go of the illusion that this middle class can still save America, Mills is hard pressed to identify an alternative. His adoption of the thesis of mass society, however much it coincides with the conservative critique, is a direct consequence of the failure of two principal social formations that possessed everything to counter the trend—except political will: the labor movement and the bearers of enlightened knowledge and opinion, that is, the intellectuals. In the end, Mills will turn to the intellectuals, despite his profound alienation from what he perceived as their collective capitulation and compromise with the prevailing set up.


7

What Is a Political Intellectual?

For the past five hundred years, the intellectual has been a contested social type. In the feudal era, the priests were virtually the only intellectual class in most societies. But with the slow dismantling of feudal social relations, which began in the fourteenth century, secular intellectuals emerged in various capacities, as literary figures (Dante), civil servants to the nobility (Machiavelli), and natural scientists such as Copernicus and Galileo. Throughout modern history, intellectuals have struggled for autonomy, combating the efforts of the state and religious institutions to transform them into technicians of the prevailing order—or, more egregiously, to shut them up. They have not always won those battles, either during the last days of feudalism or during the early bourgeois era. And, in the wake of 9/11, issues of academic freedom have once more roiled sections of the U.S. academy. Intellectuals’ demand for distance from the institutions within which they perform the task of providing society with new ideas and critical theories has, at various times, been thwarted, sometimes by force. And, throughout history, the state and private interests have been more than eager to co-opt intellectuals for their own purposes. As most intellectuals have become full-time paid employees of institutions of economic, political, and cultural power, the “independent” intellectual is a rare breed. During the late eighteenth century, some figures such as Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift earned their livelihood by selling their services as epistolaries, but most intellectuals were obliged to be court or state bureaucrats. If they were important servants of the state, like John Locke, they could not afford to make mistakes. When Locke did not support Cromwell’s revolution, he briefly fled to Paris.

In the case of musicians and visual artists, patronage was the order of the day through the feudal epoch and into the early bourgeois period as well. Bach was a church organist and chorus master; Handel a favorite of the English court. It was not until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when the bourgeois public arose, that composers such as Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven achieved a degree of independence, although none were completely free of the patronage of nobility. While Beethoven earned much of his living as a traveling performer of his own works in concert halls, he still accepted commissions from noblemen such as the Hungarian Count Rasumovsky.

Philosophers, as opposed to institutional theologians, have carried the burden of introducing, and championing, secularism and modernity into the public sphere. From Dante in the fifteenth century to Descartes, two centuries later, the concept of an “I” who thinks and creates the world was viewed with so much hostility by the authorities that writers and scientists risked exile or death if they refused to retract such subversive thoughts. Spinoza, the resident of a relatively liberal Amsterdam, was excommunicated from the Temple as well as the Church for his iconoclasm.

Throughout modern history, scholars and scientists have found themselves, often against their intentions, becoming political intellectuals. When their ideas are vilified by state or knowledge authorities, intellectuals who stick to their guns and refuse to retreat by falling in line must assume an overt political position. Those who consciously adopt the role are not immune from marginalization or intellectual obliteration but, as we shall see, their interventions frequently have effects that are unforeseen. Mills may be a prime illustration. His own time has been described as an age of conformity during which those who chose to set their face against the wheel could not expect to be held in favor by either the gatekeepers or the vast majority of their colleagues.

The political intellectual is a thinker who persists in writing, speaking, and teaching unauthorized ideas. This, almost always, is a political act, because they are challenging the hegemony of those in power at the discursive and institutional levels. In most cases, he is obliged to employ the strategy of actively seeking to reach, or even create, a public among whose members will be some who will join in disseminating those ideas. In 1987, in his book The Last Intellectuals, Russell Jacoby, a scion of the Frankfurt School and American revisionist historians, lamented the demise of the “public” intellectual. In his view, many intellectuals in America had responded to resurgent post-1960s conservatism by retreating to the groves of the academy, often immersing themselves in their specific disciplines. The wheels of retreat were greased by the attraction of job security and the complacency wrought by status. Many who had been on the front lines of political and intellectual dissent had foresworn the role of public intellectual by, among other things, adhering to the esoteric language and practices of their professions, where the academic’s works are read, for the most part, by other professionals and are integrated into the reward systems of the disciplines. Some became “Marxists of the chair”; their intellectual orientation remained out of the mainstream, but their social position was indistinguishable from any ordinary professor and, insofar as they were professionals in their own disciplines, they have remained fairly safe from sanction. Like Mills, Jacoby did not demand that intellectuals engage in direct action, which was often merely the guilt-provoking prod of anti-intellectualism. Instead, intellectuals should employ the weapons of criticism, an arsenal that could only be acquired by wide and deep learning and by a commitment to writing for, and engaging with, a larger public.

In many ways, Jacoby’s complaint was a restatement of what Mills and others termed “the politics of truth.” As we have seen, one of Mills’s heroes, Thorstein Veblen, had already honed the weapons of criticism to an art. His 1918 excoriation of institutions of higher education flew in the face of conventional wisdom, which stated that just as Americans in general enjoyed free speech, the professoriate was blessed with academic freedom. Veblen argued that far from being an oasis in the desert of crass commercialism and frequent war psychosis, the universities were, since their inception in the 1860s, always allied with the research, technical, and training requirements of business and the state. Robert S. Lynd, Mills’s colleague at Columbia’s sociology department, asked, in his 1939 book Knowledge for What?, to whom were the knowledge producers accountable, and what should be produced? Lynd’s claim was that the intellect was in the process of being neutered by knowledge authorities and by the universities themselves in relation to the burning issues of the day in order to make intellectuals servants of power and the received wisdom. He also reiterated Veblen’s indictment of the corporate university. Written before the wartime mobilization of intellectuals and other knowledge producers and the advent of technoscience, in which all funded knowledge production had to subordinate itself to the prevailing powers, Lynd may be regarded as a Cassandra.

The political intellectual, an endangered species throughout modern history, assumed the role of tribune: his mission was to expose the distortions, half-truths, and outright lies that were the steady diet offered by official propaganda. Moreover, the political intellectual is one who offers ruthless criticism of the way we live. For Mills, becoming a political intellectual was, first and foremost, a moral obligation to one’s self as much as to society. This obligation had been underlined since the end of the American Civil War by the high degree of centralization of political, military, and economic power. But, as we have seen, the broad reach of the power elite did not spare education, the media, or, indeed, the unions and other organizations of civil society. Thus, the emergence of mass society intensified the responsibility of intellectuals who, Mills averred, were perhaps only partly absorbed in this consensus. Indeed, Mills enters this reservation on more than one occasion, but ultimately his claim stands on shaky ground.

Ultimately, there is little evidence that in the immediate years after World War II more than a sliver of intellectuals displayed ethical courage in the face of the McCarthyite attack on civil liberties, including academic freedom. It was not until the insurgencies of the mid- and late 1960s had hit their stride that a new generation began speaking out, both directly on political questions and within universities on educational matters. That Mills was an example for these rebels there is little doubt. However, at the time of his bold call to action, there was only “hope against hope” that the dominant system of conservative political and intellectual conformity could be overturned. Perhaps the ultimate triumph of the Left political intellectual is, if not invariably, retrospective.

One cannot take comfort in the sinecure offered by a tenured academic position or the civil service. Instead, tenure ought to be an opportunity to step beyond received wisdom and approved knowledge. As the 1950s wound down, the dangers of nuclear annihilation and the chance for significant change offered by revolutions in the developing world made it no longer acceptable for intellectuals to avoid direct intervention into current debates and political issues. Mills also allowed that the repositories of the accepted academic standards required challenge and renovation. The tasks associated with the terms under which intellectuals had been neutered—and neutered themselves—were as urgent as direct political involvement.
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The conflict between science and its philosophies and Church authority has ebbed and flowed throughout modern history. In some famous incidents, for example, a pioneer astronomer, Giordano Bruno, was burned at the stake, and another, Galileo, barely escaped a similar fate, and he was forced to modify his public statements to accommodate the Catholic Church. The year 2009 was the 150th anniversary of the publication of The Origin of the Species, but, according to a recent poll, a majority of Americans has doubts about the veracity of the theory of evolution and purports to hold with the theses of creationism. Indeed, some states have installed “creationist science” alongside Darwinian evolution in the biology curricula of public schools. At a more subtle level, dissenting views, although no longer punished by capital punishment or exile in liberal democracies, are all but marginalized. For example, ecologists and environmental scientists have warned about climate change produced by forms of human intervention into “nature” for at least a century, but even today, politicians give little more than lip service to the urgent appeals for fundamental changes that will radically reduce carbon emissions. These scientists may speak and publish in mass-circulation media, but they are only half heard. Three decades ago, proposals to restrict severely the use of private passenger cars were on the table of policy discussion. While some other countries made minimal progress to restrict carbon emissions and car use, the United States awaits its first steps. We have government agencies devoted to “environmental protection,” which have thus far made modest improvements, but the weather continues to be “strange.” It is rather facile to blame “lobbyists,” such as those of the big oil companies, for this state of affairs or for the failure of Congress to enact genuine campaign finance reform. But among the underlying reasons for the snail’s pace of reform is the configuration of social life: many of us live in sprawling suburbs that rely on the automobile for primary transportation, and we are in the thrall of consumer society. Mills termed ours an “overdeveloped society” almost sixty years ago. In short, reversing abrupt climate change requires a massive transformation of the way we live and its habitual reproduction. As a certified Cassandra, under the rubric of the critique of mass society, Mills was among the first major thinkers to address our collective mode of life as an underlying cause of contemporary catastrophes.
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The critic of the prevailing economic and political order may still hold a job, even an academic position, but he or she can expect no significant access to the main public conversation. When the mainstream media, which all but monopolize that conversation, make an exception, bringing, for example, Noam Chomsky to the airwaves, their concession is a notable event rather than a routine act. Moreover, the spectrum of views stops with conventional modern liberals who occupy the putative position of the “Left,” such as the late Tony Judt, the historian Sean Wilentz, and others writing in the New York Review of Books and the New Republic, for example. All others range from center to center-right to ultra right and are treated by the media as part of the mainstream. Representatives of the right-wing Heritage Foundation and the American Enterprise Institute are often introduced without comment, while a mildly progressive organization such as the Economic Policy Institute almost always is preceded by the modifier “the liberal.” This relaxation of the rule serves only to highlight the fact that acceptable views range from the center to the right. True, with the arrival of the Internet, there has been a proliferation of alternative, online media, leading some communications scholars to predict the radical de-centering of the media, so that what now appears as marginal will generally describe the conversation of the future. Maybe so. But for the past century, newspapers, radio, and television were the chief sources of news. Even if the New York Times, Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal together have no more than three million readers daily, they set the agenda for what counts as world and national news and opinion, even for most Internet sites. Compared to 1970, there are fewer dissident commentators on the radio stations and television channels with the largest audiences or in op-ed columns. In fact, it can be argued that MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow, Chris Matthews, and Keith Olbermann, who left the network in the winter of 2011, are the de facto “left wing” of news commentary and, for all intents and purposes, the only trio that competes with Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, and the phalanx of right-wing and conservative commentators who fill the airwaves.

The accepted idea that the United States is a secular culture must be substantially modified. On the one hand, America has adopted the religion of (techno)science, which asserts that to be is to be measured and that knowledge must have some practical use; all else is poetry. We are still a nation of shoppers, and a new wrinkle on Internet technology is sure to attract millions of buyers. For example, the four-year-old laptop upon which these words are written has been called “old” by a computer technician. The progression of technical innovations in the communications media is breathtaking: cellular telephones, iPhones, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, peer-to-peer networks … what’s next? You “must” own a Blackberry so that you can communicate by Internet no matter where you are, and cell phones must be close at hand, lest we miss a message. Rarely asked, and almost never answered, is the question: what, beyond yet another commodity, do these gadgets signify for the level of public discourse and public education?

On the other hand, according to polling, most Americans (70 percent) profess their belief in a deity, even as church attendance has steeply fallen except in the case of religious fundamentalists. The disparity between science and religion has plagued politics in the United States for much of the twentieth century. From the Scopes trial of the 1920s, which dealt with a high-school teacher in Tennessee fired for teaching evolution, to the controversy over stem-cell research, the notion that scientific knowledge may be inured from politicization remains an unattained ideal. At the root of the struggle over knowledge is whether there are any settled questions. In his magisterial work The Quest for Certainty, written in the wake of the discovery of indeterminacy by Werner Heisenberg, John Dewey reminded us that the findings of modern physics undermine, even condemn, mankind’s perennial desire for a world that is fully knowable. Even those that enjoy the authority of established science recognize that security and precision will permanently elude us. Wars, natural disasters, periodic economic crises, and personal tragedy are, together with repetition and routine, the stuff of everyday life.

Dewey paved the way for Mills in a number of ways. He legitimated the project of drawing social consequences from scientific discoveries and, in his work on education, actively intervened, both as a critic and institutional reformer. Moreover, he was a strong advocate of workers’ rights and played an important role in the organization of the American Association of University Professors and the American Federation of Teachers. Later, he chaired the international commission formed to investigate the expulsion and persecution of Leon Trotsky from the Soviet Union. And he undertook a brief excursion into electoral politics in the early 1930s when, disgusted with the two leading parties, he became a vociferous third-party propagandist and organizer. These actions were exemplary of the work of a political intellectual. Like many pragmatists, Dewey was a firm supporter of the experimental method of natural science and believed it could be a model for the social sciences and politics. But Mills carried the program one step further. Trained in the methods of sociological research, he came to question their application to the “big questions.” The big questions—primarily the nature of power and domination—could only be addressed from a definite political and ethical perspective, a move that Dewey was unwilling to make except in a few limited fields. For this level of analysis, Mills was forced to seek guidance from other quarters.

Underlying the uncertainty of exact knowledge is the problem that the philosopher Ernst Bloch termed “non-synchrony.”1 The world of theoretical physics challenges the assumptions of common sense that derives, among other sources, from the mechanization of the world picture in which time and space are absolute categories. In fact, working life in urban, technologically advanced societies is still mainly lived according to precepts inherited from the “revolution in time” that accompanied the early industrial revolution. But if time as experienced in everyday life is not always linear, if the culture of everyday life and working time do not march in lockstep but is rife with unevenness and contradictions, we are fated to experience the politics of knowledge; no bearer—even the most apolitical scholar—can avoid becoming a political intellectual if they dare question received wisdom. For even in relatively tolerant times, new ideas are viewed with suspicion, and their bearers may be subject to sanctions. We know of countless instances where scientists and humanistic scholars were forced to wander in an intellectual wilderness because the gatekeepers of conventional knowledge kept them from the conversation. To cite a few: Einstein, for at least fifteen years; Freud, perhaps for most of his creative life; the cosmologist Immanuel Velikovsky for all of his life; Wilhelm Reich, who after 1936 was labeled a “madman” by the psychoanalytic authorities and later a felon by the American government. The risks entailed by intellectual originality tend to persuade many who would dare to raise new problems and develop new paradigms or be overt political intellectuals to retreat to the deep ruts plowed by the academic disciplines. Hannah Arendt explored the banality of evil. In The Sociological Imagination, Mills captured the essence of sociological banality.

At the same time as corporations and the state encourage intellectuals to direct their thinking to the presuppositions of technoscience, whose manifestation in the social field is the “policy” area, scientific creativity and secularism remain under siege. Intellectuals may, at any time, be called upon to defend their views from partisan assault, even the knowledge taken as “facts.” Thus, for example, the recent spike in public religion and its incursions into the world of science has spurred a flurry of scientists’ polemics defending atheism, evolution, and, in some instances, provoked some to attempt to reconcile religion and science.2 Do we all live in the same “now,” or might it be that chronology matters less than enduring ideologies? Today, we ask whether the idea that the old Enlightenment claim to have buried superstition or, at the minimum, to have effected a sharp separation of science and religion is itself a myth. In a purportedly democratic society, to what degree do minoritarian ideas enjoy the freedom of expression supposedly guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution?

It may safely be asserted that anyone may hold dissenting views without entertaining prosecution in twenty-first-century America, except those who directly confront America’s war aims from positions of potential influence. For the moment, the Left is sufficiently weak to exempt those who enunciate its key ideas from censorship, providing they do not expect to be able to make a living as public intellectuals. The reality today is that most who want to perform intellectual work must seek employment in academic institutions. While, as Mills remarked in the late 1940s, universities were still the best sites to hold dissenting views, very few dissenters now occupy major positions in leading academic institutions. Most are relegated to state colleges and universities or private undergraduate colleges. With luck, they can find publishing outlets, but rarely in the leading academic journals, for these are generally the organs of the disciplines, which under normal conditions are bastions of methodological, even if always not substantive, conservatism.

The mission of the Enlightenment (French, English, and German alike) was to substitute reason for the arbitrary powers of the state and the Church, which were often in alliance with each other. Accordingly, the politics of force was to be replaced by the politics of “truth.” Whether acknowledged or not by intellectuals and artists, their social function was to advocate the replacement of force by reason, in the first place to assert reason’s autonomy, then to install its sovereignty over human affairs, whether in economics, politics, or culture.

But rationalism had its critics. As we have learned from Nietzsche, is the idea of progress, a signature claim of the Enlightenment, itself perhaps a myth? Nietzsche and others raise the question of the status of reason as a governor of human affairs and politics. Nietzsche traced much of human affairs to the “will to power,” to which Freud added that reason tended to be trumped by the unconscious, which was, largely, immune from our control. While Freud hoped that the categories and methods of psychoanalysis could overcome the rule of the unconscious by means of sublimation and displacement, he remained skeptical that scientific analysis and medical treatment of neurosis would help individuals achieve happiness. Consciousness, however desirable, was, in the last instance, no match for the drives. Later, he speculated on the fate of civilization and found powerful grounds for pessimism about its future. Freud’s pessimism about the progress of history was fueled by his response to World War I, which was marked by unparalleled destruction. His “discovery” of the death instinct was largely influenced by his evaluation of the causes of the war. How could civilized nations engage in massive killing, not only on the battlefield but against civilian populations, if there was no biological disposition toward ending the pains of living? Still, both Nietzsche and Freud held out the hope that by bringing “drives” or “will” to the surface, consciousness might begin to understand and control what hitherto had been taken as alien forces. In other words, without the intervention of critical science, we could not expect to make sense of our lives, nor could life itself be immune from the ravages wrought by the will to power. The recognition of the nonrational sources of human action was the first and necessary step to restoring mankind’s mastery of itself. Yet, in his last metatheoretical ruminations, in which the death instinct plays a highly important role in helping to explain elite as well as mass resistance to social and political rationality, beyond the requirement that humans work for sheer survival, Freud appeared reconciled to a world where the unconscious ruled and is “timeless”: “We have learned that unconscious mental processes are in themselves ‘timeless.’ This means that in the first place they are not ordered temporally, that time does not change them in any way, and that the idea of time cannot be applied to them.”3 Therefore we are condemned to experience a compulsion to repeat the past.

Mills’s refusal of psychoanalytic interpretations of history and politics and the absence of references to Nietzsche’s conceptions of power and history in his writings were by no means frivolous. His own idea of the politics of truth was anchored in a belief that reason could eventually govern human affairs if only beleaguered intellectuals stepped up to their moral responsibilities. In this sense, he exhibited an abiding faith in the Christian imperative to “speak truth to power,” although, in the end, Mills was less interested in taking power than in abolishing it. For Mills, it was not merely a matter of hectoring, although he did quite a bit of that. In the last years of his life, he was determined to live as a political and public intellectual. Or, to be more exact, he wanted to bring the political implications of critical social theory and commentary into the public sphere. And, perhaps more importantly, he assumed a mission to bring his writing and ideas into the mainstream as well as to audiences in and out of academia in the hopes of creating, despite the odds, a new public, which could be a catalyst for the emergence of a new Left from the shards of a confused and fragmented liberal center.

In terms of this project, The Power Elite may be seen as the first step. He argued that it is an illusion that politics in the United States is marked by citizen’s participation at every level of power and asserted that war was the animating force of contemporary American economic and political life. In so doing, he put forth an agenda that he hoped would become the basis for a new politics. The judgment that the task needed to be performed, at least initially, by intellectuals was, perhaps, a return to his earlier work on the sociology of knowledge, particularly Karl Mannheim’s argument that only intellectuals can be free of the politics of “self-interest” and reach, however haltingly, for a politics of truth. For without a real chance to more or less accurately portray the nature and function of power at the highest levels, there was no prospect that the democratic ideals of the bourgeois or socialist revolutionaries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries or, indeed, the Enlightenment’s program of intellectual freedom from myth and superstition would be realized.

Mills held fast to the power of ideas to effect change, but he was not so naïve to believe that a relatively small band of intellectuals armed with a culture of critical discourse could by themselves be more than catalysts. Despite his critique of the massification of the public, he was still in Dewey’s camp and not Lippmann’s, insofar as he retained hope in the reemergence of a genuine public that could decisively affect the course of national politics from below. His “pamphlets,” as Mills termed them, The Causes of World War Three and Listen Yankee, had three distinct audiences: rational elements of the political directorate and professional politicians at the middle and local levels of power; portions of the professional strata of the new middle class whose minds were sufficiently open to hear unconventional ideas; and intellectuals, whether students and faculty in the academy, journalists, or employees of the various government and nonprofit bureaucracies, like the unions and foundations. How much “float” was still in these constituencies remained—and remains—an open question. Were they, as Veblen had found, so tied to capital and the state that they were no longer able to break from the comfort of their incomes and lifestyles?4 Or, as Mills hoped, following Mannheim, were they sufficiently “floating” that some were prepared to entertain the possibility of opposing the U.S. government’s foreign policies? The shift from intellectual treatise to political agitation was not without risks. In the six years before his death in 1962, only The Power Elite and The Sociological Imagination warranted respectful treatment among those who disagreed with their indictments. While his study of the higher circles of power proved extremely controversial, Mills’s arguments were sprinkled with a generous dose of empirical data; few of his critics challenged his scholarship. The Power Elite was sufficiently compelling to generate refutation and rebuttal. In contrast, when his “pamphlets” were not greeted with derision, dismissed as propaganda, or, worse, ignored entirely by the critical and academic establishments, they were taken as the jottings of an inveterate loner who had simply lost his way.

Political pamphleteering has a long tradition in U.S. history. The American Revolution witnessed a huge outpouring of tracts written by both the famous and the less well known of the time. Some favored independence and others opposed it; the pamphlets were expressions of a vital public conversation that went on in town squares and taverns, in local assemblies and civil organizations.5 Tom Paine, perhaps the most famous pamphleteer of the Revolution, distinguished his discourse by satirical and sharply polemical prose punctuated by memorable passages designed to inflame his readers. For example: “these are the times that try men’s souls,” and he condemns “summer soldiers and sunshine patriots” for all but abandoning the cause in a time of adversity. Paine was a complex figure whose writing was widely read, but he lacked the authority of recognized leaders, most of whom were men of property, and many were slaveholders. After the rebels had won, pamphleteering remained the medium through which was held the debate over what kind of polity and political system would prevail in the new nation. Specifically, the controversies swirled around the question of the Constitution. Madison, Jay, and Hamilton, whose Federalist Papers achieved fame but not the notoriety of Paine’s prose, were also issued as pamphlets. The authors were blunt in their contention that, for economic and defense purposes, the new nation needed a centralized government that limited the rights of citizenship to property owners and the power of decision making to an elite. Fearing the rule of the “mob,” they proposed a bicameral legislature in which the upper house would not be directly elected by the voters. No legislation could be enacted unless approved by the two branches of Congress and the president. Even that state ought to have checks and balances, so they also proposed a tripartite system comprising an executive, legislative, and judiciary, which would have the last word, lest the more popular tribunals run amuck. For this reason, the members of the Supreme Court would be appointed for life and thus insure that the system would achieve stability.

Opposed to this conception were farmers, artisans, and intellectuals like Thomas Jefferson, who were firm in their devotion to a decentralized polity in which the power to bear arms, issue money, and make many other decisions, such as road building and police activity would be vested in the localities, including the states. Erased from our collective memory were the radicals whose prodigious pamphleteering challenged both sides of the debate.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the pamphlet became, in the main, a weapon of the weak: subaltern classes and intellectuals. The labor movement, considered a branch of the radical opposition, organized through leaflets and pamphlets. Socialists, anarchists, communists, sex radicals, populists, feminists, vegetarians, and other dissenters issued pamphlets, largely because the more powerful media were denied them. These tracts were both weapons of criticism and “textbooks” for the education of workers, women, and small farmers who had few sources of learning about the economic and political world within which they lived at a time when the press, in A. J. Liebling’s nimble phrase, was “free for those who own one.”6 This lesson was not lost on the dissenters who created their own newspapers and publishing houses. During the industrial union drives of the 1930s and 1940s some, like the United Auto Workers, sponsored their own radio programs and even owned stations.

In 1958, Mills published The Causes of World War Three, in the face of the conservative trend in American politics and culture, the resurgence of narrow interest-group politics, and the general decline of the independent media. His attempt to revive popular pamphleteering faced serious obstacles. Yet it was a time when the “main drift” of conservatism was showing some cracks. When Senator Joseph McCarthy ratcheted up his campaign to find communists under every government table by accusing the U.S. Army of harboring Reds, he faced a wall of opposition from many who had until then conferred their silent consent to his campaign or were too intimidated to speak up. The Army-McCarthy hearings of 1954 mobilized an avalanche of opposition to the Wisconsin senator that neither he nor his opponents expected. The army hired a conservative lawyer, Joseph Welch, as their chief defense counsel. His calm but aggressive strategy of turning the tables on McCarthy permanently damaged the anticommunist crusade that had ravaged American democracy and made McCarthy’s career. It was the first major counterattack against Red hysteria, which had begun with the 1947 Hollywood blacklists and the communist trials and expulsions of Left-led trade unions from the CIO in 1949.

The second, smaller, breach in the consensus was the Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson’s 1956 campaign pledge to halt nuclear weapons testing as a step toward nuclear disarmament. Out of the campaign—and the growing public wariness about the dangers of nuclear war—came the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), a liberal advocacy organization that, during the subsequent decade, mounted, with mixed success, a campaign for containing the spread of nuclear weapons and their production. SANE’s program of modest reform was combined with anticommunism, a mixture that allowed some intellectuals, labor leaders, and politicians to join the committee and support the organization’s program. Mills did not join SANE, holding fast to his position that the intellectual ought to remain outside organizational politics, but he permitted SANE to arrange a book exhibit at an international conference that featured The Causes of World War Three as the sole title.7

Mills wrote The Causes of World War Three to rally scientists and other intellectuals to join the fight to ban nuclear weapons, but he also succeeded in reaching well beyond the activists to a general public. And his argument went further than the prevailing peace movement, of which SANE was on its right wing. On the left were pacifists such as A. J. Muste and his Fellowship on Reconciliation, Stewart Meacham of the Quaker American Friends Service Committee, the Nobel laureate and economist Kenneth Boulding, Erich Fromm, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the independent leftist Monthly Review, and peace groups that leaned toward the Communist Party. These figures and organizations, along with most leftists within the nuclear-disarmament movement, wanted a negotiated settlement with the Soviet Union as a prelude to full nuclear disarmament. In England, Lord Bertrand Russell inspired a series of antiwar actions culminating in the Aldermaster march, which mobilized hundreds of thousands. Russell, a distinguished philosopher, wanted Britain to undertake unilateral disarmament, a position favored by American pacifists as well. But Mills’s pamphlet was the most widely disseminated tract that argued the United States should dismantle its nuclear stockpile unilaterally, and he called on the United States to dismantle its far-flung military bases as well. Perhaps the most radical of his arguments was that, in the wake of the nuclear age, there was no alternative except finding a way to reconcile the two competing social and economic systems led by the United States and the Soviet Union. In other words, The Causes of World War Three dramatically calls into question the entire Cold War consensus, which held as an axiom that the two systems were ultimately incompatible and implied that one or the other must disappear.

But Mills went a step further. He called on scientists and other intellectuals to become “conscientious objectors” and refuse to work in the nuclear, and more generally, in the armaments industry. It is important to remember that by the mid-1950s Mills had concluded that national and international political power in the United States could be understood as a “friendly” version of Nazism, a view that was already apparent in his review of Neumann’s book in 1942. In this respect, he held that the United States and the Soviets were bipolar societies in which resemblance rather than profound difference was a more accurate characterization of the global relations of force. That the nominally liberal president, Harry Truman, had ordered the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the twilight of World War II fueled the argument that the United States was at least as great a danger to human survival as its main adversary.

Moreover, contrary to the widespread popular belief that McCarthyism was a Republican innovation, it should be remembered that it was the Truman administration that initiated the loyalty oath for public employees and banned communists from federal employment, a ban that soon became the rule at state and local levels as well. Hubert Humphrey, one of the most visible liberals in the Senate, introduced and helped pass a bill outlawing the Communist Party, which was quickly reversed by the Supreme Court. But the bill and its passage were a fairly accurate measure of how much the United States was in the grip of red hysteria. Mills did not ignore differences between the United States and Stalin’s Russia, but he was not at all of the view that American democracy was in good condition and needed only some reform on the civil liberties front. At the geopolitical level, he saw few stark contrasts between the two superpowers.

In light of the Soviets’ success in building nuclear weapons in 1949 and their ability to make a hydrogen bomb a few years later, Mills believed that nuclear conflict between the two superpowers was possible at any time. Further support for this fear came from the unlikely source of Winston Churchill, the godfather of the Cold War, who in 1955 pronounced that war itself had become obsolete in the nuclear age. Of course, Churchill’s hopeful view, shared by many at the time, has been proven wrong on several occasions. Despite frequent threats by U.S. officials to use “tactical” nuclear weapons against enemy combatants, sanity has unexpectedly prevailed, but limited wars are alive and well and continue to blaze their bloody path of human and natural destruction.

The Causes of World War Three was not received favorably by most reviewers, and the range of disapproval spanned liberal and conservative circles. Perhaps the most thoughtful negative review was written by Mills’s old friend Irving Howe and published in Dissent, where Mills had contributed some essays. Howe’s review was set alongside an appreciative notice by the pacifist leader A. J. Muste. Howe states that Mills addresses the very important issue of the possibility of global nuclear war and acknowledges his importance as a social and political thinker. However, Howe proceeds to inform the reader that the pamphlet consists of a series of unsupported assertions. While approving of much of the eighteen-point program outlined at the end of the book, it is various elements of the analysis that Howe finds objectionable. One of Mills’s central claims is that the drift toward mass society in both countries deprives the people of their ability to alter events. While Howe agrees with this point, he argues that it does not constitute an adequate basis for comparing their politics. Among these objections, none irks Howe more than Mills’s equation of the dangers posed by the United States and the Soviet Union to world peace.8 At the core of Mills’s evaluation is his assertion that: “In the two superstates … facilities of violence are absolute. Politically each of them is a closed world and in all their spheres their bureaucracies are world-wide…. So similar are the bureaucratic facts of their industrialization … that in their encounter we witness their parallel development.”9 The key phrase “parallel development” more than implies that they are equally dangerous. Howe acknowledges that Mills recognizes differences in the two societies and that in the United States there are authoritarian tendencies in the conduct of the state. But he argues that the United States is far from the decades of totalitarian rule that characterizes the Soviet Union. American democracy may be under siege, but the political system is, according to Howe, not comparable to the Soviet Union’s complete denial of democratic process and individual liberties.

The political significance of Howe’s demurral to Mills’s thesis should not be underestimated. In partial disagreement with most of the New York intellectuals who drifted away from communism, then socialism, and, in many cases, from liberalism as well, becoming hard-line patriotic anticommunists, which brought them into alliance with the CIA and the State Department, Howe maintained his adherence to democratic socialism and considered himself and his magazine culturally radical. In the mid-1950s, he broke with Partisan Review’s increasingly uncritical Cold War stance to start, together with the sociologist Lewis Coser, Dissent as an independent journal of the democratic Left. This entailed taking a position that might be described as “critical support” of, in contrast to full-throated collaboration with, Western liberal democracies, including the United States. Howe was a firm opponent of the U.S. government’s denial of civil liberties to those who dissented from its foreign policies and was eager to give defectors from the recently scandal-ridden Communist Party a forum for their views. He was also sympathetic to those in the liberal camp who attempted to modify, if not reverse, the U.S. nuclear armament program. But he was among intellectuals who, in the postwar era, reluctantly “chose the West” in the struggle between the two superpowers. And his anticommunism was more than an article of faith; it shaped much, if not all, of his politics. For this reason, he objects to parts of Mills’s program, such as ending America’s military bases abroad, a suggestion he finds unrealistic. And he is not convinced that there is a parallel development between the two dominant powers. But what disturbs him most is Mills’s suggestion that the United States and Russia enter into a relationship, through negotiations, not only of “political coexistence” (which he approves) but of “moral coexistence.” For Howe, moral coexistence meant “an accommodation not merely with Russia as a power but with Communist dictatorship as a form of society.”10

Howe was a representative and influential figure among the band of intellectuals who harbored growing skepticism about U.S. foreign policy. But by Mills’s lights he was stuck in the camp for which the “Russian question” blinded them to the realities of a world in which democrats and socialists had no place to go but stand against both countries’ hurtling toward a war from which there was no return. For Mills, adherence to the old battles inevitably drove the anticommunist Left into the power elite’s orbit, just as the communists were ensconced in Stalinist assumptions. In this perspective, Mills had remained true to his earlier political formation; he still supported a putative third camp, and that was among the guiding principles of his hoped-for new Left. At the same time, his call for a realistic approach to world politics and away from the drift to militarism in both major powers ran against the grain of mainstream liberal opinion. It was Howe, in younger days an adherent to the third-camp position, and other intellectuals who had moved rightward in various ways.

The Sociological Imagination was published in 1959, a year before the appearance of Mills’s pamphlet Listen Yankee. On the surface, The Sociological Imagination should be seen primarily as a critique of the discipline of sociology and the social sciences. It was part of Mills’s project of political and intellectual transformation to lay the groundwork for an emergence of a radically different Left than the one that had been forged by the socialist and communist movements. The creation of a new Left would also repudiate the complacency he saw in the conduct of his fellow intellectuals. I will reserve a fuller treatment of this theme for the following chapter of the book. Here, I will address the issues raised by Listen Yankee, the last of his lengthy pamphlets.

[image: image]

One of the persistent narratives of the decades following World War II is the idea that the 1960s were singular in comparison to the other decades. We like to believe that the 1960s were a unique moment of victorious social movements: antiwar, black freedom, the second wave of feminism, and the birth of unprecedented public gay and lesbian protest. Public imagination follows a postmodern refusal to recognize historical continuity. For example, to characterize the 1950s as something other than a dismal decade of cultural and political conformity has become almost sacrilegious. The concept of radical break serves many purposes: for the Left it provides a sustaining myth, a time of ascendancy that was cruelly repressed by the authoritarian state. Liberals can point to a certain resurgence of the democratic moment, especially in regards to modest improvements in closing the gap between rich and poor that, since the 1930s, had fallen into disrepair. The Johnson presidency, hastened by black insurgency, finally sponsored the revival, albeit watered down, of New Deal–like measures such as antipoverty programs and Medicare. After almost forty years in the wilderness (even the conservative Dwight D. Eisenhower could only chip away at the welfare state), the 1960s gave conservatism’s minions a new cause. From William Buckley to Barry Goldwater, the Right sounded the alarm against the barbarians at the gates and, perhaps more importantly, acquired a mission that, to this day, constitutes its ideology and program. Rolling back the 1960s—and the progressive gains of the 1930s—was, and remains, the political and cultural justification of American conservatism of all stripes.

At the top of the counterrevolutionary agenda was and is the perception, shared by its activists as well as a substantial portion of the public, that abortion rights, movements for sexual freedom and equality, racial integration, and antimilitarism are downright un-American, the works of the devil, a signifier of a rebellious generation of young people who have taken leave of their senses, a flight that was manifested chiefly by the emergence of a popular permissive culture. In short, the Right seeks to return to the good old days of the American empire, buttressed at home by deep family and religious practices, where everybody knew her or his place in class, sex, and racial terms, where sexual abstinence is the rule even if violated, where heterosexuality is Godly and all else is sinful.

The economic doctrine of the “free market,” once consigned by many to a perennial resting place in the annals of eighteenth-century fantasy, one that was repeated by late nineteenth-century neoclassical economists such as Leon Walras, Eugen Bohm Bawerk, and Alfred Marshall, had few adherents in the Keynesian era of aggressive state economic intervention. But during the 1960s, under the guise of “neoliberalism,” the old faith slowly staged a comeback that finally overthrew the Bloomsbury sage’s theories. We also learned that “greed is good” and that a society of acquisitive individualism is the best of all possible worlds, because the generated wealth would inevitably “trickle down” to the rest of the population. To these shibboleths must be added the barely disguised sentiment that, despite capital’s periodic need for fresh, low-wage labor, which for centuries was recruited from the colonized and other subjugated populations, these workers should be viewed as “mud people.” Immigrants, those on the Right argue, drain our legacies and our resources and, for these reasons, should be denied the rights accorded to citizens. The end of the 1960s witnessed revival of know-nothingism, sometimes cloaked in the language of the “menace”—red, yellow, brown, and black. Thus, in the postcommunist years, we see the emergence of the national security state and its doctrine that before all else the state is responsible to conduct a relentless War on Terror, even at the expense of education, health care, and other amenities.

Thus, in many ways, we are still imbued with the image of the dismal 1950s. This was the decade when, as Mills wrote, mass society threatened to become the defining culture of advanced capitalism and when, as we have seen, democratic institutions slipped into obscurity, save for their powerful ideological function. The age of conformity was punctuated by anxiety and complacency. Yet it was an unquiet time. Some rebelled against the tendency of politics and culture to mask social contradictions. The 1950s, shaped by, on the one hand, profound postwar anger among blacks and, on the other, the nonviolent, Gandhi-influenced philosophy of Martin Luther King, witnessed the birth of a militant civil rights movement that took its legal victories in stride but also engaged in bold acts of civil disobedience against the “immoral” laws of a recalcitrant South. Art, popular music, and literature were in full-throated protest against the “higher immorality” (Mills’s term) of the “cultural apparatus” that made no room for social art and reduced artistic representations to the cash box and everyday culture to commodity consumption. That avant-garde art was able to survive and eventually prosper has become the subject of controversy among critics. Was its use as a Cold War tool by the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) an act of cooptation, or was there something in the art itself that invited cooptation? The State Department mobilized leading jazz artists, such as the trumpeter and impresario Dizzy Gillespie, to represent the United States abroad, notably in Europe and Africa.

True, civil liberties were trampled upon in the 1950s, but not without an outcry from a section of liberal and even conservative critics of the federal government, which stood silently by as the most rabid anticommunists staged an avalanche of show trials and accusations that communists were Soviet agents and should be treated as war criminals and that noncommunist critics of U.S. foreign policy should receive only slightly better treatment. Moreover, as we have seen, it was during the 1950s that the much-celebrated “bipartisan” U.S. foreign policy was finally challenged by forces that were wider than the usual suspects of pacifists and communists. The urgency of a possible nuclear war awakened a fraction of sleeping liberals. And there was considerable discussion, instigated in part by the power elite, around the concept that the United States had become a war society. Surely the partial liberal awakening required almost a decade of virtually unremitting attack on civil liberties and conformity to Cold War policies of the government. Even when some, such as Norman Cousins of the magazine Saturday Review, began to register dissent, the repressive environment in the labor movement and the universities remained largely intact into the mid-1960s. Thus, the late 1950s and early 1960s were a contradictory time: while the signs of reversal were evident, sectors of civil society remained locked into the Cold War consensus. For example, AFL-CIO President George Meany maintained his characteristic anticommunist rhetoric, and organizations such as the Americans for Democratic Action showed few signs of change. And, famously, League for Industrial Democracy leaders such as Michael Harrington and Harry Laidler and the socialist icon Norman Thomas reacted disapprovingly to the temerity of its student affiliate to permit communist-leaning youth leaders to observe the founding convention of Students for a Democratic Society in June 1962.

Into this mix of simmering resistance is the Cuban revolution. The American empire, which grew after World War I to global proportions, was rooted in Latin America. During his administration, Franklin D. Roosevelt announced the “Good Neighbor Policy,” which vaguely promised some changes in what had been a century of imperialist conquest masked by the Monroe Doctrine, which asserted that in the interest of national security the Americas were the exclusive province of the United States. Accordingly, to protect the United States against European incursions into its self-appointed sphere of domination, successive national administrations used the concept of “national security” to justify military interventions and occupations in the Caribbean, Central America, and South America. In the 1840s, the Mexican War concluded with the U.S. annexation of most of California, Texas, and the Southwest. This was followed a half-century later by the Spanish-American War, which resulted in the United States extending its dominion in the Caribbean and Central America and, finally, a good fraction of South America as well. In this environment, U.S. troops were often dispatched to quell indigenous rebellions: Nicaragua in 1911 and 1934, the Dominican Republic in 1964, and Grenada in 1983. And the U.S. government gave substantial military and financial aid to reactionary forces, from the 1940s through the 1970s: Samosa in Nicaragua; the army of Guatemala, which overthrew of the progressive Arbenz government in 1954; and, of course, the repressive Batista regime in Cuba, whose army was trained and largely equipped by the United States in the 1940s and 1950s.

There was little reason to doubt that the unexpectedly rapid January 1959 victory of the Cuban revolutionaries over Batista would meet the same fate as all the others. All previous rebellions had been soundly crushed. After all, Batista himself began in the early 1930s as a populist but became a supplicant of American military and commercial interests. When the Batista regime was driven from power, it left a legacy of grinding poverty, large-scale unemployment, illiteracy, and disease. Moreover, Cuba, like many agricultural societies caught in a colonial relationship, was a single-crop economy and relied on sugar. Despite its rich soil, it was obliged to import much of its food. So while Fidel Castro and his band of intellectuals and peasants, who grew into an army and rose up against the regime in 1956, refused to knuckle under to U.S. threats, there was little reason to believe that the government of an island of some ten million people, mostly peasants, could successfully resist the technological and numerical superiority of U.S. forces if military intervention became the chosen strategy to snuff out the revolution.

Yet, despite the odds, the three-year-old guerilla war, waged at first by only three hundred combatants, was victorious. In less than a year after marching into Havana, the guerilla movement managed to consolidate power, implement a program of agrarian reform, expropriate large private properties such as sugar plantations and casinos, and eliminate the flourishing prostitution rings that catered to the tourist trade. And, in short order, the regime instituted universal public education and health programs.

The U.S. government, whose client, Batista, fled the country as the revolutionary army marched toward Havana, was furious with the new government, despite claims by the new Cuban regime that it wanted to restore democracy and institute policies of “social justice.” The U.S. government refused to negotiate terms such as diplomatic recognition, trade agreements, and a Cuban request for economic aid. By early 1961, the new Democratic Kennedy administration began to debate the strategy and tactics of military intervention. As the intentions of the United States became clear to the Cuban government, it turned to both Western and Eastern Europe for support. Fidel Castro came to the United States to seek aid from the United Nations and progressive Americans but, with the exception of the weakened Left, came back empty handed. In time, European nations and Canada recognized the new Cuban government and established trade deals, especially involving sugar. These were important steps toward Cuban independence but were not enough. The revolution needed financial and technical assistance to make rapid strides into the industrial era.

The revolution split the American Left, but from its inception the significance of the 1959 victory was not lost on Mills. The journalist Dan Wakefield, a former student of Mills, said that Mills was often questioned about his views on the revolution and felt he should witness its process first hand.11 Mills spent a month in the spring of 1960 talking to the Cuban revolution’s leaders and activists. His “report,” Listen Yankee, written in haste and with plenty of passion, was published later that year as a mass-market paperback and became a bestseller. Consistent with his view that social studies should link biography and history, the story of the revolution and its consequences is told in the voice of a Cuban participant/revolutionary. It is written in the form of a letter to Americans, a literary strategy that incorporates Mills’s interview material, composite style of presentation, and a representation of the position of the collective leadership, including Castro.

In his introduction, Wakefield reminds us that Mills was not alone in his hopes for the new regime. In its early days, the regime presented itself as leading the struggle to end dictatorship and introduce policies of democracy, equality, and social justice. Norman Mailer, once a protégé of the editors of Partisan Review, was similarly impressed by some of the declarations that emanated from the Cuban government. He had joined a number of intellectuals and artists petitioning the U.S. government and media to give “fair play for Cuba.” But the appeal was a Sisyphean effort. When in 1960 one of the leading liberals in the Senate, Wayne Morse, condemned the revolution out of hand and called for its dismantlement, the writing was on the wall. With few exceptions, the liberal establishment either condemned the revolutionary government or gave its approval to the policy of quarantining revolutionary Cuba. Then, as now, most progressives were willing to give their Democratic president the benefit of the doubt. The Kennedy administration trained and funded a failed attempt to topple Castro’s regime at the Bay of Pigs, and the United States declared a trade and tourism embargo between the two countries. Once again, there was little protest by liberal intellectuals, politicians, and the liberal media; opposition was confined largely to radicals.

Listen Yankee anticipates these punitive measures and lays out the revolutionary aims and program in clear terms. After an initial section in which Mills provides some details about the nefarious history of the imperialist policies of the United States, the fictional letter writer declares that the first priority of the revolution is to institute programs to eliminate poverty. High on the list is agrarian reform—to seize land not being farmed but still in private hands and put it back into cultivation. Second was to move away from the single-crop sugar economy and clear away the main obstacle to Cuba’s ability to grow its own food. Third, to address the health and education crisis, as the narrator points out, poverty is linked to ignorance and to disease, and these must be eradicated.

Then Mills addresses the main concern of his interlocutors, such as the New York intellectuals Irving Howe and Daniel Bell: the question of communism and whether the new state will draw close to the Soviet Union, China, and the Eastern bloc. In these pages, he leaves no doubt: if the United States persists in its hostility and refuses to reverse the century of “Yankee Imperialism,” the new Cuba will have no choice but to seek the assistance of the Communist bloc. With the suspension of trade between the two countries and the U.S. blockade, Castro and his comrades felt impelled to turn to the Soviet Union. Mills portrays this choice as a response rather than a predetermined strategy. His narrator argues that the revolution was by no means a communist revolution; instead, it sought to institute democracy and, particularly, social justice. In fact, as the narrator points out, the Communist Party of Cuba remained skeptical of the strategy of armed struggle based in the countryside and played no role in the first several years of the uprising. It only mobilized its relatively small urban cadres to support the revolution on the eve of power—in the last months of 1958. Yet, in the final analysis, seeking the support of the Soviet Union and its client states had enormous consequences for the future of the revolution.

Perhaps Mills could not have predicted that after a period of consolidation, the Cubans would not institute traditional democratic processes or civil liberties. The revolutionary organization—the 26th of July Movement—named after the first (failed) attempt by Castro and a dozen comrades to carry out a successful armed raid on one of Batista’s military bases in 1953, changed its name to the Communist Party, invited some of that party’s old leaders into high government and party posts, and, in broad terms, followed a “national” Leninist model. The term “national” reflected Castro and his comrades’ sensitivity to the cultural and social history of their own country. Absent is the wholesale condemnation of everything inherited from the capitalist past. For example, before and since the revolution, Cuba remains a country mad for baseball; its music scene is among the most celebrated in Latin America and follows regional traditions; and its literature and visual arts, especially film, enjoy an international reputation. And, after more than fifty years in power, citizens remained armed, a sign that despite considerable popular cynicism about the aging, economically strapped regime, there are no immediate indications that it is about to fall. Literacy is about 98 percent, and the country’s system of health care is free and efficient.

But, while understanding the rationale for its choices, Mills would not have been pleased with developments in Cuba since his death. There can be little doubt that, initially, he was impressed by the prospect of Cuban intellectuals linking with a popular base. As the narrator of Listen Yankee makes clear, while the intellectuals were in the forefront at the beginning of the revolution, it was the peasantry that carried the bulk of the fighting, and at the moment of power it was their demands that became a priority. Once in power, the revolutionary intellectuals reclaimed their leadership and were not willing to risk it by overly suppressing the peasantry. National communism, Cuban style, entailed room for criticism. The government set up neighborhood committees “for the defense of the revolution” to police the residents but also to address complaints and adjudicate them or bring them to municipal and provincial administrations. The official party newspaper was not devoid of criticism of Castro and other government officials. Moreover, while Cuba has political prisoners—many of whom are intellectuals—and, for a time, incarcerated homosexuals and AIDS victims, its forms and degree of exclusion were less extensive than other communist states.

Nor was it possible to predict that, during its thirty-year alliance with the Communist bloc, the sugar economy would return with a vengeance, forcing the government to import food and other agricultural goods. The Castro government exchanged sugar for industrial machinery, oil, and technical expertise. However, Cuba did develop a formidable pharmaceutical industry that, in addition to domestic use, provided much-needed export trade. After years of boycotting Cuba, recent leftward regime changes in Latin America helped Cuba regain its Latin American citizenship. Today, thousands of Cuban doctors are in several Latin countries, such as Venezuela, to address problems of poverty and disease.

Finally, the collapse of the Eastern bloc brought a new phase to Cuba’s economic life. It was no longer possible to impose state ownership and control over all of its resources. To earn dollars and euros, Cuba encouraged the development of limited capitalist enterprises at home, especially in the retail sector, such as those industries serving tourism, and aggressively sought tourist trade from Europe, Asia, and Latin America. Among the beneficial consequences of the end of the Eastern bloc has been that, at long last, Cuba’s agricultural sector is beginning to fulfill the revolution’s early promise to grow its own food. Sugar plantations and sugar mills have been dismantled, freeing up land for livestock and vegetable and fruit production.

Yet Cuba is still an authoritarian, one-party state in which popular sovereignty is severely constrained. Grievances are permitted to be heard, but organized political opposition is prohibited. The big question it now faces is how long can it survive without instituting genuine democratic institutions at the levels of the workplace—which would transform relations of control—the communities, and the state. That the project of participatory democratic institutions—the core of Mills’s radical politics—was thwarted from without is undeniable. But fifty years represents two generations of authoritarian statist rule. That it is combined with policies of social justice and social welfare would not be an acceptable compromise for Mills. With the partial retirement of Fidel Castro from day-to-day rule, Cuba is in transition. While the leaders of the regime have reason to remain wary about the intentions of its neighbor to the north, the current Obama administration is making cautious moves to normalize relations with the existing government. If trade, cultural exchange, and diplomatic relations resume, I do not believe the political status quo will retain power unless it really opens the gates to discussion, debate, and organized political opposition. The alternative would be to return to military rule, an unlikely prospect, given the changes already underway in the region.

Mills always kept his distance from the corridors of power, but in the case of the Cuban revolution it is likely he let his guard down. One may read Listen Yankee as vindication of Mills’s theory of intellectuals as social catalysts, but he expected—and hoped—that peasants, workers, and other elements of the subjugated population would assume the leadership during the period of construction. That the intellectuals retained state power even as the revolution finally assumed a popular character raises a question that haunts our evaluation of the revolutions of the twentieth century. Cuba is an instance, together with Russia, China, Yugoslavia, and others, of intellectuals in power. We may want to attribute their failure to create truly democratic and egalitarian societies to conditions of underdevelopment and political isolation perpetrated by the United States and its allies, a circumstance that forced them to achieve industrialization by militaristic means. But it is too easy to excuse or explain political and social deformation by reference to external factors. As we have seen, in Listen Yankee, Mills was prepared to allow for temporary measures that violated radical democratic norms. Revolutionaries are prone to take absolute power before moving toward participatory institutions. In some respects, the history of the United States is no exception. The problem raised by Lenin in a famous pamphlet Will the Bolsheviks Retain State Power? was the elephant in the red closet during the twentieth century. He answered “yes” but in many writings looked forward to the creation of a broader, democratic polity, albeit not in the liberal model. As it turned out, his successors, almost all of them intellectuals, “forgot” the temporary nature of their mandate and proceeded to create a totalitarian power whose bulk rested on feeble legs.

The reason was not hard to fathom: when not persecuted, intellectuals tend to become part of the cultural and political apparatuses as technicians of knowledge. As an elite in the pantheon of occupations, often their claim to possess transcendent wisdom knows few boundaries. Despite their “love” of the people, intellectuals are congenitally distrustful of the masses. Most who have joined revolutionary movements come from the fairly wealthy middle or ruling classes and have obtained their degrees from elite schools. To shed the largely unconscious elitism of their social formation requires huge, self-critical effort, a task that is both painful and humbling. The Chinese cultural revolution of the 1960s was an example of a large-scale attempt to impose self-criticism on intellectuals and professionals, but it was carried out in a frenzied and frequently brutal fashion. For most of his life, Mills adhered to the proposition that, at their best, intellectuals are the conscience of society, eternal critics, but only under exceptional circumstances should they allow themselves to become functionaries of any system. This suggests that intellectuals should not retain power, lest they are transformed from critics into apologists, at best, and, at worst, protagonists of one or another type of authoritarianism. Until intellectuals face up to the vagaries of their own social position, when they are in power we can only expect the worst.
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Taking It Big

Not only was The Power Elite a bestseller, but it also raised Mills to the stature of an international figure. The book was eventually translated into fifteen languages and received widespread notice abroad as well as at home. Its foreign reception was far more favorable than its acclaim in the United States, at least until after Mills’s death. From 1956 until his final illness in 1961, Mills traveled incessantly: Denmark, Norway, Italy, Germany, Austria, the United Kingdom, Mexico, Russia, and Cuba. He lectured to academic and nonacademic audiences and frequently gave newspaper, radio, and TV interviews. He also delivered a series of radio lectures, principally on themes of politics and culture in the United Kingdom and appeared on the radio and TV elsewhere. Flattered by the outpouring of attention, Mills accepted many invitations, even though he was becoming increasingly tired. But despite his self-confessed fatigue and medical advice to slow down, he continued to receive and accept offers. He sensed that this was his “time,” and he was determined to grasp it with both hands.1

But it is apparent that there was another reason for Mills’s enthusiasm for keeping a peripatetic schedule. Feeling deeply isolated and estranged in his own university and his own country, he viewed these sojourns as a respite. Indeed, he regarded the American intelligentsia as totally lacking in “moral courage” and condemned intellectuals for their “moral cowardice” in the face of McCarthyite attacks on civil liberties and academic freedom and for their failure to grapple with the dark consequences of the permanent war psychosis.2

This was also a period when Mills made some new and enduring friends, notably among them the English Marxists, including the political theorist Ralph Miliband and the historian E. P. Thompson. Ralph and Marian Miliband were particularly close friends, and it was through them that Mills came in contact with the burgeoning intellectual new Left in Great Britain. He began to write for one of its premier magazines, New Left Review, and came to identify his politics more with this group, which at the time included the philosophers Alasdair McIntyre and Charles Taylor, than any other.

The British new Left was less a party than a collection of political intellectuals and activists who circulated around two magazines, The New Reasoner and the Universities and Left Review, which eventually merged into the New Left Review. In addition to a number of professors, there were also students, activists in the peace movement, and a thin sprinkling of members of the labor Left. Some, like Thompson, the historian John Saville, and the literary historian and cultural critic Raymond Williams, had been in the Communist Party but broke after Khrushchev’s speech at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Party exposing the crimes of Stalin. Others, such as Miliband and Stuart Hall, were, like Mills, independent leftists. A third group had distinct Trotskyist dispositions. They were all socialists who were estranged from the Eastern bloc but also remained sharply critical of the British Labor Party’s record of managing the capitalist state and gradually surrendering its socialist program and convictions. Miliband’s first book, Parliamentary Socialism (1961), is an unsparing analysis of the Labor Party’s “dogmatic” adherence to the parliamentary system, a dogma that resulted, especially after World War II, in its current centrism. Mills felt closest to Miliband for these and other views that paralleled his own, but he was also attracted to the Milibands’ generous spirit. Apart from Harvey and Bette Swados, William Miller and a few of his students, particularly Dan Wakefield and Saul Landau, Mills had few close American friends, even as his prestige soared in the late 1950s. It is no exaggeration to claim that the warmth of his European reception corresponded to the moment when the historical conditions for the birth of a new independent Left had finally arrived, and its first manifestations were in Europe.
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My aim in this chapter is to discuss the political and intellectual direction of some of Mills’s last writings. In these writings, Mills accomplishes his own summing up and takes the tendencies of his earlier work to a new level. Three works stand out: The Sociological Imagination, still his most widely read book; The Marxists, a collection of writings by some leading thinkers in this vein; and the unfinished The Cultural Apparatus, which Mills intended as his next big project. I will also briefly attempt to explicate his most important intellectual and political contributions.

The Sociological Imagination is nothing short of a program for a new social science. It was written in opposition to what Mills perceived as the two dominant tendencies in social science: what he called “abstracted empiricism” and “grand theory.” Even though his main targets are some of the most influential sociologists of the post–World War II era, they are, as he makes clear, representative of social science as a whole. But what is new for Mills is the imperative to return to the classical tradition of Marx, Simmel, Durkheim, and Weber, all of whom, despite their differences, wanted to understand the social structure, its relation to history, and to the individuals who inhabit it. Early in the introductory chapter, Mills reiterates one of his characteristic themes:


No social study that does not come back to the problems of biography, of history and their intersections within a society has completed its intellectual journey.

What is the sociological imagination?

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals. It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of their daily experience, often become falsely conscious of their social position. Within that welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within the framework the psychologies of a variety of men and women are formulated. By such means the personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit troubles and the indifference of publics is transformed into involvement with public issues.3



“False Consciousness” is a category of the Marxist theory of ideology. Among other things, it connotes the inability of individuals and, perhaps, entire social formations to locate “their position” in the social structure or even their interests. It may mean, for example, that the poor identify with the rich rather than with their own class or that ordinary people patriotically follow their rulers in conducting brutal wars and genocidal annihilations against whole populations or, as Mills was wont to reiterate, to experience their public problems as private troubles.

Mills’s version begins with the separation of the public and private spheres in everyday experience. Individuals understand money, marital, and employment troubles as private matters, when, according to Mills, these troubles are deeply situated in history and the social structure. He contrasts, for example, the breakup of an individual’s marriage, which, if were an isolated event, could be classified as a private issue, with the fact that over half of marriages end in divorce. Implied in this example is that the family and the institution of marriage itself is in crisis and that only a social solution will address and alleviate what is otherwise perceived as a private trouble. Similarly, if a person is out of a job at a time when nearly everyone else is employed, it may be understood as a personal “failure” or an instance of bad luck. But when the unemployment rate approaches a third of the work force, as it did during the 1930s, or is more than a sixth of those seeking full-time work, as it was in 2010, joblessness becomes a public issue and ought to be subject to public debate and action. That elites today have addressed joblessness by pouring trillions into banks, insurance companies, and the auto industry without facing intense reaction from those affected by the crisis may be taken as a measure of the pervasive privatization of everyday life. But the “manipulation” of mass social psychology by the major institutional orders and spheres leads many to conclude that their fate is entirely divorced from politics.

Mills wants the practitioners of social studies to address these contradictions. He critiques social scientists for their penchant for “abstraction,” for beginning with categories rather than social problems (i.e., grand theory), or for employing methodologies of research that have little or no substantive content (i.e., abstracted empiricism). While it is true that the first two chapters after the introduction (“The Promise”) are devoted to a critique, examination, and repudiation of grand theory, identified most closely with Talcott Parsons, and its antinomy, abstracted Empiricism, he is not concerned primarily with correcting these tendencies for the sake of merely reforming the discipline(s). True to the entirety of his writings—beginning with his study, almost twenty years earlier, of pragmatism in the context of the university—he is obsessed with the conditions under which the public can become vital participants in the political sphere. The manipulation of the public—its reduction to a mass of individuals who feel “trapped” in a welter of “private” troubles that for Mills must become public issues—remains the genuine object of the sociological imagination. But this transformation cannot be effected unless and until social studies—including journalism—begin with the premise that the task is to understand social structures in their historical context as the framework within which individuals experience everyday life, however falsely. The claim for “social studies” (we shall see why he wants to jettison the term “science” in this respect) is that they must go back to the future by resuming the world-historical project of classical social theory.

As mentioned in earlier chapters, Talcott Parsons was, arguably, the leading American social theorist of his generation. His first book, The Structure of Social Action (1936), is a magisterial survey of classical sociological theory, with two major exceptions: Marx and Georg Simmel. These exclusions have played an enormous role in constructing the contemporary canon of sociological theory. Although Marx is often taught in undergraduate social theory courses, his work is usually only represented by The Manifesto of the Communist Party, a text that is more often than not treated as a historical oddity, especially by those whose orientation follows Parsons in seeking the causes of stability rather than change. It may be said that Simmel occupies a peculiar position in the history of sociology. A trained philosopher, his many essays in sociology were highly influential in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. His great economic sociology work The Philosophy of Money remains one of the classics of the discipline, and his work on urbanism, notably his essays “Metropolis and Mental Life” and the “Stranger,” are still widely studied. Yet he has slipped from the canon of the important founders, and today only his work on urbanism is generally studied. But Durkheim and Weber are treated as highly relevant writers whose work receives far more detailed attention in both graduate and undergraduate sociology education.

Parsons, who first translated a substantial selection from Weber’s monumental Economy and Society into English, accords Weber, Durkheim, and Pareto prominent places in his survey. He did not succeed in elevating Pareto to the American sociological canon but was remarkably effective in helping to exclude Marx and Simmel, thereby preparing the ground for the configuration of post–World War II sociology as an explicitly liberal discipline mainly concerned with performing small, statistically laden studies of fragments of social life.4

Mills accuses Parsons of using abstruse language to express relatively simple ideas, an insight shared by subsequent generations of students who were required to read The Social System, his magnum opus. Parsons was also immensely influential on sociology and political science in ways only tacitly acknowledged in Mills’s account. Drawn from his earlier training in biology, Parsons’s perspective on society is to seek the elements of social order or equilibrium. Mills criticized this central theme in Parsonian grand theory for its omission of domination and conflict as intrinsic features of social structure: “To accept his scheme we are required to read out of the picture the facts of power and indeed of the institutional structures, in particular the economic, the political and the military. In this curious general theory, structures of domination have no place.”5

I would argue that, while this statement retains considerable validity, it does not tell the whole story. Parsons’s image of society contains three fundamental systems: the social system, which includes the economy and many of the institutions such as the state; the cultural system, whose core is the values and beliefs that underlie the stability of the institutions of daily life, particularly family and religion; and the personality system, the psychological dimension. Parsons appropriates Freud’s conception of the unconscious to help explain why the personality system may become a source of social disequilibrium. Since the unconscious is relatively beyond social control—witness Freud’s discussion of group psychology as a manifestation of the mass rebellion against the father—the possibility of containing disorder, even revolution, rests with the security provided by the cultural system. Parsons holds that the social and personality systems are unstable—if not inherently, then at least subject to frequent crises. But in his scheme, if the cultural system retains its stability, if the values transmitted by religion, the family, and education, for example, are not severely tested, the vicissitudes of economic distress, political conflict, and popular disillusionment, manifested as personal discontent, can be effectively contained. The family is the main site of socialization and the key institution that preserves the social order. For Parsons, the socialization process refers to the internalization by individuals of the cultural norms by which society reproduces itself. Parsons has no room for power and domination, but he does allow for instability in what Mills counts as the social structure as a whole. Thus, for example, the Great Depression disoriented and displaced millions of people from their livelihoods and their homes, and social life was profoundly disrupted in a variety of ways, leading to unprecedented economic and political reforms. But the underlying structure of society was preserved, because there was no fundamental challenge to the cultural system.

Parsons relies on the instrumentalities of socialization to hold society together. Under ordinary conditions, social science may safely concern itself with “micro” problems, such as prostitution, juvenile delinquency, and mental illness, because the population, except for “deviants,” have willingly internalized the dominant cultural values that, in America, include individualism, the limit of social action’s ability to address the separation of the private from the public spheres and the reduction of the latter to local problems. From the inception of academic sociology at the turn of the twentieth century, individual conditions that represent a departure from the social norms have remained a significant preoccupation of investigators and theorists. Social scientists want to study forms of deviance mainly from the perspective of policies of criminal justice and psychiatric care, race, and ethnic conflict and discover methods of resolution that integrate these groups into the mainstream. More generally local forms of social disorganization, for example, irregular employment and chronic poverty, might be manifested in rising divorce rates or school dropouts.

The practice of social scientists has been and continues to be focused on discrete studies of a variety of social problems and phenomena. These studies fail to draw the implications of the results for an understanding of social structure and the “historical scene” within which they occur. I would claim that this method is analogous to Parsons’s grand theory. Abstracted empiricism may be understood as a tacit acceptance by social researchers of Parsons’s scheme, which makes theoretical study unnecessary. Empiricists do study social problems, but as Mills argues, they concentrate most of their energies not on the substance of these as public issues but as occasions to perfect their methodologies of research:


As a style of social science, abstracted empiricism is not characterized by any substantive propositions or theories. It is not based upon any new conception of the nature of society or of man or upon any particular facts about them … the characteristic of this school’s substantive results is not an adequate basis upon which to judge it. As a school, it is new; as a method it does take time; and as a style of work, it is only now spreading into a fuller range of “problem areas.”6



Here, Mills finds that his former boss Paul Lazarsfeld comes in for considerable criticism, since Lazarsfeld perhaps above all others became the main theorist of sociology as a “specialty” in the 1940s and 1950s. Mills argues that in the interest of perfecting sociology as an empirical science, Lazersfeld emphasized the primacy of method over substance. Lazarsfeld himself denied this characterization; The Sociological Imagination marks the final break between him and Mills.

Mills writes: “Specialists in method tend also to be specialists in one or another species of social philosophy. The important point about them, in sociology today, is that they are specialists, but that one of the results of their specialty is to further the process of specialization within social sciences as a whole.”7 A consequence of this specialization is that it tends to obscure the study of problems of social structure. Methodology as doctrine constitutes a destructive limitation to research because, typically, the social studies are held to avoid speculation and other theoretical “flights of fancy.”

Of course, the first two chapters of The Sociological Imagination have, in the half of a century since its publication, monopolized most of the attention of social scientists, because it was read as a wholesale attack on all but a small fraction of the discipline’s practitioners. Even more so than when Mills first leveled his broadside, virtually all of the social sciences today are deeply ensconced in the prison house of methodology. Sociological and political theory have been relegated to specialties within their respective disciplines and, for the most part, consist of histories and commentaries on past social and political thought. With only some exceptions, theorizing about the global present has migrated to Europe, Asia, and Latin America. The United States does not have its Pierre Bourdieu, Edgar Morin, Norbert Elias, Jürgen Habermas, or Anthony Giddens. But Polish, French, and British sociologies have their Mertons, Lazsarfelds, and Parsonses. American positivism and empiricism have become global phenomena in those societies where intellectuals wish to free themselves from the burdens associated with theories, particularly historical materialism, pointing to social transformation. The difference between the United States and the rest of the world is that in the former positivism has won an almost complete victory in the social sciences, even in historiography, where narrative was once the common ground. Almost everywhere else, theory continues to hold its own, even in France and Germany, where statistical social science remains quite strong, even as sociology and political science became policy sciences. And American social sciences seem to have little patience for some of their own progeny who turn to theory but are happy, as is their pluralist tendency, to consign theory to a “section” of the discipline’s main organization. Theorists such as Robert Putnam, Daniel Bell, Immanuel Wallerstein, G. William Domhoff, and others are grudgingly accepted by sociology, but there is an almost systematic effort to discourage younger scholars from pursuing theory as a focus of their work. If they do, the chances are strong that they will not be appointed to a job in a leading research university. If Bell, Putnam, Robert Bellah, and Wallerstein are among those who beat the odds, these are exceptions to the general rule.

For example, when the late ethnographer Erving Goffman turned his attention to social theory in his great book Frame Analysis, which, in many ways, sums up what was left more or less tacitly present in such influential works as Asylum and The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, it found few readers among his admirers. Similarly, when Alvin Gouldner, trained in the Merton school of sociology to perform “middle range” studies, published The Coming Crisis in Western Sociology in 1968 amid the heat of global protest and resistance against the United States and, more generally, Western capitalism, it barely produced a ripple. And his three-volume work on social theory, which explicitly adopted a historical materialist framework, was read by many who were already in that camp but few others. Merton and Lazarsfeld had, each in his own way, done their job of preserving the liberal and scientistic framework of the discipline.

The chapter on “Philosophies of Science” in The Sociological Imagination is at once an argument for the unity of theory and method around concrete social problems taken historically, a discussion of the problem of verification in the social sciences, and a renewed attack on the “building-block” theory of social science, which was best articulated by Robert Merton in his ground-breaking Social Theory and Social Structure.8 Although Merton is an absent presence in this book insofar as Mills directs much of his fire against Merton’s influence, to narrow the focus of sociology to verifiable empirical hypotheses, no informed sociologist can mistake Mills’s attack. Mills explicitly denies the validity of the cumulative theory of scientific progress but also repudiates the top-down deductive method. More specifically, in the philosophy of science empirical studies are meant to verify or, in Karl Popper’s terms, be subject to falsification.9 According to this procedure, no theory can be valid that is not subject to empirical verification or falsification. Therefore, highly speculative concepts such as historical materialism, theories of fascism, or even general conceptions of capitalism are beyond the scope of social scientific investigation. Instead, he argues that theory and method must proceed from problems “on the historical level of reality,” a modified restatement of John Dewey’s program: “In the classic tradition of social sciences, problems are formulated in such a way that their very statement incorporates a number of specific milieux and the private troubles encountered there by a variety of individuals; these milieux, in turn, are located in terms of larger historical and social structures.”10

In this perspective, it is not possible to understand divorce or forms of everyday violence such as so-called hate crimes or carjacking unless these phenomena take into account the historical specificity under which they occur: What is the economic and social situation facing families? Are jobs and education available to young people? Has the racial divide become more severe in times of recession? Otherwise, if research remains at the level of the individual, certain types of psychological explanations become almost inevitable.
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Mills identifies the classical natural scientific tradition with Newton and Darwin. Both had a cutting-edge problem they sought to address: Newton wanted to identify the mechanisms by which objects of the natural world related to one another in terms of cause and effect, time, and space. He discovered the “laws of nature” as a series of regularities that are subject to precise measurement. Darwin’s project, the origins of species and specifically the “descent of man” was, unlike Newton’s, “conceived in terms of larger Historical materialism.” In this comment, we can see Mills’s move toward Marx. Like Marx, he identifies scientific breakthroughs with periods of historical changes: Newton’s mechanical physics broadly corresponds to major inventions in warfare technology, navigation, and mining, changes that were closely tied to England’s emergence as a world industrial power.11

Marx sought to understand how humans “make themselves” in history. He develops two central concepts, the forces and relations of production and, in very “large” terms, generates a scenario of historical stages and changes in terms of their mutually determining interaction. Neither concept is “empirically verifiable” in the manner of the natural or social sciences’ program of microstudies; they are heuristic devices for understanding, not “proof” in the ways that natural scientists conceive them. Nor, for that matter, could Weber’s “ideal types” or Durkheim’s concept of “collective consciousness” be subject to empirical verification. Yet, no less than Darwin’s inferences concerning “natural selection” and adaptation help explain the survival of species in the wake of environmental change, the concepts developed by Marx, Weber, and Durkheim are immensely valuable for social theorizing.

In the end, Mills’s philosophy of the social sciences, as articulated in The Sociological Imagination, may be described as pragmatism meets historical materialism. His pragmatism consists not only in beginning from the problems of individuals but also his adaptation of the experimental method to the social studies:


Objectivity in the work of social science requires the continuous attempt to become explicitly aware of all that is involved in the enterprise; it is neither by dogmatic models of Scientific Method nor by pretentious proclamations of the Problems of Social Science that social scientists may hope to develop their disciplines in a fruitfully cumulative way.

The formulation of problems, then, should include explicit attention to a range of public issues and of personal troubles; and they should open up for inquiry the causal connections between milieux and social structure.12



Mills does not here explore the meaning of the concept “cause.” However, in other places, he plainly rejects the dogmatic connotation of determination and reformulates causality in the terms Dewey did in Quest for Certainty, namely, that there are no precise relations between cause and effect in any social phenomena. In which case, “causal connections” means an assertion that is warranted by the investigation, but it is subject to shifts, amendments, and refutations. This, of course, was the fate of Newton’s model of physics and Darwin’s theory of evolution, both of which changed over time. We can cite in this respect the statements by Albert Einstein that his theory of relativity was in no way meant to replace Newton’s physics; in fact, he believed, mistakenly, that relativity was a “special case” of the Newtonian paradigm. Similarly, Stephen J. Gould’s amendment to evolution was to take into account variations in life forms by the concept of “punctuated equilibrium,” where the phrase connotes that the fundamental Darwinian theory holds but needed some nuance that did not simply account for changes by the indefinite idea of mutation. Gould tried to theorize variation rather than ascribing changes to accident.

The notion of the “Fourth Epoch” may be the most original idea in The Sociological Imagination. Though it remained undeveloped in his writing, if not his thinking, Mills states that the fourth epoch—the historical epoch of postmodernism—“succeeds the Modern Age.” Like Jean François Lyotard’s subsequent statement of postmodernism, Mills argues that postmodernism is a “condition,” a way of life that displaces, in many crucial ways, the dicta of freedom and reason as the guides to human conduct of the Enlightenment. These concepts have become “ambiguous,” virtually devoid of meaning for our time. Instead, we have substituted rationality for reason, and its instantiation is technology.13 However, while Mills and Lyotard agreed that postmodernism was a new stage of social development, Mills’s discussion is situated in the discourse of critique. For Lyotard, the eclipse of master narratives such as Marxism and liberalism, the indeterminacy of politics, and the challenge to conventional “high” cultural forms is to be celebrated. The dark ruminations of one are contradicted by the glee of the other. Mills writes: “The underlying trends are well known. Great and rational organizations—in brief, bureaucracies—have indeed increased, but the substantial reason of the individual has not. Caught in the limited milieux of their everyday lives ordinary men often cannot reason about the great structures—rational and irrational—of which their milieux are subordinate parts.”14

Reasoning “is difficult or impossible,” but we have more and more “rationality.” Rationalization, according to Mills, pervades work, families, and all aspects of social life. In this context, the individual is trapped, and freedom is reduced to merely a slogan perpetrated by power in order to control us:


The increasing rationalization of society, the contradiction between such rationality and reason, the collapse of the assumed coincidence of reason and freedom—these developments lie back of the rise into view of the man who is “with” rationality but without reason, who is increasingly self-rationalized and also increasingly uneasy. It is in terms of this type of man that the contemporary problem of freedom is best stated.15



Yet according to Mills, these are not generally formulated as problems or “widely acknowledged as issues or felt as a set of troubles.”16 Instead, we generally regard rationalization as a feature of “progress” and technology, perhaps now more so than bureaucracy, the most characteristic concrete form of rationalization. Technology, at least in terms of individuals’ daily life, offers “benefits” and is generally regarded as an unalloyed good. After analyzing the role of technology in modernity, Mills formulates his most provocative argument: postmodernism’s restriction of our capacities to reason has given birth to the “cheerful robot.” The cheerful robot, like the fourth epoch from which it emerged, is a “trend” and not an established fact of life. But unless challenged by the remnants of “reason,” it may well become the dominant mode of life. Needless to say, there is reason to believe that rationality has indeed overcome reason in the past half-century since Mills uttered these sentiments.

Consistent with his invocation of classical thought, Mills invites us to go back to the future. The advent of the cheerful robot is the contemporary form of Marx’s “alienated man,” who found himself isolated, detached from labor, the self, and others. This condition was also articulated via the incipient mass man, which Simmel discusses in his classic essay “Metropolis and Mental Life” and which Graham Wallas bemoans in his book The Great Society.

The postmodern epoch, however, renders obsolete the ideologies of the modern age—the orthodoxies of socialism and liberalism, both of which are predicated on the free individual. However, instead of surrendering to postmodern shifts such as the refusal of the concepts of history, the denial of totality, and, in some quarters, the attack against the concept of social structure—in other words, postmodernism’s tendency toward nominalism, in which each event is unique—has no discernable antecedents and can only be described thoroughly but not explained, in which case it has little use for theory, even as a heurism to guide investigation.

Mills displays a staunch affiliation with the precepts of reason and freedom and calls for their restoration. In essence, his critique of liberal and socialist orthodoxies is not that their underlying ideas are historically surpassed but that they have deformed or betrayed their own traditions.
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His European experiences, and especially his exposure to the English new Left intellectuals, may have spurred Mills’s reevaluation of Marxism in the final years of his life. In a letter to Miliband in 1957, Mills revealed that his “commitment to socialism” was deepened by his experiences while visiting Poland. There he met some of the figures of the growing Eastern European tendency who, following the Polish philosopher Lezsek Kolakowski and other intellectuals and political dissidents in Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, called themselves Marxist-humanists and opposed Marxist dogmatism.17

In 1960, Mills published a mass-market paperback, The Marxists, a collection of writings from Marx to Mao together with his own commentaries, intended as an introduction to contemporary Marxist thought. Although Mills was well aware of the many Marxisms, the selections are drawn, with only a few exceptions, from the orthodox traditions. In one of his commentaries, he justifies these choices: given the breadth of the subject matter, one cannot do everything in one book. He plainly chose to exhibit the work of the “winners” rather than the dissenting varieties whose representative figures were often the “losers” in the many internecine struggles within the socialist states and movements.

Those who would make a sharp distinction between Mills’s social theory and Marxism rarely examine this aspect of his intellectual and political development. While it is true that in 1956 Mills declared, in a letter to his friend Harvey Swados, that “way down deep and systematically I’m a goddamn anarchist,” he also stated, “lets not forget that there’s more [that’s] still useful in even the Sweezy kind of Marxism than all the routineers of J. S. Mill [perhaps the most important liberal political philosopher of the nineteenth century] put together.”18 The economist Paul Sweezy, the co-founder and editor of Monthly Review, an independent Marxist journal, was often critical of the Eastern bloc, but not in the way of the professional anticommunists and, for a time, had high hopes for the Chinese Revolution. Miliband wrote after his death that Mills was “not a member of my party or faction,” but I want to contend that in the broader scheme of things, he was closer to Miliband’s brand of independent Marxism than to any other faction or party. As he moved around Europe and Mexico and in his personal friendships with people like Swados, it was among members of the socialist Left and of the predominantly Marxist variety that he forged his closest ties. That he was unwilling to embrace Marxism as it was practiced in the so-called socialist countries may be attributable to the rigidity of the movements, the theorists, and political leaders who identified themselves with that tradition. And while deeply respectful of Trotsky—Mills often urged social scientists to read his History of the Russian Revolution and The Revolution Betrayed, which may be the most authoritative evaluations from the perspective of a participant of the consequences of Stalin’s rise to power—he was equally critical of the Trotskyist illusion that a new revolutionary movement along Leninist lines was either possible or desirable.

Mills was aware, to a limited degree, of the thinkers whose work has been termed “Western Marxism.” This includes the social and political thought identified with the traditions of Rosa Luxemburg, Georg Lukács of the 1920s, Antonio Gramsci, Karl Korsch, and the protagonists of Frankfurt School critical theory. Mills knew some of Lukács’s writings, certainly his Studies in European Realism and a chapter of History and Class Consciousness, one of the founding documents of critical theory and independent Marxism, which had been translated into English in 1957 by Michael Harrington, in a neo-Trotskyist student magazine. And he probably read Max Horkheimer’s 1947 summary of the views of the critical theorists, Eclipse of Reason.

Other key texts in Western Marxism included a selection of Gramsci’s writings, translated by the journalist Carl Marzani in 1957. There was also Korsch’s intellectual biography of Marx published in a 1938 English translation. I cannot imagine Mills was not familiar with the book, especially because he borrowed Korsch’s concept that the essence of historical materialism was “the principle of historical specification” (Mills uses the word “specificity,” but it amounts to the same thing). But in Mills’s lifetime most of the works of Lukács, Gramsci, and Korsch remained untranslated, as did most of the writings of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse.

After the defeat of the 1919 Hungarian revolution, in which he played a prominent part, and a period of dissent from the Communist International, Lukács emigrated to Vienna and in 1933 repaired to Moscow, where he devoted the next twenty-five years to literary history and criticism. Gramsci, the general secretary of the Italian Communist Party, died in prison in 1937 in obscurity, but his reputation was revived by his deputy, the Italian Communist leader Palmiero Togliatti, who facilitated the publication of his massive Prison Notebooks in the late 1950s. Korsch’s major book, Marxism and Philosophy, which, along with Lukács’s History was denounced from the podium of the Congress of the Communist International, was not translated until the revival of Marxism in the early 1970s.

Thus, the Marxism Mills encountered, in and out of the universities, was predominantly Leninist, whose contemporary exemplars were Stalin and Trotsky. Selections in The Marxists include Marx and Engels and the theorists Rosa Luxemburg, Rudolph Hilferding, and Karl Kautsky from the old social-democratic movement but are otherwise confined to those who worked and wrote in the communist tradition. This strategy was certainly consistent with the times. After the broad renunciation of revolutionary socialism by post–World War II social democracy, Marxism, for all practical purposes, was Leninist. Leninists led and held power in the Bolshevik, Chinese, and Eastern European brands of socialism. It was this tradition that, in some respects, is continuous from the Second Socialist International to the Third Communist International that Mills addresses.

His critique of orthodox Marxism, including Leninism, is by now familiar: economic determinism in which the part played by the “superstructure”—politics, the state, religious institutions, ideology—is systematically underestimated; an overemphasis on the conflict between the forces and relations of production to the exclusion of other elements in history and social structures; a mechanical view of the class struggle; and orthodoxy’s underestimation of the power of advanced capitalist societies to disguise and otherwise narrow the expected polarization of classes by what he called “the cultural apparatus.” And Mills finds many other related propositions inadequate for understanding the nature of contemporary political and social life.

However, it must be noted that, in the section called “Rules for Critics,” Mills, perhaps for the first time, identifies himself as a “plain” Marxist and cites many of the figures in what Perry Anderson termed “Western Marxism”: “Plain Marxists (whether in agreement or disagreement) work in Marx’s own tradition. They understand Marx to be firmly a part of the classic tradition of sociological thinking. They treat Marx like any nineteenth-century figure, in a scholarly way,” that is, with admiration but not reverence and subservience to the author.19

Mills then goes on to say that what the “plain” as opposed to the orthodox Marxists find useful in Marx is “his way of thinking,” which is “central to their own intellectual history.” In short, for plain Marxists it is not Marx’s specific doctrines or judgments that should be followed but his insistence that economic, political, and social phenomena must be understood in their historical specificity. In which case, as the social structure is transformed, so must theories. For Mills, then, Marxism privileges change against dogmatic allegiance to any particular result of investigation. What are the most general features of Marx’s ways of thinking that Mills still found most crucial?


In their work, plain Marxists have stressed the humanism of Marxism, especially the younger Marx, and that to underemphasize in history of the interplay of bases and superstructure in the making of history is to transform man into that abstraction for which Marx himself criticized Feuerbach. They have been open in their interpretations and their uses of Marxism. They have stressed that “economic determinism” is, after all, a matter of degree, and stressed that it is so used by Marx in his own writings, especially in historical essays.20



Here, Mills refers, albeit indirectly, to “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” (1852), perhaps the principal exemplar of Marx’s use of historical specificity to address contemporary public events. In this essay, Marx finds that the determination of the events that led to Louis Bonaparte’s ascent to power could only be understood as a consequence of a complex set of relationships, of which the economic is only one cause, and perhaps not the dominant one, of the political situation. The essay is a masterpiece of dialectical and historical treatment of a historical event, a striking illustration of an “open” approach to history and a reproach to those who would reduce analysis, before specific investigation, to its economic dimension. The same “method” could also be applied to Marx’s treatment of the Paris Commune of 1871, “The Civil War in France,” where in the day-to-day struggle to retain power, politics takes command. Yet neither text is excerpted in this anthology. Nor are there selections from the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, the inspiration for a good part of Mills’s critique of contemporary capitalism’s effect on everyday life. Marx and Engels are represented by excerpts from The Communist Manifesto, Capital, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Theses on Feuerbach, and Socialism Utopian and Scientific. These choices are part of the Marxist legacy, but, perhaps with the exception of the Theses on Feuerbach, not particularly part of the canon of “plain” Marxism. They are, instead, major works in the canon of “scientific” Marxism, a tradition for which Mills has scholarly interest but not much inspiration.

Why does Mills invoke the early Marx in his commentary but exclude it from the anthology? Is it because the so-called mature Marx of Capital, published more than twenty years after the unpublished Manuscripts and the German Ideology were written, had forsaken his early humanism, as Louis Althusser, approvingly, argues?21 Or is it because the victorious Marxists had no room in their doctrines for a Marx who was, like some of his legatees, “open” rather than dogmatic? After all, if the Communist Party needed to portray a Marx in their own image, neither the historical nor the early “humanistic” works (nor for that matter, the first chapter of Capital on the “fetishism of commodities”) would likely serve their purposes. Party Marxism, of both the communist and social-democratic varieties, was simultaneously deterministic and voluntaristic: the capitalist crisis would eventually force the working class to revolutionary activity, provided it enjoyed a vanguard party at its helm. I believe the tacit objective of The Marxists is to depict in an anthology the ideology of those who attained or were close to power. No losers need apply. But Mills’s commentary reveals a side of himself that had never been as fully developed before: the practical or plain Marxist, open to all theoretical perspectives that might help social studies illuminate contemporary social reality and history but also “deeply committed to a socialism” that could fuse the liberal ideal of free individuality with the socialist ideal of equality and direct democracy, in which each individual has a voice in deciding the social and political arrangements that affect her or his life.

[image: image]

We can see the power of ideology in contemporary politics. The big political news of the summer of 2009 was a continuous tale of a popular president of the United States vainly trying to save an already compromised near-universal health care plan. As Barack Obama traveled the country bringing a message to well-attended town meetings that ordinary people would benefit from the plan—which was largely in private hands but contained a public option—an alliance of insurance companies, a major segment of the health care industry, Republican politicians, a small army of right-wing agitators, and a good portion of the mass media successfully drowned out Obama’s effort to bring reason to the debate’s table. Instead of reporting on Obama’s message, they focused in dozens of town meetings held by Democratic members of Congress where, to one degree or another, anti–health care legislation disruptors succeeded in shutting the elected officials up. As a bevy of polls showed, the public was increasingly skeptical about the administration’s health care program, and it appeared that the gap between perception and fact had widened, some said, beyond repair. In any case, it was clear that Obama’s willingness to water down the program to appease the Right had not only failed but had badly backfired. While the Right’s rhetoric was loaded with symbols that evoked a new government authoritarianism and a discourse—borrowed from abortion advocates—of individual choice, Obama’s strategy was to convey the facts and “clear up” misconceptions about the plan. It was an uneven match. The travails of the national administration may be a case in point illustrating Mills’s basic thesis about the politics of culture as well as the culture of politics. In essence, as we shall see, fact-mongering loses every time, because it fails to engage the way perception is formed.

Even as he was completing work on The Sociological Imagination and The Causes of World War Three, Mills was assembling notes, clippings, and preliminary drafts for a book on culture. As we have seen, some of his thoughts on culture were incorporated into The Sociological Imagination, particularly his concept of the fourth epoch, and addressed in the essays “Cultural Politics”; another on the designer as a social type regardless of industrial niche, called “The Man in the Middle”; and “The Cultural Apparatus,” which was first delivered as a BBC lecture. The essays were published in different places and are collected in Power, Politics, and People, edited by Irving Louis Horowitz. As was his style, these essays can be considered drafts of chapters for the book.

In a prospective “Note to the Reader” for The Sociological Imagination, Mills writes: “It has been said in criticism that I have been too much fascinated by power. That is not really true. It is the intellect that I have been most fascinated by, and power primarily in connection with that. It is the role of ideas in politics and society, the power of the intellect, that most fascinates me as a social analyst and as a cultural critic.”22 In these late works on the cultural apparatus, the new Left, and the power of ideas, Mills comes back full circle to his earliest published work on the sociology of knowledge. But twenty years later, Mills wants to address the problem of knowledge in a different way. Now the questions are: what is the nature of everyday experience, and what are the determinants of political consciousness? To answer these, Mills returns to philosophy and begins the essay “The Cultural Apparatus” with these words:


The first rule for understanding the human condition is that men live in second-hand worlds. They are aware of much more than they have personally experienced, and their own experience is always indirect. The quality of their lives is determined by meanings they have received from others. Everyone lives in a world of such meanings. No man alone directly confronts a world of solid fact. No such world is available.



Therefore:


The consciousness of men does not determine their material existence; nor does their material existence determine their consciousness. Between consciousness and existence stand meanings and designs and communications which other men have passed on—first, in human speech itself, and later, by the management of symbols. These received and manipulated interpretations decisively influence such consciousness as men have of their existence. They provide the clues to what men see, to how they respond to it, and how they feel about it, and to how they respond to these feelings. Symbols focus experience; meanings organize knowledge.23



In these sentences, Mills has developed a different version of the theory of mediation from that of Lukács: the mediations between consciousness and existence emanate not from the commodity form and the conditions of alienated labor but from the “ready-made” stereotyped interpretations that are passed on in everyday communication as well as by the media and that originate in schools, the nationalist state, and the cultural apparatus. Mills writes: “This apparatus is composed of all the organizations in which artistic intellectual and scientific work goes on.” The cultural apparatus is not independent from the institutions of political, military, and economic power but is responsible for distributing the prevailing ideas to a mass public. Obama, for example, had failed to overcome the stereotypical symbols of anti–big government rhetoric or allay the fears of some that his program would, among other things, price them out of affordable health insurance.

In short, the intellectuals and their work mediate between consciousness and existence by providing the interpretations we live by. The implication of this analysis is that it would be futile for an oppositional movement or party, or even mainstream politics with new ideas, to develop or provide to the public an alternative set of “facts” to counter interpretations that are based on “secondhand” experience that successfully organizes knowledge and reaches down into the individual or group’s vision or feelings. What Mills describes is a kind of rationality that trumps reason because it does not assume that facts matter when political decisions are in play. What matters is how symbols are manipulated. Political intellectuals allied, in one way or another, with the prevailing commercial and nationalist power often produce the symbols without which that power could not prevail.

Mills comes to the analysis of the cultural industry by historical means. In his taxonomy are three stages of cultural organization: the feudal period, early capitalist modernity, and state intervention in the production of culture in the later capitalist epoch. During the feudal era, artists depended on the patronage of the nobility or the Church. In the second stage, culture becomes an aspect of the bourgeoisie’s conquest of power, and the artist ceases to be dependent upon patronage and becomes an entrepreneur. For example, one can trace the careers of Mozart and Beethoven. Neither composer was fully freed from patronage, but they were also pioneers in organizing and arranging their own concerts, free of court sponsorship and control. However, by the twentieth century, the characteristic artist and scientist as small- or not-so-small-business person comes to an end, except for the “stars.” The arts and sciences as well as the intellect become largely bureaucratized, which reduces the autonomy of most intellectuals, who now find themselves the servants of power, whether they know it or not. As the producers of knowledge, they have been integrated into the cultural apparatus. Yet in the fourth stage of the evolution of the intellect, at least in Europe, a new type of patronage returns. The intellectual in France, Germany, and, to a lesser degree, Britain not only possesses prestige but confers prestige to the state and to the powerful economic forces willing to support them. In these countries, the intellectual is a public figure. In the United States, such patronage exists only at the margins (a cursory glance at the puny allocations to the National Endowment for the Arts and National Endowment for the Humanities illustrates the point). These agencies support the high arts, in the main; for the rest, the cash nexus or the patronage of a segment of their audience determines whether they prosper or disappear.

The last half-century since Mills began to investigate the cultural apparatus has witnessed a fairly substantial increase in public support for the nonmilitary-related sciences, especially in research and service fields involved in health care. Moreover, the arts have received a boost from a number of private foundations, some of which have supported folk, jazz, and other popular forms, but, in the main, they focus fairly extensively on propping up “classical music,” museums, and legitimate regional theater. But unlike during the Great Depression, when federal policy supported the arts as a jobs program as well as one with nationalist and educational motives, we have, in the era of economic stagnation and decline, entered a historical situation in which the arts and sciences that have little or no commercial potential are increasingly marginalized. Mills anticipates this devolution by his observation that the United States seems indelibly wedded to the market for culture and only grudgingly provides a modicum of public support:


The virtual dominance of commercial culture is the immediate ground of America’s cultural scope, confusion, banality, excitement, sterility. In the overdeveloped society, the mass production, the mass sale, the mass consumption of goods has become The Fetish of both work and leisure. The pervasive mechanisms of the market have indeed penetrated every feature of life—including art, science and learning—and made them subject to pecuniary evaluation. In a word, what has happened in the last two centuries to work in general is now rapidly happening to artistic, scientific and intellectual endeavor; now these too become part of society as a set of bureaucracies and as a great salesroom.24



This raises a final point: Mills argues that within the establishment the critical intellect is deteriorating and is transformed into an adjunct of the cultural apparatus. As we have seen, Mills holds that intellectuals have become technicians of knowledge. Given his view that the battle for a new social and political situation depends, crucially, on the “power of the intellect,” it is no wonder that he returns to intellectuals, even in the wake of their significant compromises and decline.

TOWARD A NEW LEFT: “AGAINST SMUG CONSERVATIVES, TIRED LIBERALS, AND DISILLUSIONED RADICALS”

I am tempted to end this book with a reproduction of Mills’s “Letter to the New Left,” which was originally written for the British journal New Left Review and published shortly thereafter in the American journal Studies on the Left in 1960. However, I will resist the temptation, since many of themes he sounds in that piece have already been discussed in previous chapters of this book. But the letter is a kind of legacy for those who would follow in his footsteps. It would be no exaggeration to claim that in these ten pages Mills succeeds in defining the terms by which an intellectual new Left emerged in the turbulent 1960s. What distinguishes the new Left from the antiwar movement and sections of the civil rights movement, which, deservedly, received enormous popular support and public attention, is that, influenced by Mills, it forged a new political sensibility and had no patience for single-issue politics.

The beginning of Mills’s letter is a concise restatement of some of the themes that animated his last theoretical and political positions: a spirited assault of the end-of-ideology thesis advanced, notably, by a former friend and colleague, Daniel Bell; and a critique of those he termed the “NATO intellectuals” grouped around organizations such as the Committee for Cultural Freedom, of which the philosopher Sidney Hook and the editors of Partisan Review and its British counterpart Encounter had been leading protagonists. Here Mills makes an important distinction: it is not their advocacy of liberal political philosophy—much of which he, himself, would adopt—to which he objects. It’s rather the “liberal rhetoric, become formal and sophisticated and used as an uncriticized weapon against Marxism”25 and the collapse of reason in favor of an ideology of “reasonableness that blunts or destroy[s] the power of facts to enlighten however uncomfortable they may be.”26 But these points are only a prologue to his main argument.

Mills forthrightly asserts that the “historical agency” of change has disappeared. No longer can the working class and the peasantry be regarded as the key to a socialist future, which he openly embraces. Instead, he calls upon the intellectual Left to abandon “the labor metaphysic” and take a fresh look at the problem of intellectuals as change agents: “It is with this problem of agency in mind that I have been studying, for several years now, the cultural apparatus, the intellectuals—as a possible immediate, radical agency of change. For a long time, I was not much happier with this idea than were many of you; but it turns out now, in the spring of 1960, that it may be a very relevant idea indeed.”27 Acknowledging that “the problem of the intelligentsia is an extremely complicated set of problems on which rather little factual work has been done” and that the Western intellectuals should not be confused with those in the Soviet Union or those in the “underdeveloped” world (Mills terms Western societies “overdeveloped”), he still puts his “utopian” faith in the “young intelligentsia.”28

By the end of the 1960s and for a good part of the 1970s, these hopes proved prescient. If the student-inspired rebellion in Paris in May 1968 was the high point of the struggle for a utopian future of popular democracy (its slogan: “be realistic, demand the impossible”), parallel movements of intellectuals in West Germany, Italy, Mexico, and the United States. For example, in 1963, a year after Mills died, the Bay Area was rocked by a popular uprising of students at the University of California–Berkeley who demanded, among other things, the right to engage in on-campus political activity, to choose some of their instructors, and to have a voice in the administration of the university. Stoked by the mass anti–Vietnam War movement, by 1965, intellectuals began speaking out against U.S. foreign policy, and on hundreds of campuses around the country students and some faculty engaged in strikes, demonstrations, and “teach-ins”—where war critics debated the establishment—and occupied campus buildings. In 1968, the Columbia student occupations—which were called to protest the administration’s plan to take over a large section of Harlem for a sports center—were marked by alternative classes on topics ranging from the nature of the university as a site of bureaucratic power to imperialism and war. The Columbia occupation split the faculty. Some, such as the prominent sociologists Immanuel Wallerstein, Terry Hopkins, and George Fischer, resigned from the university in sympathy with the students and took positions in public universities. And even where the extent of direct action was not evident, liberal political science and sociology professors turned leftward. Where Mills had been a relatively lone voice in the 1950s, a decade later young and not-so-young intellectuals had become critical thinkers, some directly inspired by his work and by the cultural and social critique of the Frankfurt School.

For example, Herbert Marcuse’s 1964 One Dimensional Man, a mind-expanding critique of the consequences of the technological revolution and, more broadly, of the effects of the cultural apparatus, sold two hundred thousand copies in its the first five years in print and became a catalyst for many young intellectuals and activists. Marcuse had been a great admirer of Mills and used some of his work to illustrate his own analysis. He also drew on the popular sociology of Vance Packard, whose influence should not be underestimated in shaping the New Left. As discussed, Alvin Gouldner tried to heed the call to perform a study of the political significance of the intelligentsia, especially in his book The Future of Intellectuals (1979). In 1969, the sociologist Phillip Reiff edited On Intellectuals: Theoretical Studies, Case Studies, a book of essays by prominent thinkers. Additionally, Magali Larsen offered critical studies of the professions and shared Mills’s political orientation to their subjects, a reflection, no doubt, of the resurgence of post-1960s disciplinary thought.29

Today, there are remnants of the critical utopianism that marked Mills’s own work and the various traditions of critical, “open” Marxism. Mills himself helps us understand why the critical project in social thought and action has fallen on hard times. More specifically, his category of the fourth epoch challenges postmodernism’s renunciation of social theory and its attempt to comprehend events in terms of their relation to history and social structure. Michel Foucault has taught an entire generation of young intellectuals that this project is futile, that what he calls a “discursive episteme” has no necessary relation to its own past, and that any inference that power can be situated in specific social structures must be replaced by a notion of power that permeates everything and has no specific location.30

Needless to say, Foucault’s conception of power differs from that of Mills. Foucault refuses to locate power in particular institutions; for him, power is everywhere, especially in language and knowledge. Although Mills does acknowledge that knowledge is subject to power relations—and his early work did address language—he insists that social power resides, chiefly, at the pinnacle of our social structure and, as we saw in chapter 6, that specific institutional orders are the sites of domination. In short, Foucault finds power in the sinews of everyday life; Mills is interested in how power shapes ordinary lives from external, hierarchical sources.

Foucault is perhaps the leading postmodern thinker of the late twentieth century. His postmodernism may be viewed as a response to the rigidity and stifled creativity of once-hegemonic French (Communist) Party Marxism. In the two decades before his death in 1984, Foucault was among the European intellectuals who breathed life into social studies. Despite his nominalist tendencies (he rejected concepts such as universal history, for example), he has given us brilliant, highly sophisticated studies of discipline and control, which carry strong political intent that takes its inspiration, in part, from the May 1968 events, even if not explicitly utopian or dedicated to reason and freedom, which was Mills’s enduring aim. Unfortunately, many of his numerous acolytes are content to articulate their studies to the disciplinary requirements of the empiricism of sociology and anthropology. After several decades of challenge, the social sciences have, in the main, settled down to middling studies such as local ethnographies that are written for other practitioners of the trade or, worse, have scientistic aspirations.

There is a legitimate but historically surpassed objection to the analytic invocation of the totality, once a trademark of the Marxism found in authoritarian countries and parties. These, too, have largely disappeared. Those who do not address problems of humans from the perspective of social structures and historical contexts that condition their troubles have tacitly or explicitly accepted the current setup and seek only to tinker with it to make it more just. Today, following the idea of historical specificity, we need a new, creative rebirth of social and cultural theory. No doubt it will look different from what Mills believed was adequate. However, reflecting his appreciation of Marx and Veblen, it is not the specific theories that inform the new; it is the approach, which I would characterize as historical materialism without historical Marxism. What does that mean? Among other things, it connotes that ascriptions of causality must be historically specific. In the multiplicity of determinations, what theory establishes are the concepts that inform, not in advance, a privileging of any one of them. And it means “taking it big,” by which Mills meant that social studies must be bold enough to grasp the whole social world and, most important in this effort, to recapture experience that is relatively independent of the power of the cultural apparatus to render it “secondhand.”

Having given this Millsian prescription, it is undeniable that at the end of his brief but productive intellectual life, Mills became preoccupied with the mediations between consciousness and existence that he called “culture.” He simply did not believe that the economy was, for the most part, the direct cause of how agents acted in the political sense. A half-century after he drew this conclusion, we have a plethora of studies of fragments of the cultural apparatus but few efforts to make the connections that would allow us to understand how it works and what its specific effects are. Nor do we have a serious body of knowledge about agency that would help any who would change the world to identify the conditions for transformation. In short, Mills’s program still lies before us.


Afterword

Mills Today

In 1958, after fifteen years of virtually uninterrupted postwar prosperity—dramatic economic growth, near full employment (in the 1950s, 3 percent joblessness was considered the upper acceptable limit), rising incomes for a majority of its population, and a mainly suburban and exurban housing boom never before experienced in its history—America experienced its first major recession since the 1930s. Before that, when economists and politicians took note of stubborn signs of poverty, they were prone to attribute significant unemployment and privation to personal deficiencies or regional causes: coal was being partially eclipsed by oil, so Pennsylvania and the southern Appalachian region were depressed, or the textile towns in New England were suffering a renewed exodus of their mills to the Southeast. When manufacturing plants in metals, auto parts, and other heavy industry were closed in the Northeast and Midwest, these opening salvos of deindustrialization were virtually ignored, even by organized labor.

When the recession occurred, the national story was slightly modified but still did not obscure the notes of complacency. According to expert opinion, a few economic dips were to be expected. Neither 1958 nor the next downturn in 1960–1961 fazed the optimists. The revival of Japanese and European industries and the early signs that the United States was among their prime market targets and the relative technological backwardness of the domestic steel industry failed to dampen the free-trade religion. According to the conventional wisdom, the economy might require some tinkering, but on the whole the American industrial machine was alive and well. In fact, burdened by a seemingly intractable defense budget, the dark clouds of the end of U.S. economic global dominance were rapidly gathering.

This was a moment when the unions awoke to layoffs and industrial migration but were not prepared to do more than seek temporary band-aids and protections for their own members, such as supplementary unemployment benefits paid from the ample coffers of the large auto and steel corporations. Senator John F. Kennedy sponsored “Depressed Areas” legislation that targeted specific industries and regions, and Congress temporarily extended jobless benefits beyond the statutory twenty-six weeks. But apart from civil rights protest, which at the time was more concerned with segregation in the South than with the economic plight of blacks, the voices of dissent were still muted. Having purged unions and other civil organizations of their communists and other radicals, all that remained were a coterie of intellectual liberal dissenters who hewed to the existing “set-up,” as Mills put it.

According to Mills, it was not the failure to recognize “the economy, stupid,” as Bill Clinton stated in the 1990s, that had been responsible for the prevailing consensus. There was another explanation needed for the refusal of the underlying population and the leaders of key institutions to get off the dime. He became convinced that the absence of an effective opposition on questions of nuclear annihilation, no less than economic insecurity, was attributable primarily to the power of the cultural apparatus—its rhetoric of progress, its message of untrammeled opportunity for the deserving, and the dissemination of the doctrine of American exceptionalism. The power of ideology was not devalued by those perched at the top of the social pyramid. The same people who controlled the state and the industrial machine were heavily invested, financially and politically, in newspapers, magazines, film, radio, and television.

Mills left unfinished the project of a comprehensive study of the cultural apparatus. He was less interested in the aesthetic dimension of cultural production than its political salience. Specifically, he wanted to understand the relation of cultural products to political consciousness and the place of its producers to possible social and political transformations. Mills had come to the conclusion that it was not the economy or even self-interest in general that drove contemporary social agents to action or inaction. Mills concluded that in the epoch of what he termed “overdeveloped” capitalism, the masses were moved more broadly by “culture” than by reason. He had become convinced that the cultural apparatus played a central role in reproducing the entire “set-up.” But it is not the anthropological conception of culture—a whole way of life—that he believed determined politics or secured the domination by the leading institutional actors. Mills’s invocation of the cultural apparatus, paralleling Horkheimer and Adorno’s idea of the culture industry, signaled that culture was no longer the spontaneous creation of the people but instead was an aspect of the organization and reproduction of social and political domination. If social transformation was at all possible, its protagonists were obliged to understand the process of the production and distribution of the key cultural forms, especially the mass media. Clearly, the implication of his projected study was to argue for a new counterhegemonic strategy of the Left that matched the force of the culture industry.

Responding to the enormous role of propaganda in swaying the masses toward fascism in the 1920s and 1930s, sociologists in the late 1940s developed the subdiscipline of media studies. Investigators measured audience responses to television and film and dwelled on the benefits—and the social costs—of mass media for the dissemination not only of knowledge and information but, perhaps more significantly, for the formation of mass social and political beliefs. But just as sociologists of science, following Robert Merton, refused to plumb the content of scientific discoveries, preferring to study reward systems and careers, early scholars in media studies rarely examined the content of the media products. The major exception was the work of Adorno, Leo Lowenthal, and other members of the Institute for Social Research (the Frankfurt School). As a method of discovering the multiple powers of ideology, they studied topics such as radio preachers, daytime serials, and popular novels. Among their most arresting discoveries was that as a means of extending its influence, ideology wrapped itself in erotic pleasures. Entertainment consists in more than forms of diversion; it is a weapon of mass persuasion that ties its consumers to the system. In contrast, if not celebrants of the virtues of mass communication, most sociologists of the media assumed the position of neutral observers.

Since sociology and the other social sciences remained largely impervious to the power of the cultural apparatus to shape politics and social consciousness and certainly disdained a detailed analysis of the cultural apparatus, especially its political economy, the task was left to a few anthropologists, such as Jules Henry and Hortense Powdermaker, and later to a new generation of scholar/activists of the Left. Henry’s Culture Against Man (1963) is a blistering condemnation of the apparatuses of cultural production for their manipulation of mass publics. Powdermaker’s Hollywood: The Dream Factory (1950) explored the influence of film on popular social values and aspirations. Writing from a Marxist perspective, the economist Herbert Schiller created a series of studies showing the marriage of media and leading financial corporations and charged this alliance with being “mind managers” (also the title of perhaps his most influential book). Later, Robert W. McChesney provided a political economy of the media that exposed its entanglements with corporate America, particularly Wall Street. And Dan Schiller remains one of the few to theorize the role of communications in the constitution of ideology and manufactured culture. However, a half-century after Mills outlined a project for the critical study of the cultural apparatus, dominant disciplines, even the relatively recent domain of cultural studies, lack the grandeur of Mills’s proposal to ask the crucial question of the relation of the cultural apparatus to political and social power. Perhaps the major exception was the Birmingham School—Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, Dick Hebdidge, Judith Williamson, Paul Willis, and Richard Hoggart, among others—whose ethnographies of working-class youth subculture and television analysis were remarkably in sync with Mills. In contrast, many scholars of postmodernism have chosen to follow the broader tendency among the social sciences to confine their research to narrow topics and have failed to connect the implications of what they find to the larger questions of social theory. In fact, among the new generation of practitioners of cultural analysis there developed a suspicion of theory, relegating its main tenets to an outmoded modernism.

Yet, by the turn of the twenty-first century, in the wake of the apparent triumph of late capitalism, as the societies of actual socialism collapsed and a series of global shifts radically changed the political map, the precipitous decline of the systemic opposition at home as well as abroad has led some intellectuals to search for a way to oppose the rightward lurch, to revisit their own practice. For example, the ethnographer Michael Burowoy’s inaugural 2005 address as incoming president of the American Sociological Association was a plea for sociologists to become public intellectuals. Some listeners understood that the speech was a tribute to the almost forgotten legacy of C. Wright Mills, who exemplified the category. Burowoy neglected to mention Mills, but he did invoke Antonio Gramsci’s idea of the “organic” intellectual—whom he defined as a person closely tied to social movements. Although careful to avoid criticizing his interlocutors, Burowoy’s implicit message to the gathering was that sociologists should enter the public sphere not mainly as experts subservient to prevailing powers but as allies of the agents of change. He argued that sociologists should orient their intellectual work to questions of concern to social movements. Burowoy listed four categories of intellectuals: professional, policy, critical, and public. He called for the “hegemony” of the last two, a project that at best remains a Sisyphean endeavor.

Half a century after Mills’s death, public intellectuals dedicated to fundamental social transformation have become a rarity in American political life, along with the exclusion of a radical politics in the public discourse. Journalists are trained to believe they are ideologically neutral and are warned that reporting from a leftist standpoint is a violation of ethics (the right and center perspectives are far less proscribed, however). Despite Burowoy’s plea, the training of intellectuals in universities tends to discourage students from embarking on a dissident path if, in an ever-tightening academic employment market, they expect to obtain and hold academic jobs. Given these pressures, most academics are content to remain teachers and scholars or, if inclined to politics and other forms of public discourse, are obliged to confine their efforts to tweaking the existing setup. The neutered intellectuals provide expertise to the policymakers and, as in the case of George Schultz, John Dunlop, or Lawrence Summers, are sometimes elevated to executive authority, but always in close alliance with the prevailing powers. Most of today’s public and political intellectuals are situated in the loyal, liberal opposition. Or, if radically opposed to the system of power and domination, they are excluded from the leading research universities and confined to mostly marginal periodicals, radio and television stations, or, more typically, the Internet, where, for the time being, they are free to express their views.

Of course, there is a fairly large battalion of public center-left intellectuals who have carried the banner of criticism and reform in their writing. These include the economists and Nobel laureates Paul Krugman, a Princeton professor and New York Times columnist, and Columbia’s Joseph Stiglitz; the journalists Bob Herbert, Gail Collins, Maureen Dowd, and for years Frank Rich—all of whom write or wrote for the New York Times; the Washington Post writer E. J. Dionne and freelancer Barbara Ehrenreich, recently a Time columnist whose radical proclivities are sometimes in evidence. What marks them ideologically is their position as a loyal opposition when the Democrats are in political power and their blistering critiques of conservatives such as the Bushes, Cheneys, and Gingrichs when these are the top dogs. But none, except perhaps Ehrenreich, stray far from their explicit or tacit acceptance of the underlying capitalist system. They call attention to instances of corruption, calumnies in high places, and “corporate greed,” and they might deplore the widening gap in the distribution of society’s wealth between the very rich and the rest of us, but they are loathe to challenge the underlying logic producing these infamies. Nor are any inclined, whatever their private dispositions or their departures from given conservative policies that the ever-compromising Democrats are eager to adopt, to urge their publics to make a decisive break with the Democrats. Moreover, many tend to greet the occasional victories, almost all of them on social issues such as gay and lesbian rights, as proof that pluralism is alive and well. Apart from Herbert, whose comments on racial matters were often biting and sharply critical of the White House, and Rich, who as an op-ed columnist was plainspoken in his frustration concerning President Obama’s drift to the center-right, they are policy wonks, particularly directed to national legislation and executive action. From their perspective, Washington is the center of the universe.

It was apparent to Mills in the 1940s, as it is evident today as well, that the preponderance of public discourse is ensconced in the long-expired assumptions of the progressive era of American politics, of which the New Deal, in retrospect, was the last gasp. If critics of this statement wish to cite the Great Society initiatives of the Lyndon Johnson administration, they might recall that this was the same government that pursued a disastrous war in Southeast Asia and deceived the American people about its scope and aims (this is not to deny the importance of the achievement of Medicare or the two Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965). Mills was fascinated by the tenacity of liberal hope in the wake of the emergence of the military-industrial complex at the pinnacle of national power; such faith in the past undoubtedly contributed to his search for an explanation in the weight of the cultural apparatus. It was clear to him that most of us suffer from social amnesia; we prefer to construct a past that justifies our current dispositions and bad faith. Bad faith consists in our ability to be persuaded—and to persuade ourselves—that the existing setup is the only possible framework for action, even though somewhere we know otherwise. One of Mills’s most infuriating traits to his colleagues and other intellectual contemporaries was his willingness to take risks, even if his positions brought scorn upon him. For example, his longtime friend Richard Hofstadter was acutely aware of the main drift toward know-nothingism in American life but could barely contain his frequent warnings to Mills that theirs was no time for outright opposition to the system as such.

In the last fifteen years of his life, having forsaken hope in the unions and the small radical parties but without an alternative, Mills became a lonely crusader against the capitalist establishment and both political parties. He had no intimate relationships with the emerging civil rights struggle (he supported it but did not find it intellectually interesting) nor with the plethora of community-based movements for urban reform or education. Contrary to Burowoy’s populist notion that the public intellectual best fulfills his or her role by working directly with social movements, Mills remained critically distant of the most important movements of his time, the black freedom movement and organized labor. His distance was itself a political act; he believed that only by remaining independent and not “organic” to the broad Left could he retain a critical edge that would enable him to speak his mind freely and choose his targets without the restraints inevitably placed on committed intellectuals by movement leaders and activists. He understood that the radical sects, no less than the powerful labor movement, were run by entrenched bureaucrats and leaders who tolerated little or no dissenting voices from within or without. Moreover, these organizations were not inclined to entertain new ideas, let alone adopt them. That late capitalism does not exempt popular social movements and organizations from the grip of bureaucratic domination remains one of Mills’s most enduring insights. His single intervention into contemporary politics was the alliance he forged with the nuclear disarmament organization, the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), organized in 1957 primarily by liberal intellectuals concerned that the nuclear arms race by the two superpowers threatened to lead to World War III and mass annihilation. Mills’s tactical and temporary affiliation with SANE’s campaign was based on the committee’s enthusiastic endorsement of his The Causes of World War Three.

For the most part, however, he was perhaps the most public of the critical intellectuals whose work was mainly expressed in writing and speaking. As we have seen, his main targets became the military-industrial complex rather than the movements, for whom he had diminished expectations. Intellectually, Mills functioned at three levels: (1) as a political intellectual who called the shots as he saw them and, in the last years of his life, adopted the standpoint of a grassroots version of socialism. In contrast to the two prevailing state-socialist doctrines—Soviet-style authoritarian communism and democratic socialism that, since the interwar period, was content to accept a more egalitarian variety of welfare capitalism and operate exclusively within the eroded institutions of representative government—Mills believed in a bottom-up socialism, a viewpoint that had prevailed during the turn of the twentieth century but had disappeared with the sclerosis of the communist-led revolutions and the capitulation of the social democrats to the prevailing setup. Public ownership of the decisive means of production and redistributive justice were for him necessary conditions for the “Good Society,” entailing direct popular power over economic, political, and social life. This meant that the workplace and public resources should be in the hands of producers and the people, rather than with the bureaucracies that operated autonomously from popular mandates. This position led Mills to comment extensively on how political power works, who wins from the power struggle and who loses. (2) He was a theorist of U.S. social structure and, almost singularly, developed a paradigm of its key elements. As we have seen, his idea that contemporary power rests in the institutions of large capitalist corporations and the military and that the political institutions and actors were confined largely to the middle levels of power led to his disdain of the electoral system and attraction to anarchism. Yet it is hard to escape the conclusion that his declaration of anarchist sentiment was little more than a default position in the perspective of his repudiation of the institutions of representative government. (3) He was a “meta”-theorist of the social sciences, especially sociology. Mills’s metatheorizing consisted in challenging the categories of the discipline. He never ceased to push sociologists to carry on the tradition of its founders, for whom the problem of capitalism and its fundamental institutions was at the heart of their inquiries.

He asked the question posed first by Thorstein Veblen in his 1918 book The Higher Learning in America and then by Robert S. Lynd’s Knowledge for What? twenty years later: if the intellectual was the seeker and bearer of knowledge, what is the purpose of their work? In whose service was knowledge produced? Mills was acutely aware that many social scientists, as much as natural scientists, had become technicians of the state and the large corporations, a position encouraged by the universities and colleges who benefited from the largesse bestowed upon them by means of government and foundation grants and research partnerships with corporations. In this respect, policy intellectuals lead the way, but to the extent that the professionals are financially backed by external sources, they become subject to the priorities dictated by their benefactors. Grant writing often consists of anticipating the funder’s priorities and crafting a proposal that is likely to receive favorable notice. The knowledge generated by the policy intellectuals is, frankly, done in behalf of the national, state, and local power elites.

Sociologists are among the main sources of social-welfare knowledge, much of it funded by public and nonprofit agencies. Knowledge is dedicated to assisting the state to regulate, in the first place, the poor. Having forsaken theoretical explorations aimed at explaining social events, the disciplines of economics and political science have, with the exception of a small minority of practitioners, become policy sciences. Economists assist and advise governments and corporations to anticipate and regulate the “market,” raise and spend tax revenues, and help direct investments abroad as well as at home. Political science has virtually become an adjunct to the political parties and to the foreign policy establishment; its polling apparatuses are guides to candidates on how to shape their messages and to whom to target their appeals. American political science, and some sociologists among them, carved out the field of area studies, in the first place Latin America and more recently Southeast Asia and Africa, and their work is frequently appropriated by the departments of State and Defense. Even the once-esoteric field of anthropology has recently been recruited in the service of empire. Its focus on “primitive” societies has often provided the knowledge by which imperial interests subordinate potential adversaries in what is now termed the “developing” world. Most famously, during the Vietnam War, anthropologists studied Southeast Asian villages to advise military “pacification” programs and were exposed by two of their colleagues, Joseph Jorgensen and Eric Wolf. Sociologists are routinely recruited by developers—private and public—who, to be prepared to address opponents, want to know the views of potential antagonists among neighborhood residents and small-business people. Mills spurned the temptation to tailor his skills to the powerful but chose to study them using some of the tools of social research. While many socially conscious colleagues studied “down”—the poor, single mothers, homelessness, for example—Mills insisted on looking power directly in the face. His amassed evidence was fused with critical theory that could not be induced entirely from the accumulation of “facts.”

The enduring legacy of C. Wright Mills relies not on a set of propositions that could be said to hold true for our time. No less than any other theorist, Mills was first and foremost a student of his own time. We live in an era, for example, when once-arrogant industrial corporations such as General Motors and General Electric have yielded their erstwhile sovereignty to finance capital, which has exerted its power more directly than any time since the postbellum Gilded Age. We are also in the midst of a massive shift of global economic power, which, over time, may lead to new arrangements. With only a few exceptions, notably Colombia, Latin America is moving away from the United States’ sphere of influence toward Europe and China. It is not unlikely that, as Krugman has observed on a number of occasions, the United States is increasingly a bystander in many of these new features of global relations, especially in the control over natural resources.

Yet Mills’s invocation to study power in all of its dimensions and to ask what a new society based on principles of economic and social equality would look like endures as an unfinished and neglected series of tasks. Later in life, he was open to undertaking a comprehensive reexamination of Marxism from a critical standpoint and explored his own emotional affiliation to anarchism. In our era, when ideology is construed in terms of the prevailing system of power, Mills’s invocation of self-managed socialism, as opposed to various bureaucratic state socialisms, is worth emulating. His refusal to collaborate in the substance of his intellectual endeavors with the powers that be is surely an example that, although difficult to follow because the state and some major corporate foundations still pay the bulk of the research bills, should become an object of inquiry. The question is: what are the consequences of sciences that have, almost universally, become technosciences? Is there a place for critical knowledge that is not useful to the prevailing powers? Is there a place for the intellectual who is not in uniform?

What could Mills have meant by the phrase “overdeveloped capitalism”? Since there is little in his writings to provide an unambiguous answer, it may not be too presumptuous to speculate. We have already seen that Mills was acutely critical of consumer society and its vast accumulation of junk well beyond the necessities of life. As ecologists never cease to remind us, our romance with many of the adult toys which litter everyday life, many made of paper, plastic, and metal, have dire consequences for the survival of our species—and many others as well. The average working-class and middle-class household accumulates vast quantities of things they don’t need and rarely use. Even as millions around the world, including in the United States and other technologically developed societies, lack adequate heat, many homes are overheated, thereby squandering precious and increasingly scarce energy resources. In the wake of periodic oil crises, many still ride around in SUVs and other heavy, gas-guzzling vehicles as if oil supplies were bottomless. Our acquiescence to the military-industrial complex’s production and consumption of huge arsenals of weapons we don’t use and that invariably end up in junk heaps absorbs much of our taxes and heavily contributes to the national debt. All of this has occupied a tiny fraction of social investigators, while the ecological discourse grows beyond the social sciences. While, from the perspective of the developing world and the domestic poor, concern with overdevelopment seems a peculiar and insensitive preoccupation, Mills’s invocation of the concept should be understood as a part of his abiding ethic of equality, the essence of socialism rather than an ascetic admonition.

Finally, we require an adequate theoretical discourse on the history and the role of intellectuals that goes beyond calls for them to go public. What Mills means by “intellectuals” departs from the popular understanding that conflates them with the tired idea of the ivory tower to describe the institutions of higher learning or that locates them exclusively in science and the arts. As early as 1950, Mills had drawn attention to the wider connotation of the concept of the intellectual. White Collar contains a chapter on “Brains, Inc.,” a pioneering discussion of the ways in which corporations have employed intellectual labor. The intellect in our society is for Mills coincident with those whose work is the manipulation of symbols and signs rather than material things. It includes what more recently has been termed all forms of “immaterial” and “emotional” labor. Regardless of the different terms, Mills was among the first to point to the ubiquity of intellectual labor in the production of contemporary life. His argument that a new Left would consist of intellectual workers was based on his reading of the technological, ideological, and organizational transformation of capitalism that emerged after World War I and matured during World War II and the subsequent rise of the social welfare state. Although some Italian and French writers, notably Andre Gorz, Serge Mallet, Tony Negri, and Paulo Virno have pursued and extended this line of inquiry to a more focused discussion of socialist strategy, most social sciences are either stuck in the past or are too busy advising the state and the large corporations to ask the key social question: who and where are the agents of social change? Mills never stopped asking.
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