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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PROPHET OF THE POWERLESS

- HERE DOES ONE begin thinking about manifestos?”
;V_fxy wondered Tom Hayden in the spring of 1962. The ex-
isting political groups scarcely offered food for
thought. “The socialistic parties are in a shambles,” he wrote, “the
working class etc. is just not the missionary force we can count on,"”
the '"civil rights leadership,” though “more militant than most,”
was still oriented around a single issue. “I have the impression,”
wrote Hayden, “that we have been our own leadership to a far
greater degree than most ‘student radicals’ of the past.. .. We are,
like it or not, young intellectuals in an anti-intellectual society.”!
As a “young intellectual,” Hayden naturally turned for inspiration
to books. By then, he had read all the titles on the recommended
reading list that SDS had distributed the previous fall. These thirty-
eight texts ran the gamut: from the Declaration of Independence to
the Democratic Party Platform of 1960, from Karl Marx's Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 to Daniel Bell's End of Ideal-
ogy, from John Dewey’s The Public and Its Problems to Seymour
Martin Lipset’s Political Man, from Dostoyevsky’s “The Grand In-
quisitor” to Fidel Castro’s “History Will Absolve Me,"” from the
Sharon Statement of the right-wing Young Americans for Freedom
to Conviction and Out of Apathy, two anthologies produced by the
British New Left.2
Hayden found scant solace in most of what he read. “We are the
inheritors and victims of a barren period in the development of
human values,” he wrote in March of 1962: The old promise that
knowledge and increased rationality would liberate society seems a
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lie.” Given “the default of the politicians and the professors,” to
begin thinking about a modern manifesto was proving peculiarly
difficult. “The real question,” wrote Hayden, ‘‘is whether or not
society contains any prophets who can speak in language and con-
cept that is authentic for us, that can make luminous the inner self
that burns for understanding.”*

As so often, Hayden was exaggerating. He had, in fact, already
found the prophet he longed for: C. Wright Mills. In an article on the
new student politics for Mademoiselle magazine the previous sum-
mer, Hayden had singled out Mills as the one scholar with some-
thing to say to the student left. When SDS published its agenda for
the December meeting in Ann Arbor, it opened with an epigraph
from Mills. And when Steve Max joined SDS, he quickly learned
that “you had to know C. Wright Mills"—to know not just the
major texts and key concepts, but the personal anecdotes, the rhe-
torical style, the sweep of the man’s political vision.*

The reason was simple: Mills was the master thinker behind a
great deal of what Haber and Hayden were saying and doing. When
Hayden in the spring of 1961 had written that “the University must
work relentlessly at being a face-to-face, rather than a mass society,”
he was borrowing two phrases that Mills had made his own. When
Al Haber declared in a memo that America lacked "“a ‘political’ pub-
lic,” he was echoing a complaint that Mills commonly voiced. When
Hayden spoke about “creating and informing a ‘public,”  in order to
enrich the meaning of democracy, he was using the master's own
language to evoke Mills's vision of the intellectual and his proper
task.®

“I was completely absorbed in his writing,” says Hayden. “He was
the inspiration for what I was trying to do.”*

Outside the Whale

C. Wright Mills wrote in the age of the atom bomb and Eisenhower,
the Cold War and McCarthy, at the twilight of Stalinism and the
zenith of “The American Century.” But even in the early Fifties,
when many once-critical intellectuals were ready to sing the praises
of America, Mills refused to celebrate, Instead, he excoriated the
evils of modern American society. Like one of his favorite stylists,
Thorstein Veblen, he grabbed his readers with hard-boiled prose and
blazing slogans. America’s “main drift,” he declared, was toward a
militarized, centralized, impersonally administered structure of “or-
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endary for his rough, unrefined manner—he usually wore boots and
a motorcycle helmet and carried his papers in an Army-surplus duf-
fel bag. When Mills liked someone, he would say, “That guy’s a real
Wabbly.’ "1 "

“He was like Rousseau coming from the country to Paris,” his
Columbia colleague and friend Charles Frankel recalled after Mills's
death. “He was a Texan turned inside out.” Frankel, who lived near
Mills in Rockland County, New York, had commuted into Manhat-
tan with him until Mills bought his motorcycle. “Getting his mo-
torcycle,” said Frankel, “was one way of cutting himself off. It was a
way of showing contempt for the fraud and hypocrisy of polite soci-
ety.” It was also a way of expressing his love for superior craftsman-
ship; the proud owner of a BMW, he made a point of flying to the
factory in Germany in order to learn how to repair the engine him-
self. The novelist Dan Wakefield, who was his student at Columbia,
recalls watching a member of a small socialist sect solicit his signa-
ture on a petition requesting that the group be removed from the
Attorney General's list of subversive organizations: “Mills oblig-
ingly signed, but then in discussing politics, as was his habit, he
challenged all his visitor’s beliefs and arguments until the poor fel-
low, pushed to the wall, said in frustration, ‘Just what do you believe
in, Mills?* At the moment Mills was tinkering with his motorcycle,
and he looked up and said without a moment'’s hesitation: ‘German
motors.” "'

This kind of flamboyant style, combined with Mills’s outspoken
contempt for the routine canons of sociology—"the higher igno-
rance,” he once called it—made many colleagues frankly hostile. It
also made some students tremendously excited: here was a rebel and
iconoclast in a world of button-down pedants! His legend gave added
weight to his words. For in truth, Mills was more than an academic
sociologist. In his key works, he hammered away at a handful of
motifs and themes, almost all of them linked to a vision of Ameri-
ca's lost democratic promise. An intellectual first and scholar sec-
ond, he hoped to provoke, to alarm and, finally, to inspire—hopes
borne out by admiring young readers like Tom Hayden.

Mills first revealed his ambitions and overarching political vision
in a remarkable essay that he wrote in 1944 for the third issue of
Dwight Macdonald’s magazine Politics. The magazine’s name was
Mills’s idea, and this was the first published work to bear the stamp
of his distinctive voice; he was twenty-eight. In this essay, which he
called “The Powerless People,”” Mills argued that intellectuals must
respond to a ““world of big organizations” where "grass-root demo-
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survey research and the “ideal type,” as Max Weber called the pure
models he abstracted from historical examples in order to classify
different social phenomena. Both aspects of the sociological tradi-
tion come into play in another pivotal essay by Mills, “The Sociol-
ogy of Mass Media and Public Opinion,” an unpublished manuscript
completed in 1950. This essay contains one of the earliest formula-
tions of Mills's key distunction between “mass” and "‘public”—per-
haps his most striking contribution to social theory and certainly
the one that had the most profound influence on Hayden, Haber and
the other young intellectuals in SDS. "

Though Mills again fondly evokes the lost world of Tom Paine,
this particular paper, based on a study of opinion-formation in De-
catur, [llinois, documents the enduring “independence and unpre-
dictability” of U.S. public opinion in a midsize city. On the basis of
interviews conducted with a representative sample of 800 of the
city's 60,000 citizens, Mills concluded that “primary publics”—
face-to-face groups of friends—actively responded to opinions ex-
pressed in the mass media, rejecting some, modifying others, arnv-
ing at their own, independent views through the give-and-take of
“person-to-person discussion.”

However, it was the theoretical frame for these empirical obser-
vations—and not the sanguine conclusions, which he subsequently
modified—that Mills would return to repeatedly in his later works.
In order to clarify the difference between opinions shaped by the
mass media and those formed through face-to-face interactions,
Mills defined two ideal types: the “mass ideal-type of ‘public’ in a
mass society’ and, by way of contrast, “the primary publics” typical
of "'the simpler democratic society.”

In the democratic society, “Parliament, as an institution, crowns
all the primary publics; it is the archerype for each of the scattered
Iittle circles of face-to-face citizens discussing their public business.
... So conceived, the public is the loom of classic, eighteenth cen-
tury democracy; discussion is at once the threads and the shuttle
binding discussion circles together.”

In a mass society, by contrast, “institutions become centralized
and authoritarian; and media markets gain ascendancy over primary
publics. There i1s. . . an historical parallel between the commodity
market in the economic sphere and the public of public opinion in
the sphere of opinion. . . . There 15 @ movement from widely scat-
tered little powers and laissez-faire to concentrated powers. . . . The
mass media, as it were, expropriate from individuals in discussion
the formulation of opinion.” No longer a community of sovercign
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individuals, the mass public becomes the passive object of intensive
efforts to control, manage, manipulate.'¢

Mills believed that these two ideal types highlighted conflicting
tendencies in modern American society. His findings in Decatur
confirmed that “the members of publics in smaller communities
know each other mare or less fully,” thereby keeping alive some
vestige of the simpler democratic spirit.

But Mills also worried that in larger cities, in suburbs and even in
towns like Decatur itself, the democratic spirit was at risk. The
decline of a truly independent middle class that he described in
White Collar was destroying the basis for classical democracy.
jefferson’s self-reliant yeoman farmer had given way to the buck-
passing company man. Mills most memorably dramatized the bale-
ful implications of this social and psychological transformation in
his climactic chapter on ““The Mass Society” in The Power Elite—a
book that was closely studied by virtually every early leader of SDS.

““Man in the mass,”” declared Mills in The Power Elite, “'is without
any sense of political belonging.” Despite “the folklore of demo-
cratic decision-making” in America, “the idea of the community of
publics” had become the “‘assertion of an ideal”’—''not a description
of fact.” In the "“bedroom belts” and “one-class suburbs” surround-
ing America’s great cities, residents were increasingly segregated
into “narrowed routines and environments,” losing “any firm sense
of integrity as a public.” Politics became a spectator sport. The sup-
port of voters was marshaled through advertising campaigns, not
direct participation in reasoned debate. A citizen’s chief sources of po-
litical information, the mass media, typically assaulted him with
a barrage of distracting commercial come-ons, feeble entertainments
and hand-me-down glosses on complicated issues. The self-reliant
citizen who formed the bulwark of the simpler democratic society
was being replaced by a depressing new breed of American: “He
drifts, he fulfills habits, his behavior a result of a planless mixture of
the confused standards and the uncriticized expectations that he has
taken over from others whom he no longer really knows or trusts, if
indeed he ever really did. . . . He loses his independence, and more
importantly, he loses the desire to be independent. . . . He thinks he
wants merely to get his share of what is around with as little trouble
as he can and with as much fun as possible.” One is reminded of
Nietzsche's “last man," as “ineradicable as a flea-beetle.”""”
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Left” in the fall of 1960 in the British journal New Left Review.
Almost immediately, copies of this piece were circulated within
SDS—it was one of the 38 titles on the recommended reading list
that SDS distributed in the fall of 1961. “The Age of Complacency
is ending,” declared Mills. “We are beginning to move again.” An-
swering the charge that the New Left was utopian, Mills stressed
the need to analyze “the foundation of policies’: “our work is nec-
essarily structural—and so, for us, just now-—utopian.” Unlike
some Marxists, Mills welcomed the new prominence of students:
“Who is it that is getting fed up? Who is it that is getting disgusted
with what Marx called ‘all the old crap’? Who is it that is thinking
and acting in radical ways? All over the world . . . the answer is the
same: it is the young intelligentsia.”

“Mills was the first to see what was happening, " says Hayden.
“He saw that students, who hadn’t played that much of a role in
American history, were doing things. And that this opened a whole
new period of history in which the left had to go from a belief in
labor as the agency of change to students as an agency of change.
Well, this just filled us with enormous confidence. It helped us make
sense of what we were doing, and actually it made us feel as if we'd
been anointed.”'*

"Mills was a model,” says Paul Booth: “The Power Elite was
Bible.” Bob Ross recalls first reading The Power Elite in the winter
of 1961. "I remember finishing it late one night and walking out into
this cold, snowy dawn, crying. I was already in SDS, already was
committed to this notion of participatory democracy, and this Levi-
athan had been portrayed to me. | walked the streets weeping. What
can we do? Is this our fate?”'#

In Mills, the young radicals found a theory of power, an image of
democracy, a kindred spirit. Though none of the SDS leaders ever
met him, Hayden, for one, knew all about his motorcycle. Mills’s
storied personal style—macho, blunt, impatient—had an impact. So
did his distaste for Marxist cant and Cold War dogmatics. The stu-
dents in SDS identified with his project of fostering a “free and
knowledgeable public” and his eloquently expressed desire to con-
duct research with “democratic relevance.’”’ His belief that feelings
of personal frustration and powerlessness ought to be connected to
public issues was reiterated and developed by Hayden, becoming one
basis for the characteristic assertion by the New Left [and later, by
feminists) that “the personal” is "“political.” =
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Taking It Big

Mills's influence on the young intellectuals of the New Left attests
to the appeal of his political vision and the effectiveness of his rhet-
oric. By giving a fresh luster to the textbook image of democracy, he
implicitly dared Americans to take it seriously. “Because democracy
has never been fully realized,” Robert Dahl has written, “it has al-
ways been and is now potentially a revolutionary doctrine.”’*

At the same time, Mills's approach to democracy suffered from
weaknesses that would be aggravated and made palpable by the stu-
dent movement he helped to inspire. His use of "ideal-types,” for
example, facilitated a highly imaginative reconstruction of the his-
torical evidence, As Mills knew perfectly well, even revolutionary
America had been a stratified and hierarchical society; at the very
time he was completing The Power Elite, his friend Richard Hofstad-
ter, the great historian, was dissecting the interlocking myths of the
yeoman farmer and America’s lost agrarian democracy. Mills's
suppression of this kind of historical knowledge created a false aura
of practical solidity around the image of classical democracy. To the
extent that he created a countersymbol by using the sociological
device of the ideal-type, Mills also avoided offering any independent
argument on behalf of his ideal: though he saw clearly the need for
an “indigenous political theory” on the American left, he produced
no such theory and no original moral arguments. The only hint he
gave as to what such a theory might look like was an admiring
reference in 1948 to the Guild Socialism of G. D. H. Cole, who in
turn relied on the philosophical premises of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
Unlike Rousseau, however, Mills never offered a systematic defense
of his political principles; unlike G. D. H. Cole, he never made a
sustained effort to demonstrate the feasibility of his political vision
in the context of a modern industrial society. Instead, Mills allowed
the ideal-type of democracy to function as a subversive exhortation
disguised as a nostalgic typology.*

As a result, the implications of Mills’s vision remained highly
ambiguous. Despite his anxious description of the contemporary
trends toward centralization and bureaucracy, hé never really ex-
plained whether these trends might be reversed or somehow miti-
gated. Instead, he defended the virtues of a “genuine bureaucracy”
staffed by knowledgeable civil servants. He also argued that “the
centralization of the means of history-making itself” had created
“new opportunities for the willful making of history.” As his com-
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ments about parliament as the prototype of the primary publics may
suggest, he seems to have held no reservations about the virtues of
representative government. Although his romantic identification
with Wobblies and his description of “the scattered little circles of
face-to-face citizens” might evoke a decentralized democracy, other
comments suggest that Mills was more realistic—and more inter-
ested in fostering within the modern nation-state an alert, knowing
public able to appreciate the ideas of maverick thinkers such as
himself. (As he once admirtted in passing, “the theory of the public
is, in many ways, a projection upon the community at large of the
intellectual’s ideal of the supremacy of intellect.”} In an essay pub-
lished in 1958, Mills’s specific proposals for democratic reform are
both vague and remarkably mild: he calls for the spread of “free
associations’ to act as a buffer between small communities and the
state; ““a civil service that is firmly linked with the world of knowl-
edge and sensibility’’; “nationally responsible parties”; and “an in-
telligentsia, inside as well as outside the universities, who carry on
the big discourse of the western world.”*

"“Taking it big" was one of Mills’s favorite phrases. He “loved
‘tough-minded’ writers and writing,”’ recalled his friend Hans Gerth,
“men of tall talk and ‘'no bones about it.’ "’ But by the end of his life,
his rough-minded approach to power and “tall talk” of democracy
had taken on a desperate stridency. He was a more meticulous
thinker than Tom Paine, his favorite pamphleteer, yet his edgy, stac-
cato prose sometimes recalls the hard-sell slogans of an ad campaign.
The support he gave to Castro was remarkably uncritical—maybe
he considered him an example of “the willful making of history.” It
is no wonder that some readers felt bullied, To rouse his audience,
he was prepared to sacrifice subtlety, nuance, the patient evaluation
of contradictory evidence—in short, the virtues of dispassionate
scholarship. His carefully cultivated image—the powerless intellec-
tual as populist outlaw-—masked an unresolved tension between an
emotional sense of outrage and the conviction, inherited from the
pragmatists, that reason ought properly to control man's destiny. He
epitomized a politics of theatrical fury and mythomanic fervor, of
high moral seriousness, savage social criticism and peculiarly blink-
ered self-righteousness.?’ '

It is symptomatic that Mills, when he alluded to “Inside the
Whale,” Orwell’s famous essay, turned Orwell's methaphor inside
out. “Admit that you are inside the whale (for you are, of course),”
wrote Orwell in 1940, justifying the "‘passive, non-cooperative atti-
tude” of his friend the novelist Henry Miller: /Give yourself over to
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a public,” answering fears of futility with a deflant decision “to
throw in with ‘the little groups that cannot win.’ * It was no wonder
that Mills twelve years later became the first prominent American
intellectual to embrace the fledgling New Left—after all, thanks in
part to the success of his own “sociological poems,” they shared the
same ‘collective dream.’’
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