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Elitism in America: An open and plural elite?





	As with all contemporary social organizations, the United States of America is ordered in such a way as to prevent anarchy, remain civil and maintain the integrity of its own institutions. Though scholars debate the character of this structure, it is widely recognized that by being organized as a civil society, America is governed by an elite - a select group of executives, bureaucrats and civil servants who administer and operate the nation’s business. The notion that a few are ruling the many frightens nearly all modestly empowered Americans; however, it is not an elite phenomena found only in America but, again, in all societies. If one were to say elites are the scourge of humanity, one could then say that every civil society suffers from this problem - Canada, Britain, France - all modern states, including the most notorious violators of pluralism and true democracy found in the tyranny of dictatorships and other closed societies. 


	The term ‘elite’ is underscored by a general negative connotation, rightly or wrongly associated with it in the minds of the masses. This could be mistaken for a Marxian class struggle - the bourgeoisie versus the proletariat or some such scenario - but the fundamental and intrinsic existence of an elite in a structured and orderly society suggests elitism is vastly different from a class struggle. In effect, an elite is necessary in social organization: someone must be in control. If everyone is left to making decisions, as would be the case in a true democracy and essentially an anarchical society, none would be made or those that did would take an exorbitantly long time. Likewise, the masses and elite relationship is not conflictual per se. The masses may resent the elite for doing a poor job of running the country, but they are unlikely to rise up and kill them off, for unlike a class struggle of the poor against rich, the elite are needed. Arguably, the populist perception that elite equals rich is behind this; nevertheless, while some may envy or covet elite positions of power, there are many among the masses who earn far more than the President’s $200,000 annual salary and are not part of this elite - sadly, myself excluded.


	That is not to say one must like elitism. Regardless, it is part of our society, and America is no exception. But perhaps American elitism is somewhat different from some, if not all, of the others in existence. Is it really as elitist as it seems? By simply being an elite, must it be closed to others altogether? Does one have to be born into an elite family to be part of those select few in power? Is there room for more? Does that inspirational bit of Americana “from rags to riches” also apply to upward mobility in institutions of power?


	These questions, among others, will be examined in detail firstly, by introducing the different elites in America; secondly, by presenting and discussing the principle empirical theories of pluralism and elitism in American society; thirdly, by comprehensively analyzing the actual openness of the American elite and its possible plurality; and lastly, by concluding with a summary of ideas and notions presented and a recounting of the foundation of this research - the degree to which the elite in America can be construed as being open.





Part I - The different elites in America





	 While the American elite, relative to the general population of over 250 million, is infinitesimally small, it encompasses many diverse groups of power and influence. Chiefly, the elite can be divided in four categories: the business elite, government elite, media elite and the cultural elite.


	The business or corporate elite wields considerable power in America today, as it has for many generations already. Industrial corporations, utility companies, banks, trust  and insurance companies, as well as investment houses affect national production, pricing, employment, wages, distribution of goods, research and development, capital investment and interest rates.�This business elite not only controls and influences major aspects of American society, it is also dominated by relatively few people; as a highly concentrated elite, those in power in corporate America hold the reigns to more than half of the country’s industrial assets, two thirds of all banking assets, half of all communications and utilities assets, as well as two thirds of all insurance assets. This incredibly compact elite number just over 4,300 while holding formal authority over a considerable majority of national wealth and economic capacity.�  


	Composed of “both elected politicians - whose principal talent is running for office - and appointed executives”� the government elite is likely the most visible of the elites, and is arguably as influential as those of the business elite. The responsibilities of government underline the significance of their power; although the American system is highly decentralized in many respects - state, county, municipal and school districts all carry their own substantial burdens - the federal government legislates and sets budgetary spending that affects every level, from the top down. 


	Among these numerous responsibilities are the organizing, administering and financing of the many expensive social programs, including welfare, unemployment insurance and old-age security; the non-universal health-care system; administering of the education system for elementary through post-graduate levels; development and maintenance of highways, rail, water and airways; financing of research and development projects in science, medicine and technology areas; postal delivery; space exploration; maintaining parks and recreational areas nationwide; providing housing and food for the poor; job training programs and career enhancement services; regulating labour relations and business practices throughout America; and generally upholding the laws of the land including the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.�


	  The media elite are yet another profoundly influential clique in American society. Clearly, the development and explosive usage of television has left an indelible mark on the course of history, notably in its empowerment of those at the helm of the major broadcasters. Be they the owners and executives at the very top or the anchorman and journalist who appear on screen, the media elite wield enormous power through their ability to affect opinion and in effectively deciding for the viewing public, the masses, what issues truly matter and which ones do not, largely at the discretion of Nielson ratings. They carry the capability to disseminate values and ideas, as well as nurture national consensus or debate, whatever suits their purpose, especially when each broadcast so closely mirrors another. 


	Indeed, the “people who control this flow of information are among the most powerful in the nation”.�Whatever their motives, the media elite do not simply report the news - arguably, they are the ones who make it. Nor do they see themselves as anything less spectacular; the media’s executives, editors, reporters, anchors and producers “do not see themselves as neutral ‘observers’ of American politics but rather as active ‘participants’”.� 


	The cultural elite, or what some refer to as the civic establishment, is comprised of a number of seemingly less powerful - in the institutional sense - people who carry massive weight in influencing other elites, such as those in corporate or government positions. The cultural or civic elite consists of those people in charge of the major legal firms, philanthropic organizations, national cultural and civic foundations, as well as the prestigious private colleges and universities. 


	From the famed ‘superlawyers’ responsible for representing major corporate clients such as General Motors, AT&T, Du Pont, and American Airlines, among others; to the ‘fixers’ who actively gather information, partake in public relations events, lobby government heads and provide their clients access to those in power; to the foundations that support and orchestrate advancements in the country’s social, educational and cultural welfare; to the civic associations such as the Council on Foreign Relations, the Business Roundtable, the Brookings Institution, among others, that bring together the best and brightest minds to help develop policy; to the hometown universities where much of it all begins - Yale and Harvard being the most notable examples.�





Part II - Pluralism and Elitism in American society





	It would be premature to further discuss the possible plurality of the American elite without a firm foundation based on empirical pluralist and elitist theory. This will be done in a two-pronged approach: firstly, by introducing the two theories in succinct terms; and secondly, by discussing the three divergent models of elitism - that of the hierarchical model, the polyarchical model and lastly, the presentation of a third amalgam model.


	What is elitism, then? In short, elitism is a societal, and democratic, “division of the few who have power and the many who do not”; similarly, it could be said that an elite represents the “few who have power; [while] the masses are the many who do not”.� Elitism in and of itself does not necessarily translate into tyranny or dictatorial control. While elitism does imply a selection of special or hopefully qualified individuals to make decisions for everyone else, it does not automatically imply exploitation or oppression, nor does it mean they are necessarily self-serving, naive to the world around them or close-minded. At the same time, being elite can foster, or at least not necessarily inhibit, the aforementioned less-than-virtuous personalities.


	Pluralism, on the other hand, presents a contrasting perspective that is both more populist in origin and also potentially less hazardous. Pluralism implies the involvement of the masses, hence its populist appreciation. It does not deny their influence or capabilities in affecting change in society; as Thomas R. Dye suggests:





	Pluralism is the belief that democracy can be achieved in a large, complex society by competition, bargaining, and compromise among organized groups and that individuals can participate in decision making through membership in these groups and by choosing among parties and candidates in elections.�





	Part and parcel of the pluralist theory is the belief that competition, above all, will ensure the better outcome in all decisions. There is an understanding that individuals alone cannot affect much; however, the force of competing powers in government, business and labour will effectively “check one another and prevent any single group from abusing its power and oppressing individual Americans”.�


	As mentioned earlier, there is an almost inevitability to elitism. The formation of an elite is part of the need for ordered society to govern itself and make decisions. In an attempt to maintain civility and appropriate public conduct and behaviour, humans once in contact with each other must establish some form of ordered relationships, without which there would be no society. Subject to these ordered relationships, is the overall “expectation that a few people will make decisions on behalf of the group”.�


	This inevitability can also be attributed to the universality of elites in society; in essence, “all societies are elitist. There cannot be large institutions without great power concentrated within the hands of the few at the top of these institutions”. Clearly, elitism itself has very little to do with an under-educated population, poverty, a ‘military-industrial complex’, capitalism or any other unique problems specific to any one society. The people, or the masses, need to be guided - preferably not down the proverbial garden path - by specialists and those who ultimately ‘know what’s best for America’, to feed off the rhetoric. The United States is a form of social organization, as much as it is a political union of states, and “the necessity for leadership in social organizations”, and therefore, an elite, “applies universally”.�


	The closer examination of the three offered models prevalent in plural and elite theorist circles shall follow. The hierarchical model suggests a formal pyramid-like structure to organizations, allowing for the exercising of authority by a comparatively small group in widely-dispersed institutional positions.� This model is based not on individual power but on  the power and authority of institutions; as Dye points out, “elites are people who occupy power roles in society. In a modern complex society, these roles are institutionalized”.� To round out the definition of elite, it can be argued that the elite “are the individuals who occupy positions of authority in large institutions.” With these positions comes authority, which enables the institutionalized power: “Authority is the expected and legitimate capacity to direct, manage, and guide programs, policies and activities of the major institutions of society”.�It is this institutional authority that gives power; individuals themselves, according to Dye, are powerless without institutionalized authority. While people have the power to gain these positions, it is the “position itself that gives an individual control over the activities of other individuals”.�


	The polyarchical model reflects a more pluralist approach, contrasting the elitist  hierarchy model. At its roots is the notion that “different groups of individuals exercise power in various sectors of society and acquire power in separate ways”.� Part of this polyarchical model stems from a vivid differentiation between the potential for power and actual power, the former reflecting power derived from top institutional positions, the latter suggesting active participation in the process of decision-making.�


	A combining of the two models produces a third option - that of the amalgam model - perhaps the most applicable model to the study of elitism in American society. A more descriptive, and arguably confusing, term would be that of plural elitism. Although it bears a contradictory tone to it, it presents the idea that American elitism is in fact more than just an elite comprised of white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant males who act in unison, think the same and share similar origins and a relatable heritage. While elite scholars feel the need to counter the views of pluralist academics who maintain that “elites are plural, specialized, relatively independent, frequently competitive, and occasionally conflictual”�, in the final analysis, they should not. 


	According to Dye, there is indeed a “polyarchy among elites in an advanced society as the United States”�, due in large part to the heightened degree in complexity and scale of modern social organization, greater labour division and distribution, as well as the specialization of skills. And while this is true, an elite is still critical; as a result of increased social complexity, a “high degree of coordination and... concentration of power”� are required. This coordination is achieved, according to pluralists and those who subscribe to the polyarchical model, because “functionally differentiated power structures produce an equilibrium of competing elites”. In turn, this equilibrium assists in preventing power that is too heavily concentrated or irresponsibly managed through the desirable “checks and balances of competition”.�


	Social theory seems to suggest both a convergence of power - therefore an elite, and a differentiation of power - therefore a plurality. Arguably, this is simultaneous and provides fusion to the amalgam or plural elitism model. While Dye suggests this possible plurality, he appears less adamant about its validity as a contending model aside from the single-minded hierarchical or polyarchical presentations. Nevertheless, he adds some adhesion to the amalgam plural elite model by stating that “it is possible to develop competing theoretical models of the social system - models which emphasize either hierarchy or polyarchy”. Clearly, by suggesting that the model must emphasize one or the other points to a divergent perspective than from this paper; a truly modern American elite model must carry the bonuses and burdens of both, not either, hierarchy and polyarchy.


	


Part III - The openness of the American elite and its plurality





	The core of this paper shall now focus on the degree to which the American elite is open - open to new personalities, talents, values and direction. This will be presented in the following manner: firstly, by discussing briefly the contending schools of thought; secondly, by examining the openness of corporate America, the government, media and the cultural and civic establishment; thirdly, by analyzing the openness of the elite in terms of mobility, class origins, channels of recruitment and the two American elites; and lastly, by discussing the existence of a new emerging elite.


	According to Michael Walzer, in his book What it means to be an American, political life in America is generally open, serving to “diffuse the most radical forms of ethnic competition”�. This openness acts to diffuse most other radical forms of competition as well, including those related to an elite-based hierarchical political system, preventing the masses from rising up and effectively turning the plural elite into a singular elite and then into nothingness, creating a class struggle where none existed before.


	There are two conflicting views  regarding this openness, again divided along elitist and pluralist lines. The so-called ruling class school of thought emphasizes the character of the American elite as being “drawn disproportionately from among wealthy, educated, prestigiously employed, socially prominent, ‘WASP’ groups in society”�. This view is not simply a matter of elite heritage - it reflects the opinion that the elite in America is inheritance-based and not very open at all. Opposingly, the pluralist school of thought promotes the character of elitism as having an “open leadership system that enables... the middle and lower classes to rise to the top” and that people are empowered not by their lineage but by their “outstanding skills of leadership, information and knowledge, and the ability to organize and communicate”�. This perspective is equally applicable, if not more so; the opinion that the elite in America is merit-based instead of inherit-based and open in a plural sense provides a perhaps more positive, and not necessarily naive, outlook on American elitism.


	The extent to which the business elite or ‘corporate America’  is open remains hotly debated. While there is a tendency for the corporate elite to be upper class in origin, more so than government at any rate�, it would appear that most who now belong to this elite have climbed the corporate ladder. Indeed, the “top echelons... are occupied primarily by people who have climbed... from relatively obscure and powerless bottom rungs”�; those that have, however, have done so at considerable risk as the “chances of any one individual making it to the top are infinitesimal.”�There also seems to be sufficient social mobility among the wealthy, suggesting that the elite is open to other elites as well. Perhaps this is not terribly surprising, yet it is commonly understood that great wealth in America is overwhelmingly inherited despite considerable evidence that points to “social mobility among the wealthiest Americans”� - in essence, that the wealthy have acquired their wealth through their own devices as well. 


	Inevitably, these differences in corporate elite openness leads to the merit versus inherit scenario. Significant amounts of data point to the fact that today in America, the self-made rich dominate the inheritors:





	... over half of America’s top wealth-holders are self-made single-generation tycoons. On the lists of billionaires and centimillionaires, the names of self-made men and women outnumber heirs to family fortunes, and first- and second-generation immigrants abound.�





	As it were, evidence corroborates this scenario even further as increasingly fewer sons and no daughters are assuming leadership of family-owned companies; “fewer than 10 of the nation’s 500 largest corporations are headed by men whose families had previously run the corporation”.�Clearly, this suggests at least to some degree that the American elite is open - how else could this merit versus inherit scenario take place? As Dye writes: “... in each generation, America produces a new crop of superrich entrepreneurs”, a notable indication that there is openness in the American business elite.


	Openness in the government elite is perhaps less contested, but for no sound reason. With American suspicion, cynicism, and disillusionment with the powers-that-be, the degree to which government is open to outside, and therefore non-elite, newcomers justifies concern. To allay fears, one need only look at the numerous positions of influence and authority in the federal government that are held by originally middle or lower class persons who have worked in ‘normal’ careers for ‘normal’ salaries with no particular class consciousness. Clearly, people in power in government have reached these positions predominantly through personal ambition and hard work. While they are not always the most educated, brilliant, richest or most enlightened, the majority of top government positions have been given to those “politically ambitious people who are willing to sacrifice time, family and private life, and energy and effort for the power and celebrity that comes with public office”�. Examples can be made of Bob Dole, who rose through the ranks over many decades; Justice Clarence Thomas - “no member of the nation’s governing elite has ever had a steeper climb to the top”� than he; and Colin Powell, who rose to the top during the Gulf War, despite his birth to Jamaican immigrants and upbringing in infamous Harlem.�Powell is perhaps a prime example of the tendency for military elites to be derived from the lower echelons, in contrast to other government and corporate elites; likewise, they are also “more likely to have rural and southern roots than are corporate or government elites”.�


	The American media seems to be less open to non-elite recruitment than the previous two. Compared to the business elite and government elite, the media exudes exclusivity, intentionally or not. It is an elite in an influence-peddling position that appears relatively impermeable to outside talent or thought, there being a predominantly upper-class liberalism dictating their own political positions and opinions. Indeed, the heritage of most media elite is similar; overall, they have “enjoyed socially privileged upbringings. Fewer than one in five [have come] from working-class families”.�


	The cultural elite or civic establishment is probably the very least open of all. Why this is so exactly is highly debatable - perhaps there is less room for newcomers, those elite who dominate it tend to for a longer period of time than in business or government, or maybe cultural institutions are simply more elitist than other elites that are more pluralist in their elitism. In any case, the cultural elite represents a significant portion of the greater American elite and its seeming lack of openness is of interest insofar as it contrasts itself to the other elites and suggests that plural elitism is limited to only certain elites and is not entirely universal.


	Another indication of elite openness or plurality can be found in the degree to which leadership groups are open; according to Dye, these groups are not closed, “new groups can be formed and gain access to the political system”. While this leadership is open, it is also competitive, therefore augmenting the pluralist nature of the elite: “competition between leadership groups protects the individual - that is, countervailing centers of power check each other and guard against abuse of power.”�


	Upward mobility is an integral part of openness - can people actually rise to the top and join the elite on their own? Evidently, upward mobility is intrinsic to American society, as it is “highly valued in American culture”�; indeed, the portrayal of America as the fabled ‘land of opportunity’ wherein the rags-to-riches phenomena can take place unfettered with a level-head, ambition and a rigid work ethic is based on this belief in, and desire for, upward mobility. This social - and therefore economic and political - mobility is essential, even according to elite theorists, if not merely to offer hope than to “strengthen support for the political system among the masses”�. This mobility is emphasized by evidence that some “70 percent of our institutional elite appeared to be middle-class in family origin” and while their parents may have afforded them decent post-secondary education, there is “no indication that their parents ever achieved high institutional position.”�


	Regardless, blacks and women in America remain poorly represented in the elite and face considerable challenges in trying to breach the barriers set against them. Though African-American elite representation has been generally good in government, it has been otherwise pitiful elsewhere; indeed, “no African-Americans have ever been chairman or chief executive officer of a major industrial corporation, bank, utility, insurance company, investment firm, or communication network”.� Women - white or black as it were - have not fared much better, although in all, some 10 percent of top institutional positions are held by women. Reflecting on their general accounting for half of America’s population, women have much to gain in terms of elite representation parity; still, they have made some gains. From a dismal 1.9 percent of top positions in 1970, women climbed to 4.3 percent in 1980 and have exceeded 10.1 percent since 1992.�Clearly, both blacks and women are examples that the openness in the American elite is, again, not universal. 


	Elite recruitment - where new members to the elite are coming from - by and large is focused on corporate America but remains plural; while it supplies its own elite through intra-elite recruitment, the corporate world also provides top leaders to “civic and cultural organizations, foundations, and universities”�. Despite this, government still tends to recruit its top people from other sources, “primarily from the law, and to a lesser extent from government itself and education.” And yet the media, legal and educational elites derive their best and brightest from other sources, therefore suggesting overall that “the corporate world, while an important recruitment channel, is not the exclusive road to the top.”�


	Indeed, there is ample evidence in total that the elite in America can come from anywhere - the contrasting elites of the yankees and cowboys prove this. The social origins and sources of wealth of these divergent groups draws the line in the sand as far as their similarities may otherwise act to lump them together as one singular all-encompassing American Elite. They most certainly are not one and the same; the existence of elite factionalism marks their differences - differences that provide division amid the two elites, a division that inevitably leads to competition, and therefore plurality. The presence of two elite groups in American society, that of the old Eastern-Ivy League-institutional-yankees, and that of the new Southwestern-oil drilling-Silicone Valley-cowboys indicates both plurality in the American elite and openness simultaneously. The yankees versus cowboys bi-polarity, although far from being inclusive, affords the seemingly average American Joe Blow a chance at elite power, prestige and wealth. The cowboys are, in short, the epitome of elite openness; having recently “risen from the masses - many had very humble beginnings”, the cowboys represent upward mobility, a spirit of competition and the ability to mold oneself into something great - they are “self-made individuals who have acquired wealth and power in an intense competitive struggle”.�The Bechtels, Hunts, Bass Brothers and H. Ross Perot being prime examples of the newer cowboy elite.


	Arguably, technological advancements and economic adjustments allow for a certain amount of upward mobility, as “new opportunities to acquire wealth and power develop as a result” of these changes. With the growth of key industries, notably oil drilling, aerospace, computers, real estate, pharmaceuticals and even fast food, the chances to ‘get rich quick’ abound. The impact of such industries, especially that of computers and information technologies, has created what some have labeled as New Class elites.


	The New Class elite bears the mark of two decades of rapid development in information- and technology-based fields; it is a post-industrial elite, based on a “mastery of knowledge and information, creative ideas, and technical expertise”.�Therefore, a better term for this emerging elite - an elite with the likes of Bill Gates and Steve Jobs and big business names like IBM, Microsoft, Apple, among others - would be the infotech elite, a name that better qualifies what in fact this new elite is based on, where it derives its cohesion and strength, and most importantly, its wealth. Nevertheless, the infotech elite is not a truly institutionalized elite, and in this sense it has yet to conform to the other elites and become part of the elite society in the traditional sense. Whether this is simply a matter of cowboys against yankees or whether it is due to their relative immaturity as an elite group, the infotech elite “does not exercise formal authority over any significant segment of the nation’s material resources”, nor is it included in Dye’s definition of the American elite. With or without Dye’s acceptance, the so-called New Class or infotech elite represent a formidable force, affecting the dissemination of information and content as well as controlling the spread and development of hi-tech equipment that so greatly relates to the daily lives of all Americans. And although they do no control the nation’s material resources, the infotech elite do control the nation’s flow of information and its technological resources, resources that today are as valuable to the economy and therefore America as those derived from forestry, mining or industrial manufacturing. 


	While its cohesion may be weak due to its youth, the development of the infotech elite suggests that people outside the traditional elites can reach the top on their own, perhaps to even create their own elite once they are there. Clearly, it is only a matter of time before the infotech elite becomes more widely recognized. Given their impact and influence through computer, Internet and other communication technologies, it is blatantly evident that their power, prestige and wealth will propel them to fully acknowledged elite status within only a few years. It will not be long before every household, even those without great financial capacity, is equipped with a PC, Internet connection, and email. That is on top of the omnipresent television and telephone, both which may soon collaborate even further so as to facilitate web ‘surfing’ and emailing from one’s own television set, providing all the amenities associated with such capabilities, mainly shopping, banking and investment services. While it is arguable, the infotech elite may well be on the verge.





Conclusion





	The United States appears to be well endowed with a highly concentrated, powerful and wealthy elite. From government to big business, from the media to the cultural establishment, the American elite is a source of ongoing research and inquiry, for both academics and the lay-person. 


	The four primary elites are characterized by their own dynamics, yet the presence of these elites in America is far from unique. All civilized and ordered modern societies have elites -  elitism has nothing to do with tyranny, dictatorship or class struggle per se. But at the same time, the American elite is in fact unique. While essentially an elite like any other in the stereo-typical sense, beneath the surface American elitism is grounded in notions of plurality that has created a certain openness that can only be found in a handful, or less, of elite social organizations. The United States is one of them.


	The varying theories and models of elitism commit contrasting views of social structure and organization to the highly contentious arena that is the study of elitism in America: the hierarchical model, promoting the notion that power is institutionally and not personally derived; the polyarchical model promoting the idea that power is derived from active participation in decision-making; while the presented amalgam model argues that an actual plural elitism defines power and authority in institutionalized organization, that both hierarchical and polyarchical models apply invariably to the realpolitik of elitism.


	Elite openness is argued according to the merit versus inherit scenario, and augmented by examining the openness found in all the major elites - business, government, media and cultural. The contrasting elites of the yankees versus cowboys bi-polarity exemplifies the plurality of the American elite as well as its openness, illustrated further by the emergence of the New Class or infotech elite. 


	To conclude this debate in this paper alone would be outrageously presumptuous at best, not to mention problematic. This piece of research has simply attempted to outline the elite theories and the elite as it is in reality - while proposing that while an elite continues to thrive in America, it does so as much from an inflow of new talent, ability, wealth and personality as it does from its well-established roots. The American elite is no less of an elite than that of, again, Canada, France or Britain; however, its character is one which reflects considerable plurality as well as offers numerous inroads. Therefore, elitism in America is, indeed, a fundamentally open and plural elitism.   
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