
power elite sociology definition

power elite sociology definition refers to a concept in sociology that describes a small group of people

who hold a disproportionate amount of power and influence within a society. This theory explores how

economic, political, and military leaders form an interconnected elite class that dominates key decision-

making processes. Understanding the power elite is essential for analyzing social stratification,

governance, and the distribution of authority in modern societies. The concept originated from the

works of sociologist C. Wright Mills, who argued that this concentrated power undermines democratic

ideals by consolidating control among a select few. This article will provide a comprehensive overview

of the power elite sociology definition, its historical development, key characteristics, and its

implications for social and political structures. In addition, it will discuss critiques and contemporary

relevance to offer a holistic understanding of this influential sociological theory.

Origin and Historical Context of the Power Elite Theory

Core Components of the Power Elite

Characteristics and Functions of the Power Elite

Implications for Society and Governance

Critiques and Contemporary Perspectives

Origin and Historical Context of the Power Elite Theory

The power elite sociology definition is deeply rooted in the intellectual contributions of mid-20th century

sociology, particularly through the works of C. Wright Mills. Published in 1956, Mills' book "The Power



Elite" challenged prevailing notions of pluralism and democratic power distribution by asserting that a

small, interconnected group of individuals controls the major institutions of society. This period marked

significant social change in the United States, with increasing corporate consolidation, military

expansion, and political centralization. Mills' analysis sought to expose how these spheres of

influence—economic, military, and political—overlap to create a unified elite class. The historical context

of post-World War II America, with its burgeoning military-industrial complex and growing corporate

power, provided the backdrop for this critical theory.

Development of the Theory

The theory emerged as a response to earlier sociological perspectives that assumed power was widely

dispersed among various interest groups. Mills argued instead that the convergence of economic,

political, and military leadership creates a cohesive elite that effectively governs society. This elite

group is not formally elected or accountable to the general public, which raises concerns about the

democratic legitimacy of their authority. The concept highlighted the structural inequalities inherent in

modern capitalist societies and questioned the notion of equal participation in political decision-making.

Key Influences

The power elite theory draws upon earlier classical sociological ideas about class and power, including

the works of Karl Marx and Max Weber. Marx emphasized the role of economic class in shaping social

relations, while Weber introduced a multidimensional view of power involving status, party, and class.

Mills synthesized and expanded on these ideas, emphasizing the interconnectedness of different

domains of power in shaping elite dominance. This synthesis remains foundational for contemporary

analyses of social power and inequality.

Core Components of the Power Elite

At the heart of the power elite sociology definition are three major institutional domains that constitute



the core components of the elite: the economic sector, the political apparatus, and the military

establishment. Each of these spheres plays a crucial role in maintaining the elite's control over society.

Economic Leadership

The economic component comprises top executives of major corporations, financial institutions, and

influential business leaders. These individuals command vast resources and control critical sectors of

the economy. Their decisions affect employment, production, and capital allocation, giving them

significant leverage within society. The concentration of economic power contributes to the elite's ability

to shape policy and influence political outcomes to protect their interests.

Political Leadership

Political leaders within the power elite include high-ranking government officials, elected

representatives, and key policymakers. This group has direct influence over legislation, governance,

and public administration. Their proximity to economic and military leaders facilitates coordination and

consensus-building among elite interests. Political leadership acts as the formal mechanism through

which the power elite legitimizes and enacts their control over society.

Military Leadership

The military component consists of top military officers and defense officials who wield influence over

national security and defense policies. The military's role extends beyond warfare to encompass

strategic planning and the protection of elite interests domestically and internationally. The military's

integration with economic and political elites reinforces the power elite's dominance and enables the

maintenance of order and authority.



Characteristics and Functions of the Power Elite

The power elite sociology definition emphasizes several distinguishing characteristics and functions

that define this social group’s role within society. Understanding these traits helps clarify how the elite

maintain their influence and control.

Interconnectedness and Social Cohesion

Members of the power elite are often interconnected through social networks, educational

backgrounds, and shared experiences in elite institutions such as prestigious universities and exclusive

clubs. This social cohesion fosters trust and cooperation, facilitating unified decision-making and

reinforcing their collective power.

Concentration of Power

The elite’s power is highly concentrated, enabling them to shape major social, economic, and political

outcomes. This concentration limits the ability of other groups to challenge or influence critical

decisions, contributing to systemic inequalities.

Control Over Key Institutions

The power elite controls the major institutions that govern society, including corporations, government

agencies, and the military. This institutional control allows them to coordinate policies and actions that

serve their interests and perpetuate their dominance.

Functions of the Power Elite

Policy Formation: Developing and influencing public policies that align with elite interests.



Resource Allocation: Directing economic and social resources to maintain their status and

power.

Social Order Maintenance: Using political and military power to preserve the existing social

hierarchy.

Legitimization: Creating narratives and institutions that justify their authority and marginalize

opposition.

Implications for Society and Governance

The power elite sociology definition has profound implications for understanding social stratification,

democracy, and governance. It challenges the idealized view of democratic participation by revealing

the limitations imposed by elite domination.

Impact on Democratic Processes

The existence of a power elite suggests that democratic processes may be superficial, as the elite's

control over political institutions allows them to shape policies irrespective of popular will. This dynamic

raises questions about the true nature of political representation and accountability in modern

societies.

Social Inequality and Mobility

The concentration of power within the elite reinforces social inequalities by limiting opportunities for

upward mobility among lower social classes. Access to elite networks, education, and resources

becomes restricted, perpetuating a cycle of privilege and exclusion.



Policy Bias and Governance

Policies crafted under the influence of the power elite often prioritize business interests, military

expansion, and political stability over social welfare and equity. This bias can lead to neglect of

marginalized groups and systemic social problems.

Critiques and Contemporary Perspectives

While the power elite theory remains influential, it has faced various critiques and adaptations in

contemporary sociology. These perspectives refine and sometimes challenge the original framework.

Critiques of the Power Elite Theory

Critics argue that the theory overemphasizes cohesion and underestimates conflicts within the elite

and between elites and other social groups. Some suggest that power is more diffused and contested

than Mills proposed. Additionally, the theory has been criticized for its deterministic view, which may

neglect individual agency and diversity within elite circles.

Contemporary Adaptations

Modern sociologists have expanded the concept to include new forms of elite power, such as media

moguls, technology leaders, and transnational actors. The globalization of economic and political

systems has also introduced complexity to elite networks, making them more dynamic and less

nationally bounded.

Continued Relevance

Despite critiques, the power elite sociology definition remains a valuable tool for analyzing power

structures in contemporary societies. It highlights enduring patterns of inequality and the challenges



faced by democratic governance in the face of concentrated elite influence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of the power elite in sociology?

The power elite in sociology refers to a small group of people who hold a disproportionate amount of

power and influence over society's major institutions, such as politics, the military, and the economy.

Who popularized the concept of the power elite in sociology?

The concept of the power elite was popularized by sociologist C. Wright Mills in his 1956 book titled

'The Power Elite.'

What are the main institutions controlled by the power elite?

The power elite typically controls key institutions including the government, the military, and large

corporations within the economy.

How does the power elite maintain their influence in society?

The power elite maintain their influence through interconnected social networks, control over economic

resources, political decision-making power, and often by occupying overlapping leadership roles in

major institutions.

What is the significance of the power elite theory in sociology?

Power elite theory highlights the concentration of power within a small, interconnected group,

challenging the idea that power is widely distributed in democratic societies and emphasizing the role

of elite dominance in shaping social policies.



How does the power elite theory differ from pluralism?

While pluralism suggests that power is dispersed among many competing groups in society, power

elite theory argues that power is concentrated in the hands of a few elites who dominate decision-

making processes.

Can the composition of the power elite change over time?

Yes, the composition of the power elite can change as individuals enter or leave elite positions, but the

overall structure of concentrated power tends to persist.

What role does social class play in the power elite?

Social class is central to the power elite, as members typically come from upper-class backgrounds,

which grant them access to elite education, social networks, and opportunities for leadership.

How is the power elite related to social inequality?

The power elite contributes to social inequality by controlling resources and decision-making, often

shaping policies that benefit their interests and perpetuate disparities in wealth and power.

Are there criticisms of the power elite theory?

Yes, criticisms include arguments that the theory overemphasizes elite cohesion, underestimates the

role of democratic institutions, and ignores the influence of grassroots movements and pluralistic power

dynamics.

Additional Resources

1. The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills

This seminal work explores the interconnectedness of the political, military, and economic leaders who

hold dominant power in the United States. Mills argues that a small, cohesive group controls the key

institutions, shaping policies and society to maintain their interests. The book is foundational for



understanding the concept of the power elite in sociology.

2. Who Rules America? Power, Politics, and Social Change by G. William Domhoff

Domhoff examines the structures of power in America, focusing on the role of the wealthy elite and

corporate interests. The book combines empirical research with sociological theory to analyze how

power is maintained and exercised. It provides insight into the social networks and institutions that

sustain the power elite.

3. Elites and Power in American Society by Jeffrey A. Winters

This book offers a contemporary analysis of elites and their influence on political and economic

systems. Winters discusses the mechanisms through which elites maintain power, including wealth

concentration and policy-making control. It provides a critical framework for understanding elite

dominance in modern societies.

4. The Sociological Imagination by C. Wright Mills

While broader in scope, this classic text introduces key concepts related to power and elite theory.

Mills encourages readers to connect personal experiences with larger social structures, emphasizing

the role of elites in shaping societal dynamics. The book lays theoretical groundwork useful for

studying power elite sociology.

5. Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley by John Gaventa

Gaventa explores how power operates in a local community context, highlighting the dynamics

between elites and marginalized groups. The study reveals how power elites maintain control through

both overt and subtle means. This ethnographic work complements broader elite theory by showing

power in action at the grassroots level.

6. The New Class: An Analysis of the Communist System by Milovan Djilas

Djilas introduces the concept of a "new class," a group of Communist Party officials who hold power

analogous to elites in capitalist societies. The book provides comparative insights into elite theory

beyond Western contexts. It is influential in expanding the understanding of elite dominance in different

political systems.



7. Elite Theory and the Power Elite by G. William Domhoff

This collection of essays and analyses critiques and expands upon Mills’ original power elite theory.

Domhoff synthesizes research on elite recruitment, cohesion, and policy influence. The book is a

valuable resource for students seeking a deeper understanding of elite theory’s development.

8. Power in Modern Society: A Critical Introduction by David Beetham

Beetham offers a comprehensive overview of power theories, including elite theory, within the context

of modern societies. He examines how power is structured, legitimized, and challenged. This text is

useful for understanding the broader sociological debates surrounding the power elite concept.

9. The Ruling Class by Gaetano Mosca

Mosca’s classic work lays early foundations for elite theory by arguing that all societies are ruled by a

minority elite. He discusses the characteristics and functions of ruling classes and how they perpetuate

their dominance. This book is essential for understanding the historical roots of power elite sociology.
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Other Authors, 2017-08-04 This book critiques and extends the analysis of power in the classic, Who
Rules America?, on the fiftieth anniversary of its original publication in 1967—and through its
subsequent editions. The chapters, written especially for this book by twelve sociologists and
political scientists, provide fresh insights and new findings on many contemporary topics, among
them the concerted attempt to privatize public schools; foreign policy and the growing role of the
military-industrial component of the power elite; the successes and failures of union challenges to
the power elite; the ongoing and increasingly global battles of a major sector of agribusiness; and
the surprising details of how those who hold to the egalitarian values of social democracy were able
to tip the scales in a bitter conflict within the power elite itself on a crucial banking reform in the
aftermath of the Great Recession. These social scientists thereby point the way forward in the study
of power, not just in the United States, but globally. A brief introductory chapter situates Who Rules
America? within the context of the most visible theories of power over the past fifty
years—pluralism, Marxism, Millsian elite theory, and historical institutionalism. Then, a chapter by
G. William Domhoff, the author of Who Rules America?, takes us behind the scenes on how the
original version was researched and written, tracing the evolution of the book in terms of new
concepts and research discoveries by Domhoff himself, as well as many other power structure
researchers, through the 2014 seventh edition. Readers will find differences of opinion and analysis
from chapter to chapter. The authors were encouraged to express their views independently and
frankly. They do so in an admirable and useful fashion that will stimulate everyone’s thinking on
these difficult and complex issues, setting the agenda for future studies of power.
  power elite sociology definition: Signs, Solidarities, and Sociology Blasco José Sobrinho,
2001 Signs, Solidarities, & Sociology addresses the formation and fragmentation of identity in
today's postmodern world. Informed by the conceptual convergence in the theories of Durkheim,
Peirce, Mead, and Lacan, this book surveys the range of twentieth-century sociology to deconstruct
those favored nostrums of subjective meaning, personal power, and autonomous selfhood that
comprise its semantics of agency. Revealed beneath this semantic screen is the triad of pragmatic
codes--premodern affiliation, modern calibration, and postmodern globalization--that govern the
social construction of the self. While the ill-comprehended confluence of these three signification
codes in the present world situation can indeed fragment personal identity, their formal structural
linkages, as shown in this book, may inform a truly postmodern, globally applicable science of
culture.
  power elite sociology definition: Introduction to Sociology Guy Rocher, 1972
  power elite sociology definition: Routledge Handbook of International Political
Sociology Xavier Guillaume, Pınar Bilgin, 2016-12 11 Citizenship and an international political
sociology -- 12 Advancing 'development' through an IPS approach -- 13 The global environment -- 14
Finance -- 15 Feminist international political sociology - international political sociology feminism --
16 Global elites -- 17 Global governance -- 18 Health, medicine and the bio-sciences -- 19
Mobilization -- 20 Mobility -- 21 Straddling national and international politics: revisiting the secular
assumptions -- 22 Reflexive sociology and international political economy -- 23 Security studies
  power elite sociology definition: The Power Elite in America Norman L. Crockett, 1970
  power elite sociology definition: A Dictionary of Sociology John Scott, 2014 Coverage is
extensive, and includes terms from the related fields of psychology, economics, anthropology,
philosophy and political science. -- Provided by publisher.
  power elite sociology definition: The Power Elite Charles Wright Mills, 1959 First published
in 1956, The Power Elite stands as a contemporary classic of social science and social criticism. C.
Wright Mills examines and critiques the organization of power in the United States, calling attention
to three firmly interlocked prongs of power: the military, corporate, and political, elite. The Power
Elite can be read as a good account of what was taking place in America at the time it was written,
but its underlying question of whether America is democratic in practice as it is in theory continues
to matter very much today. Copyright © Libri GmbH. All rights reserved.
  power elite sociology definition: Using Sociology Roger Austin Straus, 2002 Twelve chapters



introduce major areas and key concepts in sociology and emphasize their practical applications.
Covering theory, history, and methodology, the book provides a concise overview of the field.
Chapters address social psychology, medical sociology, organizational theory, criminology,
community, American public policy, and the promotion of peace. A glossary is included. Contributors
include professors of sociology and planning, market researchers, and consultants. Annotation
copyrighted by Book News, Inc., Portland, OR
  power elite sociology definition: The SAGE Handbook of Political Sociology, 2v William
Outhwaite, Stephen Turner, 2017-10-30 The SAGE Handbook of Political Sociology offers a
comprehensive and contemporary look at this evolving field of study. The focus is on political life
itself and the chapters, written by a highly-respected and international team of authors, cover the
core themes which need to be understood in order to study political life from a sociological
perspective, or simply to understand the political world. The two volumes are structured around five
key areas: PART 1: TRADITIONS AND PERSPECTIVES PART 2: CORE CONCEPTS PART 03:
POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES AND MOVEMENTS PART 04: TOPICS PART 05: WORLD REGIONS This
future-oriented and cross-disciplinary handbook is a landmark text for students and scholars
interested in the social investigation of politics.
  power elite sociology definition: The Sociology of the Administrative Elite Rudranand
Thakur, 1989
  power elite sociology definition: The Nature and Types of Sociological Theory Don
Martindale, 2013-11-05 First Published in 1998. This is Volume XI of twenty-two in a series on Social
Theory and Methodology. Notions are widespread that sociological theory is either an industrious
activity on the drawing boards of the architects of fantasy or a branch of esoterics operating in a
shadowy realm of semi-darkness. The present study holds neither of these conceptions of
sociological. The present study’s function is to illuminate the difference between one theory and
another. The power and reliability of a theory are not always evident all at once. A theory may have a
power to explain what was not originally anticipated; it may also disclose the existence of problems
it cannot explain.
  power elite sociology definition: The SAGE Handbook of Sociology Craig Calhoun, Chris
Rojek, Bryan S Turner, 2005 Providing an authoritative guide to theory and method, the key
sub-disciplines and the primary debates in contemporary sociology, this work brings together the
leading authors to reflect on the condition of the discipline.
  power elite sociology definition: The SAGE Dictionary of Social Research Methods Victor
Jupp, 2006-04-18 Bringing together the work of over eighty leading academics and researchers
worldwide to produce the definitive reference and research tool for the social sciences, The SAGE
Dictionary of Social Research Methods contains more than 230 entries providing the widest
coverage of the all the main terms in the research process. It encompasses philosophies of science,
research paradigms and designs, specific aspects of data collection, practical issues to be addressed
when carrying out research, and the role of research in terms of function and context. Each entry
includes: - A concise definition of the concept - A description of distinctive features: historical and
disciplinary backgrounds; key writers; applications - A critical and reflective evaluation of the
concept under consideration - Cross references to associated concepts within the dictionary - A list
of key readings Written in a lively style, The SAGE Dictionary of Social Research Methods is an
essential study guide for students and first-time researchers. It is a primary source of reference for
advanced study, a necessary supplement to established textbooks, and a state-of-the-art reference
guide to the specialized language of research across the social sciences.
  power elite sociology definition: Learn Sociology Edward Brent, Edward E. Brent, J. Scott
Lewis, 2013-02-20 Learn Sociology creates a new paradigm for student-centered learning in
introductory sociology courses. Written with 21st century students in mind, this text presents
introductory sociology content in a highly interactive format that is both easy to use and highly
compatible with digital applications. Drawing on best practices in educational pedagogy, Learn
Sociology emphasizes immersive learning, an approach that pairs critical analysis of sociological



concepts with examples from everyday life to engage students actively with the material. Weaved
through the text are recurring themes that put sociology into context, such as social structure, social
control, social inequality, the social construction of reality, scientific knowledge, and social change.
Learn Sociology optimizes learning through enhanced coverage, study, testing, and review while
emphasizing the applying that reinforces comprehension. Based on a modular concept format, each
chapter in Learn Sociology addresses a major concept in the introductory sociology curriculum.
Associated with each module are key learning objectives, preview statements, illustrations, and a
concept learning check assessment. With Learn Sociology, students have access to immediate
computer-based feedback on essay questions that helps them practice writing and revising, reason
critically, and grapple with real-world issues. All content in Learn Sociology is highly visual, current,
and easy to understand while avoiding distracting and off-topic material. Visual overviews play to
dynamic learning and underscore important points. The result is an introductory sociology
curriculum that is engaging, consistent, and complete while providing students with a roadmap for
learning, reviewing and self-assessment. Learn Sociology is a comprehensive and integrated print
and digital learning solution that transforms how students learn and instructors teach by bringing
together authoritative and interactive content aligned to course objectives with adaptive study
planning and remediation and learning analytics reporting tools. Instructors and students can
customize the learning experience with: Navigate Learn Sociology Navigate Companion Website:
Learn Sociology Digital eBook options For more information on Navigate, visit www.jblnavigate.com.
About The Learn Series Learn Sociology is a publication of The Learn Series, a completely new
course curriculum solution from Jones & Bartlett Learning that aims to provide a fresh, integrated
print and digital program solution for general education survey courses. The Learn Series is
produced with today''s digitally native students in mind by re-envisioning the learning experience
and focusing not just on what students learn but also how students learn. The Learn Series is
characterized by authoritative and notable authors; visual, modular design; student-centered
pedagogy; and integrated formative and summative assessments that improve learning
outcomes--features that allow instructors to easily customize and personalize course curriculum. The
Learn Series provides the most interactive and advanced curriculum solution for today''s
student-centered learning environments by emphasizing the skills students need to thrive in the
21st-century knowledge-based economy. Find out more about The Learn Series at
www.thelearnseries.com. FEATURE OVERVIEW Authoritative Content Developed by Leading
Authors in the Field The Learn Series authors have been carefully selected based on their academic
background and passion for teaching. All of The Learn Series authors have made significant
contributions to their fields of study. Highly Visual Design and Layout The innovative text design
features an abundance of large graphics and visual presentation of topics to support and encourage
analysis and synthesis of critical concepts. Modular Content Structure Every textbook in The Learn
Series includes comprehensive coverage of the subject matter. Within each chapter, content is
presented in modular format making it easy to customize for a 4, 6, 8, or 12- week program. Multiple
Delivery Formats The Learn Series is designed for multi-modal delivery. All print and digital content
is available in any format. Institutions, faculty, and students can choose from versions in PDF,
Vitalsource(tm), Direct Digital(tm), Kindle(tm), or formatted for smartphones or tablet devices.
Never before has a program been so comprehensive and flexible. Digital Learning Objects
Throughout The Learn Series, digital learning objects have been carefully curated to give students
maximum immersion in the subject matter. Students have the ability to activate concepts and
assessments as well as view concept-specific video or animations to further support learning.
Integrated Assessments--Formative and Summative Throughout The Learn Series, formative
assessment opportunities abound to give students ample practice building competence against
learning objectives. Summative assessments, such as Concept Learning Checks, are also included at
the end of each topical section to ensure students have complete mastery of core concepts. Effective
Pedagogy for Every Learning Style Today''s students are more diverse than ever before and as a
result, one size rarely fits all. The Learn Series includes effective pedagogy for multiple learning



styles including visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. Flexible Pricing Model-Complete Curriculum
Licensing Model The Learn Series is available by individual course, or as a complete series.
Institutions can choose a digital licensing model that ensures all students have multiple format
choices (print, digital, or hybrid) that suits their individual learning style. The digital licensing model
is significantly less than traditional print textbooks and can include a print option for students who
need print support. Appropriate for the introductory course in sociology. © 2014 | 772 pages
  power elite sociology definition: The Chosen Jerome Karabel, 2005 Drawing on decades of
research, Karabel shines a light on the ever-changing definition of merit in college admissions,
showing how it shaped--and was shaped by--the country at large.
  power elite sociology definition: Modern Sociological Theory George Ritzer, Jeffrey
Stepnisky, 2021-02-03 The authors are proud sponsors of the SAGE Keith Roberts Teaching
Innovations Award—enabling graduate students and early career faculty to attend the annual ASA
pre-conference teaching and learning workshop. Modern Sociological Theory gives readers a
comprehensive overview of the major theorists and schools of sociological thought, from sociology′s
19th century origins through the mid-20th century. Written by an author team that includes one of
the leading contemporary thinkers, the text integrates key theories with with biographical sketches
of theorists, placing them in historical and intellectual context.
  power elite sociology definition: Essentials of Sociology George Ritzer, 2015-12-10 Join the
conversation with one of sociology’s best-known thinkers. Essentials of Sociology, Second Edition
adapted from George Ritzer’s Introduction to Sociology, Third Edition, provides the same rock-solid
foundation in a shorter and more streamlined format. Like the original Ritzer text, Essentials of
Sociology illuminates traditional sociological concepts and theories, and focuses on some of the most
compelling contemporary social phenomena: globalization, consumer culture, the Internet, and the
“McDonaldization” of society. As technology flattens the globe, students are challenged to apply a
sociological perspective to their world, and to see how “public” sociologists are engaging with the
critical issues of today.
  power elite sociology definition: C Wright Mills An American Utopia Irving Lewis Horowitz,
1985-04-01 A biography of legendary sociologist C. Wright Mills, author of The Power Elite and
White Collar, among other works, by eminent sociologist Irving L. Horowitz. Charles Wright Mills
(1916-1962) was a famed sociologist, social commentator and critic. Noted for his anti-authoritarian,
flamboyant character and radical ideas, he has been described as an ‘American Utopian’ –
committed to social change, angered by the oppression he saw around him, and critical of what he
saw as evidence of U.S. imperialism. His legacy includes a series of classic books – including The
Power Elite, White Collar, and The Sociological Imagination -- and he has made a distinctive
contribution to American sociological theory, especially in the area of class, power and social
structure.
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