
“In the past, Americans smugly assumed that European soci-
eties were more stratified than their own, but it now appears
that the United States has surpassed all industrial societies in
the extent of its family wealth inequality.”

— Lisa Keister, sociologist1

“If it’s class warfare, my class is winning.”
— Warren Buffett, billionaire investor2

Do you think the United States has a ruling class—a portion of the popula-
tion who own tremendous amounts of wealth and who benefit from the way
that decisions get made in this country? If you do, you are absolutely right.
There is a ruling class in the United States, and it is just as rich and power-
ful as any ruling class has ever been. 

There are an even smaller number of people, the power elite—primarily
a few thousand powerful white men, who make many of the decisions that
affect our everyday lives. They decide where to invest money, where to build
factories or whether to move jobs overseas; they decide what kinds of people
get locked up, what’s on the evening news, who runs for elections (and who
gets to vote), and what is the quality of the food we eat and the water we
drink. They decide on the conditions where we work, the state of our neigh-
borhoods, and who has access to health care. Most of the time they decide,
they and the ruling class benefit, and we pay. We pay in our wages, our taxes,
our health, the quality of our housing, and often with our very lives. 

How our society works is not a secret, but neither is it widely known.
There are many systems in place to ensure that we are not really clear about
what’s going on, that we are distracted from noticing the concentration of
wealth and power, that when we do notice and do organize to change things,
we cannot get very far without running into serious resistance. This book
should make clear how our society operates and exactly who it is that decides,
how they decide, how they benefit, and how we pay. Then we can decide
what we are going to do about it. 
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This is not a conspiracy theory. The power elite is too large to meet
together as a group. They largely operate through normal and visible chan-
nels of power and control. There may be small groups of them who meet in
secret to plan strategies, or who have more power than others. We may never
know for sure. The larger problem is the entire social, political, and economic
system that the ruling class and power elite dominate to their advantage. 

Brief Definitions
Throughout this book I will use the phrase “ruling class” to describe the top
1 percent of the population in terms of wealth, those with net financial assets
over $2,045,000 and average annual incomes above $373,000. I will use the
phrase “managerial class” to describe the next 19 percent of the population,
those with net financial wealth over $100,000 and average annual incomes
above $94,000.3 I will call these two groups the “owning classes” because this
20 percent of the population own the great majority (around 90 percent) of
all the financial wealth of the country.  

The term “power elite” refers to the several thousand people, primarily
white men, drawn from the ruling and managerial classes, who run the
largest and most influential institutions of our country in business, finance,
philanthropy, academia, the media, policy formation groups, think tanks,
and the government. Members of the power elite act as agents of the ruling
class and make decisions which impact the rest of our lives. I will expand on
these definitions in sections below.  

The ruling class and power elite are two separate but overlapping groups.
Membership in the ruling class is determined by wealth, whereas member-
ship in the power elite is determined by participation in, and influence on,
economic, political, and cultural decision making. People are members of the
power elite because of the institutional power and wealth they direct, not
because of their personal assets. They use their institutional power in the
interests of the ruling class. The power elite includes many members from the
ruling class but also many business and political leaders who are from the
managerial class, and even some who grew up in families with few econom-
ic resources.

The Impact on the Rest of Us of Having a Ruling Class 
When I began to think about writing this book, it was from an abstract
understanding of the economic system, and a general awareness of the
tremendous inequalities in the distribution of wealth and power in this coun-
try.  It did not feel personal. Although I was aware of many of the costs of
having a ruling class, I did not see all the personal connections to my life and
my relationships.

2 You Call This a Democracy?
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As I began to think more specifically about some of the people I cared
about in my life, I began to see my connections to the root causes of the
death and devastation around me. Breast cancer, lung cancer, AIDS, skin
cancer, brain cancer, heart attack, family violence, work related “acci-
dents,”diabetes, kidney failure, asthma, suicide—I realized that I knew some
of the people being killed—family members, friends, colleagues, and neigh-
bors. 

The impact of the system became real to me, personal in a chilling way
as I realized the close ones I have lost. But precisely because it was so personal
it was difficult to see the total impact. 

I couldn’t tally up all the people killed from inequality, because there are
just enough social services provided to keep a lot of people alive, and to make
sure that they don’t die in the streets. They die alone, or with family, or with
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CHECKLIST: Costs of Having a Ruling Class

Do you know anyone, including yourself, or know of anyone ….?

■ who currently has, or who has died from, cancer?

■ who currently is HIV positive or who has died from AIDS?

■ who was seriously injured on their job, has an occupational disability,
or was killed on the job?

■ who died or was seriously injured fighting for the U.S. military?

■ who did not receive prenatal health care when they were pregnant?

■ who has health problems or who has died from smoking, or from
alcohol or other drug related abuse?

■ who died from an illegal abortion? 

■ who was young and who was murdered in your community, or who
has been involved in gang related violence? 

■ who was not able to complete all the education they wanted? 

■ who does not have adequate health care coverage?

■ who doesn’t have enough to eat?

■ who has had to move because they could not afford rent?

■ who is homeless?

■ who is unemployed not by choice?

■ who works for less than a living wage?

■ who cannot retire at a decent age because they don’t have enough
money?

■ who has to postpone medical, dental, or eye treatment because they
cannot afford to pay for it?

■ who is a woman and has been battered or sexually assaulted and did
not get the help she needed? 

■ who is a child and has been physically or sexually assaulted or abused
and did not get the support they needed? 

■ who has been a victim of a hate crime?

■ who has been locked up for a non-violent offense?

✔✔
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■ who is a child and is left alone because their working parents cannot
afford childcare or after-school care? 

■ who cannot apply for or is afraid to apply for medical treatment or
other services because they are an immigrant? 

■ who has had to go into debt for medical expenses, education, clothes,
or other basic necessities? 

■ who was locked up for their political opinions?

■ who was denied food, shelter, or work because they are an immigrant?

■ who was harassed or deported because they are an immigrant? 

■ who was seriously injured or killed, or who has to tolerate dangerous
working conditions because they are an immigrant? 

■ who has committed suicide or attempted to kill themselves?

■ who was locked up and executed by the state?

■ who was locked up and did not receive the medical treatment they
needed, the educational opportunities they desired, or the rehabilita-
tion skills they needed?   

■ who died from severe weather because they could not afford shelter,
fuel, or the clothes they needed? 

■ who has been robbed or beaten? 

■ who was killed in a car accident? 

■ who was a victim of police harassment, racial profiling, or police bru-
tality? 

■ who died from using an unsafe product or vehicle?

■ who has a disease or health problems because of toxics or pollutants
in our air, water, or food? 

■ who drinks, uses other drugs, overeats, under-eats, or participates in
unsafe or dangerous activities to cover their feeling; or hide their pain?

■ who has died unnecessarily because they are homeless, unem-
ployed, hungry, sick, alone, preyed on by others, or attacked by
family members?

If you cannot answer yes to at least some of these questions it may be
because you live in a wealthy or segregated community and are protected
from many of the costs, and information about the costs, that most people
have to deal with.
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an attendant, one by one, and the cause is never related to the exploitation,
violence, and policies of the ruling class and the power elite. They die at
home, or in hospitals, nursing homes, and hospices, or in jails and prisons.
They die from family violence, unsafe working conditions, homelessness.
They die from lack of health care, overwork, child abuse, police brutality, and
gang warfare. They die from the production, distribution, and availability of
guns and drugs, and from inadequate, unsafe, or non-nutritious food, unsafe
products, and environmental toxins. Each death is individual and can be
explained, at least partially, by personal factors. These personal factors have
social, political, and economic roots, but these are rarely discussed.  

It took me a long time to put together the pieces of the puzzle and to be
able to see that the concentration of wealth in the current political and eco-
nomic system is killing us in large numbers, every day.  It took me a long
time to see that the great majority of individual deaths that don’t involve
someone dying in peace in old age are probably related to some form of
exploitation and inequality, despair and lack of hope, 

I mourn the loss of loved ones and grieve with family, friends, and com-
munity members for many others. I know some of the casualties. I think that
you know some of them too. And everyday, in the newspaper, on the radio,
on TV, and over the internet, we hear about many others killed by the effects
of the tremendous inequality of wealth and opportunity in this country and
abroad.

Not every single personal situation or crisis is the result of social inequal-
ity, exploitation, or discrimination, but many are caused by or worsened by
these conditions. For example, 18,000 people a year die simply because they
lack health insurance.4 Another 50 to 60,000 die every year from work-relat-
ed diseases like black lung and asbestosis.5 Millions of people, those who can
find work, perform “work that is faster than ever before, subject to Orwellian
control and electronic surveillance, and reduced to limited tasks that are
numbingly repetitive, potentially crippling and stripped of any meaningful
skills or the chance to develop them.”6 Other effects of the concentration of
wealth and power include:

■ Severe limits on our democratic rights

■ Longer work hours (leading to a lack of time to spend with our children, in
social relationships, in democratic activities and in leisure activities)

■ A greater threat of violence to ourselves, our families, and friends 

■ Greater economic insecurity in our lives

■ Greater degradation of our physical surroundings

■ More discrimination against people of color, Jews, women, lesbians, gays,
bisexuals and transgendered people, and people with disabilities

■ A false and inadequate understanding of our history and current realities

6 You Call This a Democracy?
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■ Few alternatives to a narrow range of cultural activities

■ Wars and terrorism

■ Environmental endangerment of human existence. 

There is not a single significant issue, relationship, situation, or part of
our lives, that is not dramatically affected by the unequal distribution of
wealth in our society.

The Impact of the U.S. Ruling Class on the Rest of the World
The devastation caused by the U.S. ruling class is incalculable. Millions of
people have been killed directly by war in such countries as Guatemala,
Vietnam, Serbia, Somalia, Nicaragua, South Africa, Angola, Mozambique,
Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, and Zaire (formerly the Congo). Tens of mil-
lions have died from preventable disease, poverty, hunger, pollution, envi-
ronmental degradation, land mines, and economic exploitation. In collusion
with other developed countries,7 the U.S. ruling class has plundered vast
areas of the earth and left large areas in ruins; unsafe, unhealthy and unin-
habitable. Toxic rain, global warming; and large scale degradation of the
oceans, rivers, and forests threaten human and all animal existence. There is
no person, animal, or place on the earth that is immune to the devastating
impact of having such a large concentration of wealth and power under the
control of the U.S. ruling class and power elite and its counterparts in other
developed countries. 

The U.S. power elite has supported dictatorships, undermined demo-
cratically elected governments, funded and sold arms to counter-insurgency
movements, attacked other countries by force, employed and distributed
depleted uranium, land mines, cluster bombs, daisy cutters, defoliating
agents such as napalm and agent orange, and used chemical and biological
weapons. These actions have had a devastating impact on the rest of the
world’s population and natural environment.

The U.S. power elite coordinates with the power elite of European coun-
tries and that of Japan to maintain control of natural resources and human
labor around the world. These power elites work together to safeguard the
wealth and power of their country’s ruling classes. The U.S. power elite,
through its dominance of the economic and military force of the U.S. gov-
ernment, dictates much of the terms of relationships between countries and
within countries, directly through U.S. foreign policy, and indirectly through
such organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World
Bank, and World Trade Organization (WTO),8 and through trade “agree-
ments” such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and the increasing num-
ber of bilateral agreements on investment.9
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The United States has had a ruling class since the early colonial period. As
analyst of wealth and power, Kevin Phillips, has stated, “…elements of a
hereditary upper class have been calcifying and entrenching in Boston, New
York, and Philadelphia, at least, over three centuries.”10 This ruling class,
although it has often been divided by conflicts of interest and different polit-
ical perspectives, has always been the dominant force in the political, social,
and economic decisions that shaped our country. It has directly controlled
between 20 and 50 percent of the national wealth, depending upon the peri-
od. But regardless of the percentage of national wealth it controlled in any
particular period, and regardless of divisions within it, the ruling class has
always come together to maintain and increase its power and control.
Individual families rose or fell in fortune, and areas of economic enterprise
rose or fell in importance. But throughout our history, a small percentage of
the population has continued to be the dominant influence on our political
and economic system.  

After the first exploratory expeditions to the Atlantic coast, the initial
colonies were established by the English crown to be governed by lesser
members of the English ruling class. This was part of the expansion of colo-
nialism by European powers which began in the fifteenth century and which
continued well into the nineteenth century. This stage of colonialism was ini-
tiated by the ruling classes of Spain, Portugal, England, Holland, and France
as they divided up nearly all the land and peoples of the world and controlled
them for their own enrichment.

The company that claimed most of the early colonial lands from the
Atlantic to the Mississippi River and paid for the early ships and settlers who
arrived on the eastern and mid-Atlantic coasts (including the Mayflower
which the Pilgrims chartered from it), was the East India Company, then the
world’s largest transnational corporation. Most of the members of the British
government and royalty were stockholders in the company, and for nearly
200 years its political and economic power allowed it to control most aspects
of life in the colonies.11

9
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10 You Call This a Democracy?

A few people from the English upper class were given large tracts of land
in the new colonies. Others were given land in exchange for paying the pas-
sage for bond laborers (indentured servants). Some people came to this coun-
try and bought land or accumulated some of the land taken from Native
Americans and distributed to settlers. Although the colonial ruling class did
not have the wealth and power of the English ruling class, the class structure
of England, which had been developing and solidifying for centuries, was
transplanted to the colonies. 

Not every person who became part of the ruling classes of the various
colonies was a member of the English ruling class or a representative of the
East India Company, but many were, particularly the largest landowners.
There quickly developed a landed aristocracy in the colonies that controlled
political office and colonial legal, financial, and social policy. Members of the
ruling class owned the majority of the land, workers, and access to trade, and
maintained extensive communication with their families, friends, and busi-
ness counterparts in the English ruling class. 

By the mid 1600s in Virginia, the largest and most financially successful
of the colonies, the ruling class responded to the uprisings of indentured
Europeans and enslaved Africans, who were demanding more economic
opportunities, by passing laws and organizing militias to protect the status
quo. To permanently divide poor Europeans and indentured servants from
Africans, they instituted a system of lifetime slavery for workers of African
descent, and gave poor whites some racial privileges as compensation for
their harsh economic circumstances. For example, workers of European
descent were permitted to own land, to beat, and even to own, slaves. Free
Blacks were denied the right to vote, hold office, or to testify in court.
Intermarriage was punished severely.12 By the time of Bacon’s rebellion in
1676, the landed aristocracy (ruling class) was organized enough to defeat the
rebels and institutionalize a system of white supremacy through colonial law
to ensure that such rebellions would not be effective in the future. 

A century later the ruling class was still completely in charge of the coun-
try. In 1760, fewer than 500 men in five colonial cities controlled most of the
commerce, banking, mining, and manufacturing on the eastern seaboard,
and owned much of the land.13 The founding fathers were some of the rich-
est white men in the country (although they were not as rich as members of
the English ruling class). The American Revolution was led by men from the
colonial ruling class who did not want to pay taxes to the British government
to further the trading interests of the East India Company. 

Many of the debates about the Constitution were about how to protect
the local business interests of those with wealth from the ruthless tactics of
the Company. The discussions about breaking away from England were
focused not on democracy, but on establishing local political control that was
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11A SHORT HISTORY OF THE U.S. RULING CLASS

more responsive to the economic desires of the colonial ruling class than the
English government was. The founding fathers assumed that those who were
wealthy should decide policy. They believed that democracy was only for
those who, by race, class and gender, deserved it. In writing the Constitution,
these men specifically limited the right to vote to white men who owned
property, a group who constituted no more than 10 percent of the popula-
tion at the time. The ruling class was thus solidified on a constitutional foun-
dation of white supremacy and male dominance.

In Colonial times, when the population was small, much of the rule of
the colonies was direct. White ruling class men met in state legislatures and

After Bacon’s rebellion the ruling elite rapidly granted Europeans racial privileges and Africans were con-
signed to lifelong servitude. Whites and Blacks were prohibited from socializing together and intermarrying,
and whites were told they should support slave owners in maintaining Christian values.

Before Bacon’s rebellion there was little difference between imported labor from Europe and that from Africa.
Africans and Europeans worked together, lived together, and intermarried, and protested their harsh living
conditions together.

Landowners Create Racial Divisions
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chose among themselves who would hold office, who would be the judges,
and who would hold other positions of authority. They were the only people
who could vote, and they relied on informal networks of communication.
During that period, men of the ruling class were the power elite. 

As the country took land from Native Americans, Spain, Mexico, Russia,
and France, the European population increased dramatically. The ruling class
needed less direct ways to maintain control of national and local government.
In addition, many in the ruling class did not want to or could not be direct-
ly involved in decision making, except as voters, and contributors to electoral
campaigns. Those who were most involved in business and political activities

Created Equal?
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established ways of communicating among themselves through personal ties,
interlocking corporate directorships, policy formation groups, and social
clubs. 

An interlock occurs when high-level managers or members of the board
of directors of one organization sit on the board of another organization
which is, in turn, interlocked with other organizations. The interlocks cre-
ate a web of connections, shared knowledge and values, and political influ-
ence. Over time this interlocked network developed into a leadership group
or power elite within the ruling class. Most men and nearly all women in
the ruling class were supporters of and benefited from the decisions of the
power elite, but were not directly involved in running the country and its
institutions. 

The ruling class found itself dependent on a growing network of profes-
sionals as the complexities of running large corporations, government
bureaucracies, philanthropic foundations, and other organizations increased.
Some of these professionals, who were often part of the next 19 percent of
the population in wealth, (the group I call the managerial class, see below)
became incorporated into the power elite. This group, almost exclusively
white men, consisted of the lawyers, academics, diplomats, researchers, foun-
dation directors, and various other people who provided the technical and
professional expertise that the power elite needed to coordinate their efforts.

From the earliest days of the country, some U.S. companies were exploit-
ing land and peoples in other parts of the world including Africa, Central and
South America, and Asia. These companies competed directly with companies
representing the interests of the ruling classes in European countries. During
the same period, the ruling class engaged in the colonization of the continen-
tal landmass through the destruction and elimination (genocide) of Native
American nations, and the consolidation of a slave-based agricultural econo-
my. The ruling class also used the government to pursue land claimed by
Spain, France, Mexico, and Russia. By the end of the nineteenth century, the
U.S. power elite was using the U.S. government as a systematic vehicle for col-
onization and exploitation outside the continent. It began to conquer other
countries such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the Philippines as colonies,
and to use the United States’ military force to protect the interests of U.S.
business in a regular way in Asia, Latin America, Africa, and West Asia. Until
World War II, the U.S. power elite was a part of the international power elite
but did not yet play the dominant role it has since come to play. 

After World War II, because of its military dominance, the U.S. was best
able to take advantage of the postwar reconfiguration of national boundaries
and the liberation of many former colonies. Led by the United States, mem-
bers of the various national power elites met, and developed a more coordi-
nated international system of finances and decision-making. 

13A SHORT HISTORY OF THE U.S. RULING CLASS
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14 You Call This a Democracy?

This system was continuously consolidated during the succeeding
decades so that now there is an international power elite with the U.S. power
elite as the most dominant force. Multinational corporations have been
developed into the primary vehicle for exploitation and profit-making.
International agreements such as NAFTA, GATT, bilateral trade agreements,
and institutions such as the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO have
become the tools by which the power elite governs the global economy. This
system has linked up the ruling classes of all countries, but the primary con-
centration of power and wealth has remained in the United States, Western
Europe, and Japan. 

Although the U.S. ruling class has changed in the nature of its wealth, in
the forms it uses to control the country, and somewhat in its composition, it
has not diminished in its ability to shape central social and economic policy
to its benefit. It also remains true that the ruling class and the power elite are
overwhelmingly white, and the power elite overwhelmingly male. The insti-
tutions they have created are built on early foundations of colonialism, geno-
cide, slavery, white supremacy, and male dominance that continue to divide
us along lines of race and gender, and continue to aggressively exploit people
of color and white women.14 Much of the rest of this book is about how
members of the ruling class and the power elite operate in today’s world to
maintain their dominance.

Main kivel final  12/14/05  10:59 AM  Page 14



15

A class is a segment of society that, through its shared economic position and
cultural values, participates in common social, political, and economic inter-
ests and specific forms of access or lack of access to power. 

A ruling class is the segment that dominates society through its control
of power and wealth. It influences and often determines the distribution of
and control over resources; who has access to political power; which groups
benefit and which do not from social policy; and which groups are central to
the life, considerations, and attention of a society, and which are relegated to
the margins. 

Besides “ruling class,” other words used to describe the richest and most
powerful segment of society are the elite, the upper class, the haves, the dom-
inant class, the rich and powerful, the decision-makers, the owning class, the
money power, and the top of the (economic) pyramid. 

A ruling class owns a dominating share of the privately-owned land, the
buildings, the stocks and bonds and other financial assets—whatever counts
as wealth in a particular society. In other societies wealth might consist of cat-
tle, slaves, minerals, or land. Members of the ruling class are the primary ben-
eficiaries of public policy decisions determining budget allocations, taxes,
decisions of war and peace and international trade, environmental policy,
health, education, and criminal justice issues. 

In every society with a ruling class, the ruling class uses the particular his-
torical, political, and cultural traditions of that society to stay in power, to
perpetuate its power through the generations, and to justify why this should
be so.  In general, a ruling class will use whatever means it can to gain and
retain power and wealth. A ruling class chant might sound something like:

What do we want?
Everything!
When do we want it?
Now!
Who do we want it from?
You!

WHAT IS A RULING CLASS?
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A Ruling Class Is Not…
A ruling class is not a royal family, although a royal family can be part of a
ruling class or a front for a ruling class. A ruling class is not the government,
although government representatives can represent the interests of the ruling
class, or be composed primarily of members of that class. A ruling class is not
corporations in general, or transnational or international corporations in par-
ticular, although corporations can be run by members of a ruling class, or
respond to the interests of its members. A ruling class is not a military dicta-
torship, although often military dictatorships operate to the benefit of a rul-
ing class. 

A ruling class is not a conspiracy. It is not a small group of men sitting
around in a room in secret, plotting to take over, or to commit criminal acts.
The U.S. ruling class operates publicly, through accepted channels of power
such as the government, business, and the courts. There are many members of
the ruling class who operate out of a shared understanding of their economic
interests but who do not know each other and do not always agree on issues. 

Ruling Class Chant
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Who Makes Up the U.S. Ruling Class?
The ruling class in the United States is about 1 percent of the population, or
approximately 2.9 million men, women, and children.  These families have
incomes starting at about $373,000/year (1999) and/or net worth of at least
$2,045,000. Most of the ruling class is white and it is predominantly
Christian. There are some African Americans, Asian Americans, Latinos/as,
and Arab Americans in the ruling class, but they are few and far between and
rarely in positions of power. There are practically no Native Americans in the
ruling class. There is a higher percentage of Jews in the ruling class than their
representation in the general population, but despite the stereotypes, they
still constitute a small part of that class.15 

The ruling class is substantial. But even when you subtract from it chil-
dren, women, and men who are wealthy but do not participate in making
political and economic decisions, the group of predominately white
Christian men who constitute the power elite—those who make the deci-
sions that impact all of us—is still large in absolute terms although small in
relation to U.S. society as a whole.16 Obviously they don’t all meet in a big
room and decide on financial and social policy. There can also be widespread
differences of opinion among these decision makers, although these differ-
ences generally fall within a narrow range of the political spectrum on eco-
nomic issues. 

Some members of the ruling class are new members who have built up
wealth during their lifetime. Others have inherited their wealth and are
members of families who have been part of it for decades or even hundreds
of years. Some who were previously members are no longer. The styles and
values of members of the ruling class change over time, but their access to
wealth, power, and influence remains in place. In other words, the class itself
continues to dominate over time even as its membership fluctuates somewhat
in size and composition.

17
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The Managerial Class
The ruling class makes up only 1 percent of the population and they would
be hard pressed to run all the important institutions in our society by them-
selves. They have set up a system to reward some people with money, educa-
tion, and other privileges to work for them. (In some sense we all work for
them, we just are not rewarded for it and we do not have managerial jobs.)
This group consists of the next 19 percent of the population. The manageri-
al class includes families with incomes above $94,000 (average income is

18 You Call This a Democracy?

Economic Pyramid 
by Population
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19WHAT DOES THE ECONOMIC STRUCTURE LOOK LIKE?

$258,000) and net financial worth of at least $100,000.17 The wealth part of
this definition is the important part. People may have a combined family
income of $94,000 and might even own their own house, but without finan-
cial wealth they don’t have the opportunities, resources, and influence that
those with wealth do.  

I refer to this class as the managerial class because the organizations and
people (paid and volunteer) that the ruling class relies on to serve its needs
are run (or managed) by members of this class. They are the non-ruling-class

Economic Pyramid 
by Wealth
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large business owners, corporate managers, foundation directors, corporate
lawyers, doctors, architects, elite university professors, diplomats, politicians,
and others who are generally paid a lot to carry out policies that benefit the
ruling class. 

It is not their occupation, but their high income and wealth and access
to other resources that define these people and their families as members of
the managerial class. In other words, corporate lawyers, but not all lawyers,
elite university administrators and professors, but not all university adminis-
trators and professors, are members of the managerial class. Some members
of the managerial class become so successful that they are able to accumulate
enough wealth to enter the ruling class.   

Many members of the managerial class are trained in professional pro-
grams at specialized graduate schools that provide them with ruling class val-
ues and an understanding of ruling class interests. These programs also screen
out those who will not be reliable in serving the interests of the ruling class.18

Other members of the managerial class could be successful small business
owners, large independent farmers, consultants, directors of large non-profit
organizations, or higher level administrators in local, state, or federal offices. 

There are many people who manage or supervise others who are not part
of the managerial class because they don’t share the high levels of income,
wealth, and influence that those in the top 19 percent do. They may be small
business owners, school principals, lower- or mid-level administrators or gov-
ernment employees, or management staff of small- or mid-level non-profits.  

The top 20 percent or owning classes, (the wealthiest 1 percent and the
next 19 percent), consist of about 22 million households, or somewhere
around 55 million people. Because of their numbers, and economic, educa-
tional, and social advantages, members of the owning classes, with rare
exceptions, fill all the top positions in the most influential institutions of
our society. 

This entire segment is predominately white and Christian, although there
are certainly significant minorities of people of color, Jews, fairly recent immi-
grants, and other groups in the owning classes. Due to housing segregation,
job discrimination, glass ceilings, and increasing educational disparities, there
is rapidly diminishing economic and educational opportunity for poor, work-
ing, and middle class people to join the managerial class at the present. 

There are many people in the managerial class who are not managers.
They may have a wide variety of jobs, occupations, and lifestyles. Whatever
their personal lifestyle and values, the decisions that are made by the ruling
class and the power elite usually benefit them economically, politically, and
culturally in direct and specific ways. Their work is generally valued, well-
paid, and respected. They live in better, less toxic neighborhoods, with bet-
ter services and infrastructure than most others. They have better education-
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al options for their children than most, and their lives, interests, and points
of view are reflected in movies, TV, magazines, and most mainstream culture. 

Members of the managerial class may choose to work against their class
interests, or to disavow the benefits they have available to them. But just as
with members of the ruling class, their choice to do this reflects their privilege. 

The Bottom of the Wealth Pyramid
Below the owning classes there is a distribution of white people and people
of color, men and women, Christians and Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists,
seniors, middle aged, and youth, people with disabilities, heterosexuals and
lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgendered people. But the people with least
power are the people with least wealth. For example, the people at the bot-
tom of the pyramid, those with zero or even negative wealth (they are in
debt), are primarily children and seniors, women, men and women of color,
people with disabilities, recent immigrants, Native Americans, and the
poorest white people. 

The Power Elite
In a democracy, the broad majority of people participate in making the major
political and economic decisions which affect their lives. That is not true in
the United States. We have a social structure in which a relatively small num-
ber of people are in unelected positions of vast power, and who act as repre-
sentatives of the ruling class. 

Sociologists C. Wright Mills and G. William Domhoff19 refer to the
members of the ruling and managerial classes who participate in running our
society as the power elite. They are the “nonelected, self-selected, self-perpet-
uating”20 business, political, social, philanthropic, and cultural leaders who
determine how our society operates, and who make decisions that affect us,
our families, and our communities on a daily basis.21

In one study of 7,314 positions of power and authority in the dominant
economic, political, and cultural organizations (5,303 of which were in the
largest corporations), nearly all were from the owning classes.22 The people
in these positions controlled “…almost three-quarters of the nation’s indus-
trial (nonfinancial) assets, almost two-thirds of all banking assets, and more
than three-quarters of all insurance assets, and they directed the nation’s
largest investment firms. They commanded over half of all assets of private
foundations and universities, and controlled the television networks, the
national press, and the major newspaper chains. They dominated the nation’s
top law firms and the most prestigious civic and cultural associations, and
they occupied key federal government posts in the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches, and the top military commands.”23
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A recent study by researchers Zweigenshaft and Domhoff of the social
backgrounds of people in the highest positions of decision making in corpo-
rations, the executive branch of the federal government and the military,
concluded that this “core group continues to be wealthy white Christian
males… [who] have been filtered through a handful of elite schools of law,
business, public policy, and international relations.”24

There are some white women, some white Jewish people, and a few men
and women of color among the power elite. They tend to be wealthy them-
selves and generally share the same values and education that the Christian
white men in this group do. Fewer than 1 percent of the CEOs of Fortune
500 companies are women or people of color.25 Some corporations and gov-

The Power Elite

Not only is there a lot of overlap, but individuals move from sector to sector throughout their careers.

Main kivel final  12/14/05  10:59 AM  Page 22



ernment organizations, recognizing the need to look diverse, are selecting
more white women and men and women of color to be in the top ranks, but
without actually changing their overall culture or practices. One commenta-
tor summed up this appearance of diversity by saying “…corporations [are}
run by ruling class white boys, some of whom are female and colored….”26

Surrounding the power elite are 20–30,000 corporate and other institu-
tional managers and directors who provide the interface with the managerial
and ruling classes. They communicate and implement policy, direct opera-
tions, supervise mid-level managers, professionals, and consultants, develop
strategy, and communicate and advocate for the decisions of the power elite
to the media and to the managerial and ruling classes. 

23WHAT DOES THE ECONOMIC STRUCTURE LOOK LIKE?

The Financial Elite
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The Financial Elite
The managers and directors of the largest U.S. corporations, who control
some of the most extensive financial entities in the world, sit at the center of
the power elite. Many of these people command resources equivalent to small
or even medium sized countries. Of the 100 largest financial entities in the
world, 52 are corporations, not countries. General Motors, Wal-Mart,
ExxonMobil, Ford Motor, and DaimlerChrysler each had 1999 sales that
were greater than the GDP of 182 nations.27

At the center of this circle of corporate elite are the managers and direc-
tors of the largest banks, insurance, and other financial companies which are
mostly based in New York, Chicago, and California. 

Governmental bodies, corporations, and countries need large amounts of
financial capital (money for investment) to operate. The largest financial insti-
tutions have a pre-eminent place in the corporate and power elite network
both nationally and internationally because of their accumulation of capital,
their control over large blocks of stock through their trust departments, their
extensive information, research, and evaluation capacities, their central place
in the extensive corporate board interlocking network, their ability to work
together to create loan consortia (group loans)28 and direct capital flow, their
ability to facilitate takeovers and shareholder rebellions, and their ability to
influence prices and interest rates, among other factors. Researchers Mintz
and Schwartz conclude that, “… a handful of centrally placed financial insti-
tutions have dominated capital-investment decision making for decades. They
directly control a significant proportion of all stock that changes hands; they
lead a majority of lending consortia; and they are involved in almost half of
all large financial holdings in major nonfinancial firms.”29

The financial elite are able to influence short- and long-term capital allo-
cations in the U.S. which, in turn, have tremendous economic and public
policy effects on our entire society. Since the 1970s, their ability to yield
equally powerful influence internationally through the World Bank, IMF,
and WTO give them truly unprecedented power to shape economies and
social policy throughout the world. 

In the last 20 years the largest financial corporations have become even
more influential members of the power elite because of the increasing volume
of national and international speculation which has grown to overshadow
any form of productive investment. Not only the traditional banks and insur-
ance companies, but now also pension funds, money market and hedge
funds, real estate speculators, and private investors are part of the financial
forces which demand high, short-term (and short-sighted) returns from non-
financial corporate directors and from government policy alike. These
transnational financial corporations have become so concentrated that three
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banks (Citigroup, J.P. Morgan, and Bank of America) control about one-
third of all U.S. banking assets; two insurance companies (Prudential and
Metropolitan) control one-quarter of all insurance assets; and a handful of
large investment firms dominate investment funds.30

Finance is well-represented among the largest political contributors,
within interlocking corporate circles, on the boards of think tanks, founda-
tions, policy-formation groups, and in philanthropy. Even many of the direc-

Top 100 Economies
(Corporations in Bold Italic)

Source: Fortune, July 31, 2000, World Bank, World Development Report 2000.
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tors and deputy directors of the CIA have come directly from Wall Street
firms.31

Outside of corporate circles, there are many sub-groupings within the
broader power elite based on political, economic, and other differences.
There are groups that are Christian Fundamentalist and groups that believe
in the separation of church and state, groups that have a world domination
agenda and groups that are more internationalist in approach. Groups that
favor high tariffs and comparative isolation, and those that advocate for lim-
ited trade barriers and an interventionist approach to international affairs. 

The power elite (even within corporate circles) is not a simple or har-
monious network. There is often sharp conflict stemming from different
analyses and agendas between groupings. These conflicts are often negotiat-
ed out, or maneuvered around, to reach specific policy decisions. Sometimes
they are not worked out, and divisions within the power elite can be lever-
aged by grassroots movements to effect social change. 

On the other hand, there is great mutuality of economic interests and val-
ues, and substantial linking of most of the groups within the power elite.
Often the power elite can reach broad agreement about general policy issues.
The lengthy and sometimes hotly contested process of influencing other
members of the power elite and reaching agreement involves the policy-for-
mation groups, foundations, think tanks, and other structures detailed below.

International Power Elite
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The U.S. Power Elite Is a Primary Component of the
International Power Elite
The power elite of the United States has always been closely connected to the
power elites and ruling classes of Western European countries, even those
who were ostensibly our enemies.32 Much ruling class wealth is tied to inter-
national economic sectors such as oil, arms, finance, technology, chemicals,
tobacco, entertainment, banking, communications, and drugs. In addition,
most of our largest corporations rely on a significant percentage of interna-
tional sales, raw materials from other countries, production abroad, foreign
employees, and earnings outside of the United States.33 

On the more personal side, many members of the U.S. ruling class spend
a great deal of their time in other countries, especially in Europe. Ruling class
institutions such as elite universities, and social gatherings such as weddings,
inaugurations, funerals, etc. are also sites where members of the ruling class
and power elite form international economic and social ties. 

After World War II, the U.S. emerged with a strong, undestroyed econo-
my and with overwhelming military superiority. The foundation of U.S. dom-
inance of the current international money system was established in 1945
with the Breton Woods agreement tying the U.S. dollar to a gold standard.
The system was dramatically and unilaterally altered in the 1970s when the
U.S. went off the gold standard and reinvigorated the IMF and World Bank. 

27WHAT DOES THE ECONOMIC STRUCTURE LOOK LIKE?

Major Trade Flows to and Between The Triad
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Today, the U.S. power elite remains primary because much of the world’s
wealth is still concentrated in the U.S. With the largest military budget and
as the world’s greatest military power, the U.S. is able to enforce its policies
and defend its economic interests unilaterally when necessary. 

The financial system continues to be dominated by U.S. interests, but
generally policy is coordinated with the power elites of Japan and Western
Europe, often referred to as The Triad. 

The economic predominance of The Triad countries is overwhelming. In
Fortune magazine’s 2002 Global 500, of the 25 largest transnational corpo-
rations, seven were Japanese, eight were based in the European Union, and
10 were based in the U.S. In terms of market valuation in 1995, for exam-
ple, of the world’s 100 largest corporations the U.S. was home to 43, Japan
to 27, Britain to 11, Germany to five, and most of the rest were based in
other countries in Western Europe. Russia, China, Canada, Spain, Indonesia,
Australia, and Brazil had none.34

Most of the trade and financial interchange in the world is between
members of The Triad. In addition, each of its members has “gathered under
itself a relative handful of poor countries to act as sweatshop, plantation, and
mine: The U.S. has Latin America, particularly Mexico; the European Union
has Eastern and Southern Europe, and Africa; and Japan, Southeast Asia. In
a few cases, two Triad members share a country—Taiwan and Singapore are
split between Japan and the U.S.; Argentina, between the U.S. and the EU;
and India is shared by all three.”35 

The rest of the world’s countries are mostly on the margins of this sys-
tem. Most of the financial, political and military struggles during the last few
hundred years and now into the twenty-first century, including fighting in
the Middle East, are really struggles among members of The Triad for con-
trol and maintenance of economic colonies around the world, or to subdue
resistance from those colonies to their exploitation.

The power elite from The Triad countries have established a network of
policy formation groups which help develop international and national
financial policies, institutions, and practices. International power elites meet
at private conferences such as the Bildenbergs, Davos (World Economic
Forum), and Bohemian Grove, and at meetings of the Trilateral
Commission, Group of Eight, IMF, WTO, World Business Council for
Sustainable Development, International Chamber of Commerce, Council on
Foreign Relations, Transatlantic Business Dialogue, and World Bank. The
European power elite meet and formulate policy at meetings of the Union of
Industrial and Employers’ Confederations of Europe, and European
Roundtable of Industrialists.36

The international power elite promotes an ideology of globalization that
calls for the alignment of every national and regional economy into an eco-
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nomic superstructure controlled from the top by The Triad. This centralized
and exploitative political and economic system has long been referred to as
globalization by its ruling class advocates, and as imperialism by the rest of
the world. 

With the liberation of most of the world’s former colonies, and the devel-
opment of a sophisticated and integrated international economic structure,
the ruling class, and power elite’s efforts have shifted from direct colonial
political control to indirect international economic control (with military
backup), even though the general relationships between imperial powers and
subordinated countries remains the same. 

In the last two decades, a transnational ruling class has been developing
whose allegiance is less and less to the governments and citizens of their
countries of origin, and more to their class, and the pursuit of profits at all
times, places, and circumstances, regardless of the consequences. This shift
toward a supranational world power elite is orchestrated by the executives
and owners of transnational corporations, leaders of the global financial net-
work, and the government officials and professionals who work to consoli-
date their wealth and power further. 

The extension of the international economic system so that no region or
sector is left unassimilated is a consciously pursued strategy by the transna-
tional ruling class in the current period. But national governments, particu-
larly the U.S., continue to play a leading role in guiding the international
economy. As researchers Petras and Veltmeyer conclude, “It is impossible to
conceive of the expansion and deepening involvement of multinational
banks and corporations without the prior political, military and economic
intervention of the nation-state.”37

The U.S. power elite also shares political and economic interests with the
small political, economic, and military elites of the marginal nations, as long
as those groups remain in power and can control the economic decisions
within their countries. The primary interest of the U.S. power elite is to
maintain a small elite in power in each local country or market that will oper-
ate its country with the most favorable terms for profit making. When the
rulers of a country are unable or unwilling to do so, they are quickly replaced
by a group more subservient to U.S. ruling class needs. In the last few
decades we have seen this happen in Panama, Vietnam, Granada,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Brazil, Chile,
and Indonesia. These attacks on the territorial sovereignty of other countries
are guided primarily by the perceived needs of the U.S. ruling class, and its
ability to use the U.S. government and U.S. public opinion to support its
goals. 

The owning classes internationally (as in the U.S., about 20 percent of
the world’s population) receive 86 percent of the world’s gross product,
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whereas the working class, the next 60 percent, receive 13 percent, and the
poorest 20 percent divide up 1 percent.38 The class structure of each country
is different and the percentages in each class vary by country, but most coun-
tries have both a ruling elite on the one hand, and a large majority of the
population who have neither living wages nor an adequate and secure quali-
ty of life on the other.

In addition to having a ruling elite, many non-triad countries in the
world also have a managerial class that benefits from the policies of the rul-
ing elite and provides the markets for the products of national and transna-
tional corporations. 

30 You Call This a Democracy?

International Economic Pyramid
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Just as there are conflicts of interest within sectors of the U.S. power
elite, there are also conflicts of interest within the international power elite
and within the power elites in individual countries. And just as the U.S.
power elite comes together around core issues such as opposition to unions
and wage increases, the international power elite comes together on many
issues of financial policy, opposition to non-subservient third world govern-
ments and leaders, and a rhetoric of “free” trade or “free” markets. 

The power elite uses the phrase “free” trade to justify opening up mar-
kets in less developed countries to the economic penetration of Triad-based
transnational corporations. Protectionist policies within the U.S. such as
farm price subsidies, steel import quotas, copyright and trademark protec-
tions, and price support mechanisms are not evaluated by the same standards
as other country’s attempts to protect their economies. In reality, The Triad
countries promote a free market for money and speculation, a somewhat free
market for goods depending on the interests of the transnational corpora-
tions, and a tightly controlled market for labor.39
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WHY DOES WEALTH MATTER? 

Income or Wealth?
Often when we talk about money we tend to talk about income. Since
income is all the money that most of us have, this makes a lot of sense.
However, income is not the whole picture. It is not even the most important
part in understanding the power and control of the ruling class. 

Income is the money that comes in every year from work, investments,
land, government payments, etc. We are often told about high income indi-
viduals—sports stars, performers, lottery winners—who have a sudden steep
rise in income. But in 2001, the median income for white people was only
$37,800 a year. African Americans received $25,500, and the median income
for Latinos was probably similar (recent data have not yet been released for
Latinos).40

If you have more income than expenses and debt, then you can begin to
build your wealth. But for most people, income only serves to pay immedi-
ate bills, and they have to try to stay ahead on other expenses. Tens of mil-
lions of people in the U.S.—nearly 26 percent of the population—are in
debt. 

Members of the ruling class have large incomes and a significant amount
of it comes from their wealth; the land, stocks, bonds, and buildings that
they have accumulated and have had passed on to them. Their income comes
from dividends, interest, royalties, profits on investments, rents, and pay-
backs on loans. For many, they have enough income left over, even though
they might spend a great deal, to add to their wealth. In other words, they
can use income to increase their wealth. 

In 1999, 1 percent of the population pulled in over 50 percent of the
total income for that year.41 In 2000, corporate executives were paid 411
times as much as the average worker,42 or $10.83 million in total compensa-
tion. Looked at differently, in 2001, family incomes for the top 1 percent
averaged $1.17 million and even the poorest members of that group received
at least $373,000.43

Income is important, especially if you have enough of it to increase your
wealth. But wealth is the true measure of the ruling class. Wealth (or excep-
tionally high income, which usually comes from wealth) is what you can use
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over the years to buy influence, power, security, and the future well-being of
your children. Wealth provides for private schools, political influence, invest-
ment opportunities, early retirement, overseas vacations, and safe and luxu-
rious houses and vacation dwellings. It also provides for the stability to plan,
save for, and create, a future for oneself and one’s family. 

For nearly two-thirds of the population, their monthly income is inade-
quate to provide security and opportunity. Because of their lack of wealth,
their educational and job options are limited and often insecure. Any health
crisis, period of joblessness, or family emergency can send them into finan-
cial insecurity or poverty. Any shift in the economy, or change in their per-
sonal circumstances and they are more likely to go down in income rather
than up. In fact, average real wages adjusted for inflation were 22.6 percent
lower in 1998 than they had been in 1973.44

At the same time, people with only income to rely on don’t have the
money to invest in opportunities for greater stability, advancement, and
wealth such as education, retraining, or starting a business. They are always
at risk, but they can’t afford to take a risk. 

On the average (median45), white people hold $120,900 in household
wealth (assets minus debt), and people of color only $17,100.46 Most of that
wealth is in people’s houses. A family cannot sell their house and use that
wealth because they would immediately have to use that money to pay for a
place to live. 

Net financial wealth (household wealth minus housing), is a much bet-
ter indicator of wealth. By this measure, in 1998, the average (median) white
person had $37,000 in wealth, the average African American had $1,200,
and the average Latina/o nothing at all. Using 1998 figures again, even
adding the value of housing to calculate net worth, 18 percent of the popu-
lation had negative wealth—they owed more than they owned. Over 27 per-
cent of African Americans, 36.2 percent of Latinos/as, and 14.8 percent of
whites had a negative net worth—they were in debt.47

The ruling class is rich and powerful because of their wealth. Using
1998, the last year for which accurate figures are available, the top 1 percent
of the population controlled 47 percent of the net financial wealth of the
country, and the next 19 percent controlled another 44 percent. That left
only 9 percent to be divided among 80 percent of the population. Today,
members of the ruling class have at least $2.45 million in net worth and most
have much, much more than that amount. 

Who Owns the United States?
Wealth is about who owns things. Our textbooks and other media would

probably say that you and I, “we, the people,” own this country. That would
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be far from the truth. Of course, textbooks and other media are owned by
the ruling class so it is not in their interests to inform us accurately about who
owns the country. 

As of 1998, the ruling class (top 1 percent) owned 67.7 percent of the
business equity, 49.4 percent of the stocks, 50.8 percent of the bonds, 35.8
percent of the non-home real estate, and 19.7 percent of pension accounts.
The top 10 percent owned 80 percent of all financial wealth including  91.7
percent of all business equity, 84.1 percent of bonds, 85.1 percent of stocks,
74.9 percent of non-home real estate, and nearly 60 percent of all pension
accounts.48

If we included the amount of these assets that the next 10 percent of the
population owns it would combine to cover most of what can be owned in
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the United States. For example, again for 1998, the owning classes owned
nearly 96 percent of all stock.49 That is why I use the phrase “owning class-
es” to describe the ruling and managerial classes. Outside of what the own-
ing classes have accumulated, there is very little of monetary significance for
you and me, or even the government, to own. 

Where Does Wealth Come From?
Wealth in the most immediate sense comes from owning stocks, bonds, land,
businesses, buildings, and other forms of investments. In a more fundamen-
tal sense, most wealth comes from exploitation. Wealth is produced from
exploiting people’s labor, exploiting land, or exploiting other opportunities to
gain money. 

Specifically, as political analyst and historian Michael Parenti points out,
much ruling class wealth comes from, “slave trafficking, bootlegging, gun
running, opium trading, falsified land claims, violent acquisition of water
and mineral rights, the extermination of indigenous peoples, sales of shoddy
and unsafe goods, public funds used for private speculations, crooked deals
in government bonds and vouchers, and payoffs for political favors. One
finds fortunes built on slave labor, indentured labor, prison labor, immigrant
labor, female labor, child labor, and scab labor—backed by the lethal force of
gun thugs and militia. “Old money” is often little more than dirty money
laundered by several generations of possession.”50 (And, I would add, by
charitable acts and contributions.) 

People become wealthy through exploitation sanctioned by government
policy. If the government required that workers be paid a living wage, and
protected their rights to organize themselves into unions, it would be
extremely difficult for businesses to exploit workers. If the government pro-
tected the land and its timber, mineral, and chemical wealth for the benefit
of all present and future residents, it would be difficult for individuals and
businesses to exploit the land. However, as we will see in more detail later,
the government was set up by members of the ruling class to make it possi-
ble for them to exploit people, and the land and its resources so that they
could retain and increase their wealth. 

Land is the basis of much wealth—land to grow food, land to grow prof-
itable crops like cotton and tobacco, land to harvest timber, land to mine
minerals and chemicals, land on which to build factories and cities. All the
land in the United States was stolen from the native peoples who lived here.
Much of that land went directly to the ruling class. It was given outright, or
sold very cheaply to wealthy individuals, to chartered companies, or to busi-
nesses such as railroad companies, first by the British and Spanish govern-
ments, and then eventually by the U.S. government. 
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The remaining land, excluding that which was kept by the federal gov-
ernment or given to the states, primarily went to white men for home-
steads. By the late nineteenth century over a billion acres of land had been
given to private interests.51 Over 91 million acres was given to the railroads
alone. Of the 287 million acres that was allotted for homesteading, it is
estimated that 80 to 90 percent went to speculators to be resold for huge
profits, and only 11 to 17 percent was actually homesteaded. In almost all
cases, this land went to white men because people of color were excluded
from access to homesteading, mining, ranching, or other claims, and few
women were able to participate.52

In the U.S. and throughout the rest of the world, large corporations con-
tinue to devastate government lands and the remaining Native American
owned lands by clear-cutting, mining, and pollution. The wealth from land
flows to the U.S. ruling class from forests, mines, waterways, and farms
around the world, in addition to the exploitation of land within the conti-
nental U.S. 

Another basis of wealth is the exploitation of people. The difference
between the value of what people produce through their work and what they
are paid for what they produce, minus the costs of doing business, is the sur-
plus value or profit that is accumulated as wealth by those who can afford to
hire workers. 

In 1998 it was estimated that, in the United States, an average private
sector employee worked a little over two hours for her or himself and almost
six hours for the person or business that hired them.53 A worker who pro-
duced $320 worth of goods or services in a day and was making $10/hour
would only be paid $80 for her or his work. If it cost another $200 to run
the business (including the salaries of the managers), then the other $40
would be profit for their employer. In other words, the employer gained one
half the amount the worker did. The more workers, the greater the profit to
the employer. Even after subtracting for the costs of doing business, there is
tremendous wealth available that is taken from workers and transferred to
employers. It does not take very much exploitation to begin a cycle of wealth
accumulation. 

Up until about 150 years ago, the surplus value of most people who
worked for someone else went directly to the individual who employed them.
With the rise of large corporate enterprises, the surplus now more often goes
to a corporation. 

It is often mistakenly assumed that investors produce or create wealth for
a corporation by investing their money in stocks. However, buying stocks is
like buying used books—it is a secondary market. Just as none of the money
from the sale of a used book goes to the author or publisher, none of the
money from the sale of stocks goes to the corporation. 
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The only exception is the money from the sale of new issues of stock. But
this is a small fraction of the total amount of stock sales and, when balanced
against the amount of stock that corporations buy back from investors each
year, the net outflow to investors is many times as great as the money they
invest. In 1999 the value of new common stock sold was $106 billion,
whereas the value of all shares traded was a mammoth $20.4 trillion.
Combining dividends paid to investors and net new equity issues (new issues
minus buybacks), in 1998 investors (primarily those in the owning classes)
gained, and corporations paid out (workers lost) $505 billion dollars.54

Much wealth is created by workers, is concentrated by corporations, and
disbursed to investors. The final and major source of wealth is from the
unpaid labor of people, primarily women, who raise children, grow food,
take care of other adults, and provide a vast infrastructure of support for
workers and owners alike. Many women work at paid labor and, in addition,
do much unpaid work (sometimes labeled a double or even triple shift).
Unpaid women, children who are forced to work, and some men, such as
those in prison or those who are sharecroppers, have all of their productive
and caretaking labor exploited. Just looking at women’s unpaid work, it is
estimated that married women with children work, on average, the equiva-
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Where Does Wealth Come From?

profit to employer per worker times number of workers

If a worker produces $320 for a day of work in the United States, she or he might get to take home about $80 in wages
and benefits to live on. The other $240 goes to the boss or owner. The owner’s expenses might be $200 (or often less) to
run the business, in which case they would make $40 per worker (per day) in profit. The more workers in a company, the
more profits for the boss.
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lent of one month more a year than their male partners.55 Employers, and
ultimately the ruling class, benefit from the direct labor of workers and from
the unpaid labor of women, which provides for the very possibility and sup-
port of the paid workforce. 

In addition to unpaid labor, the reproduction and raising of children
who become workers in economic systems such as slavery, is also unpaid and
often exploited labor.  After the slave trade was made illegal but when slav-
ery was still part of the economic system in the U.S., slavemasters would use
African American women to breed slaves so that they could continue to have
a large work force. 

Accumulating Wealth:
From Paid and Unpaid Workers
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The accumulation of wealth through the exploitation of paid workers is
subsidized by the unpaid labor of women, children, and workers in under-
developed countries. The entire economic system would collapse without
their work of raising children, producing food through subsistence agricul-
ture, scavenging, bartering, taking care of the emotional, psychological, phys-
ical, and even sexual needs of workers, as well as the needs of the elderly, of
those with disabilities, and of the young. 

The accumulation of wealth begins with the appropriation and exploita-
tion of the land and its resources. Wealth is produced by paid workers in the
United States. Their ability to produce wealth for the ruling class is depend-
ent on their being supported by the unpaid and low paid work of women,
and men and women of color both in this country and throughout the
underdeveloped world. As Economist Maria Mies summarizes, “Women,
nature and the people and lands of Africa, Asia and Latin America…formed
the invisible underground foundation for this accumulation process.”56

Speculative Wealth
Speculative wealth is based on buying and selling things on the speculation
(hope) that a profit can be made. It is a form of gambling. Financial markets
(stock markets, bond markets, commodities markets, etc.) have been created
by members of the ruling class in which people can bet on the future prices
of stocks, bonds, commodities, precious minerals, and currencies. Very com-
plex financial arrangements, such as options, futures, options on futures,
indexes, options on indexes, swaps, collars, and swaptions,57 exist to allow
people to bet on prices going up or down today, tomorrow, next week, or
next month. 

People have long gambled on land prices, gems, sporting events, and
temporarily valued things such as tulip bulbs. Now it is possible to speculate
on almost anything, and much of the economic activity of capitalism has
become trading not only assets, but complex financial claims to future
income from assets. 

Although worthless to our society as an economic activity because noth-
ing is produced, various kinds of gambling and speculation can be highly
lucrative to individuals. Speculation favors those who have wealth or access
to credit because they can finance their bets. They can buy land, stocks, or
futures by putting some money down and borrowing the rest, hoping that
prices will go up before their loans are due. Many fortunes have been made
(and lost) by speculators, often in times of war, scarcity, or natural disaster. 

The net effect of speculation on our society is that prices are driven up
by people buying things with the expectation/hope that prices will rise.58

This can produce wild fluctuations in the price of goods, as speculators try
to outwit other speculators by buying low and selling before prices decline
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from their peak. The lure of greater (and quicker) profits from speculation
than from investing money in the production of goods and services distorts
the economy and produces great volatility in prices. 

Investment in production, which builds an economy and produces long-
term profits, is driven out by speculative investment that builds instability,
but offers the potential for large short-term gains. Describing the net effect
of the diversion of investment from production to speculation (among other
factors), economists Bluestone and Harrison wrote, “Left behind are shut-
tered factories, displaced workers, and a newly emerging group of ghost
towns.”59

There is a tendency for land and housing prices to rise as demand increas-
es due to increased population. The increased population pressure is often
from people who have been driven off their land by corporate practices. Those
who have the wealth, or have access to credit, are able to buy houses or land
in earlier periods and watch the value of their assets increase. Those who did
not have wealth, or who were denied access to loans or desirable housing
(often men and women of color, and lesbians and gays and single women of
all races), were unable to take advantage of increasing housing prices. 

In addition to this generally slow, gradual rise in prices, there have been
periods in particular areas where land and housing prices have gone up dra-
matically due to speculation made possible by tax cuts for the wealthy which
allow them to keep more cash to invest. This process, sometimes called gen-
trification60 in urban areas, has resulted in many poor and working class peo-
ple, people of color, seniors, single parent families, small businesses, and non-
profit organizations having to leave areas because they could no longer afford
to live or operate there. This is another negative consequence of the concen-
tration of wealth that gives some people the ability to speculate on needed
resources, and thus drive prices up.

Another kind of speculation occurs when high-level managers are award-
ed stock options as part of their compensation. Stock options are issued at
the current stock price with the hope that prices will rise. A manager can pur-
chase the stock at the current price (let’s say it is $2) anytime in the future,
even when the price has gone way up. If the price goes to $20 a share, then
the stock option holder can borrow money against the current price ($20) to
buy the shares at the former price ($2), and then sell the shares at the current
price to pay back the borrowed amount and to retain a large profit. Lack of
accounting for this kind of financial manipulation and speculation con-
tributed to the collapse of companies like Enron, and to the economic reces-
sion of 2000. 

An economy based on speculation benefits those few who have the
resources to gamble and take the risks, and hurts the many who don’t have
the resources or desire to gamble, and who cannot afford the risk. In addi-
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tion, world markets based on speculation make individual countries and
regions vulnerable to tremendous fluctuations in their economies based on
how speculators/investors evaluate their potential profits. 

It is hard to underestimate the magnitude of the speculation in currency
by governments, investors, and transnational corporations. Today around $2
trillion a day is turned over in international currency markets, under 2 per-
cent of which is for trade and real investment.61 The collapse of some Asian
economies in the late 1990s, the collapse of the Mexican economy in 1994,
and that of Russia in 1998 were all at least partly the result of trading by the
U.S. and other ruling classes in international stock and currency markets that
shifted huge amounts of money out of these economies in very short
amounts of time. This collapse in investor confidence produced massive lay-
offs, bankruptcies, a substantial decrease in wages, and a sharp increase in
prices even though the fundamental strengths of those economies remained
unchanged. 

Wealth comes from direct exploitation of land and people’s labor, from
the indirect exploitation of people’s (primarily women’s) unpaid reproduc-
tive, service, and subsistence labor, or from speculation, which also con-
tributes to the exploitation of people. Some individuals get richer and most
become poorer. 

Business owners, corporate managers, and speculators may work very
hard at what they do. But they don’t work harder than other people, they
generally started out with economic, racial, gender,62 and other advantages,
and they don’t “deserve” the great wealth they accumulate. Their wealth
comes at the expense of the general economy and out of the pockets and hard
work of the rest of the population. 

The impact of money (or other forms of wealth such as land or slaves)
can potentially be multiplied. Money can be borrowed against, used for cred-
it, used for political access, etc. As we will see as we proceed, the economic
and political system was set up so that those with wealth can easily maintain
and multiply their wealth, while most people have little opportunity to do so.
The more one has, the more opportunity one has to increase it. Of course
many people lose money, and some are able to turn skills, abilities, experi-
ence, hard work, deceit, and luck into economic opportunity. But they face
tremendous disadvantages in doing so compared to those who start with
some wealth.

There are three stages to the accumulation and consolidation of wealth
into a ruling class. The first stage is the exploitation of workers (paid and
unpaid, including keeping some people unemployed so that wages can be
kept low) and the transfer of wealth from workers to the ruling class. The sec-
ond stage is investment and speculation—using that wealth to leverage more
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Stages of Accumulating Wealth
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wealth, as well as social, political, and economic power and control. The
third and final stage is the transfer of wealth from the present generation to
succeeding generations. This book looks at how the ruling class organizes to
accumulate wealth at all three stages. 

Other Kinds of Wealth
For many of us, besides money and power, there are other things that we
count as wealth, such as loving relationships, family, good health, a safe and
nurturing community, and a healthy environment. We may have enough of
these kinds of wealth that we are not concerned about other people hoarding
material wealth. However, the concentration of wealth in the United States
by the ruling class dramatically affects the health of our families and com-
munities, and is detrimental to our ability to enjoy nonmaterial kinds of
wealth. The concentration of wealth means that many of us lack safety,
health, and a healthy environment, and our lives and relationships are limit-
ed by the impact of exploitation, discrimination, violence, and pollution. 

Wealth and People of Color
White supremacy, the dominance of white people in society and the subor-
dination, exploitation and violence directed at people of color, remains a cor-
nerstone of ruling class power and control. 

A substantial amount of the wealth that the ruling class has accumulat-
ed is from taking and exploiting the land of indigenous peoples both in the
continental United States and elsewhere. Another substantial amount of their
wealth is from the exploited labor of people of color. This exploitation has
taken many forms, including the enslavement of Native Americans and then
of Africans, indentured servitude, tenant farming, underpaid work in the
fields, factories and homes, sweat shops, prostitution, and child labor both
within the continental U.S. and in other countries. Of course, not only peo-
ple of color were exploited; most white people, and not-yet-considered-white
immigrants such as Italians, Irish, and Jewish people were as well. 

People of color as entire populations were exploited systematically over
hundreds of years, and that exploitation continues today. Many groups were
specifically allowed into this country under restricted conditions such as
Chinese workers brought in to work on the railroads, Latinos brought in to
work in the fields, and of course, Africans brought in to work on the planta-
tions of the South. People of color still perform much of the most dangerous
and least desirable work in the United States, at wages that are significantly
below those of most white people. 

Much of the financial wealth of the country was based on the exploited
labor of people of color. For example, it was not just the entire economy of
the south that was based on slavery, but also the economy of the north, which
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used the cotton produced in the south to fuel profits from the textile indus-
try and international trade.  

Not only were people of color exploited; being white itself was a form of
property. There was a long series of court decisions that weighed very care-
fully who was and who was not considered to be white because of the signif-
icant material benefits that accrued to those who were deemed to be white.
If you were white you could vote, and therefore your vote could be bargained
with politicians for economic and social advantages, and your economic
interests were reflected in the political decisions that were made. If you were
white you were worth more (paid more) as a worker and you were owed more
by the government in terms of benefits and consideration. You could own
land and turn that into profit. You could have access to loans and credit,
allowing you to accumulate wealth. You had credibility in court and there-
fore could defend yourself, or sue to protect your interests. Your status as a
white person gave everything you accomplished more visibility and more
reward compared to people of color who accomplished the same things. 

People of color were barred in many ways from accumulating wealth,
and everything they were involved with was valued less because of white
supremacy. Even after slavery was abolished, most people of color were
barred from owning land, from homesteading, from receiving credit or loans,
from engaging in skilled work, and from gaining higher levels of education.
In addition they were charged more than white people for the same goods
and services. When they did achieve economic success, white business com-
munities were quick to organize riots to destroy their homes and businesses,
such as those that occurred at Rosewood, Florida and Tulsa, Oklahoma.63

Given the history outlined above, it is not surprising that people of color,
particularly African Americans, Latinos/as, and Native Americans, have accu-
mulated little wealth compared to white people. For example, in 1998, the
average black household had a net worth of about 18 percent of the average
white household, and twice as many black households as white households
had a negative net worth (i.e. they were in debt).64

Not all white people shared the same degree of benefits from whiteness,
but all white people benefited in specific ways from the fact that they were
considered to be white. Not all people of color were exploited to the same
degree, but all people of color experienced significant degrees of exploitation.
Most of the economic benefits that flowed to white people from the racial
exploitation and discrimination experienced by people of color were accrued
by businesses such as banks, insurance companies, and retail stores, and
therefore these benefits accrued to those who owned the businesses—mem-
bers of the owning classes. The ruling class was able to develop a system of
political and economic domination that was based on racial differences and
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used to exploit working class white people and to aggressively exploit people
of color. 

Many of the benefits for women and their children of being white were
only for heterosexual women and only as long as they were connected to a
white man. They were not entitled to these benefits on their own, but only
as they were the property of white men who had access to such perquisites. 

Women and Wealth
For much of U.S. history, even white women were not permitted to own or
accumulate wealth. Married women (single women were the property of
their fathers and whatever they had was his) were not allowed to make out a
will because they could not own land or legally control anything else worthy
of willing to another person. They could not have legal responsibility for
their children, control of their own property, vote, own slaves, buy or sell
land, or even obtain an ordinary license. White women could not sue in a
court of law except under the limited procedures allowed for the mentally ill
and children, and then only when supervised by a man. Enslaved women
were the property of their owners, and other women of color suffered the
same complete lack of rights that men of color experienced.

Women, in general, were also aggressively exploited by a ruling class
based on male dominated values and structures. When they were hired at all,
women were paid less for work than men. They were used by men, often
without pay or by force, to take care of their social, psychological, and sexu-
al needs, and their unpaid reproductive labor was used to further the ranks
of slave and free labor alike. 

Women could not generate surplus income to accumulate wealth
because so much of what they did was unpaid. The enormous value of
women’s work in raising children, growing food, doing domestic work, work-
ing in the fields, and nurturing men was simply not counted as productive
work even though the entire economic system and the accumulation of
wealth by the ruling class was dependent on it.65

This pattern continues today, because much of women’s domestic work;
childcare, eldercare, support for those with disabilities, and care for the sick,
is still largely unpaid. They are also disproportionately responsible for child-
care expenses. In addition, women are paid only about $.76 for every dollar
that men are paid. As economic analyst Holly Sklar points out, “The average
woman high school graduate who works full time from ages 25 to 65 will
earn about $450,000 less than the average male high school graduate. The
gap widens to $900,000 for full-time workers with bachelor’s degrees [and]
men with professional degrees may expect to earn almost $2 million more
than their female counterparts over their work-life.” 66 Women may make
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less, but they are charged more. They are seen as higher risk and less credit
worthy by lending institutions, and are routinely charged more for retail pur-
chases. 

One result of these forms of exploitation and discrimination is that
women, in general, don’t have the same level of income resources that men
have to earn a higher degree, to start a business, or to buy a house. They are
not worth as much as men, they don’t earn as much as men, and they don’t
have the same opportunity to accumulate wealth as men. 

Personal power over the women in their families was offered to working
men as a substitute for power in the work place and in the community. All
women, except for some women in the ruling class, were vulnerable to sexu-
al exploitation and to underpaid and dangerous work in fields and factories
and in the home, in sweatshops, and in such gender specific areas as prosti-
tution and domestic work. 

Women were also commodified by the economic system. Their bodies—
size, shape, skin color, facial features, etc.—were turned into products that
were sold to men through pornography and prostitution, were used to mar-
ket products to men through advertising, and were used to market products
back to women to pressure them to conform to the commodified image of
the perfect woman. All three of these uses of women’s bodies and images of
women’s bodies were sources of irreparable harm to women themselves, and
sources of wealth for the ruling class. 

46 You Call This a Democracy?

Women and Wealth

Main kivel final  12/14/05  10:59 AM  Page 46



47WHY DOES WEALTH MATTER?

Being a (white) male was itself a source of wealth. It allowed one to own
property, to use the services and labor of women and children, to vote, to
represent oneself in court, to take out loans and credit, and to work at the
vast array of jobs and trades that women were excluded from. Working class
men did not gain as much from these benefits as ruling class men, but the
benefits to them were, nevertheless, substantial, including the general pro-
tection they had from sexual exploitation and violence, and the cooking,
cleaning, childrearing, emotional caretaking, and sexual access they could
avail themselves of from women. 

Overall, in the early twenty-first century, the hierarchies of race and gen-
der continue to be foundations of our economic system. According to one
investigation, “Corporate America has systematically excluded African
Americans, Latinos and [white] women from all but a tiny fraction of the mil-
lions of stock options that were distributed during a time of unprecedented
growth in the economy…. Tell us what pay grade usually receives stock
options and we can tell you where the glass ceiling is.” Lawyers Mehri and
Berk conclude by saying “…the grant of options—and in many cases the sub-
sequent transfers of vast wealth—continues to be a bastion largely reserved for
white males.”67 Those white males, that is, who are members of the owning
classes.

The ruling class continues to use race and gender to divide people, to
exploit some and superexploit others. They claim solidarity with poor, work-
ing, and middle-class white people through issues like welfare, affirmative
action, and youth crime, to enlist support in their fight to prevent econom-
ic and political gains by people of color. They claim solidarity with poor,
working, and middle-class men to enlist support in their fight to prevent eco-
nomic and political gains by women. Because of the global character of the
economic system, the U. S. ruling class claims solidarity with all people in
the U.S. (and members of other white dominated nations) against the strug-
gles for liberation and an end to exploitation by people in other (nonwhite)
countries. 
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HOW DO THEY RULE? THE
CONSTITUTION, CORPORATIONS,

AND THE COURTS

Members of the power elite are able to make many decisions themselves
through their direct control over land and corporations, foundations, trusts,
and other institutions. But their influence over the government and other
institutions is often indirect. Although many members of the highest levels
of government are from the power elite, many are not. We’ll be looking at
both the direct and indirect ways that the power elite dominates the political
decision-making process in later sections. 

The ruling class of the United States has developed three primary ways
to retain power (as well as many ways to retain wealth, which we’ll also look
at later). 

The Constitution
The Constitution was set up by members of the colonial ruling class to pro-
tect both their wealth (primarily property and slaves) and their influence over
government. When the founding fathers wrote “All men are created equal”
they were specifically excluding women,68 as well as all men who were not
white, from political participation. By protecting and enhancing the rights of
white slave holders, these men were establishing a foundation for their wealth
and power in white supremacy and male domination. 

The ruling class and the class of skilled artisans and shopkeepers com-
bined made up only about 10 percent of the total population at the time of
the American Revolution.69 As James Madison pointed out to the
Constitutional Convention, “the greatest conflict of all in the country was
between those who had property and those who had none.”70 He was clear on
the role of government in this conflict, writing that it “ought to be so consti-
tuted as to protect the minority of the opulent against the majority.”71 The
wealthy and those who were successful craftsmen shared an interest in the pro-
tection of property rights. Therefore they wrote a constitution that would
safeguard their ability to own and develop property, including the ownership
of slaves. Besides claiming the exclusive rights to vote and to participate in
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elected office, those with property further consolidated (and protected) their
power by setting up an electoral system that provided for the selection of the
president and senators not by direct vote, but by a more easily controllable
indirect electoral voting system. They also built into the Constitution other
checks on democratic participation such as staggered elections, executive veto,
Senate confirmation of judicial appointments and treaties, and an exceeding-
ly difficult process for amending the Constitution.72

Because of fears of more working class uprisings such as had just
occurred in Massachusetts during Shays Rebellion in 1786-87, the framers of
the Constitution created a central government that would hold the union
together, establish a strong fiscal and regulatory infrastructure, promote free
trade, and protect the interests of the ruling class. 

The ruling class at that time wanted the federal government to play a
strong role that would facilitate business and ruling class interests but would
not interfere in areas over which they wanted to have more regional or local
control. 

The Constitution protected the property rights (and white supremacy)
of the ruling class and lesser property owners in quite specific ways, such as
by officially recognizing slavery and establishing the right of return for run-
away indentured workers and slaves (Article 4, Sec. 2. [3]). The commerce
clause (Article 1, Sec. 8[3]) was included to end protective tariffs that indi-
vidual states had established to protect local businesses. 

The contracts clause (Article 1 Sec. 10[1]) became, perhaps, the most
significant protection of the property rights of the ruling class. This clause
states that the government cannot interfere in any way in private contracts
(private law). This has been the basis of hundreds of court decisions limiting
the government’s role in regulating business and protecting the rights of cit-
izens because public law has been ruled by the courts to be preempted by pri-
vate law.73 The courts have also used the First Amendment to protect prop-
erty rights by restricting any government effort to limit the free speech rights
of corporations.  

Corporations
The second tool developed by the ruling class to guard its power was the cor-
poration. The ruling class in Europe had long regulated its affairs and pooled
its assets for colonial enterprises by creating trading partnerships, companies,
and other forms of chartered business groups. The powerful East India
Company, mentioned earlier, is a prime example of the importance of these
organizations. 

In the United States, by the early nineteenth century, there was already
large scale consolidation of banking, insurance, and textile companies, and
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many business leaders developed links with, or were directors of, several com-
panies. In the early nineteenth century, corporations were companies which
were set up with charters from state governments for specific purposes. They
provided a particular service to the community, and their charter was for a
specific time period, usually between 10 and 30 years. The charter could be
revoked if the company did not do what it was chartered for, such as build-
ing and providing a toll road between two destinations. These chartered busi-
nesses or corporations were tightly monitored and their charters could be,
and routinely were revoked by state legislators. 

State control over corporations began to erode early on as corporations
used their financial and political clout to roll back restrictions on them. In
the first of a long series of important pro-corporate, antidemocratic deci-
sions, the Supreme Court held in the Dartmouth decision of 1819 that cor-
porations are protected under the contracts clause of the Constitution. 

The ruling class gained even more protection, and opportunity to use the
corporate structure from the 1886 Supreme Court Santa Clara decision. The
railroads had brought cases to court year after year, spending large sums of
money, to establish the right to have a corporation considered to be a “natu-
ral” person. 

Finally, in 1886, the Supreme Court rendered a decision that was inter-
preted to mean that a corporation should be considered a natural person,
with all the due process rights guaranteed to a person under the Fourteenth
Amendment, which had been passed to protect the rights of freed slaves. The
decision itself did not grant the status of a person to a corporation. This lan-
guage was included in the headnotes by a court reporter and became accept-
ed as part of the legal precedent through subsequent rulings.74

This decision was used as a precedent to give corporations the right to
free speech and the right to due process. Subsequently, courts considered cor-
porations to be on an equal playing field with individuals and communities,
even though they had previously been regulated by local governments, and
even though they had vastly more resources to defend their interests than
either individuals or local governments had. In fact, most individuals at the
time, including Native Americans, Blacks, Latinos/as, Asian Americans, and
white women had few, if any rights, and virtually no legal standing in the
courts at all.

White women had petitioned the court for the right to vote in 1875, also
citing the Fourteenth Amendment, but their appeal was denied. They only
gained the right to vote in 1920 under the Nineteenth Amendment. Property
rights for corporations and their owners were deemed by the courts to be
more important than voting rights for women. These rights were also more
important than the rights of freed slaves, for whom the Fourteenth
Amendment had been passed. In fact, of the 307 Fourteenth Amendment
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cases brought before the Supreme Court between 1886 and 1910, only 19
dealt with African Americans: 288 were suits brought by corporations seek-
ing the rights of natural persons.75 The ruling class used corporations to pro-
tect and expand its interests and to keep the interests of poor and working
class people, women, and men and women of color, subordinate. 

By the late nineteenth century, banking, transportation, steel, and other
industrial corporations had become huge and complex enterprises in severe
competition with each other. Members of the ruling class wanted ways to
regulate competition among themselves because they had found that unreg-
ulated trade was lowering prices and, consequently, lowering profits. They
were also faced with increased pressure from several sectors of the population
such as middle-class reformers, populist farmers, and socialists, who were
criticizing oligopolistic practices in which business leaders got together to fix
prices, divide up markets, and share profits.76

There was a wave of government regulatory agencies established in the
early twentieth century. Although some corporations fought vigorously
against regulation, the largest corporations realized that some form of regu-
lation would divert attention from more drastic efforts to control or disman-
tle large corporations, would help stabilize markets and regulate competition,
would make it harder for smaller competitors to stay in the market, and
would be fairly easy to manipulate through political influence. Many specif-
ic corporations fought vigorously against attempts at regulating them. But
despite the increased regulation, most of the larger corporations were able to
use their financial and political influence to continue growing and to increase
their domination of state and federal government. 

The modern form of corporations arose for a variety of reasons and it
had multiple advantages for ruling class power and control. They could use
corporations to protect themselves and their families from the financial loss-
es and legal liabilities that this scale of enterprise entailed. As various forms
of taxation were introduced, the ruling class used corporations to protect
their profits from being taxed, and to pass down wealth to future generations
without diluting it. 

The corporate structure has allowed members of the ruling class to spe-
cialize in running large financial enterprises, enlist the specialized profession-
al help they need, and ensure that they and their families are not liable for
the unsafe working conditions, dangerous products, environmental pollu-
tion, and even the financial losses of the businesses that produce their wealth.
These and many other advantages have continued to be added to and refined
over the nearly 120 years since the landmark Santa Clara decision. 

For several decades, corporations were national in scope. The largest of
them developed markets within the U.S. and consolidated, colluded, and
merged with other national corporations while also buying up, taking over,
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or destroying smaller companies. They had national manufacturing, market-
ing, and sales strategies. 

The growth, mergers, and acquisitions of national corporations through
the 1960s and 70s created multinational corporations which had a global
reach, and competed against (and cooperated with) the multinational corpo-
rations of Europe, Canada, and Japan. Many of these corporations were tied
to multinational corporations in other countries through joint ventures, and
had extensive networks of subsidiaries throughout the world. They were
based, however, in the U.S.

Beginning in the 1980s, with the rise of global financial markets and
institutions, multinational corporations became transnational corporations.
Economic and political power became even more concentrated in these
incredibly huge enterprises. Leveraged buyouts, hostile takeovers, mergers
and acquisitions across, as well as within, national boundaries resulted in the
rise of corporations which were not only larger than most national
economies, but were no longer based in or constricted as much by national
governments. Although still nominally based in a country, the allegiance of
the transnational corporation is committed more to maintenance of the
international financial system and its own profitable role in it, than to a
national government. As one senior executive told the New York Times in
1991: “The United States does not have an automatic call on our resources.
There is no mindset that puts this country first.”77

Large transnational corporations have now become very powerful. Fifty-
two of the 100 largest economic entities in the world are corporations, not
countries. (See the chart on p. 25.) The five hundred largest in 1998 had total
revenues of $11.5 trillion and employed 40 million people. Their average
revenues were $122 billion.78 Of the Global 500, 191 were U.S. companies.
Each of the largest are run by a small group of men who control vast
resources, are large financial institutions in their own right79 even if pre-
dominately engaged in nonfinancial production, and have substantial securi-
ty operations. The nature of the development of these corporations has given
the corporate elite a central role in the more extensive power elite both in the
U.S. and in the other developed countries.  

The Courts
The Dartmouth, Santa Clara, and hundreds of other legal decisions in favor
of the ruling class brings us to the third tool they have used to protect their
interests—the courts. Although the Constitution set up a system of checks
and balances between the branches of government (based on the model of the
Iroquois Confederacy),80 in fact, all three branches were controlled by the
ruling class. The checks were on working class power, and the balance was in
the variety of governmental tools that the ruling class could use to remain
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hidden, but in control.  The court system was set up to carry on the British
legal system which had been established to maintain the rights of the white,
male, landed aristocracy. It was given the responsibility of adjudicating in sit-
uations where ruling class interests conflicted, or in cases where the govern-
ment overstepped its boundaries and interfered with ruling class interests by
advocating policies that were more advantageous to the general populace.
The ruling class bias of the courts was represented very simply by the first
chief justice of the United States, John Jay, when he said in 1787, “The peo-
ple who own the country ought to govern it.” 

There was always great overlap between lawyers and judges on the one
hand, and politicians on the other. In fact, most of our presidents have been
lawyers, and many middle and upper-middle-class lawyers have used the
practice of corporate law to advance into the ruling class. Presidents, many
of whom were from the ruling class, have almost always appointed judges
who share their class background, or who they have observed through years
of law practice will support the interests of their class. These lawyers gradu-
ate primarily from a small number of elite, ruling class law schools, go
through a grueling process of reshaping their values to adjust to their future
roles, and end up becoming either members of the ruling class themselves (if
they weren’t born into it), or professional servants of their ruling class peers. 

Many people practice law and most are not part of this corporate law sys-
tem. Only those who are, and who share ruling class values are likely to
advance through judgeships into positions of authority within the legal pro-
fession. These are the ones who gain positions from which they can influence
law school curricula, legal precedent, the American Bar Association, and gov-
ernmental policy and legislation. 

One area in which the ruling class bias of the courts is most evident is in
labor-business cases. The courts have consistently aided business interests by
prohibiting strikes, boycotts, and picketing, and by issuing injunctions
against possible future worker activism and organizing. The courts have been
used to sharply curtail the power of unions. They have also colluded in try-
ing and convicting many labor leaders in periods of labor-business conflict.
The courts have given the widest possible interpretation to open-shop laws,
they have granted free speech rights to employers in union certification elec-
tions, they have failed to protect workers’ rights to free association and free
speech (while protecting the same rights for corporations), and they have
ruled that the permanent replacement of strikers is legal. Rarely have they
actually protected the legal rights of workers.81

The current court system, and the corporate lawyers within it, operate to
protect members of the ruling class and their personal and corporate proper-
ty rights at the expense of ordinary citizens. Although there have been some
decisions which penalize corporations for unusually egregious practices, for
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the most part the legal system makes it extremely difficult for ordinary citi-
zens to win redress from the harm done to them by corporate actions. The
courts, especially the federal court system, are heavily populated with mem-
bers of the owning classes, and primarily render decisions which protect
property rights, not civil and human rights.

To sum up our discussion of these tools, the ruling class created the rules
(the Constitution) by which we live, the financial structures that operate to
their benefit within those rules (corporations), and then guaranteed that, in
any case of conflict, their people would decide the matter (the courts). 
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HOW DOES THE POWER ELITE
COMMUNICATE?

Using the pioneering work of William Domhoff and other sociologists and
political scientists we can trace the vehicles that the power elite—decision-
making members of the owning classes—use to communicate with each other.

Interlocking Directorships
Over the last two hundred years, business leaders have created a vast, inter-
locking system of corporate directorships through which they meet regularly
to talk about the business of running business, including all of the policy
issues that they need to address.82 This interlocking directorship has been
very stable in its organizational membership for over a hundred years. The
largest U.S. banks, insurance companies, and industrial enterprises have been
at the center of the network and have the most interlocking directorships.
There have been changes as the economy has changed, and certain sectors of
the economy, such as computers or railroads, have grown or diminished in
importance. These directorships, and the network of board meetings, discus-
sions, and events that members participate in, keep the communication flow-
ing between different sectors of the power elite. 

According to political economist Douglas Dowd, the financial sector,
always at the center of this network, became even more powerful during the
1980s and 90s because of  “…the emerging importance of money, equity,
and pension funds; the enormous increase of household, business, and gov-
ernmental debt; the spread and strengthening of insurance companies (and
their mergers with other financial companies); the expansion of individual
financial investors; and the spectacular growth of international financial
speculation in the vast and explosive derivatives market.”83

There is slightly more diversity of gender and race in this network than
there was 30 years ago, but almost all of its members are from the same rul-
ing class and educational backgrounds as previous members. It is in these
corporate gatherings that discussions about economic issues occur, new prob-
lems are identified, and the need for new policy articulated. General infor-
mation about investment policy and opportunity and capital flows is circu-
lated in these networks providing a central place for, “promulgating the vari-
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ety of values and norms that constitute a corporate culture based on finan-
cial hegemony.”84

About a quarter of these directors sit on two or more boards and have a
much more influential and central role than the others.85 They, and the most
influential and connected directors of foundations, policy-formation groups,
think tanks, ruling class universities, elite law firms, and the government,
comprise the power elite. There is tremendous overlap in membership
between corporate directorships and these other networks of organizations.
Individuals move smoothly between the various branches of these ruling
structures and know, or know of, many of their peers. They meet regularly in
clubs, conferences, meetings, and at fund-raising, social, cultural, and polit-
ical events. They have a shared set of economic values and interests (but a
wide range of personal and social ones), a shared information base, and a
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shared sense of their responsibility for defending ruling class interests. They
are each actively engaged in some significant way in making, shaping, or
influencing important policy decisions made in the U.S.

There is also substantial mobility among this elite, with individuals mov-
ing between corporate, foundation, government, consulting, university, and
think tank positions. In other words, the interlocking is due both to the
interlocking relationships between organizations within the network, and the
movement of individuals through different organizations and sectors over
time. This mobility factor is a less studied but vital aspect of the way the
power elite communicate, and influence political, economic, and cultural
organizations. 

Most members of the power elite don’t have the time or expertise to
research and develop policy, much less to get that policy adopted by the gov-
ernment. There is a network of policy-formation groups that do this work for
them. 

Policy-Formation Groups
As issues, problems, and concerns become identified in formal and informal
gatherings of the ruling class and power elite, the policy formation process
clarifies the interests at stake among the participants, and sorts out possible
(and acceptable) policy alternatives. Policy-formation groups play a crucial
role in facilitating and directing the discussions which lead to elite consensus
and policy determination and implementation.

Policy-formation groups actually serve several functions. Four of these are
internal to the ruling class and three are in relationship to society in general.
Internally, these groups provide a setting in which corporate leaders can famil-
iarize themselves with general policy issues, a forum where conflicts between
moderate conservatives and ultraconservatives can be resolved, an informal
training ground for new leadership, and an informal recruiting ground for
determining which academic experts may be best suited for government serv-
ice. Externally, these groups legitimize their members as experts and as com-
mitted to public service; they convey the concerns, goals, and expectations of
the ruling class to young experts and professors; and through books, journals,
policy statements, press releases, and speakers, these groups influence the cli-
mate of opinion in Washington and in the rest of the country.86

The first major policy discussion group, the National Civic Federation,
was set up by the ruling class around 1900 to respond to labor conflict dur-
ing the period. The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) was established in
1921 and has played a leading role in international policy formation (foreign
affairs) ever since. Much of the United States’ foreign policy has been devel-
oped and refined through CFR sponsored dinner meetings and study groups,
papers, and its influential journal Foreign Affairs. The Council has been
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instrumental in building elite consensus around specific policies for the last
80 years. 

Just looking at the CFR, for example, shows that 37 percent of the top
500 industrial corporations have at least one officer or director who was a
member. Of the top 100 companies, 70 percent had at least one member.
Twenty of the top 25 banks and 16 of the 25 largest insurance companies had
members.87 Banks have always been very central to this network with the
most interlinked directors, and, in the research cited above by Domhoff, J.P.
Morgan Bank had 16 members of the CFR, Chase Manhattan Bank had 15,
and Citibank (now Citigroup) had 10. 

In addition to corporate leaders, former presidents Bush, Carter, Clinton
and Ford, numerous secretaries of state and defense, national security advi-
sors, U.S. senators and congresspersons, and most of the recent directors of
the CIA have been members. The Council’s magazine, Foreign Affairs, reflects
current thinking on international affairs and is usually an indicator of devel-
oping U.S. policy directions. 

As a recent article stated, “The importance of the Council stems from its
role as the central link that binds the capitalist upper class and its most

Power Elite Mobility
Typical Examples

first corporate CEO
then high-level government job
then foundation director
then corporate consultant

first professor—elite university
then State Dept./foreign affairs official
then think tank director
then corporate lobbyist

first investment banking company principal
then head of CIA
then corporate consultant

first private investor
then politician or government official
then foundation director
then director—policy formation group
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important financial and multinational corporations, think tanks, and foun-
dations to academic experts in leading (mainly eastern) universities, and gov-
ernment policy formulation and execution.”88 It is within this elite, private,
bipartisan network that much of U.S. foreign policy is shaped and carried
out. 

Bilderberg is an annual informal gathering of U.S., Canadian, and
European business and political leaders, financiers, and cultural leaders
which started in 1954 in Bilderberg in the Netherlands. Joint U.S.-Western
European economic and political policies (including the development of the
European Union) are shaped through the talks at the gatherings and the rela-
tionships built through the network. As Joseph Retinger, one of the founders
wrote about it: 

Bilderberg does not make policy. Its aim is to reduce differences
of opinion and resolve conflicting trends and to further under-
standing, if not agreement, by hearing and considering various
points of view and trying to find a common approach to major
problems…the object being to draw the attention of people in
responsible positions to Bilderberg’s findings.89

No statement could better capture the policy formation process by which
members of the international power elite meet, discuss, strategize, and come
to agreement across differences to further a ruling class agenda.

The Trilateral Commission is an outgrowth of the CFR. CFR chairman
David Rockefeller created the commission in 1973 to build consensus on
international policy among the elites of Japan, Western Europe, and the
United States.  The Trilateral Commission sees itself as developing and decid-
ing upon the main components of the global economy and political struc-
ture. It has been highly successful in achieving the goals of the ruling classes
of The Triad countries, although in the last few years there has developed
more concerted anti-globalization resistance to its policy initiatives. 

Even more recently, groups such as the Atlantic Council and the Center
for Strategic and International Studies have assumed emerging and impor-
tant roles at the international policy formation level. 

The participants in these groups share a common set of ruling class
assumptions and represent a very narrow set of interests. They are a very elite
group. They are interested in a stable economic environment, concentration
of wealth in the developed countries, and a smoothly operating, global, reg-
ulated market favorable to their interests. As David Korten comments: 

It is important to note that the Council on Foreign Relations, the
Bilderberg, and the Trilateral Commission bring together heads of
competing corporations and leaders of competing national polit-
ical parties for closed-door discussions and consensus-building
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processes that the public never sees…it is a closed and exclusive
process…. Participants are predominately male, wealthy, from
Northern industrial countries, and except for the Japanese on the
Trilateral Commission, Caucasian. Other voices are excluded.90

There is a similar policy formation process at the national level in the
United States. The Brookings Institution still serves as a major domestic pol-
icy formation group on a wide variety of issues. For a more narrow range of
discussions and policy formation around domestic economic policy, several
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groups, such as the National Association of Manufacturers, the Chamber of
Commerce, the Conference Board, the Business Council, the Committee for
Economic Development, and the RAND Corporation have played impor-
tant roles. In the last 30 years they have been superceded in importance by
the Business Roundtable in influence on specific economic policy issues.91

The Business Roundtable has grown quickly to become the most influ-
ential group on domestic economic policy in this category of organization.
The Roundtable consists of the executive officers of approximately 200 of the
nation’s largest corporations who lobby for the policies decided on by the
membership. The member companies represent a net worth equivalent to
nearly half of the Gross National Product (GNP) of the U.S.—an amount
greater than the GNP of any other country in the world.92

Once its internal discussions are over and the Roundtable reaches agree-
ment on an economic issue, the vast resources of its members are used to
mobilize the corporate community to influence policy decisions. In the
1999/2000 election cycle this group poured over $85 million into the cam-
paign through soft money, PACs, and individual contributions. The Business
Roundtable has substantial interlocks with such groups as the Conference

Policy Formation Groups
Influence and Pressure
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Board, Council on Foreign Relations, National Association of
Manufacturers, American Enterprise Institute, Committee for Economic
Development, and the Business Council. As Domhoff points out, “The
Business Roundtable is at the heart of both the corporate community and the
policy-planning network. Its 79 directors for 1997 have 206 directorships
with 134 corporations, 32 of which are in the top 50 in size.”93

Foundations
The discussion, policy papers, reports, and other activities of the policy for-
mation groups become highly influential in creating and promoting power
elite policy. These groups are supported, financed, and oftentimes directed by
a network of foundations that is also controlled by members of the power
elite serving as directors and trustees. 

These foundations operate with tremendous assets, placed with them by
members of the ruling class to avoid taxes and retain control of the disbursal
of the money. The 1998 Foundation Directory lists 8,642 large foundations
(assets over $2 million) that controlled $247 billion.94 By 2000, the 10
largest foundations controlled over $101 billion of assets.95 In a study of the
top 50 foundations by size, 85 percent of the directors were men who grad-
uated from elite universities.96 In one study of the 12 largest foundations,
half the trustees were members of the ruling class, and there are many cor-
porate interlocks on the large foundations’ boards of directors. 

Although the primary function of foundations is funding, many of the
ruling class foundations take a leading role in directing research, shaping pol-
icy, and developing programming. These foundations may be moderate/con-
servative such as the Rockefeller, Ford, Mellon, and Rockefeller Brothers
Foundations, and the Carnegie Corporation, or ultraconservative like the
Bradley, Noble, Scaife, Richardson, Olin, and the Koch family foundations,
but they are all tools of segments of the ruling class and are tightly inter-
twined with the network of policy discussion groups, think tanks, and other
groupings of the power elite. For example, the 20 foundations that give over
5 percent of their total grants to public policy groups were closely connected
through interlocking directorships with 31 policy discussion groups and
think tanks. 

The Bradley Foundation is an example of the money and power these
foundations wield. With assets over $700 million, the 1998 annual report
states that the Bradley Foundation gives out over $30 million a year to groups
attacking affirmative action, social security, and all other welfare programs,
and to groups promoting deregulation of business and the privatization of
education and most other governmental functions. The Foundation funds a
wide range of ruling class groups such as the Heritage Foundation, the
Madison Center for Educational Affairs, the American Enterprise Institute
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for Public Policy Research, the Free Congress Research and Education
Foundation, the Hoover Institute on War, Revolution, and Peace, and the
Ronald Reagan Presidential Foundation. It also funds major conservative
publications, such as The Public Interest, The National Interest, and The
American Spectator. 

As an investigative report concluded, “Bradley is certainly not the only
conservative foundation promoting right-wing causes. It works in concert
with a number of others to develop, maintain, and promote a right-wing
intelligencia that can play a major role in the manipulation of public opin-
ion and the formulation of public policy. In fact, the Olin, Sarah Scaife,
Smith Richardson, and Bradley foundations are often called the ‘Four Sisters’
for their tendency to fund similar conservative projects, publications, and
institutions.”97
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Think Tanks
Think tanks are where the deeper and more thorough research and policy
formation gets accomplished. Some are highly specialized and some are con-
nected to academic institutions. Perhaps the three most visible and influen-
tial are the Brookings Institution (also listed above as a policy formation
group), the American Enterprise Institute, and the Heritage Foundation.
Others include the Free Congress Foundation, Empower America, The
Center for Strategic and International Studies, and the Hudson Institute.
Funding for these think tanks comes from members of the ruling class
through the foundations they control, from personal donations, and from
the corporations they influence. 

Think tanks engage in a much wider range of activities than just research
and policy formation. They are also high powered marketing agencies for the
policies they want to promote. They produce detailed studies, summary
reports, newsletters, articles, op-ed pieces, bumper stickers, radio shows,
magazine and TV advertisements, cartoons, pamphlets, video “documen-
taries,” and even displays for public and private libraries. Staff and represen-
tatives participate in interviews, public talks, congressional hearings, public
policy forums, conferences, and congressional briefings. All of these activities
target either the treetops (the power elite) or grassroots constituencies. They
also vigorously cultivate and support academics, younger elite leadership, and
citizen activists. When they want to get their message out widely on particu-
lar issues, they can do so very effectively. For example, Citizens for a Sound
Economy sent out more than 3,000,000 pieces of mail in 1996, and the
newsletter of the Family Research Council, “Washington Watch,” goes out to
a quarter of a million people every month.98

Some of the issues that the more conservative think tanks have been
actively promoting in recent years are school vouchers, charter schools and
the privatization of school services, introduction of a flat tax, deregulation of
the telecommunications industry, elimination of welfare, reduction or elimi-
nation of government regulatory agencies such as the Food and Drug
Administration, Environmental Protection Agency, Consumer Protection
Agency, and Occupational Safety and Health Administration,99 maintenance
of a low minimum wage, privatization of social security, elimination of estate
taxes, limits on the ability of unions to organize, prevention of a national
health care plan from being passed, and limits on the ability of nonprofits to
engage in public policy debate. The larger work of all of the think tanks,
whether they are moderate/conservative or ultraconservative, is maintaining
an ideological climate which supports “free” enterprise, privatizes the public
sphere, supports ruling class accumulation of wealth and power, produces
division, scapegoating, and misinformation in the general population, and
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which stifles the ability of ordinary citizens to organize themselves and to
participate effectively in public policy decisions. 

Elite Universities
Some universities also play a substantial role in the policy formation network.
There are a handful of very important private institutions such as Harvard,
Yale, Princeton, Stanford, and the University of Chicago that play central
roles in preparing ruling and managerial class students (and a few scholarship
students) to become part of the power elite or to enter the elite professions
as members of the managerial class. They are also centers for discussion,
research, consulting, advocacy, and policy creation. These schools are largely
governed by trustees who are members of the ruling class themselves, and are
funded by the same class interests. 

Twenty-five of the most important universities for the ruling class hold
over 67 percent of all the private endowment funds in the United States. Yale
and Harvard hold over $11 billion and $19.3 billion respectively.100

Prominent members of this section of the academic community provide
research and expert testimony for policymakers, teach ruling class values, pre-
pare their students for ruling and managerial class careers in business, phi-
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lanthropy, law and the government, and provide legitimation for the policies
of the power elite. Some of the highest level administrators and professors of
these schools are part of the power elite themselves.

In the broader university system there are also many corporate funded
“chairs of free enterprise” which have the explicit purpose of promoting and
defending the free enterprise system. St. Mary’s University in San Antonio,
Texas explains their “chair of Free Enterprise” on their website. “The chair
holder presents educational programs for high schools, universities, and the
civic community to promote understanding of the conceptual bases of the
market system, its functional operations, and its contributions to the eco-
nomic well being of the individual.”101

Scientific and social science research conducted at elite universities play
multiple roles in supporting ruling class interests. Often that research and the
professors who conduct it are directly subsidized by corporations, think
tanks, or policy formation groups. For example, after the Exxon Valdez oil
tanker disaster, ExxonMobil Corp. hired well-known psychologists, econo-
mists, and law and business school faculty to “research” the issue of punitive
damages. Soon their articles challenging the competence of juries to set puni-
tive damages were appearing in legal journals. Exxon Mobil cited the articles
in its appeals case, and partly on this basis, got its punitive damages reduced
from $5.3 to $4 billion.102 The research and legal opinions have subse-
quently been cited both by other corporations in their own lawsuits and by
judges in cases involving corporate wrongdoing.  

Elite Publications
Most of the research documents and policy papers produced by the institu-
tions described above do not have wide circulation.  They are meant to be
read by members of the power elite so that policies can be formulated, con-
troversies and alternatives sorted out, and strategies devised. There is a net-
work of publications which are used to disseminate both news about the rul-
ing class and its interests, and to guide opinions, economic action, and vot-
ing behavior of the owning classes in general. Newspapers and magazines
such as The Wall Street Journal, Barron’s, Forbes, Fortune, and Business Week,
and for international issues, Foreign Affairs, are vehicles that the ruling and
managerial classes use to communicate opinions and analysis, current think-
ing, and planning among themselves. 

These sources are very revealing, because members of the power elite are
often much more honest about their values and intentions in these publica-
tions than in large-circulation daily newspapers such as The New York Times
and The Washington Post, or in the weekly national news magazines such as
Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report. The primary readers of
the elite publications are “politicians, corporate executives of all levels,
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investors, small business owners, inheritors of wealth, doctors, accountants,
investment bankers and so on;” all of them members of the wealthiest 20
percent of the population.103

Elite Publications
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HOW DO THEY STAY IN POWER?

Many presidents, congresspeople, judges, and corporate lawyers are members
of the ruling class. For example, 18 of the 19 cabinet appointments that
George W. Bush made were millionaires (the other member was “only” worth
$680,000), and it is estimated that at least one out of five of all our congres-
sional representatives are millionaires.104 Forty-three percent of the new
members of Congress in 2002 declared holdings in excess of $1 million.105

Most other decisionmakers are members of the managerial class and are com-
mitted to a ruling class agenda. But even though the Constitution, the cor-
porations, and the courts are set up to protect and promote their interests,
members of the ruling class have long felt that it was important to control
the government. 

Through its borrowing, lending, regulating, and spending, the federal
government is the only body that could potentially set limits on ruling class
interests, regulate corporate practices, and redistribute wealth through taxes
and other public policies. The government can also initiate alternative eco-
nomic structures, shift investment and production into different sectors of
the economy, and build educational, political, and cultural projects that
strengthen democratic practices. For all these reasons, a government con-
trolled democratically by the majority in the U.S. is dangerous to the ruling
class and power elite. As President Woodrow Wilson, himself a member of
the ruling class, remarked in 1912, “When the government becomes impor-
tant, it becomes important to control the government.”106

Conversely, the ruling class and the power elite use the tools of govern-
ment to support, maintain, and stabilize the economic system to serve their
interests. Through control of the government they can direct the use of force
domestically and internationally to protect their profits and quell dissent;
they can manipulate the tax and spending functions of the state to their
advantage; they can call on the power of national symbols and icons such as
the flag, motherhood, apple pie, and democracy to confuse and manipulate
people. They can also socialize the costs of their actions and privatize the
profits by getting the government and academic institutions to pay for
research and development and then reaping the profits themselves. 
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The ruling class has devised many different tools to insure that the gov-
ernment works in their interest. Some of these tools have shifted over time as
citizen’s groups have closed loopholes that allowed certain kinds of influence
to predominate. The ruling class strives to dominate government policy.
They have not been able to control it completely, but on most major policy
issues they have prevailed, and on most major policy debates, the issues
themselves have been defined within the context of differences between dif-
ferent sectors of the ruling class. 

There are conservatives and ultraconservatives in the ruling class on eco-
nomic issues and on cultural issues. Many members of the ruling class are lib-
eral on some cultural issues such as gay rights or abortion. Even within the
power elite, there are both conservative tendencies that push towards a broad
pro-business agenda with a right-wing emphasis, and more pragmatic ten-
dencies that emphasize working within the system and maintaining the most
effective relationships with all parties to increase their access to policymakers,
and ability to influence their decisions. There are conflicts between U.S.
based manufacturers and corporations whose operations are mostly in other
countries, and between the financial sector and the manufacturing sector, not
to mention differing interests within particular economic sectors and
between corporations.  
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What unites most members of the ruling class and power elite is a pri-
mary concern for the protection of their wealth and power by promoting a
secure and stable economic framework for economic growth, “free” trade and
“free” enterprise, maximal government structure and support but minimal
government regulation, low taxes, a stable two-party system to maintain the
appearance of choice, and the control of dissent. The rest of us can learn from
their ability to put aside their many differences to come together in support
of a common ruling class agenda. 

Experts and Professionals
Not only are there many members of the ruling class in the top levels of gov-
ernment, but the government relies on experts and professionals for much of
its policy-making, and these are supplied by the power elite network of think
tanks, policy formation groups, private universities, and foundations
described in earlier sections. As Domhoff notes, “most top appointees in
both Republican and Democratic administrations are corporate executives
and corporate lawyers.”107 A study by the Office of Management and Budget
reports that 40 percent of foreign service professionals in the State
Department come from eight Ivy League colleges.108

Although the Clinton administration included more women, and people
of color than previous administrations, those appointed were predominately
members of the owning classes with many corporate and policy network con-
nections.109 More liberal and non-wealthy appointees were in decidedly sec-
ondary positions with little influence. The constant flow of people between
the corporate world and the government creates a tight network between
them, and easy means for policy domination by members of the power elite. 

Lobbyists
Lobbyists from corporations, trade groups, law firms, and special interest
groups provide another source of “input” representing ruling class interests.
Their influence can have a devastating impact on our lives. For example, the
U.S. auto industry was able to delay the mandatory introduction of air bags
for over 20 years while an estimated 140,000 people died needlessly and even
greater numbers sustained serious injury. That same lobbying effort has kept
criminal sanctions from being included in the federal auto safety law so that
the auto companies are protected from criminal prosecution for killing peo-
ple through the production of cars that are dangerous.110

It is estimated that over 100,000 people work in the Washington, D.C.
area lobbying industry, and tens of thousands more in state and local gov-
ernments. About 75 percent of Washington lobbyists represent corporations,
business, trade, and professional organizations, or are lawyers from firms rep-
resenting these interests.112 In 1996 it was projected that approximately $8.4
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billion was spent lobbying the federal government, and that amount has
increased dramatically since then.113

The ruling class is the only group with the money to pay the majority of
the bill for this vast array of lobbyists. They face little opposition from other
interest groups.114

As political scientist Thomas R. Dye describes it, “Lobbying goes well
beyond testifying at congressional hearings, contacting government officials,
presenting technical information and reports, keeping informed about bills,
and following the ‘ins and outs’ of the legislative process. It includes ‘grass-
roots’ mobilization of campaign contributors and voters back home, as well
as public relations activities designed to develop and maintain a favorable cli-
mate of opinion in the nation. But most important, the special-interest
process includes the distribution of campaign funds to elected officials.”115

As seen in the case of Enron and other energy companies, many times
these lobbyists actually write the legislation that affects their businesses. They
are also responsible for distributing hundreds of millions of dollars of cam-
paign contributions from special interest groups. Their funding and their
professional resources allow them to apply tremendous pressure to politicians

Lobbying Groups

There are general ruling class/corporate lobbying groups such as the
Business Roundtable, the Committee for Economic Development, and
the Conference Board (they are also policy formation groups) which are
highly influential because of the role that corporate CEOs play in them.
There are also many powerful industry lobbying groups that work on spe-
cific interests, such as the National Association of Manufacturers, the
Chemical Manufacturers’ Association, American Petroleum Institute,
American Mining Congress, Health Insurance Association of America,
and the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association. Even non-U.S.
groups, such as the Foreign Oil Companies Group, a cartel of major
petroleum companies doing business in the Caspian, have a well-fund-
ed voice on issues of interest to them.111 Finally, there are powerful man-
agerial class professional organizations, such as the American Bar
Association and the American Medical Association, that also contribute
large amounts to politicians and wield substantial influence. These
groups often work together by creating ad hoc coalitions to work on pas-
sage of specific policies such as NAFTA and FTAA, the defeat or limiting
of environmental and workplace regulation, the prevention of passage of
a national health insurance plan, or the lowering and elimination of var-
ious forms of corporate and ruling class taxation. 
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who need a constant flow of money to stay elected in today’s incredibly
expensive election campaigns.

These lobbying groups are very effective. In May 1998, for example, the
liquor lobby stopped legislation that would have penalized states that refused
to adopt tougher drunk-driving laws. “The death of the proposal to lower the
blood-alcohol limit for drunk driving is a classic Washington story of big
money, influential lobbyists, and questionable political tactics,” observed
journalist Michael Kranish.116

Most of our federal regulations and policy decisions are not made
through publicly discussed legislation, but through the tens of thousands of
much less visible administrative decisions and rulings that are implemented
by government departments, bureaus, and agencies. It is here that rates are
changed, prices altered, taxes raised or lowered, programs started or termi-
nated, eligibility requirements adjusted, environmental, health and safety,
and food and drug standards determined. It is in administrative rulings that
all congressional legislation is interpreted and implemented. These rulings
and regulations have the force of law, and even the courts will seldom chal-
lenge them unless the agency has overstepped its regulatory mandate. Here
again, it is corporate and private sector lobbyists who pay attention to, and
can apply pressure on, the hundreds of committees, offices, hearings, and
other processes by which these administrative rulings are decided. 

(De)Regulation
There have always been grassroots movements to influence governmental
policy. In recent decades there have been consumer, environmental, health
care, education, and other movements working to pass legislation favorable
to ordinary people. Occasionally successful, most of the time these groups
have lost the legislative battle and have been unable to stop deregulation of
industry after industry, attacks on worker’s rights and safety, the erosion of
environmental controls, and the expansion of corporate control.

The push for stricter scrutiny has often come from consumers, workers,
and local communities. Especially in times of political unrest, such as during
labor uprisings in the 1930s and the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and
60s, the power elite has been pressured by organized advocacy groups to
respond to citizen demands for protection from corporate practices. There
have often been differences between groups within the power elite during
those periods about how best to mute the criticism without significantly
affecting corporate profits. 

Although the power elite has resisted many efforts at regulation, some in
this group have realized that the appearance of governmental regulation and
control is more effective than no regulation at all in allowing them to main-
tain profits. Thus, the corporate community has acquiesced to such agencies
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as the USDA, EPA, FDA, and the NLRB as a way to cut off criticism, end
conflict, and create the appearance of government supervision. 

Usually the more moderate section (often the largest players in a partic-
ular industry, who might be considered to be more “liberal”) creates policy
that appears to address some of the concerns of people in the streets. Such
regulation favors the largest corporations because it “limits entry into a mar-
ket, subsidizes select industries, sets production standards that only big com-
panies can meet, weakens smaller competitors, and encourages monopoly
pricing.”117 The agribusiness, telecommunications, energy, oil, drug, rail,
trucking, and airline industries are examples of where this has worked.118

Written by the industries affected, often regulatory policies are passed,
disarmng grassroots movements by the appearance of change. Then, over the
next few years the legislation is unenforced, poorly enforced, blocked by the
courts, eroded by the courts, or circumvented by various corporate and gov-
ernmental practices. In many cases these landmark bills are eventually over-
turned during quieter times, and these industries are deregulated, i.e. gov-
ernment oversight is significantly reduced or eliminated. Government super-
vised or regulated gains in worker rights, abortion rights, voting rights, con-
sumer and environmental protection, civil rights, and in the provisions of the
social safety net have all faced such backlash tactics. The bottom line is that
large corporations can thrive with or without regulation because regulation is
usually on their terms.  

There are more direct ways that the ruling class controls the government,
the most blatant being through direct spending to determine candidates,
propositions, and public policy issues. 

Buying an Office
Many candidates are rich themselves and have used their personal fortunes to
finance their campaigns. Investor H. Ross Perot, businessman Michael
Bloomberg, actor Arnold Schwarzenegger, and baseball commissioner Peter
Ueberroth are only a few among many who have recently followed this route.
In the 2000 elections, congressional candidates contributed or loaned $175.9
million to their own campaigns.119 

Members of the ruling class are not just running for office—some are
challenging the integrity of our democratic institutions by manipulating elec-
tions and recall campaigns. In 1997, Seattle Seahawks owner, billionaire Paul
Allen, reimbursed the city of Seattle $4.2 million to hold a special election to
approve a new football stadium—and then spent another $5 million to con-
vince voters to fund the $425 million stadium. In 2003, multimillionaire
Darrell Issa spent over $1 million to collect signatures to force a recall elec-
tion for governor of California. In the ensuing election he ran for governor.
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When control by ruling class money is so prevalent and blatant, the credi-
bility of the entire electoral system is diminished. 

Members of the ruling class donate millions of dollars to candidates of
both parties directly, and through various kinds of fundraising events. In
1996, for example, only 4 percent of the population made a contribution of
any size at any level of government, and only .25 percent gave $200 or more.
The one-quarter percent who gave $200 or more provided 80 percent of all
political money.120 Bush raised $190 million for his 2000 presidential cam-
paign, and two-thirds of that came from just over seven hundred individuals.
Gore raised $133 million, and one-third of that, or $46 million, came from
individuals.121 In 1994, to give another example of the concentration of
political donations, the total contributions from just one zip code—10021—
on New York City’s Upper East Side were larger than the contributions made
in 24 states.122

Giving at the (Corporate) Office
The ruling class also uses corporations as a major vehicle for political dona-
tions through political action committees, again to both parties. In 2002,
estimated total corporate contributions from PACs, soft money, and individ-
ual donations were over $1 billion.123 The ruling class also uses “soft
money”124 donations to the Republican and Democratic parties for “party
building” which is then channeled to candidates. In 1996, 92 percent of soft
money came from business leaders and their corporations to the tune of
$263.5 million.125

There are many other ways for members of the ruling class to donate to,
or otherwise support, political candidates. They can give them corporate
stock or property, hire them at exorbitant salaries, provide fellowships and
lecture opportunities for them, provide them with free services like legal con-
sultation, offer them investment opportunities, or buy assets from them at
inflated prices.

What Does This Money Buy?
Corporations know that their campaign contributions are tremendously
profitable investments. In the state of New York, between the years 1999 and
2001, Governor Pataki and state legislators received about $13.6 million in
campaign contributions from banks, insurance companies, and other corpo-
rations. In return, these businesses reaped a total of $738 million in tax cuts
in the 2002/03 fiscal year, and nearly $3 billion over the next five years. This
came at a time when the state of New York was facing unprecedented budg-
et deficits because of the recession and the attacks of 9/11.126 A few other
examples (among hundreds) on the national level listed by Kevin Phillips in
his book, Wealth and Democracy, include:
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“The Timber Industry spent $8 million in campaign contributions to
preserve the logging road subsidy, worth $458 million… Glaxo Wellcome
invested $1.2 million in campaign contributions to get a 19-month patent
extension on Zantac worth $1 billion…. The Tobacco Industry spent $30
million in contributions for a tax break worth $50 billion…. For a paltry $5
million in campaign contributions, the Broadcasting Industry was able to
secure free digital TV licenses, a give-away of public property worth $70 bil-
lion.”127

Besides specific benefits, large campaign contributions also provide pres-
sure on legislators to lower tax rates for the ruling class, to pass anti-labor leg-
islation, to deregulate industries such as energy, telecommunications and
trucking, and to privatize public assets and services such as radio and TV air-
waves, welfare, health care, and the internet. 

Two-party System
The two political parties give the appearance of competition and the repre-
sentation of different interests. However, the parties are more like profes-
sional football teams owned by the ruling class. Members of the ruling class
meet to decide the rules of the game, and the revenue from their network
contracts is shared. As long as fans buy tickets, watch on TV, and buy the
products advertised by the companies buying airtime, all the owners get rich-
er whether their particular team wins or not. They do earn more if their team
wins the Superbowl, just as members of the ruling class gain more if the party
they support wins the presidency. But these days most corporations and
members of the ruling class contribute to both parties and win big whoever
is elected, just as sports team owners have set up revenue sharing plans to
divide up media and advertising profits.   

The two parties were created not to represent the interests of different
classes, but to represent rival interests within the ruling class. In a very sim-
plified way, the Democrats were the party of agrarian wealth, and the
Republicans the party of bankers, merchants, and rising industrialists. There
have been various attempts to create a third party such as the Populist Party
and Green Party, but the control by the ruling class of the two-party system
has meant that no third party has been able to gain significant representation. 

Third parties have been severely hampered by state and federal laws, cou-
pled with the collusion of the Democratic and Republican parties, which
make it difficult for them to get on and remain on the ballot, difficult to raise
funds and gain visibility, and impossible to gain equal access to public expo-
sure. The two parties have prevented third party candidates from appearing
on public debates at the national and state levels, and have even prevented
third party candidates like Ralph Nader, running for president, and Peter
Camejo, running for governor of California, from attending, even as audi-
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ence members, the mainstream candidates’ public debates. The end result of
these actions is to severely limit the possibility of any third party represent-
ing people who don’t have ruling class interests. 

Voting
In most presidential elections, fewer than 50 percent of the eligible U.S. pop-
ulation votes. Anyone gaining the votes of 26 percent of the electorate wins
these races. In nonpresidential and other off-year balloting, turnout can fall
to 25 to 30 percent. 

The lack of alternatives to ruling class candidates has systematically dis-
couraged ordinary people from voting. When there was a vibrant Populist
Party one hundred years ago, voting percentages were 70 to 80 percent of the
eligible population. 

But today, even if you want to vote you may not be able to, and your
vote may not count because of ruling class resistance to allowing registration
and voting to be easy, systematic, accessible, and free of harassment. The U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights estimated that during the 2000 presidential
election in Florida, nearly 200,000 votes were lost because of faulty voting
machines and ballots, voter intimidation, and confused poll workers. Racism
is certainly a factor, because the Commission goes on to report that Black
voters in that state were 10 times more likely than non-Black voters to have
their ballots rejected. Nationally, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
estimated that four to six million votes were “lost” because of voting foul-
ups.128

Potential voters are also discouraged because at-large elections, off-year
elections, winner-take-all elections, and the lack of proportional representa-
tion, mean that their vote may count for very little. In addition, because of
the collusion between the two parties, most districts are drawn so that one
party or the other will nearly always be the winner. The two parties, repre-
senting one ruling class, have gone ahead and decided which party will win
most districts. Since these districts rarely vary from election to election, the
candidates are completely beholden to the parties for staying in office. 

There have always been restrictions, such as poll taxes, property require-
ments, age, gender and racial conditions, literacy tests, and grandfather claus-
es used to keep people from voting. In many states convicted felons cannot
vote, and in some, anyone convicted of a felony cannot vote for the rest of
their life. In the 2000 election in Florida alone, more than 400,000 ex-felons,
about half of them black, were denied the right to vote.129 Also in that elec-
tion, there were documented instances of police and INS intimidation of
voters, manipulation of the polls, illegal purging of names from voting roles,
and inferior, less reliable voting equipment in lower income precincts. There
is also growing concern among many citizens about the new electronic vot-
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ing methods. Without a paper record, the results from electronic voting are
completely unverifiable and could provide another way for the ruling class to
disenfranchise the rest of the electorate. 

The owning classes are not that large in absolute numbers, but a large
percentage of their members vote because they know their vote will count,
and that the candidates they vote for will work in their interests. 

Many countries use different systems to represent the interests of poor
and working-class people, and people who have particular concerns. They
rely on proportional representation, instant runoffs, government funding of
campaigns, election-day registration, nonpartisan redistricting, and other
practices. In many of these countries 75 to 85 percent of the eligible popula-
tion votes, they have multiple parties, and a much wider array of interests is
represented in the electoral process than is represented in ours.  

Not all politicians are members of the ruling class or even share all of
their values. Many who become officials are not from the owning classes.
However, all elected officials in positions of significant leadership are
dependent on the ruling class for the funds and other support necessary to
be elected to office. Once in office, they are dependent on the expertise and
professional skills of members of the power elite, and professionals trained at
elite universities. They are faced with constant pressure from lobbyists ($1.4
billion spent in 1999)130 that business interests provide, and because they
need the media in order to remain in office, they are beholden to the corpo-
rations that control it. It is no wonder that in the current political system, the
power elite remains the dominant player, and the ruling class as a whole, the
primary beneficiary of the entire process. 
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HOW DO MEMBERS OF 
THE RULING CLASS INCREASE 

THEIR WEALTH?

The ruling class has developed many different mechanisms for preserving
and increasing their wealth. They have made extensive use of the federal gov-
ernment to provide a strong, secure, and regulated infrastructure for doing
business. The power elite has directed governmental policies at the local,
state, and national level to feed money directly and indirectly into the
accounts of the ruling class. 

Corporate Welfare
The amount of corporate welfare—government policies that directly subsi-
dize big business—was estimated at $195 billion dollars a year in 2000.131

Corporate welfare takes the form of direct subsidies such as farm subsidies,
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reduced prices; such as low cost leases of public mining and timber rights,
paid government infrastructure such as roads for logging companies on pub-
lic lands (a $140 million expenditure in one recent year132), and sewers and
roads for new developments, subsidized research, tariffs on foreign imports,
various tax breaks (including lower taxes on overseas business operations than
on domestic ones), exemptions, depletion allowances, and domestic and for-
eign tax shelters and tax havens. Giving away public resources such as the air-
waves, and mineral and logging rights for practically nothing is also part of
corporate welfare.  

Military Incursions

“War is a continuation of business by other means”—Bertold Brecht

Another substantial way that the ruling class benefits from government sup-
port is through the amount spent on military invasions and incursions in
non-European countries, which go to protect U.S. companies’ investments.
Much of our foreign policy is determined by the goal of protecting the prof-
its of companies doing business—acquiring raw materials, manufacturing
goods, or selling finished products. There has never been a clearer statement
of the benefits to the ruling class of U.S. military interventions then the fol-
lowing by one of the most celebrated leaders of the U.S. Marines, General
Smedley Butler. After he retired and had reconsidered his career he wrote:

I spent 33 years and 4 months in active military service…and dur-
ing that period I spent most of my time as a high-class muscle
man for big business, for Wall Street and the bankers. In short, I
was a racketeer, a gangster for capitalism. 

Thus, I helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for
American oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a
decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues
in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American
republics for the benefit of Wall Street.

I helped purify Nicaragua for the international banking house of
Brown Brothers in 1902-1912. I brought light to the Dominican
Republic for American sugar interests in 1916. I helped make
Honduras right for American fruit companies in 1903. In China
in 1927, I helped see to it that Standard Oil went on its way
unmolested.133

The long-term political and economic benefits from these wars flow to
the United States (and other Triad countries), and the damage is done to the
local people, culture, and economies. For example, the military invasions of
Vietnam and Cambodia, the bombing of urban areas of Panama City, the
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bombing of Serbia, Afghanistan, and the bombing/embargo/sanctions/inva-
sion of Iraq have left shattered countries in their wake. Although written in
1902 with the Belgian attack on the Congo in mind, Joseph Conrad in his
novel “Heart of Darkness” could be accurately describing the 2001 invasion
of Afghanistan, or the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

They were conquerors, and for that you only want brute force….
They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be
got. It was robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great
scale, and men going at it blind…. The conquest of the earth,
which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a dif-
ferent complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a
pretty thing when you look into it too much.134

International Debt
In addition to the profits from the exploitation of natural resources in Asia,
the Middle East, South America, and Africa, the ruling class is reaping enor-
mous profits from the debt that has accumulated in many less-developed
countries. Rising oil prices, much of which is fueled by international oil car-
tels, massive corruption by western supported dictators, and IMF and World
Bank mandated loans (many of them for development projects such as dams
and industrialized agriculture that have had a devastating impact on the res-
idents of those countries), have pushed many poor countries into debt to
multinational banks. Some of these countries have had to borrow additional
money just to pay the interest on their debt. Between 1980 and 1996, near-
ly two-thirds of IMF member countries experienced some sort of credit dis-
aster.135 Each crisis, while of concern to the major financial institutions, ends
up leaving them even more able to set stringent, self-serving conditions for
fiscal policy than before (structural adjustment policies), and able to collect
additional money on the high-interest debts. 

By the year 2000, the transfer of money from impoverished countries to
ruling class owned banks in the U.S., Europe, and Japan reached $50 billion
a year. Developing countries owed more than $2 trillion. African countries
alone are paying $162 billion more than they receive in new loans every
year.136 During the 1990s, Latin American countries transferred over $600
billion to Western banks.137

Often, countries were economically or militarily coerced or threatened
into taking out the original loans. In other countries, the money was borrowed
and then embezzled by dictators or military governments such as in Zaire,
where Mobutu Sese Seko made off with an estimated $5 billion from his years
as a U.S. supported dictator.138 International loans and subsequent debt
repayment provides one mechanism for the power elite of The Triad countries
to reward (or punish) members of the ruling classes of poor countries. 
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The crushing burden of this debt, the undemocratic control by external
financial corporations, and the unfair and unreasonable transfer of this
money to Western countries are some of the reasons why there is a growing
international movement for relief from the burden of these debts.139

The transfer of wealth from the rest of the world to the overdeveloped
countries has been so massive in recent decades that a former World Bank
executive has said, “Not since the Conquistadores plundered Latin America
has the world experienced a flow in the direction we see today.”140

Arms and Armaments
The arms industry is a major source of profit to the ruling class, and this
industry is heavily subsidized by the U.S. government. U.S. based companies
sold nearly $50 billion of conventional weapons to other countries during
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the period between 1996 and 2000—this was just under half of all world-
wide legal arms sales during this period.141 The government’s vast expendi-
tures on defense, constant military involvement, and huge direct and indirect
subsidies of arms sales to other countries, provide the military industrial
complex with growing markets and little risk in its investments. 

These arms sales include information and technology for making
nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons. These have been sold to many
countries directly, or by proxy through intermediary countries whose gov-
ernments we supported. There is no concern for how these weapons are used
as long as they are directed at non-Westerners (people of color). The only
time we challenge the possession of these weapons (and then only very selec-
tively) is when they might be directed back at us or our allies. 

This industry does not provide large benefits to the taxpayers of the
United States because of high government subsidies, huge tax breaks, export
credits, research and development costs, and offsets (deals in which the U.S.
agrees to purchase goods from another country to offset some of the costs of
weapons). According to the World Policy Institute, more than half of all U.S.
weapons sales are financed by U.S. taxpayers rather than by the foreign gov-
ernments purchasing the arms. During 1996, the U.S. government spent
more than $7.9 billion to help companies secure just over $12 billion in new
international arms sales.142 However great the cost to the government (passed
on to us as taxes), that $12 billion represents tremendous profits for mem-
bers of the ruling class.  

Defense Spending
Just as with the arms trade, domestic defense spending is a tremendous
source of profits for ruling class investments in a wide array of industries.
These expenditures cost the United States public billions of dollars every year
in unnecessary military spending and corporate subsidies, and they divert
money from education, health care, and other social services. Extravagant
and unnecessary defense strategies such as star wars keep profits flowing even
in times of relative peace. 

As political analyst Noam Chomsky states, “Internationally, the Pentagon
was an intervention force, but domestically it was a method by which the gov-
ernment could coordinate the private economy, provide welfare to major cor-
porations, subsidize them, arrange the flow of taxpayer money to research and
development, provide a state-guaranteed market for excess production, target
advanced industries for development, etc.”143 A recent reflection of the
importance of defense spending for fueling corporate and therefore ruling
class profits was the rapid growth of custom software firms (and eventually the
internet) during the 1970s and 1980s based on demand from the federal gov-
ernment that was largely a defense department demand.144
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Privatization
The privatization of public resources such as our national forests, federally
owned mineral deposits, the postal service, and telecommunications, pro-
vides the ruling class with publicly developed resources at little cost, that they
can turn into new sources of expansion and exploitation. For just one exam-
ple, the value of the assets, such as cable channels, privatized by the
Telecommunications Act of 1996 (a bill that broadcast lobbyists helped
shape) was estimated by one analyst to be $70 billion.145 That is not a bad
return on the investment of $53 million that was spent by communications
and electronic interests in lobbying for the legislation.146 Public services such
as education and health care are also being privatized at a rapid rate with dis-
astrous results. When a public service such as education is privatized (public
schools being handed over to private corporations to run), quality usually
decreases, costs rise, safety, educational, and health standards often decline,
and the public is ultimately left to clean up the mess. Nothing is off limits in
the ruling class search for profits. There is even talk today of privatizing air
traffic controllers and letting corporations squeeze the most profits they can
out of supervising our airways and flight patterns. 

Internationally, the demand on poor and less developed countries by the
IMF and World Bank for the privatization of publicly owned assets such as
utility companies, natural resources such as water, mineral and timber rights,
and electronic and transportation assets, has led to the state sale of national
assets at ridiculously low prices. This has led to the further concentration of
ownership in the hands of transnational corporations, and increased profits
flowing to the U.S., Europe, and Japan.  

Oil
Oil has become the fuel of the world economy and a crucial resource for the
U.S. economy. But it took a lot of work (and generated a lot of profits) for the
power elite to develop the U.S. economy in ways that required huge amounts
of oil. The Rockefeller oil companies, working with Ford Motor Company
and Goodyear Tire and Rubber, bought up the very efficient local transporta-
tion systems across the country and closed them down, while promoting the
road building and gasoline consuming car culture that replaced them.147 

After World War II, U.S. oil companies wrested control of the interna-
tional oil trade from British companies. Since then these oil companies, some
of the largest and most powerful corporations in the world, have monopo-
lized oil production, refining, distribution, and sales, while at the same time
blocking the development of alternative energy sources. 

Today, much U.S. foreign policy is about controlling or protecting access
to oil in such countries as Afghanistan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Columbia,
Venezuela, Indonesia, Iran, and Panama. John Lehman, former Secretary of
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the Navy, has said that the U.S. government spends $40 billion a year in oil-
related military expenditures in the Gulf.148 Peter Hain, Foreign Minister of
the UK, has said that protecting Middle East oil supplies costs between $15
and $25 per barrel of oil, with most of the expense being paid by the
U.S.149Much of this is a form of subsidy to the oil companies and a source
of tremendous profits to the ruling class.150

Drugs and Drug Wars
There are two kinds of drug markets, and they are both highly lucrative for
the ruling class.151 The first is legal drugs either developed directly by gov-
ernment-sponsored academic research or by tax-deductible corporate
research. Pharmaceutical companies are then given unrestricted license to sell
these drugs for whatever the market will bear, creating a highly profitable and
expanding $400 billion-a-year industry.152 Although they employ over
90,000 drug representatives and spend $8 billion in the U.S. marketing their
drugs, pushing drugs is highly profitable. The nine largest multinational drug
companies made $191 billion between 1991 and 2000, a 40.9 percent return
on investment.153

The illegal drug market is also highly profitable both directly and indi-
rectly. The trade in illegal drugs is estimated to be bigger than the legal drug
industry and oil industry, and is second only to the world arms trade. In
1998 it was probably worth somewhere between $500 billion and $1 trillion
a year. Over half of that flows through U.S. banks.154 Investigative journalist
and author, Alain Labrousse, has estimated that, “80 percent of the profits
from drug trafficking ends up in the banks of the wealthy countries or their
branches in the underdeveloped countries.”155

Much of the money from illegal drug operations finds its way directly
into the pockets of the ruling class through tax havens, money laundering,
legal “services,” and the provision of chemicals used in the growing and man-
ufacturing of drugs. Indirect profits from the war on drugs, including
increased military expenditures, purchase of drug fighting equipment, and
the growth of the prison-industrial complex, are also important sources of
profits related to drugs. Eighty percent of federal prisoners are locked up on
nonviolent, drug-related charges, fueling a prison-industrial complex which
presently incarcerates 2 million people in the United States, over half of
whom are people of color. 

International wars against “narco-terrorists,” and the domestic war on
drugs provide further sources of profit to the ruling class, and specific means
for the surveillance and control of local communities of color and overseas
communities in developing countries. These drug wars have become an effec-
tive way for the ruling class to increase military and police control as a sup-
plement to the extensive levels of financial control that it already employs. 
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As a condition of aid, loans, and investment funds, many countries are
forced to open up all levels of their national security to U.S. monitoring and
control to certify their compliance with U.S. drug-control restrictions.
Extensively documented U.S. government involvement in the domestic and
international drug trade in heroin and cocaine has devastated communities
of color, has pacified and co-opted dissent, and has been used to channel
funds into covert CIA operations.156

The ruling class is able to make tremendous profits from the promotion,
distribution, and sale of legal and illegal drugs. It then uses widespread drug
use to justify extensive surveillance and control of low-income communities
and communities of color by the criminal justice system in this country and
through counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism programs in countries
such as Columbia.

Oil, Drugs, and Arms
The oil, drug, and arms industries are very often intertwined. In Vietnam,
the U.S. set up heroin production to fund the arms provided to local tribes
fighting against the Vietcong.157 In Iran, the U.S. illegally sold arms for drugs
to maintain access to oil in the Middle East, and to protect U.S. investments
in Central America.158 In Afghanistan, the U.S. developed the opium trade
to allow the Afghanis to fund arms purchases to fight the Russians. This was
expected to open up U.S. access to the oil fields of Central Asia.159 In
Colombia, the U.S. has used the excuse of combating drugs, to supply arms
and other military aid to the Columbian government’s counterinsurgency
program in order to maintain U.S. access to Columbia’s substantial oil
deposits.160

Over the years the U.S. economy has become increasingly dependent on
petrodollars, the amount of money reinvested in the U.S. economy by oil-
producing countries, and narco-dollars, the amount invested from the laun-
dering of drug money. Our foreign policy continues to be driven by the need
to control sources of oil and to finance military and foreign policy initiatives
with money from drug trafficking. 

“Free” Trade and “Free” Markets
A different kind of corporate welfare involves the lowering of trade barriers
for investment in poor and developing countries while protecting and subsi-
dizing sectors of the U.S. economy. Under the rhetoric of free trade and free
markets (even though U.S. markets are, and have always been, highly regu-
lated by tariffs, subsidies, import duties and other structures), IMF and
World Bank policies and GATT, NAFTA, and other trade agreements force
open markets in less-developed countries, require the privatization of public
resources, and push highly inappropriate models of development with huge
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capital-intensive projects in developing countries. At the same time, the most
competitive U.S. economic sectors, internationally, are those that are highly
subsidized by the U.S. government, such as arms, pharmaceuticals, oil, agri-
culture, and computers. In addition, very tight protection on copyrights,
patents, and trademarks is another source of trade restriction and provides
substantial advantage to Triad-based corporations. Many areas of trade are
highly protected, and regulated, and subsidized within developed countries,
while international agencies demand that developing countries operate com-
pletely without barriers to transnational corporate investment. This trade is
better labeled free (and unfair) access than free trade. 

Domestic Debt
Various forms of federal, state, and local and consumer debt are ways to
transfer money to the ruling class from the majority of taxpayers. For exam-
ple, when a state or local government needs money to build schools, dams,
or prisons, it could simply tax those with money, as is done in many coun-
tries. Instead, our governments often issue bonds, which is a way of borrow-
ing money from the rich and then paying them interest for the credit. The
interest on many of these bonds is tax-free, producing an additional benefit
(see below under taxes). 

When the federal government runs a budget deficit, this debt is also
financed by bonds, in this case treasury bonds. The owning classes, both in
the U.S. and in other countries, hold the majority of these bonds, and it is
the general U.S. population that pays for this borrowing. Each time that the
federal government or a state or local government borrows money, they are
subject to the conditions placed on the loans by the financial sector. Every
time that a city, state, or the federal government has a debt crisis, those con-
ditions become even more onerous and the financial markets assume even
greater control—able to dictate harsher public policy so that they can insure
greater profits on their loans.  

Do you owe money to the ruling class? Are you paying off housing, stu-
dent, car, or credit card loans? 

The other form of debt is consumer debt. When the ruling class and the
power elite keep wages so low that ordinary people cannot get by on what they
earn, when people have to borrow to buy housing, cars, or to pay for major
health expenses or to go to college, and when people’s desire for consumer
goods is pumped up by massive amounts of advertising, they often use loans
and credit card debt to pay the bills for what they need or want. This currently
huge level of common debt is borrowed at high interest rates. The debt is
accumulated by large financial corporations and then packaged into bonds,
bond and stock funds, and other financial instruments, and the money is paid
out to those in the ruling class who invest and/or speculate in them.
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As economist Henwood points out, there are additional advantages to
the ruling class from a high level of consumer debt. It reduces pressure for
higher wages by allowing people to buy goods they couldn’t otherwise afford.
It helps to nourish both the appearance and reality of a middle-class standard
of living in a time of great inequalities of wealth and power, and it constrains
people’s ability to take political risks through social action when they have
high mortgage, student loan, or credit card payments.161 Student loan-based
debt, in particular, can have a substantial impact on the work options and
risk-taking activism of young adults.

A tremendous amount of money is funneled to the ruling class by these
various forms of domestic debt because, in general, the more money that is
concentrated by the ruling class, the more the rest of us have to borrow from
them in order to get by. Each form of debt also carries with it either direct or
indirect forms of control, or at least limits on the activities and choices of
those who borrow. The terrible irony of this system is that all of us who owe
money on housing, student, car, credit card debt, or other forms of consumer

Credit Money Flow
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debt, end up owing money (and paying lots of interest) to the ruling class,
even though they already own most of the wealth of the country!

Federal Reserve Bank
The U.S. Federal Reserve bank sets interest rates which have a major impact
on the U.S. economy in such areas as employment, investment, personal and
institutional debt, and money flow. Although the majority of its members are
appointed by the president, they are mostly bankers, members of other large
financial institutions, and/or presidents of reserve banks; i.e. direct represen-
tatives of ruling class interests. The system is also self-financing through its
portfolio of U.S. government treasury bonds, making it further immune to
governmental oversight. The Fed is a primary instrument used by the power
elite to keep unemployment and inflation within acceptable (to those with
wealth) limits. Through their manipulation of interest rates they guarantee
that millions of people will remain unemployed or underemployed, and that
the financial interests of those who own bonds and stocks will be protected.162

Corporate Crime
The period at the end of the nineteenth century when corporations gained
dominance politically and economically was not called the age of robber
barons by accident. Unethical, immoral, illegal, ruthless, corrupt, and
socially and environmentally destructive practices are hallmarks of a pri-
vately owned corporate economy. While most of the activities described in
the previous section are legal or quasi-legal, members of the ruling and man-
agerial classes are also not above just stealing money. There are many cur-
rent examples of corporate executives at Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, Arthur
Anderson, and Adelphia, engaged in illegal activities costing our country
billions of dollars. 

While our attention in the evening news is more often focused on street
crime, corporate crooks are siphoning trainloads of money into private
accounts, over 46 times what street crime costs us. The FBI estimates that
while street crime costs U.S. taxpayers about $3.8 billion a year, white collar
crime costs U.S. taxpayers more than $200 billion a year and does irrepara-
ble harm to the individuals and communities who end up losing jobs, losing
savings, and paying higher taxes to cover the costs.163 Rarely are these crimes
prosecuted. Even when they are, penalties are light and sentences are lighter
still. We have over two million people in prisons in the United States, but in
the last ten years the Securities and Exchange Commission has jailed only 87
executives for corporate wrongdoing.164
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PRESERVING THEIR WEALTH

Beyond corporate welfare, there are also a variety of ways that individuals and
families in the ruling class preserve and increase their wealth through gov-
ernment tax policies.

Capital Gains Taxes
Profit from the sale of property, stocks, and bonds held longer than one year
is taxed at a special low capital gains rate, now at 15 percent, rather than at
a normal income tax bracket rate. Because they own the majority of the
stocks and bonds and property, the ruling class receives 62 percent of all cap-
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ital gains. The total gained by the owning classes is approximately $90 bil-
lion a year.165 The managerial class receives most of the rest. 

Tax-exempt Bonds
Some investments are treated even more favorably by the tax laws. Interest
payments on bonds issued by municipal authorities such as cities and water,
utility, and school districts, are tax exempt. A tax-free $44.3 billion was paid
out this way in 1991, most of it to the top 20 percent, who had the wealth
to buy the bonds in the first place. By 1995, the cost to the federal govern-
ment in lost taxes was over $20 billion a year. About two-thirds of this sub-
sidy went to state and local governments and the other one-third to wealthy
bondholders.166

The Federal Debt
The federal debt itself is another vehicle the ruling class uses to accumulate
wealth. The short-, medium-, and long-term bonds that finance the debt are
a safe and steady source of income for many. It is estimated that during the
1990s around $2 trillion in interest payments on the national debt will pri-
marily benefit those at the top of the economic pyramid.167 Primary causes
of federal debt are low taxes, tax cuts, and tax breaks for high wealth indi-
viduals and corporations. Members of the ruling class can then take their
extra wealth and buy the bonds that the government has to sell to cover its
debts—they gain a double bonus from this cycle. 

Home Mortgage Interest Tax Deduction
The interest that a homeowner pays on a home mortgage is tax deductible.
Because there is such a high limit on the amount that can be deducted, mem-
bers of the ruling class can deduct large amounts of money that ordinary
homeowners and renters cannot. In 2001, for example, if the home mortgage
deduction had been capped at $300,000 a year, the government would have
collected another $4.7 billion. If it had been capped at $100,000, it would
have generated $40 billion.168 

Tax Shelters
Corporate tax shelters provide the ruling class with methods of avoiding taxes
on their income and wealth. Many personal options exist for sheltering
money, including individual retirement plans, oil and gas investment part-
nerships, various forms of trusts and limited liability companies, offshore tax
havens, foreign banking accounts, and “chains of electronic concealment,”
the highly complex and sophisticated ways that members of the ruling class
and their financial institutions have for hiding income and assets through
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pass-through accounts and front companies.169 Although many of these
structures are theoretically available to anyone, in reality only those with
wealth can enjoy the economic advantages of using them. 

Charitable Deductions
Ordinary people give away a larger percentage of their money than those
with wealth do. But the amount that non-wealthy people can claim as a tax
deduction is very small. Members of the ruling class do make charitable
donations in substantial amounts but, as noted earlier, this allows them to
retain control over their money and to fund organizations that serve their
interests. Charitable contributions can also substantially reduce the impact of
estate taxes and allow inheritances to be passed on to heirs through founda-
tions, keeping control within the family.

Social Security
Because there is no means test for social security, those with high incomes can
collect benefits even if they do not need them. Since social security contri-
butions are capped at $87,000, workers subsidize a half million members of
the owning classes to the tune of more than $6.6 billion a year (1993).170
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PASSING ON THEIR WEALTH

The essence of a ruling class is not just its wealth, but its ability to preserve
and protect that wealth through the generations, so that it remains in power. 

Estate Tax Reductions
Members of the ruling class can pass on $1.5 million to their descendants tax
free before the estate tax kicks in. The estate tax itself has been progressively
lowered down to its current level of just under 50 percent on estates of over
a million dollars. 

Gift Tax Exclusion
Although money passed to heirs before one dies is taxed at the estate tax rate,
some of it can be passed on tax free. Members of the ruling class (and any-
one else who has the wealth) can give up to $11,000 a year to as many indi-
viduals as they like, including their children or grandchildren, completely tax
free. A couple with three children could give $22,000 to each one for a total
of $66,000 a year free of inheritance tax liability.

There are many vehicles that the ruling class has developed so that its
members can protect their wealth. The ones mentioned above are only a few
of them. But it should be clear that they have a significant impact not only
on protecting wealth but on keeping money out of the public domain. 

The essence of a ruling class is intergenerational permanence, the ability
to pass on its wealth to succeeding generations. The U.S. ruling class has
developed several prominent ways to do this. 

Inheritance
The most direct way to pass on wealth traditionally has been through inher-
itance. The U.S. ruling class is no exception. They have fought continuous-
ly to reduce inheritance taxes and most recently, to eliminate them entirely.
Economist Lester Thurow estimates that between 50 and 70 percent of all
wealth is inherited.171

To put this into perspective, as of 1998, 92 percent of the population
had never received an inheritance. Of the remaining 8 percent, half had
inherited less than $25,000. Just 1.6 percent had received as much as
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$100,000.172 The recently passed bill to gradually eliminate the inheritance
tax, if made permanent, would guarantee that the children of the ruling class
would be the most powerful members of our society in perpetuity (or until
overthrown). 
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Trusts
Another way to circumvent the tax system, both in the present and across
generations, is the complex system of trusts that the ruling class and its leg-
islators and lawyers have devised to pass on control of its wealth so that it isn’t
diluted or taxed. A trust allows a family to divide up an estate among heirs
without having to divide the actual property. Each individual receives a share
of the income from the trust, but the property is managed as a unit. Often
this management is handled by a bank, trust company, family office, holding
company, or investment partnership. 

A family office, for example, is a ruling class family’s private management
business. The assets are held in common by the family’s descendants and
managed as a unit, with each family member receiving earnings from the
investments. In a Forbes magazine article, “Achieving Immortality via the
Family Office,” there is a description of how the Burden family keeps the
$500 million fortune of Cornelius Vanderbilt growing, 150 years after he
died, through the use of a family office.173

Trusts provide significant tax advantages. Members of the ruling class are
continually trying to establish longer time periods for trusts to remain in
operation. Recently a number of states have allowed the creation of a new
trust to circumvent some of the time limit restrictions developed by the gov-
ernment in the past. The new trust is called a “dynasty” trust. “This type of
trust offers significant long-term flexibility and advantages to individuals
who want to establish a truly perpetual, tax-favored source of income and
capital for future generations.”174 Dynasty trusts can preserve assets forever
by protecting assets from claims of trust beneficiaries’ creditors or ex-spous-
es, or from lawsuits against trust beneficiaries. 

Trust assets are not subject to estate taxes and in some cases, state income
taxes. They can also shield assets from gift and generation-skipping-transfer
taxes.175 The motto of Bessemer Trust, which operates many ruling class fam-
ily trusts, is “Enhancing private wealth for generations.”176

Education
Another way to ensure the longevity of the ruling class is to ensure that its
children have such an educational advantage that they are the best qualified
to hold positions of power in society. In a society like ours, in which only
about 25 percent of all people complete a college degree, post high school
education is the key to higher paying jobs, connections, and the ability to
accumulate wealth. The ruling class has developed a network of private pre-
schools, day schools, boarding schools, and elite colleges and universities
especially geared to educating ruling class children. 
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People with wealth know the importance of this educational network in
giving their children and grandchildren substantial advantages in life. In one
study of people with over a million dollars in net worth, one-third paid for
their adult children’s graduate school tuition, and 43 percent funded their
grandchildren’s private school fees. This study concluded, “The most fre-
quent and valued gift that millionaires received from their parents was
tuition.”177

Even with these economic and social advantages there are lots of talent-
ed and smart people who are not members of the ruling class who could
compete with ruling class children. To preserve plenty of room for ruling
class children, private schools, colleges, and universities have instituted affir-
mative action programs such as sibling preferences in private schools, legacy
admissions (special quotas for the children of alumni), and special exceptions
for large donors in colleges and universities. More ruling class youths are
admitted under legacy admission guidelines or because of parental donations
(15 to 25 percent in some elite universities) than minority youth are admit-
ted under affirmative action programs covering race and gender. 

According to sociologists Perrucci and Wysong, there are about 50 elite
colleges and universities in the U.S. (20 universities and 30 liberal arts col-
leges). Children of the managerial class, often having attended well-
endowed, predominately white suburban high schools, compete with chil-
dren from the ruling class from the elite prep schools, to get into these col-
leges and universities. Graduating from one of these schools then leads them
to the elite graduate and professional schools (about 15) in law, medicine,
business, or engineering, or directly into positions in major corporations. 

A small number of working-class high school students and students of
color are selected to compete with the children of the rich. A few of the most
assimilated make it all the way through the system into lucrative careers.178

Karl Marx noted, “The more a ruling class is able to assimilate the most
prominent men [and women] of the dominated classes, the more stable and
dangerous its rule.”179 To take advantage of this population, the private edu-
cational system is geared to both accept and assimilate some of the brightest
working- and middle-class youth into ruling class culture. They are able to
“cream” the most creative and talented, and integrate them into the ruling
and managerial classes. One working-class student describes the process as
mining the working class. He goes on to write:

Our scholarships were attempts by our elite benefactors not only
to be generous but also to mine us for what they often conde-
scendingly praised us for—our “freshness” and “vitality,” our “pas-
sion” and “original thinking”—and then to train us and even trap
us with loans and enormous debts into serving their institutions.
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We usually made their lives richer rather than enriching those of
our own people, whose sacrifices had gotten us as far as they
could.180

Whatever their class origins, what students learn in this educational
process is also important to the ruling class and the power elite. Those who
will become managers must have values and attitudes that allow them to
work independently without challenging the status quo, and to manage the
educational, health, defense, criminal justice, charitable, cultural, and other
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programs, organizations, and institutions they are charged with. Even more
than their skills and expertise, these individuals are groomed for their “ ‘pro-
fessional attitude’—[to be] confident and assertive individuals who exude the
feeling that they are very much at home playing by the rules and that there
is no pressing need to question the social structure in which they do their
work.”181

The resulting professional is uncritical of, and subordinate to, the inter-
ests of members of the ruling class who employ him or her. This educa-
tional system produces a person whom the ruling class “can trust to exper-
iment, theorize, innovate and create, safely within the confines of an
assigned ideology.”182

Children
In addition to education, there are other ways for owning class families to
pass on advantages to their children that enhance their ability to stay at the
top of the economic pyramid. A study by researchers Stanley and Danko
found that 59 percent of the respondents (all millionaires) helped their adult
children purchase a house (17 percent even helped out with mortgage pay-
ments), 61 percent loaned them money without expecting to be repaid, 17
percent transferred securities, and 15 percent transferred all or part of a fam-
ily business to them.183 Parents can also provide substantial cash gifts (up to
$11,000 a year is tax free), give cars, cosign loans, and connect their children
to internships, summer jobs, post-graduate jobs, and valuable professional,
political, and economic contacts. Ruling class women, in particular, spend a
lot of their time ensuring that their children attend the right pre-schools and
private schools, socialize with other ruling class children, have opportunities
to join clubs, sororities, and fraternities, and are able to participate in chari-
table balls as debutantes and escorts.184 

These various kinds of support, some financial, some educational and
cultural, add up to substantial advantages. While they are undeniably
tremendous assets, such advantages may or may not lead to a successful or
satisfying life for the adult children. This support may undermine independ-
ence, good economic judgment, or even ambition or achievement. Receiving
such gifts without an awareness of the privilege they entail may lead to a false
sense of having worked hard and earned one’s money or achievements. 

Because they grow up with money and with the expectation that they’ll
have access to the best things in life, children of wealth often develop a
tremendous sense of entitlement. If they are white and/or male, without
knowing about all the forms of affirmative action they have been the benefi-
ciaries of, they may also conclude that they deserve what they have, and that
others do not.185
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Marriage
To preserve the values, connections, and wealth of the ruling class, its mem-
bers have been very concerned about their children marrying within the class.
They can’t control this completely, of course, but the comparative isolation
of ruling class families, the social networks that they are a part of, and the
class values they hold in common guarantee that their children will primari-
ly partner with others of their class. Debutante balls and other charity events,
sororities and fraternities, and an extensive system of ruling class women’s
social and philanthrophic clubs all contribute to the likelihood of intraclass
dating and marriage. 

There are also upscale dating services available throughout the country
to promote these premarital connections. The following is an ad from one
such service: “Join the Ivy League of Dating. Graduates and faculty of the
Ivies, Seven Sisters, Johns Hopkins, M.I.T., Stanford, U. of Chicago, CAL
Tech, Duke, U.C. Berkeley, Northwestern, meet alumni and academics. The
Right Stuff!”186 The following ad from an upscale magazine is a more direct
appeal to class values: “Pretty Professional Blonde, upper-class, non-smoker,
seeks refined, upper-class or upper-middle-class gentleman, 30-42, with six-
digit income, well-educated Protestant…for marriage and children.”187

Some middle and managerial class people marry into the ruling class—
usually marrying someone they met while attending an elite college or uni-
versity. Often they are introduced to the values and behavioral codes of the
ruling class through mentoring by older, richer, or longer-term members of
the ruling class (including by mothers- and fathers-in-law). In the majority
of cases, they are assimilated into ruling class values and won over by its
wealth and opportunity, thus contributing to the preservation of the ruling
class over time. 

Integrating New Members into the Ruling Class
Some people from the managerial class, and even a few from lower econom-
ic levels, accumulate enough money to move into the ruling class. Fortunes
are made on new technologies, lucrative government contracts, innovative
marketing ideas, new products and services, illegal activities, government
subsidies, and straightforward exploitation of workers. Old fortunes general-
ly don’t fade away, but there is a gradual expansion of the ruling class as the
population grows. New members and their families are incorporated into the
ruling class in two stages. 

The first stage occurs as the economic success of a person (usually a man)
gives them connections to the local and national power elite through busi-
ness contracts and contacts, through political contributions, and through
participation in charitable activities. They may have opportunities to join
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clubs, live in more restricted neighborhoods, send their children to elite
schools and universities, and be invited to exclusive events in which they are
socialized into the culture, expectations, and inner circles of money and
power. Some people who accumulate first generation wealth avoid these
processes, live comparatively simply given their means, and it is only their
children who are acculturated into the ruling class socially. 

The second stage occurs as the next generation comes of age having
grown up with the material, educational, and cultural benefits of being a
member of a ruling class family. Their expectations and opportunities are
developed within a network of schools, camps, special programs, and travel
opportunities which allow them to circulate easily in ruling class company
and to share ruling class values. One indication of this acculturation process
is that while only 29 percent of corporate presidents went to Ivy League col-
leges, 70 percent of their sons and daughters did so.188

There are certainly exceptions to these patterns. Some children of the
ruling class of every generation, both from old and new wealth, reject ruling
class values and live outside ruling class networks. Some give away most or
all of their money to charitable causes and reject their privilege. Others work
for social justice throughout their lives. The general patterns described above
prevail in most cases, but individual members of the ruling class makes deci-
sions about their values and how they want to live their life. The assimilation
of new wealth and new generations does not work perfectly.189
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PROTECTING THEMSELVES 
AND THEIR FAMILIES 

FINANCIALLY

I have mentioned how the corporate structure itself was created as a way to
protect individuals and families of the ruling class from personal liability for
the harmful decisions they make in the pursuit of profit. Limited Liability
Companies, Limited Partnerships, and other related kinds of investment
structures also offer protection from liability. The regulations and legal
precedents that corporations operate under also make it very difficult for the
public to hold the stockholders and directors liable for the harmful practices
of a corporation. Limiting liability is one of the purposes of a corporation. 

Offshore Financial Havens
Lax international financial controls, secret accounts, offshore tax havens, pri-
vate banks, and shelf corporations allow members of the ruling class to con-
trol assets, launder illegal arms and drug money, and avoid U.S. taxes (to the
tune of $70 billion a year).190 The Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development estimated in 1998 that wealthy individuals may control as
much as $15.5 trillion in assets this way.191 Through correspondent banks,
large U.S. banks, and other financial institutions (such as Merrill Lynch,
Citigroup, Bank of America, Bank of New York, Chase Manhattan, J.P.
Morgan Chase, Morgan Stanley, Goldman Sachs, and Wachovia) gain more
than $150 billion a year in income from these unregulated and untaxed
assets.192 Most of this private banking, in the specialty known as “asset pro-
tection,” is protected through International Business Companies (IBCs)
which often conduct no actual business but are simply a series of shells
through which money is passed and protected. There is even a glossy maga-
zine, Offshore Finance USA, which provides a how-to guide for hiding money
abroad.193

Besides allowing members of the ruling class to avoid taxes, lawsuits,
creditors, and even divorce and child custody payments, offshore tax havens,
secret accounts, trusts, shell banks, and chains of electronic concealment also
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make it difficult to establish ownership of assets and therefore liability when
reckless or illegal activities are engaged in. 

Bailouts
Government bailouts are another way in which members of the ruling class
protect their investments from the effects of corporate corruption, misguid-
ed financial policies, the devastating impact of structural readjustment poli-
cies, and the vagaries of the global marketplace. A bailout can take several dif-
ferent forms. After 9/11, Congress allocated $15 billion to bail out the air-
line companies. This money was not for the tens of thousands of workers
who were laid off, but for the investors who might lose their money, and for
the corporate management who would lose their jobs if the companies went
bankrupt. The U.S. government has routinely bailed out large companies
such as Chrysler Corp. ($1.2 billion in loan guarantees), and Conrail ($5 bil-
lion loss), Lockheed, and Continental Illinois ($7.5 billion) in defiance of the
principles of the “free market,” simply to protect investors’ money. 

The largest U.S. bailout was the Savings and Loan scandal, in which
members of the ruling class looted hundreds of billions of unrecovered dol-
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lars from Savings and Loans with the federal government picking up most of
the liability and passing it on to taxpayers. 

There were several causes for the collapse of the Savings and Loan
Industry, but deregulation of the industry was a major one. Deregulation led
to fraud and corruption,194 self-dealing (directors lending money to them-
selves), and high-risk loans—at the same time that the government raised the
levels that it guaranteed deposits through the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation (FDIC). The ruling class made off with billions of dollars leav-
ing U.S. taxpayers to hold the bag. This bailout has been estimated to cost
U.S. taxpayers between $300 and $500 billion. It won’t be until around the
year 2020 that we will have paid off all of the debt from it.195

On the international level, massive bailouts were initiated through the
IMF after the collapse of the economies of Mexico ($50 billion) and coun-
tries in Southeast Asia ($120 billion) to protect U.S. and other investors from
potential losses due to currency devaluations, large scale bankruptcies, and
loss of confidence and instability in the international economy caused by the
currency speculation of many of these same investors.  

Insurance
The insurance industry is set up explicitly to guarantee that ruling class
members don’t experience financial losses, and to protect them from finan-
cial and personal liability. Director’s insurance, umbrella insurance, and var-
ious forms of liability insurance make personal wealth virtually impregnable
from those damaged by the practices used to create that wealth. Fire, theft,
and disaster insurance protect personal and corporate property. Various
forms of life insurance are primarily used by the rich to pass on wealth by
lessening inheritance taxes.

Corporate risk insurance is another kind of insurance that uses public
funds to guarantee ruling class profits. For example, the Overseas Private
Investment Corporation of the U.S. State Department, the Multilateral
Investment Guarantee Agency, and the International Finance Corporation of
the World Bank, provide billions of dollars worth of insurance against restric-
tions on currency and repatriation of profits, on risks of expropriation, and
on political risks ranging from war, coups, revolution, and terrorism, to
strikes, distribution problems, and bureaucratic delays.196
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Dealing with Resistance in the U.S.
In response to the constant resistance by ordinary people to their policies and
practices, the power elite has developed some very specific ways of respond-
ing to dissent in order to maintain control. As discussed below in the section
on the buffer zone, jobs that control people and maintain the status quo are
primarily carried out by men operating in military or paramilitary organiza-
tions, either overtly or covertly. When people organize on a broad scale such
as in strikes, marches, demonstrations, rallies, pickets and boycotts, the police,
state militias, or units of the National Guard have been called on. At the same
time, the CIA, FBI, and other federal and state agents have attempted to ham-
per the legal activities of organizations by tapping phones, monitoring com-
munications, or closing down, burning down, or destroying, offices and
equipment. The Internal Revenue Service (IRS), the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS), the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms,
Department of Housing, the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), and many
other federal and state agencies have been used to harass individuals and
organizations. In addition, provocateurs have been planted in meetings and
on staff to try and stir up violence and promote conflict within organizations. 

Individuals and organizations have been targeted with expensive law-
suits, have been arrested, harassed, intimidated, detained, threatened, sub-
jected to grand juries, falsely imprisoned, and some people have been mur-
dered. Individuals such as Karen Silkwood, Martin Luther King, Jr., Fred
Hampton, Judi Bari and Darryl Cherney, and the Rosenbergs, among scores
of others, have been killed or have had attempts made on their lives.
Members of such groups as the American Indian Movement, MOVE, and
the Black Panthers were systematically targeted for disruption and murder
under the U.S. government’s COINTELPRO. MOVE was a political organ-
ization of African American families living together in several houses in a
neighborhood in Philadelphia. After a confrontation with police in 1985,
one of their homes was bombed from the air by the authorities, and the ensu-
ing fire destroyed 61 houses and killed 11 people, including five children.
COINTELPRO (Counter Intelligence Program) was an FBI operation dur-
ing the 1960s through the 1980s which engaged in many illegal activities to
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spy on, harass, disrupt, and destroy legitimate organizations and organizing
efforts.197 There is evidence that this program is currently being reactivated. 

Since September 2001 we have experienced a wave of illegal detention,
deportation, arrests, harassment, and physical attacks on Muslims, Arabs and
Arab-Americans, and immigrants, that has been fostered by the efforts of the
police, the FBI, the INS, and private security companies. 

The power elite has also used private foundation and government grants
to fund dissident groups and movements and to steer organizations toward
more mainstream activities that are consistent with the status quo. Non-
profit sector jobs have also co-opted some grassroots community leaders into

Organizations Used by the Ruling Class
for Surveillance and Repression

DOMESTICALLY
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becoming part of the buffer zone (see below), disconnected from their com-
munities. 

In addition to the direct violence and the economic co-optation, the
power elite has used the legislature to make many kinds of strikes, boycotts,
marches, rallies, and pickets illegal, and then relied on the courts to pass
injunctions preventing protest activities from taking place. 

Dealing with Resistance in Other Countries
The policies of the U.S. power elite, working in conjunction with the ruling
elites of Western Europe and Japan, have had an even more devastating
impact on people outside the U.S. than within it. While the resistance in
many countries has been relentless and well organized, the methods used by
the power elite in retaliation have been brutal. The U.S. is simply the most
recent in a long line of imperial powers that have employed any means nec-
essary to retain power and concentrate wealth. 

The most noticeable actions of the U.S. power elite have been direct
invasions and bombings of countries trying to win their independence, pro-
tect their sovereignty, or protect their economy from plunder, such as
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Serbia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Somalia. No less
devastating has been the impact of counterinsurgency operations, low-inten-
sity warfare, and dictatorial, colonial, or occupying governments in
Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Indonesia, East Timor, Angola, the
Congo, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Iran.

Some of the additional tactics that the power elite has used to protect its
interests in other countries are: assassinations and attempts on the lives of
political leaders; trade embargoes; funding oppositional parties; co-opting
labor unions; training police, military, and paramilitary groups; chemical and
biological warfare to destabilize economies; manipulation, threat and intim-
idation by international financial agencies; attacks on currencies; capital
flight; and the abduction, harassment, threat, and intimidation of individu-
als and organizations. To achieve its goals the power elite uses the CIA, the
U.S. military, private security companies, corporate networks of information,
agents, and security, the military and paramilitary forces of other govern-
ments, international drug cartels, and individual local agents.
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HOW DO MEMBERS 
OF THE RULING CLASS FEEL 

ABOUT BEING RICH?

Most people in the ruling class do not refer to themselves as ruling class, and
many would deny that there is such a thing or that they are in it. There are
always people with much more money they can point to. No one looks or
feels rich when compared to the wealth of Bill Gates ($43 billion), Warren
Buffet ($36 billion), and Paul Allen ($21 billion).198 Others see the affluent
lifestyles presented in the media and think that most people have as much as
they do. Many in the ruling class might feel discomfited or embarrassed by
being included. Others, of course, are proud of their heritage, or oblivious of
its implications. Often, ruling class family members don’t know the full his-
tory of how their family’s wealth was accumulated. 

Comparatively few members of the ruling class, only 7,000 to 10,000,
are members of the power elite—directly involved in high levels of corporate,
political, and cultural decision making. The rest benefit from their decisions
but may be largely ignorant of how their class operates to their benefit.
Because of their geographic, cultural, racial, and economic isolation, they
may also be very ignorant of how most people in the rest of society live.
Often, their primary contact with working people and with people of color
is with those who are employees, or who provide some service for them.   

This isolation and feeling of entitlement, coupled with a sense that oth-
ers have vastly larger amounts of wealth than they do, are also common
among members of the managerial class. With high consumption levels and
pressures to spend money to maintain their standard of living, members of
this class often have virtually no sense of the enormous wealth and privilege
they possess, and may have a very distorted view of the reality of most of the
rest of the population. High levels of consumption may make some feel very
insecure financially and not at all wealthy.

Many members of the owning classes share the view that they have
earned what they have and that less privileged people could be successful, if
they simply worked harder, got more education, spoke English better, acted
right, etc. 
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Most members of these classes do work hard (although no harder than
others) and are quite unaware that their hard work was coupled with many
class, racial, and gender preferences in jobs, connections, educational oppor-
tunities, housing and business loans, government infrastructure, and general
credibility, to give them substantial advantages over others. Because they
spend most of their time in exclusive communities and institutions, they are
unlikely to question why people who are different from them do not partic-
ipate in their clubs, schools, and other organizations. There are always
“objective” criteria to mask discrimination and other barriers so that mem-
bers of the ruling class can assume that they are qualified and others are not,
no matter how biased those criteria are. For example, most students at elite
prep schools, colleges, and universities are not likely to question the absence
of other students who do not meet their school’s admissions criteria.199

Members of the owning classes often share the view that they have the
experience to analyze and judge other people’s situations and the answers to
other people’s problems. The feelings of superiority, entitlement, and judg-
ment that are reinforced throughout their lives by their wealth, their peers,
their education, by the media, and by learned racism and patriarchal values
are very hard (but not impossible) to resist. F. Scott Fitzgerald, in his novel
The Great Gatsby, written in 1928, perhaps best summed up the sense of enti-
tlement pervasive among members of the ruling class when he wrote, “They
were careless people…they smashed up things and creatures [and countries]
and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, of what-
ever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess
they had made.”200

In general, members of the ruling class are not careless in the personal
sense that F. Scott Fitzgerald used the word. Many are well-intentioned, car-
ing, and generous to those around them. But in terms of the economic and
governmental policies they support, they tend to be careless, ungenerous or
even mean and callous about their impact on those outside their circle of
care. They can vote for decisions about sending troops overseas, which have
a devastating impact on the lives of poor and working-class people and their
communities, knowing that their own investments will prosper and their
children will not have to die as soldiers. They often support mean-spirited
public policies such as reductions in welfare, increased criminalization poli-
cies, lower spending on public schools, and other services, because they can
afford to pay for their needs.

Even in a personal sense, people with wealth can assume that they can
rely on their money, power, and connections to bail them out when they or
their children are involved in accidents, criminal activity, dangerous prac-
tices, high-risk behavior, careless actions, or personal harm to others. 
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Many people without wealth learn to defer to the attitudes and values of
those with wealth either as a survival skill or as the internalized messages that
those with money, because they have money, must be smarter, more togeth-
er, more valuable, or better people than other people. This deference, in turn,
reinforces feelings of entitlement in members of the ruling class. 

Are Members of the Ruling Class Good or Bad, Happy 
or Sad?
There are all kinds of rich people who are members of the ruling class. There
are honest people and thieves; people who are old and young, charitable and
greedy. There are introverts and extroverts, able-bodied people and those
with disabilities. There are child molesters, and also those who help feed the
hungry. They are gay, straight, bisexual, and transgendered. Nor are people
without great wealth particularly virtuous or particularly anything else. There
are good people and jerks among every class. Some members of the ruling
class work to defend their power and privilege, many of them leave that up
to the power elite, and a few have even worked to change the current eco-
nomic structure. This book is about the operations of a class of people as an
institution that has great power and influence over our lives. It is not a com-
ment on the integrity or values of its individual members. 

Members of the ruling class are not necessarily happy because they have
so much wealth, nor are they necessarily unhappy. Happiness and unhappi-
ness are not related to how much wealth one has. Some members of the rul-
ing class may feel uneasy, guilty, embarrassed, or ashamed of their wealth.
Others may feel proud, comfortable, satisfied, superior, valuable, or virtu-
ous because of their wealth. Still others may deny they have much wealth,
complain about how hard they have it in life, or try to ignore issues of class
altogether. 

Having great wealth and being a member of the ruling class allow for
great variety of feelings about it for individuals. But the ruling class (and the
power elite) as a whole, acts on the assumption that great inequalities of
wealth and power are normal, unremarkable, justified, and should not be
challenged. Many people with wealth fear popular participation in political
and economic decision making, and distrust the government because it is the
one arena in which ordinary people can potentially hold enough leverage to
place limits on ruling class operations. Most are also vehemently against labor
in general and unions in particular because of their potential ability to organ-
ize enough workers to challenge ruling class control. 
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WHY DON’T WE SEE THEM?

“The way our ruling class keeps out of sight is one of the greatest stunts in
the political history of any country.” — Gore Vidal201

The ruling class and the operations of the power elite are mostly invisi-
ble to the general population. If you were a member of a group that con-
trolled so much wealth and power in a country that styled itself a democra-
cy, you probably would not want to be too visible either. People can be more
easily misled about the source of their problems if the ruling class is physi-
cally out of sight. They don’t need to use public transportation, public parks,
public libraries, or public hospitals because they can afford private services.
Many of them live in gated communities and most of those with jobs  work
in secure office buildings. They send their children to private schools or select
suburban public schools, and they usually vacation in less accessible or heav-
ily controlled resorts in this country and abroad. 

Members of the ruling class want to socialize with each other because
they share values, activities, and the task of raising their children to the val-
ues that they care about. In addition, misinformation about others, elitist val-
ues, and racist attitudes lead many of them not to want to associate with their
“inferiors.” 

Not all members of the ruling class live a lifestyle of great wealth. Some
live very modestly in middle-class neighborhoods. But there are certain broad
patterns of living, socialization, and activity that not only mark most mem-
bers of the ruling class, but enable them to pass on their values and maintain
their privileges. Some of these patterns of living and values change over time
as new generations of achievers and inheritors of wealth emerge. There are
trends in what goes on one’s walls, where one vacations, how conspicuously
or extravagantly (or not) one spends one’s money. But there are some gener-
al patterns that remain relatively unchanged over time. 

Living Privately
Much of the ruling class lives unobtrusively and privately in secluded

and often heavily guarded areas. These areas, such as Beverly Hills, Tiburon,
Scarsborough, Plano, Upper Manhattan—some thirty zip codes across the
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country202—are well-known, although no less exclusive because of that.
Increasingly, members of the managerial class also live in gated communities,
the fastest growing kind of community association. 

In 1998 there were 30,000 gated communities with more than 3 million
houses for 8.4 million primarily white and affluent people.203 A brochure for
The Reserve at Tampa Palms in Tampa, Florida, an exclusive enclave with its
own championship golf course and lakes, says it offers “a sense of unequalled
privacy and security [that] is enhanced by a tall, elegantly landscaped brick
wall, creating a distinctive approach leading to the gatehouse entrance, which
is staffed around the clock for your peace of mind.”204

There is another level of slightly less exclusive housing in projects that
are physically separate and governed by homeowner associations. There are
over 200,000 of these, usually paid for by membership fees, with mandatory
membership for those who live in them. In 1999, 42 million people in the
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U.S. were living in planned developments governed by associations. This was
approximately 15 percent of the population.205 These associations come
complete with contracts that specify (and enforce) codes, covenants, and
restrictions regarding property use, maintenance, and services. They may also
provide security guards, trash collection, and other services.206

Members of the owning classes have the means to vacation in resorts to
which the rest of us do not have access. They may also have vacation homes
in communities that allow them to continue to socialize among their class. 

Some people with wealth live very modestly and some take simple vaca-
tions. Although much is made of their example, it does not necessarily reflect
more general patterns of exclusion and consumption.

Education of Children
Children of the ruling class, in general, go to private day care, to private day
schools and often, at least for a while, to a private boarding school. In the
United States only about 1 percent of teenagers go to an independent private
high school of an upper-class nature. (Obviously not all private schools serve
the upper class, although many do; the rest primarily serve the children of the
managerial class, with private religious schools being somewhat of an excep-
tion to this pattern). This school network is supplemented by special classes,
tutors, summer camps, vacations, and special travel opportunities. A majori-
ty of the male graduates, and increasingly the female graduates, of this edu-
cational and social progression pursue careers in business, finance, or corpo-
rate law. A great many of the rest follow other professional careers. 

In addition to the segregated culture of education described above, and
contrary to popular opinion, there is still an extensive network of debutante
balls and coming out parties, as well as the numerous ruling class sororities
and fraternities, which provide opportunities for ruling class young adults to
meet and socialize with others of their class (as well as providing the oppor-
tunity for important future business and social contacts and networks). 

Social Clubs
While the children are being socialized through their educational opportu-
nities, adults from the ruling class may be socializing at social clubs rang-
ing from the family-oriented country clubs and downtown lunch and din-
ner clubs, to highly specialized clubs catering to a variety of interests, often
around sports activities such as yachting, tennis, golf, horseback riding, or
hunting. Often families belong to several clubs, and these may be in dif-
ferent cities, contributing to a network of social interactions and commu-
nication. Some clubs are national, or even international in character, such
as the yearly gathering at Bohemian Grove, about which much has been
written. 

Main kivel final  12/14/05  11:00 AM  Page 112



113WHY DON’T WE SEE THEM?

Many of these clubs are exclusively white, and some are exclusively male
(or exclusively female). In all cases, membership is highly screened. One can
only become a member if recommended by other members and approved by
the board of directors. These clubs provide opportunities and settings for spe-
cial events such as coming out/debutante parties, bachelor parties, and wed-
dings. In the midst of socializing, these clubs and events also provide infor-
mal opportunities for members of the ruling class and power elite to discuss
business, cultural, and social developments, to build family, political, and
economic alliances, to further careers, and to advocate for issues and policies
in exclusive and private settings. 

There are other ways that members of the ruling class socialize among
themselves that involve private parties, social and cultural events, govern-
ment functions, resorts, and elaborate fundraising events. This broad net-
work of youth and adult activities provides recreational and social opportu-
nities for all members of ruling class families in privacy and luxury. It also
educates the young in the values of the class, allows them to meet and social-
ize with their class peers, and prepares them for the careers and intimate rela-
tionships that perpetuate the ruling class.

Main kivel final  12/14/05  11:00 AM  Page 113



THE RULING CLASS AND 
THE BUFFER ZONE

Over the years the ruling class has created a series of jobs and occupations for
people who will help them maintain their power and wealth. We refer to this
as a buffer zone because it acts as a buffer between those at the top of the
pyramid and those at the bottom. The buffer zone is not an economic posi-
tion indicating income or wealth; it is a role that some people perform
through their work that helps the system run smoothly and without change.
The function of the buffer zone is threefold. 

Taking Care of People
There is so much concentration of wealth by the ruling class that there is not
enough to go around for the rest of the population, especially those who are
poorest. Millions are hungry, homeless, without health care, decent jobs, or
opportunities for education. Every year hundreds of thousands of people die
from the effects of poverty, racism, sexism, and homophobia. If these people
died in the streets, there would be constant mass uprisings. 

If most people receive minimal levels of care and those who die do so in
hospitals, at home, in rest homes, or in prisons, it is less likely that people
will add up the total impact of the concentration of wealth. So there are
many jobs for people to take care of those at the bottom of the pyramid:
nurses, attendants, social workers, teachers, youth workers, child care work-
ers, counselors—poorly paid jobs that are primarily done by women and that
provide minimal services to those in need. 

Taking care of those in need is valuable and honorable work, and most
people do it with generosity and good intentions. But in our society, it is also
unsupported, low-paid, exploitative work. It serves to mask the inadequate
distribution of jobs, food, and housing, and to hide the full impact of the
concentration of wealth. 

Besides those who work in nonprofits and government jobs to help those
in need, a tremendous number of people voluntarily serve in food and shel-
ter programs, visit the sick, tutor the less educated, and comfort the needy.
Such individual efforts are important for sustaining the fabric of our com-
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munity life. But when temporary shelter becomes a substitute for permanent
housing, emergency food a substitute for a decent job, tutoring a substitute
for adequate public schools, and free clinics a substitute for universal health
care, we have shifted our attention from the redistribution of wealth to the
temporary provision of social services to keep people alive. 

As sociologist Janet Poppendieck comments in her study of the emer-
gency food system: 

…this massive charitable endeavor serves to relieve pressure for
more fundamental solutions. It works pervasively on the cultural
level by serving as a sort of ‘moral safety valve’; it reduces the dis-
comfort evoked by visible destitution in our midst by creating the
illusion of effective action and offering us myriad ways of partici-
pating in it. It creates a culture of charity that normalizes destitu-
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tion and legitimates personal generosity as a response to major
social and economic dislocation. It works at the political level as
well, by making it easier for government to shed its responsibility
for the poor… it makes private programs appear cheaper and
more cost effective than their public counterparts… and their
[food program’s] maintenance absorbs the attention and energy of
many of the people most concerned about the poor, distracting
them from the larger issues of distributional politics.207

Keeping Hope Alive
In addition to (barely) surviving, people must have some hope that their (or
their children’s) situation will get better, or they will have nothing to lose in
challenging the power structure. Another role of people in the buffer zone is
to keep hope alive by distributing opportunities for a few people to gain
access to jobs, housing, health care, or educational opportunities so that it
seems like there is opportunity for all. 

Many people in the buffer zone are in jobs where they decide who gains
access to the meager benefits available. These “success” stories are widely pub-
licized (and used to justify further funding) and anyone who doesn’t succeed
is judged to be deficient and unworthy of assistance. Students are told that if
they stay in school and work hard they will get ahead. Workers are told that
if they follow the rules and work hard they will get ahead. Ordinary people
are told that if they follow the rules and work hard they will be successful. 

Working hard usually does make a difference in one’s life. But it makes
a crucial difference where one starts and what educational, cultural, social,
political, and economic resources a person has available to them. Most peo-
ple cannot get very far just by working hard. And in the last 30 years, many
people who have worked very hard indeed have actually seen their income
and quality of life decrease. 

With so much wealth and opportunity held by the owning classes there
is very little left for those at the bottom of the pyramid to fight over. But peo-
ple only continue to fight to get ahead if they believe they have a chance.
Thus the need for people in the buffer zone to dole out opportunities to
move up the ladder. These opportunities take the form of special testing,
tracking, financial, and academic programs to select those with the abilities
and personal qualities to move into higher economic levels. 

The process of creaming—selecting the most talented and ambitious
members of the working and middle classes to move up the economic lad-
der—also has the additional benefit to the ruling class of adding new ideas,
energy, and perspectives to the power elite. This effectively co-opts leadership
in the working and middle classes and leaves those selected to advance, iso-
lated and alienated from their communities.
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Programs to provide educational, job, and housing opportunities for
those who lack resources were hard fought for and are necessary to provide
more opportunity. But without a more serious leveling of the playing field
between the owning classes and the rest of the population, the gap in oppor-
tunity to succeed in this country will continue to grow larger. And those with
the least opportunities will continue to have to compete with each other in a
society with a shortage of affordable housing, too few jobs and job training
programs, and diminishing educational opportunities. On top of that, with-
out addressing race and gender based discrimination in these areas, people of
color and working-class white women will continue to face serious disadvan-
tages in competing with working-class white men for unnecessarily scarce
resources.  

Controlling People
People at the bottom have always gotten together and organized to change
the system into one that is more fair and democratic. First white men, then
men of color, and then all women, and most recently young adults between
18 and 21 have gained the right to vote through organized struggle. The abo-
lition movement, civil rights movement, women’s liberation movement, dis-
ability rights movement, lesbian and gay liberation movements have all
fought for greater inclusion and participation in society. 

The struggle against injustice in all forms is continuous.  The ruling class
has, therefore, needed people to control those at the bottom. Some of the
male-dominated occupations are police, security guards, prison wardens,
immigration officials, deans and administrators, soldiers, members of the
National Guard and state militias, and, of course, the father of the family as
the disciplinarian. Most boys are trained for occupations that will help con-
trol people and maintain the system for the ruling class. The power elite has
used government troops and state militias to control workers; police and
prison guards to control communities of color; immigration officials and bor-
der guards to control immigrants; soldiers to control other countries; security
guards to control petty theft and access to personal and business property; and
the FBI and the CIA to control dissidents here and in other countries. A sig-
nificant number of men are employed in jobs that are explicitly enforcement
roles. Before September 11, 2001, employment at the FBI stood at 27,000;
the Drug Enforcement Administration at 10,000; Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco
and Firearms at 4,000; Secret Service at 6,000; Border Patrol at 10,000;
Customs Service at 12,000; and Immigration and Naturalization Service at
34,000. Local police forces, security guards, and prison wardens add hundreds
of thousands more. The federal government has recently added 28,000 bag-
gage screeners to this work force.208
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Taking care of those at the bottom, keeping hope alive, and controlling
those who rebel are the primary functions of those who have jobs in the
buffer zone. The division in roles is not absolute. There is a lot of control
built in to the “helping” professions, and there are always attempts to put a
kinder face on controlling work (i.e. community policing).

Many in the buffer zone are white although, because of the gains won
through the civil rights and women’s liberation movement era, there are small
but increasing numbers of people of color working there. Racial and gender
job stratification typically means that white men control or manage men of
color, and white women control or manage women of color in private, pub-
lic, and nonprofit sector jobs. Men are taught to expect to control women in
both work and interpersonal spheres.  

For those of us in the buffer zone, the challenge is how to do our jobs
subversively. How can we take the meager funds we receive for direct servic-
es and use our resources to educate people about the issues, empower them
to make changes in their own lives, and help them organize with others to
demand change in the system. 

One way to do this is to de-professionalize our work, and assume that
battered women, homeless people, school dropouts, and the unemployed can
do the work that we do if given the information, skills, and opportunity.
Another part of being subversive is giving people information from the inside
of agencies and institutions about what is really going on. Who makes deci-
sions? Where does most of the money go? Who really benefits from these
programs? Instead of advocating for people’s interests we can help them learn

Buffer Zone Jobs
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how to advocate for themselves. We can focus on leadership skills just as
much as survival skills, social change just as much as social service. There are
numerous ways to work subversively from within the buffer zone when we
think less about how to help some individuals get ahead, and more about
how to help the community get together. 

Managing the Buffer Zone
At the top of the buffer zone are members of the managerial class. They set
the standards and norms for their professions. Members of the managerial
class determine policy and curricula at the main training and educational
institutions, and they run the professional associations. They may have con-
nections with funders from the ruling class and with members of the power
elite. They determine who moves up in their professions, what are acceptable
practices, and they make sure that those carrying out buffer zone jobs do so
in ways that contain and control those at the bottom of the pyramid rather
than support and empower them. 

Even in fields in which women predominate, such as teaching, counsel-
ing, therapy, and social work, many of those in higher levels of management
and training positions are white men. Some have been screened and trained
by elite universities and professional schools. Many of the others have come
through professional or vocational training programs which rely on curricu-
la developed primarily by men from the managerial class at elite universities
and professional schools. In either case, they are exposed to attitudes and val-
ues that support the hierarchical structures of society. 

Most people enter the helping professions from a heartfelt desire to help
people succeed and thrive. Many feel a strong conflict with the professional
“best” practices in their field. They can see that, although some people may
succeed in the system, many more will fail. They may feel that their work has
been structured to be only minimally effective in helping people or changing
things. There is much resistance from them towards the managers and admin-
istrators they encounter. There is a constant struggle between those practi-
tioners who are trying to undermine the rigid hierarchies of our society and
the managers and administrators who are trying to maintain them. 

It is the job of the members of the managerial class to promote those
workers, programs, and organizations in the buffer zone who accept and
comply with the system, and screen out, render ineffective, or get rid of those
who challenge it. They usually have no choice because they are accountable
to their funders. Sometimes the funder is a governmental agency, sometimes
(and increasingly) a corporation, but in most cases, it is likely to involve at
least some funding from a foundation. Today, buffer zone work is likely to be
funded by a combination of government and private funding. 
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“Although private wealth is the basis of the hegemony of this group, philan-
thropy is essential to the maintenance and perpetuation of the upper class in
the United States.”209

A primary way that leaders in the owning classes control the work in the
buffer zone, avoid taxes, and influence policy is through philanthropy and
the nonprofit sector.210 Most of the “taking care of” and “keeping hope alive”
functions of the buffer zone are provided by nonprofits which are funded by
corporate donations, individual donors, ruling class controlled foundations,
or the government, through contracts with nonprofits. 

There are huge economic benefits from the tax deductions for charitable
giving that go directly to the wealthy. Perhaps just as importantly, the largest
share of charitable giving by members of the ruling class or their trust
funds—$19 billion a year out of $366.24 billion in assets—goes to endowed
foundations that have members of the ruling class as trustees who decide how
to spend it, often to further ruling class interests. Many of these trustees are
very well paid. One study found that the 238 foundations surveyed paid out
nearly $45 million on “trustee fees”  in a single year.211

Independent or family foundations accounted for 84 percent of all foun-
dation assets and 76 percent of all giving. Corporate foundations gave $2.89
billion and community foundations $2.15 billion.212 Through this process,
members of the ruling class avoid income and estate taxes while retaining
control of their wealth. 

Much of the money goes to ruling class think tanks and foundations, to
ruling class cultural institutions such as art museums, opera, and the theater,
or to hospitals, ruling class universities, and other public charities. Sociologist
Teresa Odendahl writes, “The vast majority of nonprofit agencies and pro-
grams do not primarily serve the needy…. [the richest Americans] contribute
disproportionately to private universities, the arts, and culture, rather than to
community health clinics, legal aid programs, or other projects for the
poor.”213 Rather than this money going to the public through taxes, to be
invested and controlled by the public, it is given to foundations that have no
public supervision. 
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Professor of political science Joan Roelofs describes how control over the
nonprofit sector is control over decisions about the use of the vast amount of
land, buildings, financial investments, human resources, public access, and
influence that churches, hospitals, private schools and universities, museums,
trusts, United Ways, and the many other types of nonprofit agencies have
accumulated.214

In 2000, nonprofits controlled over $1.59 trillion in financial assets and
had revenue of over $822 billion.215 Nonprofits also control significant
amounts of federal and state monies through contracts for the provision of
public services such as health care, education, housing, employment training,
and jobs. The ruling class, through the nonprofit sector, controls billions of
dollars of private and government money ostensibly earmarked for the pub-
lic good, but subject to practically no public control. 

Although these organizations appear to have an independent, non-
governmental voice, most of the largest nonprofits and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) have on their boards of directors members of the
power elite—corporate directors, members of elite academic, media and pol-
icy groups and wealthy donors—all representing the interests of the ruling
class. In addition, most substantial nonprofits “are linked to each other and
to the major corporations by their funding, their invested assets, technical
assistance, interlocking directorates, and central organizations such as the
Independent Sector, and Council on Foundations.”216

There are many public policy and foreign policy implications of ruling
class funding for nonprofits and their equivalent on the international level,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). These organizations can provide a
cover for direct control of issues and perspectives by members of the ruling
class who use them to fund projects in their own interest or for the interests
of the U.S. government and the ruling class in general. George Soros’ fund-
ing and guidance of the Open Society Institute and Human Rights Watch to
further the interests of U.S. foreign policy is a well-documented example of
this kind of practice.217

The Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Ford Foundations have a long history of
funding projects of direct benefit to the U.S. government and specifically the
CIA. The Council on Foreign Relations was originally largely a front for J.P.
Morgan and Company, although the other big three moderate/conservative
foundations gave it substantial funding in the early 1950s. The Ford and
Rand Foundations became major players in domestic and foreign policy after
World War II, and the interlocks between these major foundations were
numerous.218

The Ford and Rockefeller Foundations also furthered ruling class poli-
cies by sometimes funding moderate community organizations and steering
public policy towards the provision of individual services rather than towards
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structural change. This has been most well documented during the sixties
when these foundations lavished funding on more conservative civil rights
groups to limit protest movements, and to co-opt219 leadership and redefine
issues in the Black community. Poor white, Latina/o, and Native American
communities were similarly targeted by this funding.220

On the international level, philanthropic foundations have been
involved throughout the world funding “sustainable” development, support-
ing conservative political parties and unions, helping write constitutions,
revising civil laws and university curricula, and developing nonprofit sectors
in various countries to replace charitable, cultural, social, and educational
functions that were formerly government responsibilities (privatization).221

McGeorge Bundy, president of the Ford Foundation, and later scholar-in-
residence at the Carnegie Corporation (Foundation) said that he “agreed that
everything the [Ford] Foundation did could be regarded as ‘making the world
safe for capitalism’—reducing social tensions by helping to comfort the
afflicted, provide safety valves for the angry, and improve the functioning of
government.”222 The major foundations have an insider’s understanding of
the functioning of government because many of their officers are part of the
power elite and often become members of government. In particular, over the
years, many secretaries of state have been foundation officers, including Dean
Rusk, John Foster Dulles, Edward Stettinius Jr., Henry L. Stimson, Frank B.
Kellogg, and Charles Evans Hughes.223

By providing the funding and policy framework that many concerned
and dedicated people work within in the nonprofit sector, the ruling class is
able to co-opt leadership from grassroots communities, is able to keep non-
profit work focused on the provision of a narrow range of social services, and
is able to make the funding, accounting, and evaluation components of the
work so time consuming and onerous that social justice work is virtually
impossible under these conditions. This provides the perfect training ground
for workers in the buffer zone described above. 

Finally, philanthropy has the further benefit of associating members of
the ruling class with good works—doing things to benefit the community.
Even though their money came through the exploitation of workers and the
degradation of our communities and of the environment, this fact gets
cleaned up or laundered by the charitable contributions of people like
Carnegie, Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, Stanford, Cornell, Rhodes, and more
recently by the charity of Ted Turner, George Soros, and Bill Gates. This rep-
utation laundering is one reason why we often don’t pay attention to how the
ruling class operates. 

The public has benefited from the libraries built by Carnegie’s ill-gotten
gains. George Soros’ wealth, built through global speculation which helped
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devastate entire economies, funds some useful reports from Human Rights
Watch. The Ford Foundation funds some dedicated community programs. 

It is not a commentary on the work of particular groups funded by the
ruling class to question the larger social, political, and economic impact of
ruling class philanthropy. On the other hand, neither can we presume that
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projects funded by these foundations are unaffected by the sources of their
funding. We need to examine the impact of the work of particular groups,
the impact of the entire system of philanthropy, and the nondemocratic
structures of power and wealth which leave decision making in the hands of
the power elite. 
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WHY WE DON’T FOCUS 
OUR ATTENTION ON THE 

RULING CLASS: THE ROLE OF 
THE MASS MEDIA

“It is arguable that the success of business propaganda in persuading us, for
so long, that we are free from propaganda is one of the most significant prop-
aganda achievements of the twentieth century.”224 — Alex Carey

Media Ownership
The mass media in the United States has become increasingly consolidated
in recent years. A handful of corporations now controls a large percentage of
TV, video, radio, music, internet access, cable, movies, and magazine and
book publishing. Time Warner, Disney, Bertelsmann, Viacom, News
Corporation, Sony, Vivendi, G.E., and a few other companies determine to
a large extent what we read, what we see, what we hear, and where and when
it is available to us. They are major political donors in their own right, and
they are controlled by members of the power elite. Their primary purpose is
to make money through selling advertising. Their primary function is to
define what problems are, to create issues and concerns in the public mind,
and to prepare people for public policy solutions. They also serve to distract
attention from ruling class domination and to create the fear which will jus-
tify power elite policy decisions. 

Media Bias
As political analyst Michael Parenti notes, the media is not neutral, it reflects
a clear ruling class agenda “favoring management over labor, corporations
over corporate critics, affluent whites over low income minorities, official-
dom over protestors, the two-party monopoly over leftist third parties, pri-
vatization and free market ‘reforms’ over public sector development, U.S.
dominance of the Third World over revolutionary or populist social change,
and conservative commentators and columnists over progressive or radical
ones.”225
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One indicator of the bias of the media is that in 2001, there were 955
appearances made by corporate representatives on U.S. network nightly
newscasts, and only 31 appearances made by labor.226 Similarly, a survey in
2000 found that when think tanks are interviewed or quoted by the media,
ruling class groups are quoted 89 percent of the time, and non-ruling class
groups 11 percent. 227 Another study of evening news programs found that
workers’ issues were featured on only 2 percent of the total airtime.228

Although characterized as liberal by members of the ruling class, two-
thirds of Washington, D.C. area journalists characterized themselves as cen-
ter or right on social issues, and 83 percent said that their political views on
economic issues was center or right.229 White women have made some sig-
nificant gains in the profession, but media professionals remain, “a relatively
uniform and well-paid group of mainly white males,” primarily from the
managerial class.230

Media Tactics
Some of the tactics that the media uses to “guide” our attention are described
by Parenti as: 

■ suppression by omission—simply not covering significant news 

■ attacking the source of alternative information

■ using positive and negative labels to direct consumer feelings—the selective
use of the label “terrorists” for Arab bombers but not Timothy McVeigh-type
white male ones is an all-too-clear example of this) 

■ questioning the details but not the larger assumptions underlying policy 

■ accepting uncritical misinformation provided by governmental or corporate
sources 

■ focusing on dramatic, but superficial news

■ failing to provide relevant and critical background information and a larger
context for information

■ claiming to be neutral observers and then creating false balances in their
reporting 

■ not following up on news 

■ the false framing of news to mislead or misinform consumers231

Spin Control
There is a specialized branch of the media—a combination of the corporate
information industry and their public relations firms—which puts out
propaganda, lies, and false information and advertising to mold citizen’s
opinions and beliefs about policy issues. Corporate public relations efforts
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127WHY WE DON’T FOCUS ON THE RULING CLASS

are not new. They began in 1912 with an “Americanization” program, and
by 1947 Daniel Bell, an editor of Fortune magazine, described that year’s
free enterprise (and anti-union) campaign as involving “1,600 business peri-
odicals, 577 public relations counselors, 4,000 corporate public relations
departments, and more than 6,500 “house organs’ with a combined circu-
lation of more than 70 million.” 

By 1950 these “free enterprise” efforts “inspired” 7 million lines of news-
paper advertising stressing free enterprise, 400,000 car cards, and 2.5 billion
radio impressions.232 Often, these campaigns stressed some particular group
labeled as threatening to the United States, such as recent immigrants, com-
munists, socialists, anarchists, unions (or, more recently, terrorists), and jus-
tified attacks on people’s civil liberties, restraints on organizing activities, and
greater license and support for business. 

Besides putting out false information, the public relations industry has
created fake grassroots groups (a half-billion-dollar subspecialty), has pres-
sured news media to withdraw or alter coverage of negative events, has paid
scientists to produce counter studies, and has demonized alternative points
of view. Using radio programs, magazine and TV advertising, outdoor adver-
tising, news services, films, speakers’ bureaus, economic literacy programs,
and special reports, they spend over $10 billion a year on manipulating pub-
lic opinion on a wide range of issues so that the general public will support
an agenda favoring the ruling class on economic and foreign policy, and
labor, environmental, and social issues. By 1996 there were more people
involved in the public relations industry (150,000) than the number of
reporters in the U.S. (130,000).233

The lies, misinformation, drama, and distractions offered to us by the
media and the public relations industry make it difficult for most of us to
know what is actually happening in the world. Fortunately, there is an exten-
sive and growing network of alternative and independent media to provide
us with information and critical analysis. Some of these are listed in the
appendix. They need our support, because an informed citizenry is the foun-
dation for a democratic society. 

Main kivel final  12/14/05  11:00 AM  Page 127



DISTRACTIONS

Thomas Jefferson, Tom Paine, Walt Whitman, Albert Einstein, Daniel
Webster, Andrew Carnegie, Louis Brandeis, John Maynard Keynes,
Theodore Roosevelt, Herbert Hoover, Mark Twain, Alexis de Tocqueville,
Abraham Lincoln, Emma Goldman, Helen Keller, Adam Smith, Chief
Sitting Bull, George Bernard Shaw, W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida Tarbell, President
Eisenhower, Malcolm X, John Dewey, and Martin Luther King, Jr.—these
are just a few of the most well-known people who have warned us of the dan-
gers to a democratic society of having such a high concentration of wealth
and power. 

The existence of a ruling class in our country has never been a secret. At
the same time, members of the power elite have been aware that if people
could see clearly how undemocratic and unfair the system is they would be
more likely to get together and try to change it. Members of the power elite
don’t want the rest of us to notice how much power and control they have
accumulated. They have made available, and taken advantage of, many forms
of distraction. In addition, there are other dynamics that hold people’s atten-
tion because of the way the system operates. 

For example, if you are fighting for a share of the leftover piece of the
economic pie, trying to keep food on the table and a roof over your head,
then it is difficult to have the time, attention, and energy to do anything
about the social system. People in the U.S. are working more hours per week
and more weeks per year for less money now than they were just 30 years ago. 

Many other distractions are more systematically developed to focus
attention away from the power of the power elite and the wealth of the rul-
ing class. 

Wars Overseas
Wars in other countries, initiated or supported by the United States, are a
major distraction. Many wars are for the protection of U.S. corporate inter-
ests. In addition, when economic circumstances are difficult, and communi-
ties are experiencing cutbacks in social services, political and corporate lead-
ers will initiate military excursions to distract people from domestic troubles.
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Sometimes foreign excursions are directly related to the political troubles of
the president. 

When Clinton was embroiled in the Monica Lewinsky scandal he arbi-
trarily bombed Iraq, the Sudan, and Afghanistan at different times to demon-
strate his leadership and divert attention from his personal trials.  In full reces-
sion, with high levels of unemployment, huge levels of debt, and in a time of
crucial elections, President Bush became determined to remove Saddam
Hussein from power in Iraq and was able to divert much of our national atten-
tion to arms inspections and a set of issues that affect people much less than
whether one has a job and how expensive food and housing are. 

These wars are often fueled by racism, the perception by many people
that other countries should defer to us, that we have the right/
obligation/responsibility to direct the policies of other countries, that the
resources found in these countries are best utilized and should be controlled
by us, and that lives lost in countries comprised mostly of people of color are
not worth as much as U.S. (white) lives. Wars are often justified by racialized
fears of invasion or terrorism from darker skinned peoples with different ide-
ologies, different cultures, and different religious beliefs than mainstream
(white) U.S. beliefs. 

Fear
We are taught to fear crime and violence, fear people of color (if we are
white), fear recent immigrants (if we are citizens), fear Jews (if we are non-
Jewish), fear young people (if we are older), fear disease such as West Nile
virus, ebola, and SARS, fear drugs, fear white sharks and killer bees, fear
anthrax, fear Muslims and Arabs, fear our neighbors, and fear people from
the other side of town. Fear keeps people looking to the power elite for pro-
tection, and putting up with inequality and rollbacks of our civil liberties.
Fear can be aroused by portrayal of foreign (usually darker skinned) enemies.
But most people’s fear is domestic in focus. 

Fear in this era has become generalized to a fear of terrorism that, in
turn, has become justification for a wide range of restrictive and unconstitu-
tional policies, and allocation of funding, which we are urged to accept
because they will supposedly increase our safety. 

We are also specifically told by the media to fear crime, particularly vio-
lent and property crimes. On the nightly news we are presented with a con-
stant parade of young men of color who are portrayed as dangerous to the
rest of us. In particular, this coverage manipulates the racial fears of white
people, despite the fact that most interpersonal acts of violence are commit-
ted against people of one’s own racial/cultural community. White people are
more likely to be sexually or physically assaulted by other white people, but
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most whites fear people of color because of the misinformation and stereo-
types they are presented with. 

Corporate crime is not generally covered except in the most large-scale
cases, and even then its impact on ordinary people is minimized. In 1998,
the FBI estimated that robberies and burglaries cost the country about $4 bil-
lion. White collar crimes are not even officially calculated, but the FBI esti-
mates they cost the country hundreds of billions of dollars.234 The Enron and
MCI scandals, the Savings and Loan bailout, and the cover-up of corporate
fraud through accounting malpractice are examples of ruling class crime that
will cost every person in the U.S. tens of thousands of dollars.235

Also in 1998, the FBI reported that 19,000 people were murdered by
other individuals. But it wasn’t reported that over 66,000 people died from
work-related diseases and injuries,236 and tens of thousands of others died
from environmental pollution, corporate malpractice and malfeasance, and
hazardous and contaminated products.237 We need to ask ourselves who the
biggest criminals are and who should we fear the most.
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The Cycle of Interpersonal Violence
Another way that we get distracted is by a cycle of interpersonal violence,
blame, and scapegoating, all of which keeps our attention on those around
us rather than those at the top of the economic pyramid. Our anger at per-
sonal violations, disrespect, lack of opportunity, and social injustice is often
taken out on those closest to us, such as our children, our partners, our
coworkers, friends, and fellow drivers. We turn our pain, anger, and frustra-
tions either outwards towards others, or inwards towards ourselves through
high-risk activities, alcohol and other drug abuse, suicide, and other forms of
self-destructive behavior. We are directed to do this by those in power. If we
are men we are taught that women are the problem, if we are white that peo-
ple of color are the problem, if we are citizens that recent immigrants are the
problem, and if we are adults that young people are the problem. We are fed
a constant stream of misinformation, stereotypes, and lies that lead us to
direct our attention towards those below us in the pyramid rather than to see
the power and wealth of the decision makers who truly influence our life
chances. All too often, individuals who are being exploited by the ruling
class, who are losing their jobs and seeing their communities destroyed, turn
their violence into hate crimes, gay bashing, immigrant bashing, anti-Jewish
acts, gang violence, fights, or violence against their partners and children,
instead of channeling that anger into work for social justice. 

Racism, Sexism, and Homophobia
There is also a social cycle of violence through which we are encouraged to
blame and scapegoat and justify violence towards groups of people with lit-
tle social, political, or economic power. For example, those of us who are
white are encouraged to watch people of color in sports and public dramas,
such as those involving O.J. Simpson, Clarence Thomas, and Michael Tyson,
and to fear people of color as violent, manipulative, dishonest, and danger-
ous. One function of racism is to keep white people’s attention on people of
color at the bottom of the economic pyramid and not on the white, male
power elite who are doing the real damage to our lives and communities. 

Similarly, men are encouraged to blame the women around us for our
personal problems, and to keep our attention on women as sexual objects
through pornography, prostitution, and advertising, preventing us from
working with women to change the power structure. 

Homophobia keeps many of us locked into rigid gender roles, and think-
ing that lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgendered people are undermining
our families and way of life which makes us unable to see the ways that our
families and way of life are destroyed by poverty, corporate crime, lack of
jobs, child care, health care, and inadequate public education.
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The wealth of our country is so concentrated that what little is left to be
divided among those of us at the bottom of the pyramid is not enough to go
around. Racism, sexism, and homophobia keep us competitive, blaming and
fighting each other, rather than challenging the source of our problems.
Racism, sexism, and homophobia are ideal distractions, intentionally used by
the power elite to confuse, manipulate, and exploit us. 

Anti-Jewish Fears
One way that members of ruling classes have distracted people, both in
Europe and in the United States, is by amplifying anti-Jewish stereotypes to
portray Jews as the real power holders in society. 

The history of anti-Jewish stereotypes goes back to the early Christian
period. Negative portrayals of Jews have been consistently present in Western
societies for nearly 2,000 years. Although they have never held real econom-
ic power in any country except the state of Israel, Jews have often been por-
trayed as fabulously rich and as ruthless economic exploiters of others. If they
had had this much power, they would have been better able to protect them-
selves from much of the anti-Jewish violence that has been directed at them
over the centuries. In reality, there are Jews who are poor, working class, man-
agerial class and members of the ruling class. The largest concentration of
people in the ruling class by far is Christian, not Jewish, and even the wealth-
iest Jews have often been excluded from top levels of decision making. 

In Europe and in the U.S., Jews have often been used as a buffer between
the owning classes and those who are poor or working class. Jews were pre-
vented from living in white Christian communities but were allowed to live
in neighborhoods that were better than those that people of color could live
in. They were prevented from entering many elite universities, trades, or
occupations, but given better educational and occupational opportunities
than people of color, and poor and working-class whites. Therefore, poor and
working-class people, encounter Jews with a little better economic situation
as shopkeepers, teachers, social workers, or landlords, and less often
encounter white Christian ruling and managerial class people. In the last
forty years, different Asian communities in the U.S. have found themselves
in the same buffer location, facing restrictions from those higher up the eco-
nomic pyramid, and anger and resentment from those further down.  

The ruling class has used anti-Jewish propaganda combined with racism
and anti-immigrant propaganda to encourage white working- and middle -
class people to feel squeezed, to fear that people of color and recent immi-
grants with less than they will take what they have, and that Jews with more
than they will exploit them and also take what they have. Anti-Jewish fears
coupled with racism and anti-immigrant fears provide members of the ruling
class with further opportunities to escape notice.
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Lack of Time
People in the United States have comparatively little leisure time because we
work such long hours. In 1999, the average Mexican, Canadian, Australian,
and even Japanese worker was on the job approximately 100 fewer hours
than the average worker in the U.S. Workers in Brazil and England worked
250 fewer hours, and Germans worked around 500 hours or 12 weeks less.238

In addition, average commuting time for U.S. workers is now 25.5 minutes. 
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Longer work hours and longer commute times, more financial stress,
and less extended family support means that most people in the U.S. are
scrambling for the time to take care of children and the elderly, buy basic
necessities, and keep up with the bills. This works extremely well for the rul-
ing class because, as social policy researcher Paul Street has noted, “one does
not develop the capacity to criticize US Middle Eastern or Nuclear or
Environmental or Criminal Justice policy in a state of perpetual exhaustion
and distraction, snatching only small pieces of time from an endless cycle of
working, commuting, shopping, and, when possible, sleeping.”239

Spectator Sports
For men in particular, but increasingly for women, a great deal of our leisure
time is spent watching sports. On the weekend and on most evenings we can
select from several different sports offerings to keep us occupied. These sports
teams are owned by members of the ruling class who buy and sell athletes,
many of whom are men of color, to field competitive teams that the rest of
us watch, root for, and bet on. The media, advertisers, and team owners make
millions of dollars while we sit and watch games that are of little conse-
quence. This means we talk to each other less, and pay less attention to our
partners and children. There is nothing wrong with watching professional
sports, but for some of us, the time and attention we put into it encroaches
on our relationships with family, friends, and community.

Pornography and Prostitution
For men, pornography and prostitution are tremendous distractions. They
take up our time and attention, they exploit women we don’t know, and dis-
tort our relationships with women we do. Pornography is now a $10 billion-
a-year industry, and prostitution over $52 billion a year.240 While women are
exploited and abused, and while men are masturbating to pictures of naked
women, money is flowing up the pyramid.

Shopping
All of us have to shop for our basic necessities, and it can take considerable
time to purchase the food, clothes, and other things that we and our families
need. But shopping in and of itself has become a major distraction for
women, for men, and increasingly for young people. Many of us now spend
substantial time and money browsing stores, catalogues, and the web, often
purchasing things we don’t need. People in the U.S. now spend billions a year
on consumables. Advertisers spend hundreds of millions of dollars a year
convincing us that we need more, better, and newer products more often and
in larger quantities than ever before. 
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To give some sense of the outrageousness of these numbers, economist
Doug Dowd has calculated that “Americans spend more than $8 billion a
year on cosmetics—$2 billion more than the estimated actual total needed to
provide basic education for everyone in the world, and Americans and
Europeans spend $17 billion a year on pet food—$4 billion more than the
estimated annual additional total needed to provide basic health and nutri-
tion for everyone in the world.”241

To finance these purchases many of us are increasingly in debt, current-
ly to the tune of nearly $2 trillion,242 which works out to 109 percent of an
average family’s total disposable income.243 This is hugely profitable for those
who own the banks and consumer credit companies, not to mention the
retail companies, advertisers, and others who try to convince us that it is our
patriotic duty to spend more so that the stock market will rise.

Scandal, Corruption, and Drama in the Courtroom
In conjunction with the consolidation of the media into ever larger mega-
corporations, we are presented with less and less real news, and more and
more scandals, corruption, drama in courtrooms, violence and sex. This
comes at us through TV, daily newspapers, the Internet, magazines, and
books. It is difficult not to become riveted to the stories of O.J. and Nicole,
Bill and Monica, Anita and Clarence. But during the period of these distrac-
tions our welfare system was destroyed, the prison-industrial complex grew
immensely, immigrant rights, affirmative action, and education were cut
back, and our communities continued to be devastated by corporate pollu-
tion. Whenever we find ourselves focusing our attention on high drama we
need to ask ourselves: What social, economic, and political actions are being
taken by those in power that they don’t want us to look at too carefully?

Alcohol and Other Drugs
The frustration, anger, and pain we feel about what has happened to us per-
sonally, what has happened to our friends and families, and what has hap-
pened to our communities, lead many of us to turn to drug abuse to numb
our pain and lessen our despair. In addition, everywhere we turn, drugs are
peddled to us and our children. No wonder that millions of us are addicted
to tobacco, alcohol, caffeine, cocaine, heroin, meth, uppers, downers, pain-
killers, and a whole range of designer drugs. The biggest killers—tobacco and
alcohol—are the biggest profit makers and are legally sold in a great variety
of stores, including supermarkets and drugstores. 

TV and Movies
People in the U.S. spend, on average, four hours a day watching TV, or 1,460
hours a year, while children on average spend even more time, an average of
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five hours a day.244 Total U.S. media consumption in 2003 was projected to
be over 3,200 hours per person.245 From cartoons in the morning, through
soaps, talk shows, sitcoms, nature shows, and newscasts throughout the day
until movies and soft-core pornography in the wee hours, we are sold a
lifestyle to aspire to, products to consume, a narrow and one-sided view of
the world, fear, misinformation, and justification for continuing the status
quo. When you add in the violence, racism, sexism, and homophobia visible
throughout the day, it is a potent brew guaranteed to confuse and placate,
stimulate but not satisfy, goad, misdirect, and lull us into accepting whatev-
er policies the power elite wants to adopt.  

Video Games and Computers
Some of us have moved from watching a TV or movie screen to watching a
computer screen (currently in the U.S. at an average rate of about 260 hours
a year). Young men and adult men in particular spend inordinate amounts of
time playing unrealistic games by themselves (or with virtual partners) often
committing acts of (pretend) sexual violence towards women, and lethal vio-
lence towards a host of enemies, many of whom are men of color. 

New Technological Gadgets
From computers to cell phones, DVDs, CDs, faster and faster computers,
handhelds, and wireless, we are presented with a treadmill of technological
gadgets which are constantly becoming obsolete, or at least out of style. We
must spend time evaluating, purchasing, learning how to use, repairing, and
updating these additions to our lives often only to discover that they are not as
necessary or as useful (and certainly not as reliable) as we were told they would
be. But they are expensive to buy, repair, and subscribe to. In 2001, the aver-
age family spent nearly $600 a year just on communications services (Internet,
wireless phones, pagers).246 We know where all of this money ends up. 

Legalized Gambling
State lotteries, horse and dog racing, betting on spectator sports, and casinos
where people can play poker, blackjack, the slots, and a host of electronic
games—legalized gambling takes many forms and is accessible to virtually
every adult. Although in some states an individual has a greater chance of
being struck by lightning than of winning the lottery, these odds don’t deter
people from hoping for a chance to strike it big, get out of debt, and have a
diversion from their everyday economic reality. Over 70 percent of adults in
the U.S. report gambling at least once in the last year, and over 3 million
would qualify as problem gamblers.247 States that implement lotteries to
fund education usually see decreases in total spending on education after the
lottery begins (perhaps because legislators and voters falsely assume that lot-
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tery money is picking up the tab). The largest spenders in state lotteries are
the poor, the elderly, high school dropouts, and African Americans. Lotteries
are a regressive tax on the poor. 

Legalized gambling, in general, leads to increases in personal bankrupt-
cies, broken marriages, suicides, burglary, extortion, loan-sharking, prostitu-
tion, and drug abuse. It also decreases the amount of money people spend on
local goods and services.248 Although a percentage of many state lotteries
goes to fund education, most of the money collected, as with other forms of
gambling, goes to large corporations and the professionals and managers who
run them. According to one study, less than 4 percent of state and local edu-
cational funds come from lotteries in those states in which lottery money is
designated for educational purposes.249 The multibillion dollar legalized
gambling business is another form of diversion, and a source of lucrative
profit for the ruling class.250

We all need to have fun, relax, hang out with others, and have distrac-
tions from the stress of daily life. However, many of us spend too much of
our time in activities that, besides distracting us, debilitate us, affect our rela-
tionships, consume our time and money, and provide profits to those who
own the companies that produce, distribute, and market these goods.

This time could otherwise be spent in connecting with other people,
developing our cultural and other creative abilities, doing community serv-
ice, spending more time with our children, making music and art, gardening,
cooking, and organizing for a redistribution of wealth and the development
of our communities. The amount of time and money we put into pro-
grammed distractions is truly staggering. What might happen if we put some
of that time towards developing ourselves, our relationships, and our com-
munities?  

The Myth of Equal Opportunity
Another distraction is the myth that if we work hard, or are very clever,
smart, or lucky, we can work our way to the top and earn millions. This is
the myth that Horatio Alger created in his stories written at the end of the
nineteenth century. Alger was a member of the ruling class with a Harvard
education. But his stories were about young boys who started at the bottom,
penniless, and worked their way into great fortunes. This was actually a quite
rare occurrence, as subsequent research showed, but people were nevertheless
fascinated by the stories and the possibilities for individual achievement they
seemed to foretell. 

We are presented with many Horatio Alger stories today. Whether it is
political figures who supposedly started out poor and eventually became
president, or corporate executives who started with nothing and became rich,
we are sold false stories of rags to riches. Very often key information is miss-
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ing from these stories, information about the financial, educational, or other
assets that our “hero” actually started out with. 

Starting at the Top
Politicians

George Washington was one of the richest men in America, owning lots of
slaves and thousands of acres of land. But even “poor” Abraham Lincoln was
a corporate lawyer for railroads, and his wife came from a wealthy southern
family. The “common” president, Andrew Jackson, was raised in a well-to-do
slave-owning family. Most of the twentieth century U.S. presidents were
from the ruling class, including Theodore Roosevelt, William Taft, Franklin
Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and George Bush and son. Others who were of
more humble origins, such as Herbert Hoover, Jimmy Carter, Ronald
Reagan, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon, used education, family
resources, and political connections to become millionaires before or during
their  presidency. 

More recently, Bill Clinton relied on the humble origins story. But by the
time Clinton was six and his mother remarried, he lived in affluence. As a
teen he was playing golf at the local country club and driving his own car. 

These stories of humble origins are used to promote the myth that any-
one can become president and that the president is still connected to poor
and working-class people’s concerns. However, few of our presidents started
out poor, and all ended up firmly in the ranks of the ruling class, sharing
their interests. 

Businessmen

We are also presented with many stories of business success of the poor-boy-
becomes-corporate-president variety. According to the report by United for a
Fair Economy, “Born on Third Base,”251 most of our richest business lead-
ers—those who have crossed home plate in wealth—did not start out at the
batter’s box. They were already on base. Forty-two percent were born on
home plate—they inherited the money that put them among the richest peo-
ple in the country. Another 13 percent were born on second or third base,
and 14 percent on first. 

Often cited as a rags to riches story, Bill Gates is the son of a corporate
lawyer, and he attended an expensive private school and then Harvard
University. He did not start off rich, but he enjoyed financial and educational
opportunities that most people can only dream of. He also gained his success
in an industry that was heavily subsidized by the U.S. government through
the defense department, and accumulated wealth from the exploited labor of
women of color in computer chip and component assembly factories in the
U.S., in East and Southeast Asia, and in the Pacific.
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More typical of today’s ruling class are men like Warren Buffet, Henry
Kravis, and Steve Case,252 who grew up in wealthy families and started out
with significant economic, social, and educational advantages. 

Those born in the batter’s box were those whose parents did not have
great wealth or own a business with more than a few employees. This cer-
tainly does not put them among the poor or even working class—although a
few of them do come from impoverished backgrounds—but it does mean
that they achieved great wealth against immense odds. They are often entre-
preneurs, and it is not accidental that many of those who move to the top
from far down the economic pyramid are white men who had significant
racial and gender bias in their favor.

Most people who are members of the ruling class were born into it.
There is certainly some mobility, especially between the ruling and manage-
rial classes. Some people move up and others move down. But few move
from the bottom, or even the middle of the pyramid, to the top, and rarely
do people fall from the top unless they decide to give up their privileges and
give away their money to lead a simple life. 

Some members of the power elite start out wealthy, and many others
were members of the managerial class, which enabled them to gain the edu-
cation and connections to move up in power and wealth. They also enjoy the
benefits and opportunities that being white and male provide in our society. 

When one becomes a member of the power elite one gains access to
many ways of accumulating wealth because of the salaries, benefits, stock
options, investment options, and general connections to people with wealth
that one’s power provides. Members of the power elite make decisions affect-
ing millions or even billions of dollars and, not coincidentally, some of that
money flows their way. They are not necessarily corrupt (although some are),
but opportunities are available to them for building wealth that the rest of us
do not have. 

Overall, few people move from the bottom or even the middle of the
pyramid into the ruling class or power elite. And few of these are white
women or people of color. Those who do, succeed partly because they are
willing to adopt the values and play by the rules of the system, partly because
they are luckier than most of us, and partly because they have some talent,
ability, skill, or creative use that the economic system rewards. Our hopes
that we will win the lottery, play in the NBA, reach the top of the charts as
a performer, or invent the next wildly popular consumer gadget can keep us
from getting together with others in our community to work for change in
the structure of opportunity. 
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Distractions
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WHO DECIDES? 
WHO BENEFITS? WHO PAYS?: 

PUBLIC POLICY ISSUES

Ruling class strategies, distractions, and media spin can make it difficult to
sort out public policy issues. Using a class perspective for analysis makes it
clearer what the power elite agenda is and how they try to buy public sup-
port for it. Not every issue is simple, and most issues have racial, gender, and
other factors built into them. The power elite is not united on every issue—
even on some economic issues they have differences in strategy, although they
mostly agree on basic economic values. There are also different interests
among sectors of the general population. But starting with an economic
analysis of what part of the pyramid benefits, we can better understand and
act on public policy issues. 

The power elite only needs the support of some members of the general
population of voters to dominate public policy. To do this, power elite strate-
gists almost always package policy issues in a way that appears to benefit
some people who are not members of the owning classes, or that relies on
emphasizing divisions between groups of people based on race, gender,
immigrant status, sexual orientation, or other differences. We have to see
through this manipulation or we will be misled into supporting a ruling class
agenda.  

The questions we should be asking about every issue are: 

Who Decides? 
The power elite or the general population?
Who Benefits? 
The top of the pyramid or the general population?
Who Pays? 
The ruling class or the general population?

Let’s unravel some of the packaging of public policy issues.
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Big Government, Deregulation, and Privatization
The ruling class in general is not against government. They rely on govern-
ment regulation and government-funded physical and financial infrastruc-
ture to provide stability for business, and benefits for their communities. In
addition, many industries are subsidized by the federal government, while
others are protected from foreign trade. Some corporations are the direct
beneficiaries of huge amounts of government spending on defense, prisons,
transportation, and war. The ruling class is in favor of huge defense budgets
and many are against increased government expenditures on social services
unless those services are privatized or contracted out to the private sector for
greater profit to them. 

The power elite have used the specter of government to scare us into vot-
ing against government regulation and public control over social services and
social infrastructure. Deregulation of such industries as energy, airlines,
finance, and telecommunications has been a disaster for consumers, but of
great profit to the ruling class. Privatization of welfare, health care, prisons,
and, most recently, education (through vouchers and corporate running of
schools), and public utilities such as water and electricity has meant that mil-
lions of people don’t have their basic needs met. The ruling class has devel-
oped new profit centers running welfare programs, providing health care
(now a $1 trillion/year industry253), building prisons, and taking over schools
and utilities. 

The most recent target for privatization has been the Social Security sys-
tem. It is estimated that if just 2 percent of Social Security taxes were priva-
tized, $86 billion would be channeled through investment firms.
Management fees and administrative charges would provide additional mil-
lions of dollars of profit to the ruling class.254 Some members of the ruling
class are so extreme in trying to cut back social services and benefits that they
are trying to get the consumer price index revised downward so that social
security and many other benefits are reduced.255 In that way, more govern-
ment money can go into military spending and other more profitable ruling
class areas of investment. 

Although the ruling class dominates all levels of government, participat-
ing in government is still the only way for the majority of us to influence
public policy and to protect ourselves, our families, neighborhoods, and
communities. Government is not the problem; a ruling class agenda is. 

State’s Rights
The power elite has long been concerned that they will not have complete
freedom to run communities in their interests, as they think best. The feder-
al government has been a vehicle for people, at times, to intervene in the
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domination and exploitation of local and statewide elites. Again the
hypocrisy and opportunism is clear. The power elite is not usually for state’s
rights when state governments stand up to corporate practices to protect
their citizens and their environments. When states regulate business it is not
a question of state’s rights for them. But when the federal government is
questioning discrimination, exploitation, environmental degradation, or
other harms to ordinary people, then, and only then, are concerns about
state’s rights raised. 

Members of the power elite raise issues of state’s rights and government
interference on a selective, case-by-case basis as it suits their interests. We
need to look below the rhetoric and find out who benefits from the poli-
cies—who is protected and who is made vulnerable. 
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Most public policy issues have a range of solutions, each of which would
affect the ruling and managerial classes differently than they would the rest
of the population. To gain some support for policy that primarily benefits
members of the ruling class, policy issues have to be portrayed as if they are
of benefit to everyone, or at least to some people not in the owning classes. 

When a tax bill was proposed in 2000 which gave massive tax cuts to the
ruling and managerial classes, there was also a provision that working and
middle-class tax payers (ignoring the needs of the poorest 20 percent who
make too little to pay taxes) would receive a payment of $300. Another
example is the estate tax bill which, by the year 2010, will save each member
of the ruling class over $85,000 a year, but people in the bottom 60 percent
only $466 (if they owed any estate tax at all, which few do). The claim was
made that without this relief, middle-class business owners and family farm-
ers were being unreasonably taxed. In fact, businesses and farms worth over
$1 million are quite substantial enterprises and there are other ways to pro-
tect them from estate taxes if that is the goal. 

Public policy issues can be evaluated by who they benefit—do they con-
tribute to the public good or do they primarily benefit the already wealthy—
and who will pay for them. Let’s look at a few issues and see how they fall out. 

Tax Cuts
Since the ruling class receives most of the income of the country, its members
pay a substantial amount of income tax. But the percentage they pay in rela-
tion to the rest of us has continually been reduced as they lobby for greater tax
cuts. Every tax cut has shifted the tax burden more and more to ordinary
working people. Even though these tax cuts have thrown a small morsel of
money to the rest of the population so that people would support the legisla-
tion, the overall impact of these bills is to enrich the already rich. The top rate
that the ruling class pays on its highest earnings has dropped from 91 percent
in the 1950s to just under 39 percent in 2003, and the level of income at
which that rate kicks in has been increased dramatically.256This has shifted a
tremendous part of the tax burden to working- and middle class-people.257

In addition, most states and local governments have high sales and other
non-income based taxes which disproportionately affect the poor and work-
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ing classes compared to the ruling and managerial classes. In some states poor
and working-class people pay about twice the percentage of their income in
taxes as that paid by high-income individuals. Federal income tax cuts which
favor the rich increase the proportion of total taxes that the rest of the pop-
ulation pays.258 People in the U.S. paid 21 percent of their income in taxes
in 1973 and now pay 28 percent, one-third more of the tax load.259

The ruling class has also resisted high corporate taxes because they
decrease the distribution of corporate profits to them. In the period 1950 to
1954, corporations paid 76 percent of the total state, local, and federal
income taxes collected. By the period 1990 to 1993, they paid just 18 per-
cent of the total.260 One out of three of the largest corporations—those with
over one-quarter billion dollars in assets—paid no federal income tax at all.
The result of this slide has been that by the year 2000, individuals were pay-
ing 82 percent, and corporations only 10 percent of the total federal income
tax (excluding the state and local taxes included in the earlier figures).261

Compounding this effect is the decline in corporate property tax rates. The
share of all property taxes paid by corporations has dropped from 45 percent
in 1957 to 16 percent in 1995.262 The power elite is constantly fighting to
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avoid personal and corporate taxes and to shift the tax burden onto the rest
of us.263

Income tax is a more fair way to raise money than sales taxes, which tend
to hit the poor and working class the hardest. Some states don’t have income
taxes at all, and others have very low taxes, or high sales taxes. The power elite
is always pushing to eliminate state income taxes, cap property taxes, and
shift the tax burden to poor and working-class people by raising sales taxes
and taxes on consumer products such as cigarettes and gasoline.  

Estate Taxes
Because of the high levels of exemption on estate taxes ($1 million in 2003
and scheduled to go higher), some of the money that the ruling class has can
be passed on to their heirs tax free. The rate for the rest of their estates has
been progressively lowered through legislation. Recent legislation proposes to
eliminate it entirely. Estate taxes are the main tool the government has to pre-
vent the development of a permanent aristocracy which could preserve its
wealth and power forever. 

Regulation
Government regulation of industry has been advocated by citizen groups to
insure the safety and well-being of people and the environment. Testing of
drugs, labeling of food, quality control inspections, safety restrictions like seat
belts and air bags, putting limits on prices, challenging false or misleading
advertising, ensuring competition in the marketplace—regulation serves a
vital function in our society by looking after our interests. Of course, the rul-
ing class wants to eliminate all regulation that constrains them, so that they
can pursue greater profits with as few limits and as little liability as possible. 

Another way to minimize regulation, lower public standards, and avoid
public scrutiny is to decentralize programs from the federal government to
the state level. Federally funded programs such as welfare, health care, and
child care (e.g. Head Start) are difficult to monitor, set standards for, or
change, when every state has its own set of rules and procedures. 

Privatization
Public services such as utilities, libraries, the post office, public hospitals,
public universities, and public pension plans like Social Security are set up to
provide essential services to all people regardless of their race, gender, ability,
or economic circumstances. When they are properly supported and super-
vised, they are the hallmark of an inclusive, caring, and secure society. 

The ruling class cannot make money on public services, so they are in
favor of privatizing them—or at least privatizing the parts of them that they
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can make profits on. Bechtel and Monsanto are two transnational corpora-
tions which have been buying up water rights and water systems in other
countries and more recently, in the U.S., so that they can profit from people’s
needs for water. This is directly against the interests of the rest of us and has
been resisted by many communities both here and in other countries. 

Health Care
The ruling class has access to the best medical care that money can buy—and
they live longer because of it. However, their excellent care comes at the
expense of the millions of people (around 43 million in 2001) without any
medical coverage, and many more millions with inadequate coverage.
National health care is provided and is successful (better health care and
lower costs) in all other major industrialized countries. The power elite has
fought against it in this country because of the profits gained from a system
of private health care. Increasing privatization of health care in the United
States has led to a $1 trillion industry in which the profits of the top five
health care providers reached $5 billion in 2000 and the compensation of the
top 25 healthcare industry executives was nearly $7 billion in 1995. 

Many studies have shown that private health care providers have much
higher administrative costs and lower overall quality than public providers.
They also ensure that we face fewer people being covered, higher out-of-
pocket costs, fewer direct providers, high infant mortality rates, higher health
care costs, and more health care money being siphoned off to marketing and
administration jobs and into high executive compensation packages than
other comparable nations. 

Education
As we have noticed, children of the ruling class go to private schools.
Members of the ruling class are not interested in expenditures in public edu-
cation because there is little money to be made there. The move to establish
voucher programs, to privatize schools, and to promote consumer products
on campuses during school time are efforts to ignore the educational needs
of many of our children and establish ways to make more money from those
parts of the educational system that can be made into profit centers. 

Labor
The power elite has been most united and vehement about controlling work-
ers. They have gone to great lengths to harass, attack, demonize, and destroy
the efforts of workers to organize. For example, 25 percent of employers ille-
gally fire at least one worker for union activity during organizing campaigns,
75 percent of employers hire union-busters to fight union organizing, 78 per-
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cent of employers force employees to attend one-on-one meetings with their
own supervisors against the union, and 51 percent of companies threaten to
close the plant if the union wins the election.264 They have created a climate
in which it is difficult for workers to organize, protest, strike, boycott, or
sometimes even picket for higher wages and safer working conditions. 

The simple fact is that organized workers make more money, enjoy
greater job security, and have safer jobs than those who are not organized.
Union members earn 26 percent more than their nonunion counterparts,
over 75 percent of union workers have health benefits, compared to less than
half of nonunion workers, nearly 70 percent of union workers have a pen-
sion, compared to only 14 percent of nonunion workers, and the 10 states
where unions are strongest have higher earnings, less crime, more civic par-
ticipation, less poverty, and better schools than the 10 states where union
membership is lowest.265 Strong support for worker’s rights benefits all of us
who are not members of the ruling class. 

The Environment
Even in the face of rising environmental awareness and concern, the power
elite has been able to avoid, stall, evade, postpone, or water down environ-
mental regulation in almost every area. This is a growing disaster for our
lives, health, and the environment as more and more people get sick, and
many die from the direct and indirect effects of toxic chemicals and pollu-
tion in our food, our soil, our air, our water, and in the everyday products
that we use. 

International Solidarity and War
There are belligerent countries in the world and some which are hostile to
the United States. However, we are seldom actually under threat of attack,
and even in those situations where we are there are many nonviolent or
international means to resolving conflict. Most of our incursions into other
countries are not about defense, but about ruling class profits and control of
natural resources. 

Much of the wealth of the ruling class comes from profits created by
cheap raw materials, sweatshop labor, and expanding markets abroad. The
U.S. government has been used by the ruling class to protect its interests
through international financial institutions, through threat and intimidation,
and through direct force. The ruling class has never been against sending in
troops and risking the lives of our young people to protect its need for prof-
its from oil, minerals, food, and cheap labor. In the last 50 years the U.S. has
been involved in armed conflict or risky interference in foreign governments
around the world to protect U.S. business interests even though there was no
physical threat to our country. 
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Ordinary people, on the other hand, are usually reluctant to support for-
eign interventions because they know that most of them are not really about
defending our country from attack. They are well aware of the direct risks to
family and friends of dying or being injured in combat. Members of the
power elite have used racism to justify our interventions in other countries.
Claiming the superiority of white, western culture and leadership, they have
claimed that we have the right to exploit the land, people, and other
resources of people of color, and the obligation to direct their lives. The loss
of lives of people of color in other countries is routinely minimized and val-
ued less than the loss of U.S. lives. Negative stereotypes and deliberately false
information about nonwhite people, non-Western culture, non-U.S. politi-
cal systems, and non-Christian religious beliefs have been used to increase
our fears and to justify attacks on other countries. 

In spite of these tactics most people in the U.S. are wary of going to war.
The power elite has often had to fabricate incidents or situations to convince
people that we are under attack and therefore need to protect ourselves. The
explosion of the ship Maine, the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Gulf of Tonkin
Incident, images of dead babies in incubators in Kuwait, massacres in Serbia,
danger to U.S. citizens in Grenada, weapons of mass destruction in Iraq—
these events and situations have all been fabricated, intentionally provoked,
or wildly exaggerated to develop mass support for U.S. intervention on
behalf of the ruling class. It is usually only through alternative media, or
many years later when information is released and the war is over, that the
real story is revealed. 

Immigration
The power elite has always relied on low-paid immigrant labor to work in the
fields, factories, and homes of the United States in order to keep wages down,
and workers disorganized and fearful. They have tried to control immigra-
tion so that those workers they want are allowed in and those they don’t want
are kept out. They have achieved this through legislation controlling immi-
gration, and by using racism to demonize immigrants so that, whenever nec-
essary, they can marshal public opinion against them. Employers keep wages
down by moving work overseas, by preventing workers from organizing, and
by pitting immigrant workers against citizen workers. Immigrants have often
been on the forefront of efforts to improve wages and working conditions for
all workers, and they contribute much more than they receive in public serv-
ices. Attacks on immigrants’ rights are often the first step in attacking the
rights of all of us. 
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Which Side Are You On?
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ASSESSING PUBLIC 
POLICY ISSUES AND POLITICAL

CANDIDATES

Getting Information
Because of power elite control of the media, including textbooks, news
sources, “expert” testimony, and academic and scientific research, it is difficult
for most of us to have the information we need to make informed choices.
However, if we ask a basic question about every policy issue, we can begin to
sort out which side we should be on. That basic question is “who benefits
more from this, the ruling class or poor and working-class people?” Or, in
other words, “who is going to make money and who is going to pay the cost?”

The greatest exploitation in our history has been of the most marginal-
ized groups such as people of color and of women in general. So we also have
to ask, “How does this policy affect particular groups such as women, people
of color, and low income people?”266

There are many good sources for alternative information and analysis.
Some of them are listed in the resources section at the back of this book.
Many of the websites listed have links to still other sources. We cannot be
misled if we think critically about the information we receive from any
source, if we compare sources and their class interests, and if we share infor-
mation about alternatives to a ruling class perspective on current public pol-
icy issues. 

Questions to Assess Public Policy Issues
Here are some questions to ask yourself when evaluating public policy issues:

1. How is the issue being defined? Who is defining the issue? Who is not part of
the discussion?

2. Who is being blamed for the problem? What racial or other fears are being
appealed to?

3. What is the core issue?

4. What is the historical context for this issue?
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5. What is being proposed as a solution? What would be the actual results of
such a proposal? Who would benefit? 

6. How would this proposal affect the rich? What would be in their class inter-
ests and what would benefit most of the people of the country? 

7. How would this proposal affect people of color? How would it affect white
people?

8. How would it affect women? Young people? Poor and working people?
9. What are other options for addressing this issue?

10. How are people organizing to address this problem in a more progressive way? 
11. What is one thing you could do to support their efforts?

Any public policy issue can be analyzed using these and other questions.
They stimulate our critical thinking so we are not misled into colluding
with an agenda that benefits a few, and distracts us from the source of our
problems.

Questions to Ask Political Candidates
In the current political/economic system just electing good leaders will

not change the basic inequalities. But it is important that we elect officials
who will challenge those in power, and open doors to community participa-
tion and information about how the system works. 

It is impossible to tell if political candidates will follow through on what
they say during their campaign. There are some clues to use to determine if
they are likely to. Below are some questions relating to class which are useful
places to start. 

a. What is the class background of the candidate? 
b. What is their current class and occupation?
c. Who do they profess solidarity with?
d. Who benefits from the policies they advocate?
e. How much do they talk about class?
f. Who finances their campaigns?
g. Have they shown the courage to challenge the ruling class and power elite?
h. Do they have a long-term vision of economic change?
i. Do they make decisions based on the best interests of future generations?
j. Have they shown themselves willing to fight corporate influence and power? 
k. Do they listen to and learn from local struggles for economic and social

justice? 
l. Do they seem to understand and act from an understanding of the intercon-

nections of racism, sexism, and economics? 
m. Will they represent the interests of the most disenfranchised groups in the

community? 

n. Are they willing to work for long-term, structural change in our society? 
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BEYOND SURVIVAL—
GETTING TOGETHER

Given the present economic system we each must find strategies for sur-
viving in the system. But not all strategies lead to the same results. Some
strategies may help us survive in the short-term, but be destructive to us or
to those around us in the long-term. Let’s look at possible survival strategies
and see where they lead us. 

Getting Ahead—We all start out as children doing what our parents and
teachers tell us to. We want to work hard, stay in school, and succeed. We
want to get ahead. However, we soon learn that getting ahead in the present
structure means stepping on other people to move up. It can mean isolation,
alienation, adopting mean-spirited values, and competing with, rather than
cooperating with, others. Getting ahead can come with huge costs to our-
selves and to those around us. 

In addition, the road to success for many of us is filled with obstacles
which become increasingly clear to us as we grow up. Poverty, racism, sexism,
homophobia, lack of parental support, lack of role models, inadequate
schools, mental or physical disabilities, teasing and bullying, physical and
sexual assault, and limited opportunity resulting from the concentration of
wealth and resources—all these keep many of us from being able to get
ahead. We have to turn to other strategies to make it in the system.  

Getting By—Many of us give up trying to get ahead and just try to get
by. We adopt an attitude of, “just tell me what to do and I’ll do the mini-
mum.” We are waiting for the weekend, summer vacation, the end of class,
or retirement. 

Getting Over—Some of us are committed to getting ahead but know we
don’t have the resources or opportunity to do it by legitimate means, so we
turn to illegitimate ones. We lie, cheat, turn to illegal activities, trying to get
over on the system without getting caught. 

Getting Around—Some of us don’t try to confront the obstacles in our
way, but try to get around them by manipulation, seduction, playing the sys-
tem or the people within it with whatever skills, connections, or resources we
can muster for ourselves.

Getting Out—Some of us become so discouraged by the inequality and
moral bankruptcy of the current system that we just want to get out. We
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drop out of our families, out of school, out of community life, or turn to
alcohol and other drugs, computer games or other mindless activity, and
drop out emotionally.

Getting Back—Some of us are angry at those we perceive to be in the
way of our getting ahead. We pick up a gun or some other kind of weapon
and try to get back at those in our way—perhaps the people who teased us
or those whom we have been trained to scapegoat for our problems, such as
our partners, people of color, lesbians, gays, bisexuals and trans people, or
recent immigrants. 

Getting Together—The only strategy
which really helps us, our family, and our
communities move forward is getting
together with others to work for change.
This is how people have always made gains;
through organized struggles such as the
abolition movement, the movement for
women’s suffrage, unions, the civil rights
movement, the disability rights movement,
the lesbian and gay liberation movement,
and thousands of others. 

On a smaller scale, people have been
getting together in workplaces, in schools,
in neighborhoods, in religious communi-
ties, and many other arenas to gain access to
housing, jobs, education, and other
resources, and to eliminate exploitation,
discrimination, and environmental destruc-
tion. Getting together is the only strategy
which both helps us get ahead; and helps
change the structures of inequality,
exploitation, and discrimination which put
us behind in the first place. We have a long
history of people getting together.

WHAT IS YOUR
STRATEGY?

Getting Ahead

Getting By

Getting Over

Getting Around

Getting Out

Getting Back

or

Getting Together
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RESISTANCE

The white male dominated ruling class and its power elite have always faced
resistance from those marginalized and exploited by them. From Bacon’s
rebellion to Shay’s rebellion, from Harriet Tubman’s and Nat Turner’s rebel-
lions to the rebellion after the Rodney King verdict in Los Angeles, from
Dorr’s rebellion to the abolition movement to the suffragist movement—our
history is filled with thousands of examples of people who have come togeth-
er to fight against the control of the ruling class and power elite. Many vic-
tories have been won. When the country was started, only rich white men
could vote. Today everyone over 18 can vote regardless of gender, race, or
wealth (although even now not every vote counts). Slavery and tenant farm-
ing have been eliminated and other forms of economic exploitation such as
sweat shops are being challenged. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the U.S. government insti-
tuted an income tax, an inheritance tax, child labor laws, The Clayton
Antitrust Act, the Federal Trade Commission, the 8-hour work day, and the
direct election of U.S. senators because of widespread protest during the pop-
ulist movement.267 The working-class protests and organizing of the 1930s
produced the 40-hour work week, health insurance, overtime pay, workplace
safety provisions, social security, and other social welfare benefits. 

However the power elite, operating on behalf of the ruling class, is still
the predominant decision maker in our society. We have to ask ourselves,
“What do we want?” Many of the struggles in our history have been by one
group or another striving for greater inclusion and participation in the
unequal and unjust system that has been established by the ruling class. Do
we just want a more fair distribution of the small piece of the pie that the rul-
ing class doesn’t control? Or do we want to redistribute the entire pie and dis-
mantle the wealth, power, and control that the ruling class has accumulated?
According to David Korten, author of When Corporations Rule the World,
“Because of the systemic nature of the problem, the people who are engaged
in campaigns against specific corporate wrongdoing in the end fight a losing
battle. You can force some constraint through consumer boycotts or even
embarrassment against a specific corporation on specific issues, but you are
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really fighting against the system…. We have to set our sights on changing
the larger rules of the game.”268

Richard Grossman, cofounder of the Program on Corporations, Law and
Democracy, has written, “We’re not suggesting that folks work harder to
resist each chemical one at a time; each clear cut one at a time; each mass lay-
off one at a time; each toxic dump one at a time; each corporate purchase of
a law or of an election one at a time. We’re advocating citizen authority over
the subordinate entity that is the modern, giant corporation.”269

We will never be a free, democratic, and healthy society as long as there
is a power elite and a ruling class. I think that eliminating the tremendous
inequalities of wealth and the undemocratic concentration of power in our
society should be our goal.

Although our vision may be broad, we will still have to struggle on many
local fronts, on many specific issues, for many short-term gains. But if we
address short-term situations while educating people about how the larger
system works, they will have the understanding and long-term perspective
which will keep them in the struggle and sustain them through the ups and
downs over the years. 

In addition, we will have to learn to work together across our differences,
and to support each other’s struggles. We will need to continue to hold each
other accountable for dealing with racism, sexism, and other systems of
power and privilege that interweave with, and serve as the foundations of, the
class struggle. Because women and men of color are super-exploited by the
ruling class, their struggles have often been in the forefront of efforts to build
a more equitable society, and their leadership has been crucial in analyzing
how the system works. We will need the participation of many different
groups of people around the world to be successful. 

We also have to decide on strategies, critically looking at what has
worked in the past and might work in the future. Gains for workers, women,
people of color, and other marginalized groups have always come through
organized and sustained struggle. It has never come from the benevolence of
members of the ruling class, or from scapegoating particular members of that
class as the problem. One president succeeds another, corporate executives
come and go, Supreme Court judges die and are replaced. Through it all, the
power elite remains in power. Punishing Enron officials, bureaucrats with
their hand in the till, or select corrupt politicians, although necessary, will
not make the system more fair—it will simply make members of the power
elite more devious. 

Nor will we be helped much by regulating corporations, limiting cam-
paign contributions, or other narrowly focused reforms. Although these may
be useful strategic campaigns to raise public awareness, nothing less than a
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thorough redistribution of wealth and power and the implementation of
democratic economic and political decision-making structures will actually
move us towards the just and democratic society many of us aspire to.  

The ruling class and power elite have differences among them, but they
come together in common cause to defend their interests. They are not nec-
essarily more powerful than we are, but they are generally more unified and
well organized, more strategic, and they maintain a long-term focus. 

When we see that we are engaged in a common struggle with many
fronts, our strategies become less competitive and more effective because we
understand that we are fighting not just for ourselves and our interest group,
but for our neighborhoods, communities, and for all people. We may have
different needs and different visions, but none of our needs will be met or
our visions realized unless we can overcome our differences, and work togeth-
er to dismantle the system of ruling class dominance.

Just as some members of the ruling class act in solidarity with those at
the bottom of the pyramid, many in the bottom give allegiance to those at
the top. We may aspire to be at the top, we may have adopted the individu-
alistic, competitive, and hierarchical values of our current system, or we may
just be doing our jobs as workers with buffer zone occupations which end up
supporting and collaborating with the status quo.

We each need to ask ourselves: Who am I in solidarity with? Who am I
allied with? Who benefits from the work I do and the life I lead? Am I going

We each need to ask ourselves:

Who am I in solidarity with? 

Who am I allied with? 

Who benefits from the work I do and the life I lead?

Am I going to be content with a social, political, and
economic structure that is exploitative, violent,
mean spirited, undemocratic, and devastating to
all life? Or am I ready to actively work to change
the system?

Do I just want to create the illusion of a safe and
secure harbor for myself and my family, or will I
reach out and join with others to work for justice
and rebuild our communities and our world? 
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to be content with a social, political, and economic structure that is exploita-
tive, violent, mean spirited, undemocratic, and devastating to all life? Or am
I ready to actively work to change the system? Do I just want to create the
illusion of a safe and secure harbor for myself and my family, or will I reach
out and join with others to work for justice and rebuild our communities and
our world? 

There are some days when I am discouraged by the magnitude of the
problems we face, and the concentration of wealth and power in the ruling
class and power elite. Reading this book may have brought up similar feel-
ings in you of hopelessness or despair about the possibility of change. I have
noticed how easy it is for me to feel overwhelmed and to assume that noth-
ing will change, nobody is making a difference and there is little that we can
do. But then I think about the organizing and resistance throughout the
world and my spirits are raised. I think about the women in the oil fields of
Nigeria who are resisting the oil companies, and the people of Cochabamba,
Bolivia who have reclaimed their water rights, or the people in the streets of
Argentina, and the Zapatistas. And I think about the guerrillas in Colombia,
the resistance in Aceh, in Burma, in South Africa, in South Korea, and the
international protests against war and globalization led by young people in
the last few years. Of course change takes time—but it comes. Of course
there are defeats and setbacks, but there are also victories and much to cele-
brate. 

When I am discouraged I also think about ways to renew and take care
of myself. Playing with my children, taking a walk with my partner, listening
to music, talking with friends—these things renew me. We each need to find
ways to enjoy our lives, to connect with others and with the natural world,
to be creative, to center ourselves, and to celebrate, celebrate, celebrate. 

We are here, we are raising our voices, we are moving forward, we are
making a difference, we are raising our children differently, we are linking up
with people struggling throughout the world. There is so much to celebrate
in our strength, our understanding, our creativity, our diversity, our roots,
our connections, and our loving relationships. Our work is yet unfinished.
How can we not go forward to create the world we know is possible for us
and our children and their children? 
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Globalize Hope
By Subcomandante Marcos

….Not far from where you are…, a handful of slaves to money are
negotiating the ways and means of continuing the crime of global-
ization.

The difference between them and all of us is not in the pockets
of one or the other, although their pockets overflow with money
while ours overflow with hope.

No, the difference is not in the wallet, but in the heart. You and
we have in our hearts a future to build. They only have the past
which they want to repeat eternally. We have hope. They have
death. We have liberty, They want to enslave us….

That is what this is all about. It is war. A war against humanity.
The globalization of those who are above us is nothing more than a
global machine that feeds on blood and defecates in dollars…

This is a world war of the powerful who want to turn the plan-
et into a private club that reserves the right to refuse admission. The
exclusive luxury zone where they meet is a microcosm of their proj-
ect for the planet, a complex of hotels, restaurants, and recreation
zones protected by armies and police forces.

All of us are given the option of being inside this zone, but only
as servants. Or we can remain outside of the world, outside life. But
we have no reason to obey and accept this choice between living as
servants or dying. We can build a new path, one where living means
life with dignity and freedom. To build this alternative is possible
and necessary. It is necessary because on it depends the future of
humanity….

Brothers and sisters, there is dissent over the projects of global-
ization all over the world. Those above, who globalize conformism,
cynicism, stupidity, war, destruction and death. And those below
who globalize rebellion, hope, creativity, intelligence, imagination,
life, memory and the construction of a world that we can all fit in,
a world with democracy, liberty and justice.270
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As the evidence in this book makes abundantly clear, we do not live in a
democracy, a country run by the people for the people. A few thousand pow-
erful individuals, the power elite-—predominately white Christian men--run
most of the major institutions in our society for the benefit of the ruling and
managerial classes. They make the decisions about our employment and
working conditions, our health, the legal system, who votes, whether we go
to war, and the state of our neighborhoods and cities. The ruling class and
power elite also decide who gets to run for higher political office, who wins,
and what the winners can accomplish once in office. It may be tempting to
attach the label democracy to some aspects of this, such as voting, but the
extreme concentration of wealth and power in the U.S. means that we are a
long way from a real democracy even in the narrow arena of electoral politics. 

As I write this afterword, the impact of undemocratic wealth and power
has been revealed to a shocking extent by the destruction of Hurricane
Katrina. The managerial and ruling classes have the transportation, mobility,
connections, insurance, education, and skills to minimize the long-term
damage to their lives. Many have certainly suffered heart-wrenching losses.
But the majority of those dead, ill, stranded, without connections, influence,
insurance, or the ability to move and find work are poor, are people of color,
are women, are elderly, are people with disabilities, are children. 

The coastal vegetation that provides some protection from hurricanes
has been severely cut back for ruling class profit. The toxics in the water have
been dumped by corporate polluters. The repairs to the levees were slowed to
fund pork barrel projects for politicians. The National Guard troops and
equipment for emergencies were deployed in Iraq to protect oil company
profits. The contracts to provide aid and start the rebuilding are going to the
same war profiteers, such as Halliburton and Bechtel, that have been push-
ing the overseas war drive. At every level of the disaster, class, race, and gen-
der are markers of who benefits, who pays, and who really decides.  

Not only do we not have a real political democracy in the U.S. but
at the same time the power elite has hypocritically cloaked our foreign poli-
cy in a myth of exporting democracy to other countries. We are supposed to
ignore the fact that our government has supported military dictatorships
throughout the world and has actively worked to overthrow democratically

160

Main kivel final  12/14/05  11:00 AM  Page 160



elected governments in Iran, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Greece, Panama, Chile,
Venezuela and other countries. We are supposed to ignore the fact that our
government’s policies have more to do with the control of strategic resources
and the elimination of models of real democracy than with a concern for
public participation and self-determination in other countries. 

The myth of democracy in the U.S. and the good intentions of our for-
eign policy towards the rest of the world have been amplified by President
Bush who speaks of the "world democratic movement" and the "Global
democratic revolution" and the "forward strategy of freedom"—all based on
non-democratic U.S. military power and invasion of other countries. New
ruling class organizations, such as the World Movement for Democracy and
the Community of Democracies, as well as older groups, such as the National
Endowment for Democracy, are using the mask of democracy to disguise
their efforts to undermine the democratic aspirations of many peoples
throughout the world. 

What does democracy mean? Is it still a useful term? I think we need to
embrace the concept of democracy with a much deeper understanding of it.
In the simplest sense, democracy means the participation in decision-making
by the people affected by those decisions. With some exceptions, if someone
is making decisions that affect your life without your participation then that
is undemocratic. 

It is not surprising that so many people have accepted a watered-down
ruling class concept of democracy which is limited to the ability to vote once
every four years for one of two hand-picked rich, white, Christian men. We
are not educated in democracy and we are not given a daily opportunity to
practice democracy. There is not democracy in our families, in our schools,
in our workplaces, or in our neighborhoods. Most of us have never experi-
enced a situation in which people come together and make decisions based
on mutual respect, full inclusion, and equal participation. If this were truly a
democracy, would we have so few opportunities to participate in decision-
making? 

We have much work to do to redefine the concept of democracy and to
restructure the political, economic, cultural, and social institutions in our
lives so that participation is widespread, informed, and meaningful. We can
each strengthen that work today by asking four questions and beginning to
incorporate democratic practice into our daily lives. 

Who is not included?
Who is not respected?
Whose voice is not heard? 
Whose vote does not count?
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Those who are not included cannot be participants. We need to be con-
stantly looking around the room and asking who is affected by what is decid-
ed here but is not present? Even if it delays the process, or takes more
resources or accommodations, we have an obligation to insure that everyone
who has a significant stake in the issue at hand is at the table. 

Those who are included are not necessarily respected. Those who are not
respected are not able to  participate fully. Who is listened to and who is not?
How are people, and the cultures, languages, histories, and experiences they
bring acknowledged, honored, and visible. What can we do to make sure that
everyone is respected and feels respected. 

Participating and being acknowledged are not the same as being heard.
Often subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) levels of power and privilege pre-
vent the full participation by everyone involved. What are the personal, orga-
nizational, or institutional barriers that prevent some voices from being heard
while guaranteeing that the interests and needs of those with the most status,
wealth, influence, or privilege will be responded to?

Finally we must ask whose vote does not count, or does not count as
much as others. (I am using the word vote loosely because there are important
and valuable ways to make decisions that don’t rely on voting, such as differ-
ent processes of consensus.) It is a false democracy if everyone is included,
respected, and heard, but at the end of the day some people’s votes don’t
count, or count for less than other people’s. Of course there are situations,
such as in our families, where adolescents and adults have more experience or
ability to participate fully than young children. But even in our families, it is
vital that we develop age-appropriate processes of participation for everyone. 

Let’s ask some hard questions about our own democratic practices. If you
have children, how much democracy is there in your family? What kinds of
discussions, family meetings, skills and experience would have to be devel-
oped so that every member of your family, at an age-appropriate level, would
be able to participate in family decisions? What difference might this make
in your family? In your children’s lives? In your own life?

How much democracy is there in your workplace? Have you accepted
undemocratic structures at work and yet said that you live in a democracy?
What might it be like to work in a worker-managed workplace, or a co-op,
or other, less-hierarchical structure? Is there anything you could do to push
for more democratic processes where you work?

Why don’t we teach about and practice democracy in our classrooms?
We have a national government and ruling elite which talks about democra-
cy but dictates educational standards from above, and every level of the hier-
archy dictates to those below. Students receive education but don’t have real
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opportunities to practice democracy. This process does not begin to prepare
them to live in a democratic society. 

Everyday we have an opportunity to practice democracy. We have an
opportunity to challenge structures of inequality and structures which
exclude, disrespect, silence or undermine the participation of marginalized
groups. Everyday we have an opportunity to experiment with forms of par-
ticipation that build relationships with others, unleash creative problem solv-
ing energy within a group, and challenge the false democracy that we are pre-
sented with. 

Much of the resistance to the ruling class and power elite in the U.S. has
come from bottom-up, grassroots, democratic organizing. The civil rights
movement, the women’s liberation movement, workers’ movements, the les-
bian/gay/bi/trans liberation, welfare rights, disability rights, anti-globaliza-
tion, and anti-war movements were all built on people coming together in a
variety of democratic processes involving collectives, support groups, direct
action groups, meetings, forums, co-ops, consciousness raising groups, coun-
cils. The challenge to the myth of democracy promoted by those in power
has always been the active practice of democracy by those of us getting
together to build a better world. We must not be fooled by ruling class rhet-
oric. We must deepen and extend the practice of democracy into all the
spheres of our lives. Only then will we be able to come together to build a
society that is built on democratic participation and that nurtures and sus-
tains the lives of all of its members.  

You Call This a Democracy? Not yet, but we each have a role in making
it happen.

Paul Kivel
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WORKSHOP/CLASSROOM 
STUDY GUIDE QUESTIONS

Suggestions for a workshop,class discussion or study group using 
You Call This a Democracy? 

There are many possible questions and exercises to use to explore the issues
of power, wealth, and democracy raised in this book. The curriculum
resources listed in the back of the book (pp. xxx-xxx) can provide helpful
tools. These issues are not abstract—they impact our everyday lives. As much
as possible, help people make the connections to their own situations and the
conditions in their communities. Be creative. Get people out into the neigh-
borhoods to see the impact of wealth and class—how it looks and feels. Use
videos (see pp. 200-206), exercises, articles, and local speakers (see pp. 208-
210) to enhance the discussions. Help people think about what they want to
do with the information they’ve gained from the book. 

Where are you in the class system? (pp. xvii-xix) (handout pp. xvii-xix)

Have people read, or group members read out loud, some of the sections
in this assessment. Have people break into small groups so that each per-
son can have a few minutes to talk about their current class situation and
the situation of their family of origin.

Class Chart (p. xx) (handout p. xx)

Pass out copies of this handout and have people discuss the complexities
of class. What practical, emotional, and historical issues make it difficult
to sort out? Have people discuss the choices or lack of choices that peo-
ple in different classes have.

What are the costs of having a ruling class? (pp. 4-5) (handout pp. 4-5)

Have people look through the Checklist on pp. 4-5 and talk about what
costs they and their communities pay from having a ruling class in the
United States. Ask why these costs are not more apparent to people. Ask
what costs there are to the rest of the world from the policies and actions
of the U.S. ruling class. 
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The importance of wealth (pp 32-43) (handout p 38)

Ask the group:

What is the difference between income and wealth?

Why is wealth so important?

Where does wealth come from? 

Wealth, race, and gender (pp. 43-47)

What are the connections between racism and sexism and the accumu-
lation of wealth? What are specific ways that the ruling class and power
elite use racism and sexism to accumulate wealth and power?

The Constitution, corporations and the courts (pp. 48-55)

What are some current examples of how the Constitution, corporations,
and the courts are used by the ruling class to remain in power? 

What would need to change in the Constitution, the structure of corpo-
rations, or in the function of the courts to democratize our country?

Describe current efforts to affect these institutions? 

How do they stay in power? (pp. 69-78)

How do the ruling class and power elite stay in power? How does this
undermine democracy in the U.S.? 

What is one specific way that your political power has been increased or
decreased because of these mechanisms? 

How do members of the ruling class increase their wealth? (pp. 79-89) (handout
p. 88)

What mechanisms does the ruling class use to increase their wealth? 

What is one form of domestic debt that has affected your life?

How does the ruling class pass on its wealth? (pp. 93-100)

What are current ways that the ruling class is trying to change the law to
pass on more wealth to their children? 

How are these efforts being resisted?

Protecting their power (pp. 104-106) (handout p. 105)
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What are examples of ways that the ruling class has responded to demo-
cratic movements for social justice in your community? 

What are ways it has responded to  democratic movements in other
countries? 

Who has provided leadership for these movements for democracy in the
U.S. and in other countries?

The ruling class and the buffer zone (pp. 114-119) handout p. 115)

What are the three roles of the buffer zone?

Give examples of organizations that play each role in your community.

How are race and gender played out in the work of the buffer zone?

Philanthropy (pp. 120-124) (handout p. 124)

What are the advantages of philanthropy to the ruling class? 

How has philanthropy affected your life and that of your community? 

Distractions (pp. 128-140) (handout p. 140)

Name some of the systems that the ruling class uses to keep us distracted?

What are distractions for you and other family members?

How much money do you spend each year on distractions?

Which distractions are most popular in your community?

What are activities that people engage in that are not distractions but
that build our communities?

Which of these activities are you and other family members involved in?

Which side are you on? (pp. 144-150) (handout p. 150)

Take a current public policy issue and do a “who benefits, who pays, and
who really decides” analysis by class, race, and gender (see p. 150).

Beyond survival—getting together (pp. 153-154) (handout pp. 153-154)

Which strategies have you used to survive in this system?

When  have you gotten together with others for change?

What are historical examples of people acting together? 

What are current examples from your community? 
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What information, skills, understanding, and resources do people need
to act together? 

What are ways that you could implement more democratic processes in
your family, work, school, or community life?

What is your next step in doing so? 

What is your next step in participating in local or national struggles for
social justice and democracy?

Identify persons who have worked for economic justice and democracy
who have inspired you?

Give a current example of something that gives you hope for the possi-
bility of a more just and sustainable world?
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