
EDITOR’S REMARKS

A MILLION WORDS OF ‘‘THEORY’’

A graduate seminar as set forth in a school’s
catalogue does not, of course, always coin-
cide with what is actually taught in the
course so described, nor how often said
course is offered. (Berkeley’s sociology
department duly announces the most recent
outing for each of their graduate courses, but
this practice is rare.) The Penn State course
catalogue lists two graduate seminars, ‘‘The-
ories of Society I’’ and ‘‘Theories of Society
II’’ that have been so defined since at least
1983, and very likely 20 years before that.
At most universities such courses are known
by the more conventional titles, ‘‘Classical
Social Theory’’ and ‘‘Contemporary Social
Theory.’’ Both Princeton and Wisconsin use
this familiar nomenclature, though each
also offers other ‘‘theory-saturated’’ courses
which presuppose knowledge gained in
basic theory classes. Northwestern’s sociolo-
gists offer ‘‘classical,’’ ‘‘modern,’’ and ‘‘con-
temporary’’ theory seminars, perhaps an
ideal practice by which to indoctrinate grad-
uate students into the profound mysteries of
social thought between the Enlightenment
and today’s latest wrinkles.

Penn State at one time used precisely this
plan, but such a thorough pedagogical
arrangement is no longer considered neces-
sary in a reputable graduate program, in
part because methods have become more
complex while theory in some quarters has
waned in general appeal. Instead, as at
Ohio State, one course in ‘‘sociological
theory’’ is required of incoming students,
after which they may elect more theory train-
ing or not, as they and their advisors see fit.
At the other extreme are Berkeley and
Chicago. The former offers a course about
Marxist and post-Marxist theory, on cultural
theory, a special course in Bourdieu, plus
the usual survey theory classes, whereas at
Chicago, for an entire quarter, one can study
either Mead, or Weber’s sociology of religion,
something called ‘‘axiality,’’ as well as the
‘‘History of Social Theory.’’

So, why, one might ask does Penn State’s
catalogue refer to its two graduate seminars

as ‘‘Theories of Society,’’ I and II? Perhaps
only Neil Smelser knows, and those few left
of his cohort who are still teaching. Smelser’s
teacher at Harvard and also his co-author,
Talcott Parsons (1902-1979), worked with
a team of three other sociologists to produce
in 1961 a monumental two-volume, boxed
set for The Free Press of Glencoe called Theo-
ries of Society. As the two volumes are dis-
played in their illustrated slipcase, the first
volume’s spine reads Theories of Society I,
and the second accordingly. The sturdy box
itself (10.5’’h 3 8’’w 3 3.5’’ thick) features
74 captioned photographs of theorists
between Hobbes and Sorokin, all but two
are white males, and many European. The
photos were trendily washed in shades of
pink and yellow, and vary by size indicating
each theorists’ relative importance, so that
the largest is of Freud, then Weber, then Sim-
mel and Durkheim. All the others are sub-
stantially smaller. Susanne Langer, now
mostly remembered as a philosopher of art,
and the anthropologist, Ruth Benedict, are
the only females whose photos grace the box.

The boxed set cost $25 in 1961, fully $195
today, about the price many reference vol-
umes cost now, but not so for any book
designed to serve as a required text in theory
courses, as these two volumes clearly were.
In fact, many copies must have been sent gra-
tis to professors at the time, as 30 years ago
copies of the set were ubiquitous in faculty
offices, often high on a shelf, likely unread
since grad school days. The set lent a certain
theoretical weight to any professor’s dis-
played library, whether or not it was still con-
sulted or used as a textbook. Like the so-
called ‘‘Green Bible’’ at Chicago, Theories of
Society became a totem, particularly for those
who admired or adopted Parsons’ function-
alist scheme of theorizing. At 1500 pages and
weighing about eight pounds, it helped
legitimate a field that in 1961 was still dis-
missed by neighboring disciplines as the
lightweight uppity adolescent who had
burst into the parlor laughing while more
sober adults spoke in hushed tones.
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For those who have never seen or used the
set, consider some comparative data of
a gross sort when it is placed beside familiar
books of current usage. Goffman’s The Pre-
sentation of Self in Everyday Life is about
87,000 words long at 255 pages. Mills’ The
Sociological Imagination consumed about
83,000 words over 226 pages. George Rit-
zer’s full-scale history of social theory, 8th
edition (2011), contains under 367,000 words
at 668 pages. Charles Lemert’s well-known
theory anthology in its fifth and latest edi-
tion (2013) takes extracts from 111 authors,
is 513 pages long, and uses up about
444,000 words. And Alan Sica’s Social
Thought features the work of 144 authors
in 663,000 words on 765 pages. In remark-
able contrast to all these, Theories of Society
offers nearly 1,400,000 words of excerpts,
plus 29 pages of bibliography in dual-
column format, and a large index as well.
In addition to lengthy commentaries by
each of the four editors, there are 169
excerpts from 87 theorists, many of them
multiple selections by Freud, Weber, Dur-
kheim, and Simmel. Put another way, the
Goffman volume is 6.3 percent as long as
the Parsons et al., Mills’ is 6 percent, Ritzer’s
is 26.7 percent, Lemert’s is 32.2 percent, and
Sica’s is 48.1 percent as long. By any stan-
dard, Theories of Society is a monumental
collection of theoretically-oriented writings,
probably the largest ever produced in
English and intended for the textbook
market.

In 1952 the dynamo who co-founded The
Free Press, Jeremiah Kaplan (1927-1993),
had asked Parsons and Edward Shils (1910-
1995), perhaps on the basis of their Toward
a General Theory of Action (1951), to put
together an anthology of theoretical classics
which could be adopted for textbook use
(Parsons et al, 1961: p. xxv). Many others
were already in print, but the G.I. market
was still functioning, and the Harvard
team seemed well positioned to capitalize
on the rapidly growing demand for sociolo-
gy books compared with previous decades.
The Lonely Crowd and other postwar books
had created a hunger for sociology that The
Free Press thrived on feeding. Only after Shils
essentially left the project were Jesse Pitts
(1921-2003) and Kaspar Naegele (1923-1965),
both Parsons’ students at Harvard, added to

the editorial team as junior members. Each edi-
tor was allowed to select excerpts under certain
headings and to write extensive introductory
material. In Shils’ case he relinquished the
role of editor proper, and instead wrote a post-
script to the two volumes, ‘‘The Calling of
Sociology,’’ a 40,000-word monograph (pp.
1405-1448) that became famous in its own
right. It was reissued (1980) in one of Shils’
essay collections, serving as the volume’s title.

The material filling the two volumes was
divided into five sections: (1) Historical and
Analytical Foundations, (2) Differentiation
and Variation in Social Structures, (3) Person-
ality and the Social System, (4) Culture and
the Social System, and (5) Social Change.
Those familiar with Parsons’ The Social Sys-
tem (1951) will recognize the terminology
as being close to his own in that famously
opaque book. The first volume opens with
Naegele’s ‘‘Observations on the Scope of
Sociological Analysis’’ (pp. 3-29), followed
by a very large entry by Parsons, ‘‘An Out-
line of the Social System,’’ fully 50 pages
and 47,000 words. Those who have studied
Parsons would intuit that he claims the rest
of the gigantic book documents, in ways
that he found satisfactory, a ‘‘convergence’’
of ideas among dozens of thinkers which
met, as it were, in his own mind. His general
theory, in short, was for him and a few of his
more dedicated followers the summum of all
preceding social analysis. That almost
nobody agreed with Parsons in this self-
estimate, even including his co-editors, did
not slow his forward motion over the suc-
ceeding 18 years of his life, as he refined
his ideas. In fact, he explained that even
before Theories of Society was published, his
opening ‘‘outline’’ to the book was out-
moded, and no longer accurately repre-
sented his own ‘‘evolving’’ notions. Several
reviewers had little to say about the book’s
contents other than to argue vigorously
against Parson’s opening statement.

Each of the five major headings was further
subdivided. For instance, within the first
heading, Parsons wrote an ‘‘editorial for-
ward’’ that eats up 13,000 additional words,
and is followed by a dozen excerpts from
Machiavelli to Spencer. Naegele then contrib-
uted a 10,000-word introduction to ‘‘The
Elements of Social Interaction: Roles and
Collectivities,’’ followed by excerpts from
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Simmel, Mead, Marcel Mauss, and Weber.
Naegele continued with an introduction to
‘‘The Modes of the Institutionalization of
Action’’ (7500 words) where he comments
on excerpts from Tönnies, Ralph Linton, Dur-
kheim (two selections), and Weber (also two).
The ratio between the editors’ introductory
materials in these first 153 pages of the first
volume (discounting the two, long opening
essays by Naegele and Parsons) and the actu-
al excerpts from classic writers is on the order
of one to five (about 19 percent).

The 118,000 words of classical theory,
encapsulated within the first major heading
of the book—even if one chose to dispense
with the editors’ commentary—would likely
constitute more ‘‘contact’’ with foundational
texts (by Hobbes, Locke, Adam Smith, Mal-
thus, Hegel, Mill, Rousseau, Comte, Marx,
and Maine, in addition to those already
named) than most sociology graduate stu-
dents today experience. Naturally, one could
argue that reading Foucault, Baudrillard,
Butler, Žižek, Baumann, Bourdieu, and other
contemporaries obviates the need to study
more antique texts. Yet none of these writers
would likely agree, having themselves devel-
oped their ‘‘new’’ viewpoints after reading
precisely those texts, learning the ropes there-
in. When Parsons’ wrote about ‘‘the Hobbes-
ian worldview’’ or Marx cavilled against
Hegel’s metaphysics or Foucault argued
against Rousseau, they assumed that their
readers immediately recognized their points
of reference. Theories of Society was thus
meant to provide precisely that Archime-
dean point on which to stand, even if it
was superficially cast in Parsonsian terms.
And whereas today’s theory reader text-
books, like those of Lemert and Sica, were
assembled with similar intentions, the neces-
sary brevity of the selections and the urge to
become widely inclusive make it difficult for
novices to entertain distinctive worldviews
in ways that the Parsons et al. volumes facil-
itate. In fact, many of the then-standard writ-
ers presented in Theories of Society (e.g.,
Lenin, Pareto, von Gierke, Lewis Morgan,
Lord Acton, Chester Bernard, Edmond Gob-
lot, von Harnack, Karl Bücher, Herman
Schmalenbach, Marc Bloch, Maitland, Rob-
ert MacIver, Robertson Smith, among others)
have become entirely foreign to sociology in
ways that Parsons and his colleagues would

probably have found incomprehensible 50
years ago when they sent their gigantic man-
uscript to press.

If the two-volume set failed to present
‘‘everything worth knowing in the history of
social thought,’’ it came as close as any reader
ever has, establishing a canon which, like so
many before it, has slowly been overlooked
rather than absorbed or transcended by later
theorizing. The foundational link between
‘‘then’’ and ‘‘now’’ has for many students
been severed. And yet how many of Judith
Butler’s fans realize that her first book, Sub-
jects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twenti-
eth-Century France (1987) is a clearly written
analysis of works by Hegel and his French
interpreters (Kojève, Hyppolite, Sartre, Der-
rida, Lacan, Deleuze, and Foucault)? Could
she shortly thereafter have written Gender
Trouble (1990) without first serving a strenu-
ous apprenticeship in these antique texts?

Theories of Society continues with a strong
mixture of what we now call micro, meso,
and macro analysis. Political analysis gets
its due, as does stratification, the sociology
of religion, a great deal of attention is paid
to ‘‘personality and social structure,’’ the
sociology of culture and values is given
much attention, and social change—despite
Parsons’ alleged inability to countenance
it, especially in violent or revolutionary
forms—is also canvassed at length. Natural-
ly there are omissions, particularly given
today’s obsession with computerization
and all that means for the lucky percentage
of earth’s population who have access to its
miracles. Yet when one reflects on the pri-
mordial conflicts continuing to frustrate
peaceful development in so many parts of
the world, perhaps that portion of contem-
porary life to which the Parsons volumes
cannot speak is much smaller than the avant
garde today would care to believe.

The two volumes were reviewed in at least
six sociology journals, and by well-known
scholars with deep experience in social theo-
rizing. The famous Columbia positivist, Hans
Zetterberg, was asked by AJS for his opinion
(May 1962). Predictably given his orienta-
tion, he claimed that ‘‘little of it can be called
‘theory’ except in the idiosyncratic sense in
which most sociologists use this word,’’ yet
‘‘the selection is so excellent that these vol-
umes contain a good share of what most of
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us will agree are ‘classical’ sociological
passages’’ (p. 707). The excerpts, though
not particularly ‘‘theoretical,’’ nevertheless
‘‘continue to serve as inspiration for fruitful
ideas in contemporary sociology. Of course,
we have read them before [!], but we will
become better sociologists if we read them
again’’ (ibid.). But despite its great bulk, Zet-
terberg ‘‘missed Plato, Aristotle, Khaldun,
Tocqueville, von Stein, and Sorel.’’ He notes
Parsons’ wish to ‘‘bask in the glory of some
of the best sociological writings of all time’’
(p. 708), and thereby to fortify his own theoriz-
ing. But he wonders why more recent elabora-
tions upon classical themes were not included,
those by Lewis Coser, George Homans, Sey-
mour Martin Lipset, Robert Merton, Arnold
Rose, all of whom were in their prime at the
time. He concludes with a sentiment echoed
in other reviews: ‘‘The fact that modern sociol-
ogy is represented by Parsons’ summary of
his own thinking is no substitute for many
genuine advances over older formulations
made in recent years’’ (ibid.).

Llewellyn Gross in a lead ASR review
(April 1962) seems to have read an entirely
different book. He says nothing about the
classical entries, but instead takes apart Par-
sons’ claims for his own theory being the
culmination of a ‘‘revolution’’ in social sci-
ence. He speaks well of Naegele’s introduc-
tions (‘‘an original addition to the literature
of sociology. . . keenly sensitive to the diver-
gence and ‘severalness’ of sociological
usage’’), then chides Shils for his ‘‘disconcert-
ing inconsistencies’’ (p. 260). He seems per-
plexed by Shils’ claim that ‘‘sociology can
and almost certainly will divest itself of the
quasi-Marxist, populistic, rationalistic, anti-
authoritarianism. . . the theory itself will
need the guidance of the ‘experience’ or of
the ‘vision’ of authority.’’ Since Shils was
famously conservative in all things, his senti-
ments make sense, yet if one reflects on the
Events of May 1968 and the great enthusiasm
for neo-Marxist thinking throughout the 20
years of sociology after Shils wrote ‘‘The Call-
ing of Sociology,’’ it is clear that he was as
committed to a special form of theoretical
fantasizing as was his close friend, Parsons.

Another stalwart of the theory camp was
chosen by Social Forces to evaluate the two
volumes. Alvin Boskoff was also given
a lead review (October 1962), seeing Theories

of Society as ‘‘overwhelming in sheer size and
weight,’’ a marker for the recent success of
sociology, yet unsure of its intended audi-
ence (p. 83). Boskoff helpfully compares
this reader with those by Lewis Coser and
Morris Rosenberg, Edward Borgatta and
Henry J. Meyer, C. Wright Mills’ Images of
Man, and another by Charles and Zona Loo-
mis. He runs through Parsons’ shaping of
the book to bolster his own ideas, then
regrets that there is too much Freud but
not enough Cooley, MacIver, Lowie, Gid-
dings, Oppenheimer, Znaniecki, or Teggart.
Quite in contrast to Lewellyn’s estimate of
Shils’ long contribution, Boskoff thinks high-
ly of it, an ‘‘unanticipated dividend.’’ He
compliments Shils for ‘‘clarifying’’ a number
of issues, and for urging theorists toward
‘‘conceptual clarity, conversion of concepts
to testable propositions, a revivified focus
on social change as a master sociological
problem, and a concern for a usable typology
of societies to complement the study of social
change’’ (p. 84). Boskoff concludes with ‘‘no
other work provides such extensive coverage
and guidance to our theoretical heritage. Per-
haps the work is too long for practical, imme-
diate use; but both new and old students of
sociology will recognize its value over the
long run as a repository of sociological prob-
lems and creative ideas’’ (ibid.)

The young Donald N. Barrett (1927-1987)
also took the lead review in The American
Catholic Sociological Review (now The Socio-
logy of Religion), delivering the most detailed
and complimentary analysis among all the
reviewers. He details the putative intimacies
of the excerpted material with Parsons’ spe-
cial interpretation of them, yet also pointing
out that Naegele ‘‘almost completely ignores
Parsons’ treatment of dynamics and change’’
(p. 270). Parsons’ ‘‘frequent asseveration and
repetition are not logical grounds’’ for prov-
ing the adequacy of structural-functional-
ism, and he pointedly argues that ‘‘the cardi-
nal importance attached to the analytic
distinction between social and cultural
dynamics cannot be minimized in the pres-
ent formulation.’’ Barrett wants to appreciate
the heroic theoretical labors that Parsons and
his colleagues have laid at his feet, yet he
maintains a healthy skepticism about their
claims, perhaps due to the vary excerpts
around which Parsons tries to weave his
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web. He inadvertently, perhaps, diminishes
Parsons’ standing by quoting from him at
length, each theoretical statement becoming
further removed from everyday speech,
familiar in its prolixity to readers of Sorokin,
Mills, and others who ‘‘deconstructed’’ it at
the time. Barrett is not unaware of Parsons’
‘‘slippery distinctions’’ and ‘‘the abstruse-
ness of Parsons’ writing,’’ yet he concludes
his essay with congratulations to Jeremiah
Kaplan for having sponsored this ‘‘beautiful,
albeit expensive’’ product.

Helmut Wagner was asked by Social
Research (Summer 1963) to compare the
Parsons et. al. with Modern Social Theories:
Selected American Writers by Charles and
Zona Loomis. The result is an interesting
essay because Wagner tried to be fair to
both parties, not an easy task since the Loo-
mis couple’s aim in writing their book was
entirely different from that which inspired
Theories of Society. Charles Loomis was an ear-
ly Parsons student who had creatively strayed
from the master’s path, deciding to compare
his teacher’s idea with those of Kingsley Davis,
Robert Merton, and Robin Williams (all former
Parsons students), plus chapters on George
Homans and Pitirim Sorokin (both Parsons’
Harvard colleagues), and another on Howard
Paul Becker, who was free of any Harvard con-
nections. Loomis’ own ‘‘processually articulat-
ed structural model,’’ imputed to be an
improvement on Parsons’ theorizing, is com-
pared with the work of the seven others writ-
ers. ‘‘The study of Charles and Zona Loomis
negates rather than supports Parsons’ conten-
tion of a practically universal consensus on
his central principles. These claims do not
stand up when confronted with non-Parson-
sian theories’’ (p. 264).

Wagner’s estimate of the Parsons volume
itself is briefer than his treatment of the Loo-
mises, but he does compare Parsons with Shils
in a revealing way: ‘‘Parsons sees ‘the classics’
of sociology as stepping stones to his theoretical
system. Shils returns to them because ‘‘they
had more insight and understanding of funda-
mental things than practically any living sociol-
ogists, and their ideas have not yet been widely
absorbed’’ (ibid.). This is the implication of all
such books, but it is good that Shils stated it
without hesitating to make it known.

When The Free Press in 1965 reissued The-
ories of Society in a cheaper one-volume

edition ‘‘for students,’’ Comparative Education
asked Edmund King in England to write
about it (June 1966). He begins: ‘‘This
massive tome of weighty scholarship. . . rep-
resents the kind of individual American
thoroughness and assiduous teamwork that
can make other countries’ academic life
seem amateurish. . . this book is a ‘knock-
out’’’ (pp. 235-36). After singing the book’s
praises at some length, he concludes, ‘‘it is
a most valuable book for any comparative
study related to social progress or predic-
tion. . . and it is an essential corrective to
any misplaced attempt to prescribe method-
ologies or orthodoxy of content’’ (p. 237).

From the blanket dismissal by Gross to the
warm embrace of King, Theories of Society
summoned up in its reviewers a range of
expressed sentiment that mimicked its
gigantic scope, providing enough material
either to please or anger practically any
reader. A fine piece of intellectual analysis
could be created comparing the contents of
these two linked volumes from 1961 with
any of the currently available theory readers
or textbooks, in order to see precisely what
we have lost and what we have gained in
the meantime. Are we advancing toward
sociological wisdom unavailable to the
men (sic) who peopled Parsons’ imagination
and that of his three colleagues, or have we
regressed in our understanding of social
processes? It remains an empirical question
awaiting a convincing answer.
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SPECIAL ESSAY

Taking It Big—C. Wright Mills’ Struggle With Our (Shared) Smallness

NORMAN BIRNBAUM

University Professor (Emeritus)
Georgetown University Law Center

birnbaum@law.georgetown.edu

Stanley Aronowitz’s book on C. Wright Mills
makes a major point of Mills’ use of densely
textured social biography, social history per-
sonalized, to situate those who create and
diffuse ideas. A very large difficulty marks
the analysis. If thought is determined by its
antecedents and context, why expect
thinkers to develop a greater measure of
human freedom than anyone else? If Wright
Mills was the solitary prophet depicted by
Aronowitz, why would his prophecy have
carried as far as it did? The text studiously,
even rigorously, avoids scrutiny of Mills’
own assumptions—but its utility (impossible
to describe it as charm) is precisely the
author’s capacity to look into the abyss, and
then look away. That gives him a measure
of consolation. He thinks that we would be,
intellectually, much better off if his prescrip-
tions were followed. A fallen intellectual
world, however, provides him with much

material for instructing the rest of us on our
failings.

Aronowitz reproaches us for thinking in
small terms, for refusing to confront the
totality of our experience. We suffer from
both lack of intellectual ambition and politi-
cal timidity. The prevailing canons of schol-
arship do not encourage either risk taking
or civic engagement, especially when
engagement offends the vigilantes so ready
to send posses onto our campuses. Mills
seems larger, the smaller his intellectual

Editor’s Note:

In the acknowledgements to The Sociological Imagination (Oxford University Press, 1959, p. 228),
Mills thanks 32 fellow scholars for their help as he wrote the book, not all of them sociologists,
most of them now deceased. He named, among others, Robert Bierstedt, Herbert Blumer, Tom Bot-
tomore, Lewis Coser, Robert Dubin, Si Goode, Marjorie Fiske, Peter Gay, Llewellyn Gross, Richard
Hofstadter, Irving Howe, H. Stuart Hughes, Floyd Hunter, David Kettler, Charles E. Lindblom,
Ernst Manheim, Ralph Miliband, Barrington Moore, Jr., David Riesman, Meyer Shapiro, Paul
Sweezy, and the novelist, Harvey Swados. Mills could hardly have found better or more influential
scholarly advisors than these. Among them, Robert Dubin (b. 1916), Peter Gay (b. 1923), Llewellyn
Gross (b. 1914), David Kettler (b. 1930), and Charles E. Lindblom (b. 1917) survive.One other name
appears on Mills’ list, that of Norman Birnbaum (b. 1926), whose work still regularly appears in
The Nation and elsewhere, especially in European outlets with strong political orientations. His
multilingual cultural and political analyses remain unique among sociologists born in the United
States, and his understanding of Mills is personally anchored and politically astute in ways that
cannot be duplicated by scholars who did not know Mills in his prime. It is for this reason that I
asked him to evaluate Stanley Aronowitz’s new book.

Taking It Big: C. Wright Mills and the
Making of Political Intellectuals, by
Stanley Aronowitz. New York, NY:
Columbia University Press, 2012.
276pp. $32.50 cloth. ISBN: 97802311
35405.
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biographer’s picture of his contemporaries
and successors. Mills did not see himself in
such starkly heroic terms. He had a good
measure of capacity for self-criticism, and
he was often unsparing with himself, per-
haps too much so. He did not regard his
life as a prolonged exercise of virtue but as
the search for it.

Biography is the mode of the argument,
and I can supply some. I was a graduate stu-
dent in sociology at Harvard between 1947
and 1952, and did not in this period meet
Mills. I heard him speak, once, at the Eastern
Sociological Society meeting in New York in
1948. I knew persons who knew him (Lewis
Coser, then studying sociology at Columbia
was one and Clement Greenberg of Partisan
Review, who knew him glancingly, was
another). I did read his articles and books. I
had decided to study sociology when an
undergraduate at Williams College because
I had read Lederer, Mannheim, Weber and
thought of sociology as an inquiry into
themes of class, nation, political, and social
movements. I had also spent two wartime
years as an employee at the Office of War
Information in New York, and had met an
interesting array of American and European
academics, artists, journalists, writers—
including some of the group around Partisan
Review and the newer Commentary.

I suffered considerable bewilderment
when I arrived at Harvard to find that the
ideas and questions that concerned me
were deemed unimportant by my teach-
ers—or were phrased so differently as to be
empty of texture and worse, unconnected
to what I thought of as the world.

It was decidedly not primarily the work of
Talcott Parsons, who was cultivated and his-
torically aware. It was the result of a mind
set termed ‘‘methodolatry’’ by the philoso-
pher, Morton White, who I had the good for-
tune to come to know. What was primary
was the construction of methods to study
society. I recollect a striking instance of aca-
demic hazing by the anthropologist Clyde
Kluckhohn, when he informed the first-
year students in the Department of Social
Relations (which then encompassed clinical
and social psychology, social anthropology,
and sociology as separate fields) that were
Durkheim to present Suicide or Max Weber
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

posthumously to the Department as doctoral
theses, these would be rejected on grounds
of methodological insufficiency.

The Cold War and then an appreciably
warmer version of it in Korea became per-
manent, nuclear weapons spread, the GI
Bill, suburbanization, and union-achieved
wage benefits in industry altered the domes-
tic social landscape, a new industrialization
of cultural production changed conscious-
ness, and McCarthyism ravaged the political
scene. In area studies, economics, history,
and government, the Harvard faculty
attempted to deal with a changed society,
some by commuting to Washington regular-
ly, others by creating doctrines like ‘‘mod-
ernization’’ to replace the formulations of
the pre-war decades, still others by musing
on the new American consensus. We were
carted over to suburban Newton to study
‘‘social mobility’’ in a local high school and
to reach the conclusion that offspring of edu-
cated middle-class families were more likely
to attend Ivy institutions than offspring of
the white working-class ethnic groups, Irish
and Italian. Catholicism in American life
was ignored, so was the problem of women,
and African American existence merited
a very loud silence.

Mills, applauded by Aronowitz, was later
(especially in The Sociological Imagination) to
criticize the political instrumentalism and
subordination of American sociology. The
trouble at Harvard in my time there was,
rather, Harvard sociology’s disconnection
from politics, and from the larger currents
of American and world history as well. Par-
sons was in this setting a convincingly
ambiguous figure. He had studied in the
decade following World War I at the London
School of Economics and Heidelberg; as the
son of a Midwestern theologian and college
president who had been a missionary in
Japan he could and did look with bemuse-
ment on the elite of the East Coast, and
was quite aware of the torments of modern
history. His passion for abstraction was
a desperate attempt to make sense of the
chaotic contradictions of mid-century socie-
ty. Among the students, Parsons was most
drawn to a contingent of Irish American Jes-
uits, and to a very sophisticated secular
priest from Belgium. I think he appreciated
their sense of history. He also had a positive
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view of the synthetic capacities of Catholic
intellectuality.

Personally, I owe him a great deal. He
sensed my restlessness, and initiated
arrangements that made my years in Cam-
bridge much much better. Harvard had
begun to require of entering students that
they take a sequence of General Education
courses in the humanities, the natural scien-
ces, the social sciences. A social science
course on Western civilization, in some
part a great books course, in another
a view of modern society, had been devel-
oped by an inspired teacher and critical
political philosopher, Sam Beer (who had
been at pre-war Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar
from Michigan and had an unfailing eye for
the foibles of British and Cambridge socie-
ty). He asked Parsons to suggest a graduate
student in sociology to join the course as
a Teaching Fellow, and Parsons did me the
very great favor of asking Sam to consider
me. At the same time, he proposed my
name to the Master of the student college,
Adams House, as a resident tutor. From the
dismal periphery of the university I was
able to move to its center, could teach some
quite scintillating undergraduates, met con-
temporaries like Bernard Bailyn, McGeorge
Bundy, Carl Kaysen, Henry Kissinger,
Thomas Kuhn, and Richard Wilbur, and
met too an entire contingent of faculty, H.
Stuart Hughes, Perry Miller, and Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr.

No doubt, Talcott was not acting only out
of paternal generosity. There were not a lot of
graduate students in sociology able to move
in that company. My legacy as a New Yorker
counted for much and a Williams education
for the rest. I grasped Parsons’ pleasure and
pride at his own ascent, through Amherst
College, from an Ohio parsonage to senior
status at Harvard. It was, then, no surprise
when one day in 1952 he took from my
hands on the steps of the building housing
sociology (Emerson Hall, next to the
Widener Library) a copy of the newly pub-
lished White Collar. Declaring that he had
not read it, he nonetheless opened with
unerring accuracy to Mills’ description
of the American university as a higher
(or lower) synthesis of bureaucracy and
feudalism. Rather unnecessarily, if with
some irritation, he announced that the

description did not correspond to his own
understanding.

I left Harvard shortly thereafter and expe-
rienced in short order two very different
societies. I spent a year in what was then
West Germany gathering material for my
doctoral dissertation, on the Reformation in
German cities. I could not return at the end
of the year to an assistant professorship at
Harvard or any other place, since I had not
finished it—and a compensatory stroke of
good fortune brought me to the London
School of Economics, where minor matters
like doctorates were secondary to the capac-
ity to put on what the British considered
a good show: that required exhibiting pres-
ence and a decent modicum of wit. One
had to convey one’s thoughts with a dosage
of irony, which bespoke seeing through
one’s own pretensions. That, in turn, indi-
rectly but firmly carried the message that
one’s interlocutors were at risk: they too
could be subjected to stringent scrutiny.
Learning these things was a matter of joining
a club with unwritten but rather fixed rules.
Somehow, I managed.

Mills was awarded a Fulbright for the aca-
demic year 1956 to 1957 to visit at the Uni-
versity of Copenhagen. I learned that he
was there and my colleagues at the LSE
invited him for a short visit in the spring of
1957. Appreciative of the hospitality and
interest we showed, Mills asked why his ini-
tial inquiry to the LSE about joining us for
the year had met with a negative response.
He had asked through the Fulbright office
in London and all that we could say was
that they had not relayed the message.

Nineteen fifty-six had been the year of the
Khruschev speech denouncing Stalin, of the
near rising in Poland and the actual one in
Hungary, of the Anglo-French-Israel assault
on Egypt. At the International Sociological
Congress in Amsterdam in 1956, two kinds
of scholars from the Soviet bloc made their
appearance. There were the familiar pur-
veyors of official phrases, but there were
also some critical spirits and some who
expressed criticism by a dogged empiricism.
Mills would have been in his element in the
discussions but did not attend. By the time
he came to London, the British response to
all of this turbulence had taken several
forms.
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One group of scholars, predominantly his-
torians (Christopher Hill, John Saville,
Edward Thompson) had founded a journal
of opposition within the British Communist
Party, The Reasoner. John Saville showed me
a letter from the executive committee of the
party (Politburo would have been consid-
ered too un-British a term) to himself and
Thompson. The leaders expressed interest
in, even approval of, the editors’ insistence
on more open discussion in the party. They
would be glad to cooperate, and asked the
editors as a token of good faith to suspend
publication of their journal. They responded
by leaving the party and continued with the
journal, renamed The New Reasoner.

The twenty or so miles of water separating
England from France did make a difference.
Phillip II, Napoleon I, and Hitler each failed
to clear Customs at Dover. The Anglo-Marx-
ist historians of the journal Past and Present
(there was marked overlap with The New
Reasoner group) had taken the French journal
Annales as a model. They considered eco-
nomic processes and class struggles as
long-term phenomena, and attended to their
consequences for the formation of their
nation. In their idea of society, simple
notions of ‘‘base’’ and ‘‘super-structure’’
gave way to far more complex descriptions.
The Annales historians emphasized what
they termed ‘‘mentalite’’—a mixture of cul-
tural and ideological analysis. The Past and
Present group and more conventional British
historians were at odds. The latter, asked
about the theoretic implications of their
work, were likely to reply derisively. (‘‘The-
ory? My dear chap, history is no theoretical
matter, it is one damned thing after anoth-
er.’’) In fact, (I had joined the Board of Edi-
tors of Past and Present) as I dimly saw,
they were united by a common belief in the
uniqueness of Great Britain’s history. The
New Reasoner editors, trying to make sense
of post-Labour Britain, saw in Mills someone
who wrote of American history as itself
unique, a thinker they could appreciate.

There was another new journal on the
scene. It was Universities and Left Review, first
published at Oxford in the fall of 1956 after
the Soviet repression in Hungary and the
failed invasion of Egypt. Its editors were
a Jamaican, Stuart Hall, a Canadian, Charles
Taylor, a Londoner from the Jewish labor

movement, Ralph Samuel, and a lifelong
student of British literature, Gabriel Pearson.
The social changes wrought by post-war
Labour had opened the universities to work-
ing-class and lower middle-class students.
Most concentrated on careers, and the
Oxford journal’s editors took it upon them-
selves to articulate what they supposed
were their contemporaries’ critical impulses.
That included considerable admiration for
the critical and experimental energies of
American culture. It combined with disdain
for the cultural unimaginativeness of the
Labour leadership. The older Marxists of
The New Reasoner taxed the leadership of
the Labour Party with too much readiness
to accept an anodyne class compromise. Uni-
versities and Left Review charged it with ignor-
ing the new cultural classnessless. An
enlarged editorial board included any num-
ber of academics, but also cineasts like Lind-
say Anderson and writers like Doris Lessing
and Iris Murdoch.

Mills by the time he came to London was
already charmed by the color and density
of European culture. Now he was received
as someone who had much to teach a post-
imperial Britain—by British intellectuals
who did not stand on cultural seniority. It
was quite unlike the reception he had com-
ing from Texas and Wisconsin to New
York. The editors asked him how he would
go about writing a British Universities and
Left Review version of White Collar. They
called his attention to the cultural criticism
of Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams,
who asked about the consequences of the
new patterns of social class in Britain for
what had been fixed demarcations in knowl-
edge, sensibility, taste. These were not mat-
ters for which his talks with Lionel Trilling
and William Phillips had prepared Mills. I
did what I could to serve as Mills’ guide,
and learned early on that he preferred to
struggle with foreign matter on his own.

David Glass and T.H. Marshall, veterans
of the 1930s and 1940s, were our senior col-
leagues and they set aside the skepticism
they normally reserved for matters and per-
sons American to spend quite a lot of time
with the visitor. Glass indeed gave a party
in his honor to which an interesting cross
section of London’s left intelligentsia came.
I introduced Mills to the Universities and
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Left Review group at my apartment in
Hampstead.

At some time during this crowded initial
visit, Wright met our colleague in political
science, Ralph Miliband. He has been writ-
ten about recently as if his most memorable
achievement were the fathering of the Mili-
band brothers. Ralph was the last student
of Harold Laski and a considerable presence
in the Labour Party, where he was the aca-
demic voice of the party’s left wing, dissent-
ing from the new consensus voiced by the
party’s leader, Hugh Gaitskell, the pursuit
of (in Gaitskell’s words) ‘‘a modest program
of social reform.’’ Ralph knew a great deal
about France and the rest of Europe, had
joined the editors of The Reasoner once they
left the Communist Party, and had an inner
independence (even defiance) that clearly
appealed to Mills.

Later, Mills travelled to some of the Soviet
bloc countries with Miliband. They became
close friends, united by common residence
in the borderland in which moral commit-
ment fixes political choices. Mills app-
reciated Miliband’s use of his role as
a recognized critic of the reigning welfarist
consensus in Britain, of the vantage point
his affiliations in the Labour Party afforded,
and of his international network of col-
leagues and political comrades. The intellec-
tual currents of the nascent British New Left,
with a protest movement at Britain’s mili-
tary nuclearization, flowed into politics in
ways then unthinkable in the United States.

The British universities were more openly
hospitable to radical thinkers than their
American counterparts, a consequence of
the confluence of several things. There
were obdurate British traditions of both
empiricism and liberalism which insisted
on naming things by their names. There
was also the experience of the British elites
at riding with punches. John Wycliffe, the
medieval theological dissident, was at Bal-
liol College, which has cultivated its radical-
ism since. That has not prevented it from
graduating all kinds of academics, bankers,
businessmen, civil servants, journalists, pol-
iticians, theologians, writers who in one or
another way ran their country. Indeed, it
lent a bit of color and depth to their views
of the world. Finally, a certain obviousness
(mixed with obliviousness) in American

interventions in British and European intel-
lectual life engendered resentment. Mills
joined an interesting list of Americans and
Europeans not invited to participate in
events sponsored by the Congress for Cul-
tural Freedom or to publish in its journals
like Encounter and Der Monat and Preuves.
Some suspected the CIA provenance of their
funding, others disliked the manners of the
Americans in charge of the project. Encounter,
indeed, later published an attack on Mills by
Edward Shils which many found distasteful.

Britain was not like the continent and the
Western European democracies were quite
different from the societies ruled by single
parties which could not escape their Stalinist
origins. Aronowitz suggests that Mills
enjoyed Europe so much because he found
the intellectual and political companionship
there he lacked in the United States. It was
not my impression that Mills experienced
his life in the United States as deprived. His
very positive response to Europe had a dis-
tinctly American dimension. In welcoming
him, the Europeans were honoring the alter-
native America of his own imagination,
a nation returned to itself. He appointed him-
self to an ambassadorship of the spirit.

What were Mills’ ideas and how can we
now respond? Aronowitz is a helpful guide
to their manifest content, once we grasp
that he also wishes us to accept his idea of
Mills’ America. I am quite unsure that the
decades he describes can be understood in
his terms, and I think Mills is at once more
flawed and more profound, the messenger
bearing disappointed hopes and very uncer-
tain advice on a new beginning.

Recall that advertisement in the New York
subway depicting an American Indian eat-
ing, with obvious enjoyment, a corned beef
sandwich. The inscription read: ‘‘You do
not have to be Jewish to like Levy’s rye
bread.’’ You do not have to be Texan to
understand much of our nation’s history,
but it helps. It was contested terrain (Euro-
pean invaders against Indians, Anglos
against Mexicans, slaveholders against free-
holders, blacks against whites, small farmers
against big ones) before industrialization.
The late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury class conflicts added to earlier ones,
inclined Texas to populism and then the
New Deal. When Mills went to the
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University of Texas at Austin as an under-
graduate, he had an array of radical tradi-
tions to draw upon. There was also
a family history of migration and unremit-
ting toil, of mixed religious descent.

Mills’ neglect of culture and religion in his
own account of his development—and in his
later account of American society—is quite
striking. He came to pragmatism as a solitary
seeker of truth, a figure he derided when
others claimed it. His earlier writings on
pragmatism are rather cursory in dealing
with the Protestant legacies of Dewey and
James. As he was working on an American
philosophic legacy, he was absorbing anoth-
er one, the critical sorts of German thought
Hans Gerth had brought to Wisconsin. It is
not difficult to understand the dilemmas of
the younger Mills. A critical sociology as
the culmination of the secular march of
American thought was (and is) an ideal con-
struction. Add to the burdens of working on
this path the difficult task of understanding
another culture’s response to modernity,
and the load becomes unsupportably heavy,
even for Mills with his quite unusual deter-
mination. What he sought was a view of the
whole of American society, and he sought it
for the purposes of engaged citizenship.

The younger Mills taught at the Universi-
ty of Maryland as the New Deal expansion
of government gave way to the wartime con-
solidation of the powers of the American
state. It would have been simple for Mills
to find an initial area of inquiry in which
he could move easily between the academy
and governmental consulting and research.
Instead, he moved to Columbia. It was a pro-
ductive center of sociological inquiry and
the young Mills’ intellectual aspirations
were certainly represented by his elder col-
leagues Robert Lynd and Robert MacIver.
Mills had signed on at the Bureau of Applied
Social Research as an intellectual journey-
man, and turned to full time teaching at
Columbia College later. The move to New
York had other dimensions. No one is born
a metropolitan intellectual. They are made,
not born—and self-made, at that. It is as
true of migrants from Brooklyn and the low-
er East Side as of those from westward of the
Hudson River. Mills had written for Dwight
Macdonald’s Politics, and clearly envisaged
a career for himself at the center of the

New York vortex. As I gather from talks
with him much later, he was surprised to
find that it had no center. Ethnicity, genera-
tion, ideology, politics were foci of the for-
mation of cliques and anti-cliques. Mills
made friends of longer and shorter duration:
Bell and Macdonald, his Columbia colleague
Hofstadter, the writers Miller, Swados, Wake-
field. His articles were admired by some,
indifferently perused by more, ignored by
many.

Mills’ book on labor, The New Men of Power
(1948), was a confession of disorientation.
After large gains in numbers and political
influence during the New Deal and wartime
years, the unions expected to assume a major
role in the post-war social settlement. There
was no settlement, and a continuous if some-
what haphazard process of primarily eco-
nomic bargaining ensued instead. A third
of the labor force, primarily in industry,
was unionized, but had to struggle with cap-
ital and its political representatives over
every concession. Indeed, the term ‘‘conces-
sion’’ speaks volumes: unions could effec-
tively claim little as rights. True, when
Truman unexpectedly won the 1948 Presi-
dential election, the chair of the Democratic
National Committee declared the victory
was owed above all to organized labor. Sub-
sequent expressions of gratitude were con-
spicuous by their absence. The workers
thought of themselves as citizens occasional-
ly, consumers always. The most historically
acute of their leaders, like Walter Reuther
of the automobile workers, reluctantly
renounced earlier demands for participation
in management in favor of major gains in
wages. Unionization drives in the South
failed. Post-war labor legislation had put
a stop to the New Deal attempt to include
union representation and power in a new
Constitutional jurisprudence. The new men
of power were, like their contemporaries in
the cultural industry, business and finance,
government and politics, opportunistic
manipulators at worst, resigned realists at
best. In no case would they lead the United
States into a second, more extensive New
Deal. They would keep what could be kept
of the first one and rely on a fragile Ameri-
can consensus for the rest.

White Collar was published in 1952 (the
preface is dated first of May, 1951) and
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depicts the social composition of that con-
sensus. It joins analysis of the bureaucratiza-
tion of economy and society to a portrait of
the culture and politics of a changed nation.
It owes a very great deal to the European
writings of the period between the two
World Wars, but lends an American pathos
to the new situation—in which personal
autonomy and democratic citizenship suffer
equally. The Power Elite, published four years
later, may be read as a large appendix to
White Collar. It was a sketch (in black) of
the political consequences, systematic pas-
sivity, of a society organized by and for its
upper strata. It was also a description of
Cold War America, in which political cen-
tralization and cultural leveling were related
necessities of social mobilization. White Col-
lar earned Mills, along with some stringent
criticism, a good deal of praise. The Power
Elite was for many hard to take, since it
made them out to be willing accomplices of
a situation they ostensibly and in some cases
ostentatiously deplored.

The Sociological Imagination (1959) was
a self-justificatory tract. Mills situated him-
self in a larger tradition of historical analysis
and philosophical reflection, deplored the
limiting canons then dominant in academic
American sociology. They were not domi-
nant, however, in American historiography
or political philosophy, or a good deal of
political science, and did not impress the
macro-economists. In no case were they
dominant in Western Europe. In the Soviet
bloc, per contra, a bit of obsessive empiri-
cism was frequently an expression of rebel-
liousness. The Sociological Imagination was
a chapter in a long quarrel, of interest to its
American participants and of course, their
captive publics, junior colleagues and stu-
dents and decidedly less so to others.

In the United Kingdom, White Collar and
The Power Elite were widely and respectfully
discussed. The Sociological Imagination was
largely ignored. Methodological arguments
were pronouncedly national. When The
Sociological Imagination appeared, the British
were taken with Ernest Gellner’s criticism of
the limitations of analytical philosophy as
then practiced in their universities (Words
And Things.) Some years later, Paul Lazars-
feld visited Oxford, intimated his large
capacity to restrain his enthusiasm for Mills,

and declared that he, Lazarsfeld, thought
about matters political only ‘‘after six
o’clock.’’ I recall the indignation with which
Jean Flood and A.H. Halsey responded. In
1963, a German translation of The Sociological
Imagination appeared and I wrote an intro-
duction to situate it in its American context,
which was what interested the German pub-
lic. Mills’ writings on social structure were
well received in France, but the contempora-
ries of Braudel, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre
did not consider that they required instruc-
tion on method from across the Atlantic.

In the final years of Mills’ life, he achieved
his early ambitions of political influence. In
1958, he published The Causes of World War
Three. Originally a set of lectures at the
LSE, it very tentatively extended the depic-
tion of the concentration of power in the
United States of the Cold War to the Soviet
Union, to portray the superpowers on a colli-
sion course for nuclear war. In 1960 he pub-
lished Listen, Yankee, in which a fictive
Cuban revolutionary voices Latin American
as well as Cuban grievances with the United
States. In 1960, too, he published a ‘‘Letter
To The New Left’’ (in New Left Review and
the American journal, Studies On The Left)
proposing a long-term strategy for social
transformation.

Reading The Causes of World War Three
today, one is reminded of the familiar texts
on the near catastrophic outcome of the
Cuban Missile Crisis of 1963. Listen, Yankee
justifies the authoritarianism of the Cuban
Revolution and Castro’s enlistment in the
Soviet bloc as a defense against the perma-
nent counter-revolution organized by the
United States. The ‘‘Letter To The New
Left’’ is, by contrast with the familiar simpli-
fications of the first two texts, an attempt to
discern in the complexities of industrial soci-
ety in the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry new if obstacled roads to participatory
democracy and the sovereignty of autono-
mous citizens.

The question of how much political influ-
ence Mills had is, of course, a matter of inter-
pretation. Even without the popular and
polemical texts of his last years, Mills’ major
books were extremely influential contribu-
tions to American debate on the historical
situation of the nation. Aronowitz mentions
a number of persons with whom Mills
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argued, corresponded, taught, quite a few of
them interesting and influential intellectuals
themselves. He was an active reviewer of
other scholars’ work and had access to sites
as varied as Dissent, Partisan Review, and
The New York Times Book Review. Yet Arono-
witz depicts Mills as lonely and solitary—
so much so that he sought relief in his activ-
ities and friendships in Europe.

I do not think the imagery used by Arono-
witz is appropriate. Mills had a distinctive
voice, but he was not alone in expressing
profound skepticism about the direction of
American society and strenuous opposition
to mobilization for the Cold War. Marcuse’s
One-Dimensional Man (1964) was preceded
by his profound, if not always widely read,
Eros and Civilization (1955) in which the the-
ory of ‘‘surplus repression’’ was developed.
That was a psycho-cultural premise of a cul-
ture which could afford persons much more
inner and outer autonomy. John Kenneth
Galbraith’s The Affluent Society (1958), an
entire set of historical works critical of
American foreign policy and social develop-
ment by William Appleman Williams in the
1950s, Paul Goodman’s Growing Up Absurd,
were quite consonant with Mills’ American
legend. Mills, with Mailer among others,
was indeed a dissenting voice in the 1952
Partisan Review symposium ‘‘Our Country
and Our Culture.’’ When the journal pub-
lished a symposium on the Cold War in
1962, shortly after Mills’ sadly early death,
his insistence on the deformation of Ameri-
can democracy in the Cold War was echoed
by several of the contributors. David Riesman
and Mills portrayed the United States with
very different accents, although the other-
directed protagonists of The Lonely Crowd
obviously peopled the offices, schools, shop-
ping malls, and suburbs of White Collar. Yet
Riesman was anything but a celebrant of
post-war American politics. In the ‘‘Commit-
tees of Correspondence’’ he initiated in the
late 1950s and early 1960s, he joined, most
importantly, significant segments of the sci-
entific community in opposition not only to
the arms race but to the cultural and political
processes which engendered it.

The student component of the American
social movements first audible at the end

of the 1950s included many who had read
Mills. The major role of intellectuals, primar-
ily students, teachers, writers, in these move-
ments in several societies clearly encouraged
Mills to turn to what he termed the cultural
apparatus in his quest for agents of creative
dissidence in modern societies. The history
of nations in which there have been sizable
groups of intellectuals does not, however,
allow the conclusion that they are invariably
adherents of progress or bearers of civic
courage. There is plenty of contrary evi-
dence. The European intellectuals on both
sides of the Berlin Wall sought, in the late
1950s and the 1960s, alliances with other
population strata. They thought that their
own custodianship of knowledge imposed
moral responsibilities on them which other
citizens would honor. The report of the
Czech Academy of Sciences in 1966 on the
possibilities of cultural and social develop-
ment in industrial societies, edited by Rado-
van Richta, was a charter of social reform,
a Soviet bloc counterpart to a considerable
amount of Western thinking. The ensuing
movement for ‘‘socialism with a human
face’’ was erased by the Stalinists, and
post-Soviet Eastern Europe is not led by crit-
ical intellectuals.

There is an interesting footnote to Mills’
championship of the Cuban Revolution.
Jean Daniel, the French journalist, was one
of the last visitors to talk with John Kennedy
before his murder in Dallas. Daniel had stop-
ped in Washington en route to an appoint-
ment with Fidel Castro in Havana, and
asked the President if he had any message
for his Cuban colleague. Daniel recounts
Kennedy saying that perhaps Castro could
remind himself that he, Kennedy, was not
a professor of sociology but President of
the United States and under decidedly
non-professorial constraints. One supposes
that Kennedy had read Listen, Yankee. He
might even have read The Causes of World
War Three. The text of his speech outlining
a project for co-existence (June 10, 1963 at
American University) would not have dis-
pleased Mills. Unfortunately, the speech
may have contributed to Kennedy’s fate.
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SYMPOSIUM

Marx, Weber, and Mann
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How does Michael Mann’s work compare
with that of Marx and Weber? Let’s just say
if you want to read the best that sociologists
have done to encompass the driving forces
of world history, the four volumes of The
Sources of Social Power are more informative
than the volumes of Capital and the Grun-
drisse. Can we say the same about Weber’s
Economy and Society and his comparative
studies of the world religions?

Marx and Engels were pioneers. They
knew much less about social, political, and
economic history than we do now. All schol-
arship is collaborative, and all the great mac-
ro-sociologists drew on the accumulated
research of their age; Mann has the advantage
of drawing on 150 years of increasing sophis-
tication by thousands of specialists. Marx and
Engels made a heroic effort to capture the
main dynamic—in their great simplification,
history is the history of economic class con-
flict. Classes are formed by changes in the
means of economic production, which break
through the traditionalistic drag of state,
property law, and the ideological-cultural
superstructure, in a series of revolutions.

For Mann, the world is multi-causal, but
its dynamics can be grasped in four dimen-
sions or structures, any of which can be the
leading edge in particular historical periods.
Along with modern scholarship, Mann rec-
ognizes that transformative political revolu-
tions have not been driven primarily by
economic grievances from below but start
with state breakdown at the top—that is to
say, the main dynamic is in the political
realm. Mann also has the advantage of get-
ting rid of the concept of a society (or ‘‘social
formation’’) as the unit of analysis. Mann’s
four power-structures not only have

distinctive causal force but are overlapping
networks of different sizes. In Volume One,
the ideological network is the leading edge
of change in the ancient world, when univer-
salistic religions spread as networks of
recruitment, and of emotional/ritual techni-
ques of solidarity and impressiveness. Mili-
tary and diplomatic networks of relations—
the geopolitical dimension—also dominated
in the medieval period and at the transition
to modernity. Both dimensions are, so to
speak, global—affecting local social arrange-
ments from the outside in.

The economic network in the form of cap-
italism became the leading edge only in
a specific period: when several power net-
works connected into what Mann calls
a crystalization, in this case the nation-state,
from which the misleading concept of
a ‘‘society’’ as a self-regulating unit was for-
mulated by the early sociologists.

Now to Max Weber. Economy and Society
was written as an encyclopedia of concepts,
not a sequential account of world history,

The Sources of Social Power, Volume 1: A
History of Power from the Beginning to
AD 1760, by Michael Mann. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012.
576pp. $110.00 cloth. ISBN: 97811070
31173.

The Sources of Social Power, Volume 2: The
Rise of Classes and Nation-States, 1760-
1914, by Michael Mann. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012.
839pp. $124.00 cloth. ISBN: 978110
7031180.
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although it was to provide the elements for
such an account. And Weber’s world reli-
gion volumes are more static than dynamic.
Can we say that Mann uses Weber’s build-
ing blocks and writes the narrative that
Weber envisioned? But Weber thought in
Neo-Kantian ideal types, tweezers between
which to locate the irreparably particularis-
tic events of history. Mann’s four dimensions
are more than ideal types, but real processes
with real causal force. Weber was more
typologist than causal theorist—the Lin-
naeus of sociology, where Marx attempted
to be its Darwin.

Obviously, Mann’s four dimensions draw
upon Weber’s three dimensions of stratifica-
tion (class, status, and power) splitting the
latter into infrastructural power (internal
politics) and military geopolitics, giving
each a distinctive causal pattern.

Another aspect that Mann builds upon is
Weber’s insight that the major transition in
modern history is from patrimonial to
bureaucratic organization. Traditional socie-
ty was organized around kin-based house-
holds, the more powerful ones full of
servants, soldiers, and hangers-on; what
passed for a state was a military alliance net-
work among the more powerful households.
The shift to the bureaucratic state introduced
impersonal recruitment and practices of
accountability and control. Bureaucracy sep-
arated itself from households, thereby creat-
ing modern concerns both for privacy and
for corruption. Bureaucracy built the appa-
ratus of abstract legal regulation that is one
of the ingredients for self-expanding capital-
ism. Mann is part of the movement of histori-
cal sociologists (with Charles Tilly and Norbert
Elias, among others) who developed a state-
centered theory of modernity. The initial
moving force was the military/fiscal revolu-
tion. Competition among European warlords
resulted in bigger and more expensive armies,
with the winners centrally recruited, paid,
trained, and supplied. A military elimination
contest built the bureaucratic state.

This initially external, geopolitical dynam-
ic has consequences for infrastructural pow-
er. Tax collection bureaucracy expands and
penetrates society, breaking down the walls
of self-contained patrimonial households.
One offshoot of this process was the wave
of political revolutions, mobilized initially

by tax resistance and defense of local privi-
lege. But also, Mann and Tilly show, state
penetration produces the conditions for
modern politics. Groups become mobilized
to get control of the centralized state, or at
least to influence it; state bureaucracy creat-
ed initially for military and tax purposes
now can be turned to all kinds of causes,
Left and Right. This is also the advent of
the modern social movement: instead of
ephemeral local protests, now widely-
recruiting organizations mount long-term
campaigns, putting pressure upon the cen-
ter. Mann’s major insight is that class con-
flict, nationalism, ethnic, fundamentalist,
reformist, and other mobilizations all take
place simultaneously and by the same struc-
tural conditions. Thus what appear to be
bizarre aberrations from the point of view
of Marxist evolutionism, such as the Fascist
movements, are themselves part of the array
of modernist mobilizations, and continue to
be future possibilities. Islamist militants are
a current variety, we can infer, equally an off-
spring of the social movement revolution.

The basic pattern is laid down by the time
of Volume Two. In the last two volumes, we
see the twentieth century as an era of mas-
sive social movement mobilization, punctu-
ated above all by the transforming effects of
wars. Wars increase state penetration but
also stress and destroy some regimes, open-
ing up opportunities for further movement
mobilization. After the world wars, the twen-
tieth century became a gridlock of social
movements. A key point in Volume Four is
that the upsurge of identity politics continues
the modernist pattern, pressuring states to
engineer solutions to all social problems.
But the so-called ‘‘new social movements,’’
along with their right-wing equivalents,
have the effect of occluding class identities
and class conflict. Mann, comparing the suc-
cesses and failures of Social Democracy,
points out that it is in the parts of the world
where class-based politics have been stron-
gest that equality has been most nearly
attained. The United States has become the
great example of the opposite.

Mann’s sociological vision is the clearest
and best-organized to do justice to the com-
plexity of the historical world. It is also
unflinchingly realistic—no utopian goal
of history, no progressive liberalization.
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Everything that has been gained has been
fought for, and the conflicts are messy. Per-
haps better than anyone, Mann looks every-
thing in its face. His volume, The Dark Side
of Democracy, which like his book on Fas-
cisms is an offshoot from Volume Three

and Four, sees the impulse of popular
democracy in the genocidal killings that
have marked modern times. Max Weber
famously said, ‘‘I want to see how much I
can take.’’ Michael Mann gives the answer:
a hell of a lot.

Routes or Rivals? Social Citizenship, Capitalism, and War in the Twentieth
Century

DYLAN RILEY

University of California, Berkeley
riley@berkeley.edu

Introduction

The guiding question of Michael Mann’s
third volume of The Sources of Social Power
can be put this way: what is the connection
between capitalist development and war? As
Mann makes the point, ‘‘The most general ten-
dency in the West was the dual triumph of
reformed capitalism and national citizenship’’
(p. 459). But the period from 1890 to 1945 was
also marked by ‘‘two terrible wars’’ in addi-
tion to more general imperial expansion
(p. 2). How are these things linked?

Mann’s general theoretical approach, dis-
tinguishing among four sources of social
power: ideological, economic, military, and
political, suggests an answer. As he states,
‘‘The world did not form a single whole.
Capitalism, nation-states, empires, wars
and ideologies had distinct logics of devel-
opment’’ (p. 3). Although entwined, war
and capitalism developed according to inde-
pendent logics. This view is attractive
because it allows Mann to develop an
unusually broad and rich account of the first
half of the twentieth century.

However, Mann’s approach has one sur-
prising feature. It is based on a strikingly
benign view of capitalism in which the inter-
nal workings of this economic system lead
naturally to some version of the social dem-
ocratic welfare state. Several formulations
suggest this. For example, at the beginning
of his varieties of social citizenship chapter
Mann writes, ‘‘Overall, Marshall was right:
capitalism was being socialized, national-
ized and civilized—although civil and polit-
ical rights were another matter’’ (p. 283).

Further on he writes, ‘‘Had Europe
remained at peace, state expansion would
have slowly continued. Enfranchising work-
ers and women would increase social wel-
fare programs, and mildly statist late
development economics would have pros-
pered on the semi-periphery’’ (p. 316). Again
Mann suggests that, ‘‘A logic of industrial-
ism helped generate the first movements
toward social citizenship’’ (p. 312). And
this logic was ‘‘the most universal force
pushing toward Marshall’s notion of the
nation state containing civilized beings’’
(ibid.). Further, he writes in the conclusion
that capitalism should be ‘‘absolved. . . from
much blame’’ (p. 464) for World War I and
II. In short, the capitalist economic engine
was tending to generate wealth, social
citizenship, democracy, and peace but mili-
tary, political, and ideological processes oper-
ating orthogonally to it deflected its course.

Is this a compelling empirical account for
Mann’s period? Volume Three’s historical
narrative is divided, roughly speaking, into
the following sections: a brief analysis of
eighteenth and early nineteenth century
British imperialism, an analysis of the
‘‘New Imperialism’’ that emerged after

The Sources of Social Power, Volume 3:
Global Empires and Revolution, 1890-
1945, by Michael Mann. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012.
516pp. $34.99 paper. ISBN: 97811076
55478.
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about 1870, an explanation of the First World
War, an analysis of the revolutionary wave of
1917–1923, an account of the Depression,
a discussion of the four great alternative
political economies that emerged out of
this experience (welfare capitalism, fascism,
communism, and Japanese Imperialism)
and an account of World War II, a conflict
that Mann interprets as a clash of these alter-
native models. In what follows I provide
a brief tour of this strikingly comprehensive
and impressively argued volume, before to
turning to an assessment.

Summary of the Volume

Imperialism’s Beginnings

Mann’s account, as I have already indicated,
tends to stress that imperialism operated
according to an autonomous logic orthogo-
nal to capitalism. However, he sees its ori-
gins as basically economic. Mann suggests
that imperialism initially grew directly out
of the territorial dynamics of European feu-
dalism whose ‘‘primary motive for expan-
sion was economic’’ (p. 25). Second sons
of noble families created pressure groups
within European states to push outward.
As the old continent began to fill up in the
fifteenth century, the expansionist dynamic
pushed the seaward powers to search for
new lands elsewhere. As Mann describes
the process for Spain, ‘‘The main lures
were still feudal – new realms for the
king, land with dependent peasants for
the conquistadores, high social status, and
the Church’s acquisition of souls’’ (p. 27).
Columbus’ voyage from Spain was part of
the same land grab that eventually drove
Islam out of the Iberian Peninsula and
established the powerful but ramshackle
Spanish empire (ibid.). He describes early
English imperialism in the same way. Impe-
rialism was a good way to deal with prob-
lems created by the ‘‘troublesome energy
of young sons, bastards, restless missionar-
ies, farmers, and artisans’’ (ibid.). The sub-
jugation of Scotland and Ireland were
laboratories for overseas colonialism also
supported by a broader settler lobby (p.
28). In sum, for Mann, European imperial-
ism was simply the continuation of the pro-
cess of state formation, driven by military

fiscal dynamics that had been progressing
on the continent for centuries.

Settler Colonialism and Genocide

But this feudal dynamic seems, in Mann’s
account, to have had a relatively limited
scope. Two subsequent forms of imperialism
replaced it: settler imperialism and the impe-
rialism of free trade.

Settler imperialism, based on democracy
and land hunger, characterized temperate
zones that Europeans could live in, and
tended to be extraordinarily murderous. For
example, the United States and Australia
killed respectively 95 and 75 percent of their
aboriginal populations by the early twentieth
century (p. 30). These processes produced
powerful territorial empires, particularly in
the United States, which Mann characterizes
as ‘‘the nineteenth century equivalent of the
European Union, nice but harmless’’ (p. 59).

In other regions less amenable to Europe-
an colonization, commercial colonialism
developed based on unequal exchange
between colony and metropole (p. 27). Brit-
ain developed this in classic form. The eco-
nomic benefits of free trade imperialism,
argues Mann, were however limited. Colo-
nial profits were only 1 percent of GDP.
However in the late eighteenth century
‘‘the profits of slavery provided somewhere
between 21 percent and 55 percent of total
British investment capital’’ (p. 33).

The New Imperialism

By the far the most important form of impe-
rialism in this volume, however, is the ‘‘New
Imperialism’’ which began in the 1870s and
stretched to World War I. Mann’s key case
studies of this are the United States in the
Progressive period and Imperial Japan.

The new imperialism in the United States
began with the Spanish American War, a con-
flict sparked by a small imperialist lobby
within the United States. It led to the annex-
ation of much of Spain’s colonial empire:
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.
But, unlike settler colonialism, this did not
lead to a permanent territorial empire.
Instead, it quickly shifted to gunboat diplo-
macy, ‘‘more capitalist than statist’’ (p. 92).
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But even this form of imperialism ‘‘was not
rational’’ (p. 95). Costa Rica showed that
a more redistributive development path
would produce higher growth. The problem
was that ‘‘corporations had a malign hold
over American imperialism’’ (ibid.).

Japanese imperialism, for Mann, is in
some respects easier to understand. Japan
after the Meiji Restoration was a new power
facing an inclement international environ-
ment, lack of access to raw materials, and
a restricted domestic market (p. 110).

World War I

Having begun the volume with a detailed
analysis of imperialism, one might expect
that Mann would provide an explanation
of the Great War in terms of it. But he shies
away from any such claim, arguing that the
war was a geopolitical status conflict based
in ideology, not economics (pp. 134, 166).

Indeed, Mann argues that the European
economy was becoming more integrated pri-
or to the conflict and that capitalists interest-
ed in secure profits were mostly peaceful.
Thus, the developmental paths of economic
and military power ran counter to one
another: the first becoming more coopera-
tive, and the second more antagonistic (p.
138). Nor can the war be ascribed more gen-
erally to social imperialism, the attempt to
ameliorate class conflict with ideological,
material, or political gains from the colonies.
Instead the fundamental responsibility for
the war lies with foolish statesmen imbued
with a ‘‘militaristic culture’’ and a desire
for ‘‘status’’ and ‘‘prestige’’ (p. 166).

The Revolutions

Regardless of its causes, World War I had
enormous effects. In two very strong chap-
ters, Mann argues that without the war nei-
ther the Russian Revolution, nor the
European revolutionary wave of 1917–1923
would have occurred. Rejecting such elite
theories as proffered by Theda Skocpol
(1979), Mann argues that two causal chains
produced the Bolshevik seizure of power:
a highly concentrated capitalism propped
up by an authoritarian monarchy, and the
‘‘Russian military disaster’’ (p. 190). The first

set of factors created mass discontent among
workers and peasants, and the second set of
factors gave them the opportunity to act.

Although the war also had important con-
sequences further to the West (particularly in
Germany), four factors worked against a rev-
olutionary breakthrough here: a split in the
working class between reformist and revolu-
tionaries, the absence of a revolutionary
peasantry, the absence of an army revolt,
and the presence of a unified and pragmatic
old regime (pp. 198–199).

The Depression

World War I, argues Mann, also had two
main effects on the interwar economy: it
destroyed the regime of informal interna-
tional cooperation that had existed prior to
the War (pp. 212–213), and increased the
power of workers and peasants in most
countries (p. 214). This meant that there
was great pressure from below for redistri-
bution, in a global context in which export-
oriented production was extremely difficult,
resulting in policies oscillating between
inflation and capital flight, and deflation
and austerity (ibid.).

By the late 1920s, excess capacity in agricul-
ture exacerbated these problems. During the
war, producers outside of Europe benefited
from the decline of agricultural production
in the war zone. But ‘‘at wars end, there was
agricultural recovery in the combatant and
blockaded countries, and combined with
continued technological development in agri-
culture, this produced overproduction and
falling prices and incomes’’ (p. 217). This cre-
ated an agricultural recession that intersected
with a stock market bubble ‘‘resulting from
a different causal chain’’ (ibid.).

In summary, Mann explains the great
depression as the outcome of agricultural
overproduction, a slow transition to con-
sumer-oriented manufacturing, the persis-
tence of an old regime committed
ideologically to the gold standard, and geo-
economic fragmentation (pp. 230–240).

Welfare Capitalism and Its Alternatives

The final half of Mann’s book analyzes the
regimes that issued from the crisis of
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capitalism in the 1930s: the New Deal wel-
fare state in the United States, the various
social citizenship regimes of Europe which
Mann divides among the Anglos, the Nor-
dics, and the Euros, Fascism, the Soviet
Alternative, Japanese Imperialism, and Chi-
nese Communism.

This section begins with an analysis of
welfare capitalism, first in a long chapter
on the American New Deal followed by
a masterful comparative discussion of social
citizenship in Europe. As capitalism tri-
umphed, ‘‘the relations between capital and
labor became the core economic power strug-
gle everywhere’’ (p. 280). Furthermore, fol-
lowing Marshall, Mann argues that this
struggle tended to generate a reformed ver-
sion of capitalism characterized by four basic
features: relative equality, a progressive sys-
tem of taxation, welfare transfers, and univer-
sal health and education systems (p. 281).

Nastier fascist solutions to the Great
Depression emerged in the East and South
of Europe where capitalist class conflict
was overlaid with an agrarian old regime
(p. 329). But, although relatively successful
economically, fascism did not turn out to
be much of an alternative. Instead, ‘‘It
helped deepen social and liberal democracy
in the West and strengthened state socialism
in the East’’ (p. 346).

Further to the East, Stalinism brutally and
successfully industrialized the Soviet Union
with substantial benefits for the population.
Life expectancy increased as did physical
stature and age of maturation of children.
As Mann puts the point, ‘‘It was a long
way from the promised utopia. . . but it was
distinct material improvement’’ (p. 364).

Japanese imperialism was also initially
a highly successful response to the Great
Depression. In Japan, like Germany, there
was no lib-lab alliance. Instead, in the
1930s Japan pursued a policy of wage com-
pression combined with increased military
spending allowing for economic growth
without creating inflation. All of this was
made possible by conservative ‘‘state domi-
nation’’ of capitalism (pp. 373–374). Howev-
er this Japanese model, like its fascist
counterpart, shifted toward what ultimately
would be a disastrous neo-imperialist
expansion on mainland China as a result of
the tariff walls that kept Japanese exports

out of U.S. markets and threatened access
to raw materials (p. 374).

World War II

Mann treats the Second World War as ‘‘The
last inter-imperial war’’ (in a surprising con-
trast to his discussion of the First World
War). He argues here that although the
‘‘immediate cause of World War II. . . was
Adolf Hitler,’’ the basic issue at stake was
inter-imperialist competition: ‘‘It was a colli-
sion between imperialists, the old regime
seeing peace and collective security as the
better way to preserve empire; the arrivistes
believe they would have to fight to get one.
This was the culmination of European mili-
tarism, and also its ruin’’ (p. 428). Thus,
‘‘European imperialism, imitated by the Jap-
anese, had been the deeper cause of the war’’
(p. 456).

Assessment

How should this argument be assessed? The
analysis raises two main and connected
questions: How convincing is Mann’s
account of the relationship between capital-
ism and social citizenship? And how con-
vincing is Mann’s account of warfare and
imperialism over this period?

Capitalism and Social Citizenship

Mann, following T.H. Marshall, argues that
capitalist development contains an internal
tendency toward social citizenship because
capitalist class conflict produces institution-
alized compromise as capitalists and work-
ers strike bargains. This is why ‘‘reformed
capitalism’’ came to dominate much of the
advanced world in the twentieth century
(p. 460). In an earlier piece Mann put the
point this way: ‘‘Class conflict has tended
to result in liberal and social democratic
institutions’’ (1999: 24). The other forms of
social power, operating orthogonally to eco-
nomic power, disrupted this basically
benign dynamic.

Does Mann’s evidence confirm this story?
In my view there is very little evidence in
this volume to suggest that capitalism tends
to produce social democratic or liberal
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outcomes. To assess the argument it is useful
to focus on what seem to be the strongest
cases for Mann—the United States and west-
ern and northern Europe which Mann
divides between the ‘‘Anglos,’’ the ‘‘Nor-
dics,’’ and the ‘‘Euros’’ in Chapters Seven
and Eight.

I begin with what Mann himself takes as
‘‘a case study of the rise of social citizenship
across the north of the world’’: the United
States during the New Deal. Mann argues
that during the 1930s, ‘‘The United States-
. . . played catch-up in devising a normal
lib-lab welfare regime’’ (p. 241), spear-
headed by a Democratic Party that Mann
argues was ‘‘now prolabor’’ (p. 257). This
lead to three basic reforms: the Wagner Act
which prohibited unfair labor practices and
guaranteed the right to strike, the Social
Security Act (SSA) which guaranteed pen-
sions, and the Agricultural Adjustment Act
which protected farmers, especially large
farmers, against market fluctuations (pp.
252–266).

I have two main reservations about this
interpretation. The first concerns its analysis
of the coalition that made up the New Deal,
and the second concerns its characterization
of the New Deal as a movement toward
social citizenship. The New Deal coalition
was not a lib-lab alliance as Mann’s own dis-
cussion shows. To interpret it in this frame-
work both under- and overemphasizes the
role of labor. To begin with, it is important
realize that the SSA and the Wagner Act
were the result of an extraordinary wave of
shop floor militancy without any close paral-
lel in American history, not a cross class alli-
ance between labor and capital. But at the
same time, this insurgency took place in
a political context in which the main party
of labor, the Democratic Party, was also the
main party of southern agriculture. Mann
tries to argue that the United States in the
1930s had effectively a three-party system
comprised of the Republicans, Democrats,
and Southern Democrats (p. 253). The ‘‘real
Democrats,’’ he suggests were social demo-
cratic northerners. But this is not true. One
of the basic features of American politics
has been precisely the odd and fateful orga-
nizational linkage between the industrial
working class and the planter aristocracy
and its descendants as W.E.B. Dubois so

presciently pointed out in his Black Recon-
struction in America (2007: 175–177). The
New Deal coalition never effectively chal-
lenged this (Brenner 2007: 40; 2010: 46;
Caro 1990: 252–260; Davis 1980: 5). Southern
landowners always remained a crucial part
of it; they were not a third political force,
as Mann’s own evidence and other historical
accounts show (Caro 1990: 252–260; Mann
2012: 252, 261, 264). All this suggests that
Mann’s interpretation of the New Deal as
a kind of Yankee Lloyd George coalition fails
to capture the specificity of this historical
experience.

This is not to suggest that the United
States was ‘‘exceptional.’’ One of the great
strengths of all Mann’s writing about the
States is his consistent refusal of such ideol-
ogy. But it does point to a rather different set
of relevant comparative cases. I would argue
that the closest social parallels to the New
Deal in Europe were not English Labour,
and even less Scandinavian social democra-
cy, but the clutch of reformist liberal and
soft authoritarian regimes that emerged on
the European periphery in the early twenti-
eth century such as Giolittian Italy, Primo
de Rivera’s Spain, or Bethlen’s Hungary.
Like these regimes, the New Deal both
rewarded and reinforced, regionally-based,
and often quite militant, industrial working
classes at the expense of agrarian direct pro-
ducers who were excluded; and in the case
of Italy in particular were constructed as
a racial other (just as occurred in the Ameri-
can South). At the same time these regimes,
just like the New Deal, showered agrarian
elites and selected industrialists with state
largesse. The reasons for the structural simi-
larity are obvious. The United States, like the
southern and eastern European periphery,
contained a politically powerful agrarian
‘‘Old Regime’’ in Arno Mayer’s (1981) sense.
It had mutated after slavery, but was certain-
ly not by the 1930s purely capitalist.

Regardless of the social coalition it
expressed, did the New Deal achieve social
citizenship? A comment is first necessary
about the term. In Mann’s book it tends to
take on a rather broad meaning. He distin-
guishes four dimensions of it: a relatively
low level of inequality, a system of progres-
sive taxation, a system of welfare state trans-
fers, and universal education and health care
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(p. 281). From this perspective social citizen-
ship is basically equivalent to any non-
market provision of goods that tends to
equalize life chances. However its original
meaning, as used by T.H. Marshall, was
more precise. Marshall argued that social cit-
izenship was a sub-type of citizenship,
which he defined as ‘‘a status bestowed on
those who are full members of the communi-
ty.’’ He further suggested that ‘‘All those
who possess the status are equal with
respect to the rights and duties with which
the status is endowed’’ (Marshall 2009:
149–150). In short, for Marshall social citi-
zenship implied universal rights and was
therefore strictly analogous to political and
civil citizenship. But in fact there is very little
evidence of universality in the New Deal.
Instead, as Mann himself puts the point,
‘‘The New Deal created a two-tier welfare
state’’ (p. 269). Arguably this undermined
social citizenship rather than creating it.
For the New Deal systematically fragmented
direct producers along racial, regional, and
occupational lines thereby eliminating any
potential worker/farmer alliance as had
emerged in the days of populism.

One might accept the above points, how-
ever, and still conclude that Mann’s funda-
mental claim about the relationship
between capitalism and social citizenship is
correct. After all, I have suggested that the
United States needs to be understood as
a very persistent ‘‘Old Regime’’; and that
this persistence profoundly shaped its wel-
fare state. Perhaps the real test of Mann’s
argument about the connection between
capitalism and social citizenship lies then
in Western Europe—and particularly the
United Kingdom, the classic ground of
lib-labism.

The roots of lib-labism in the United King-
dom lie in the Lloyd George coalition, an
attempt to keep labor-friendly MPs in the
Liberal party, which eventually led to a for-
mal coalition government in 1924 (pp. 294–
295). What were the historical conditions
that allowed for this development? Speaking
of the Labour party’s rise, one of the major
historians of the Lloyd George coalition,
Robert J. Scally, states that this was ‘‘proba-
bly the only case in which an entrenched
and solvent ruling elite of a great capitalist
state yielded a meaningful share of political

power, not willingly but without a violent
social upheaval’’ (Scally: 4). But it is impor-
tant to emphasize, against Mann and Mar-
shall, that this smooth transition was made
possible by two conditions utterly unique
to England. The first of these was the forma-
tion of a strong alliance between English
industrialists and the English working class
against landlords in the period after the
defeat of Chartism (Nairn 1964: 39). The alli-
ance itself was rendered possible by a num-
ber of things including England’s early and
laissez faire pattern of industrialization,
itself made possible by England’s first comer
status (Nairn 2003: 9). (Such a configuration
never could have emerged in the United
States where the landlords and labor were
organized in the same political party.)

The second facilitator of the lib-lab alli-
ance was of course imperialism. The funda-
mental ideological cement of the alliance
was concern over racial decline and the
impending loss of the United Kingdom’s
great power status with the rise of Germany
and the United States in particular (Nairn
1964: 41–42). The Fabians were obsessed
with this: Sidney and Beatrice Webb estab-
lished a dining club called the Coefficients
to discuss these ideas (Semmel 1960: 75),
and their basic critique of laissez-faire capital-
ism was not that it was unequal or exploit-
ative, but that it would undermine
‘‘national efficiency’’ in the coming great
power struggle (Searle 1971: 6–12).

Mann dismisses this sort of argument
claiming that, ‘‘the working class remained
largely uninterested in empire’’ (p. 35). The
question of how important British imperial-
ism was in shaping working-class attitudes
is of course a fraught one. But it seems
unlikely that the pervasive racialist thinking
that emerged in the later nineteenth century,
and that affected precisely those political
leaders closest to a lib-lab social democratic
vision, would have had no impact on work-
ers’ self understandings. Like Marshall
before him, Mann is far too hasty to general-
ize the ‘‘peculiarities of the English’’ to the
rest of the advanced world.

Does lib-labism work as an adequate
explanation of the spread of social citizen-
ship anywhere else? The ‘‘Nordics’’ were
arguably the only countries to establish full
social citizenship in Marshall’s sense before
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World War II. But this was mostly because of
the collapse of conservatives in the wake of
the Great Depression, and crucially, the
availability of an independent peasantry
who were the product of an utterly unique
agrarian history in which peasants had
achieved representation as a ‘‘fourth estate’’
from the sixteenth century (Anderson 1989:
180–181; Mann 2012: 300). Social citizenship
here was achieved by an alliance of labor
and peasants, not labor and liberals.

Lib-labism was even less in evidence in
the ‘‘Euros’’: France, Germany, and Italy. As
Mann himself correctly points out, the French
paternalist welfare state emerged after World
War I for populationist reasons, whereas in
the 1920s in Germany and Austria, ‘‘There
was little chance of a worker-peasant or
worker-middle class alliance’’ (p. 308).

It is worth analyzing why this was so,
however. Mann places a heavy responsibili-
ty for the failure of lib-labism in Germany
and Italy on the revolutionary left. He dis-
misses the Spartacist uprising as ‘‘a bloody
fiasco, not to be romanticized; it was foolish,
and only damaged progressive causes’’ (p.
197). In Italy, he writes the factory occupa-
tions ‘‘did not spread outside of the working
class core, and the movement fizzled out’’
(p. 203). This is probably the dominant
view. But to really assess it, it is important
to get a sense of what possibilities actually
existed in the historical circumstances in
Germany and Italy of the 1920s. Men like
Ebert and Scheidemann in Germany, and
Turati in Italy, thought that a parliamentary
road to social citizenship, if not socialism,
was possible in the post-World War I period.
But the historical evidence strongly suggests
otherwise. Arguably, by actively scuttling
the revolutionary waves of the early 1920s,
these men bear a heavy, if indirect, responsi-
bility for fascism. For only a determined
assault on the state could have removed
the noxious alliance of old regime elites
and emerging industrialists that would sup-
port, even if it did not create, mass fascist
parties. Reformism, in these circumstances,
was arguably much more ‘‘damaging to pro-
gressive causes’’ than a consistently revolu-
tionary stance would have been.

Furthermore reformism in central Europe
has to be placed in a world context. The fail-
ure of revolutionary breakthrough in the

West was not just a disaster for Germany
and Italy; it was also a fiasco for the Soviet
Union itself. The only possible socialist justi-
fication for the existence of the USSR, as all
of the principle actors of the Bolshevik revo-
lution realized, was to spark a world revolu-
tion that would quickly spread to the
advanced capitalist economies, and above
all to Germany. Bottled up in a massive back-
ward country, encircled by hostile powers,
Stalinism, surely the greatest self-inflicted
disaster that progressives have ever suf-
fered, was the logical outcome (Claudin
1975: 46–50).

Mann’s claim that capitalism contained an
internal tendency toward social citizenship
based on a labor-liberal alliance is not well
supported by his historical case studies. In
fact it seems that lib-labism, far from being
a fundamental tendency of capitalism, was
a uniquely British phenomenon, repeated
virtually nowhere else in the advanced
world prior to World War II. We could put
the same question to Mann that Mann
(1992: 189) himself put to T.H. Marshall:
was ‘‘Britain typical of the capitalist West
as a whole’’? The answer it seems to me is
probably not.

Capitalism and War

The second main issue that Mann’s analysis
raises is the connection between capitalism,
imperialism, and war. No other sociologist
has done as much as Mann to put war at the
center of the agenda of comparative sociology
where it rightly belongs. But how does he
understand its connection with capitalism?

Mann argues, rightly in my view, that as
a mode of production capitalism does not
require coercion. As he put the point in
a very fine early essay, ‘‘capitalism once
institutionalized, seems to require relatively
little maintenance by force’’ (Mann 1992:
137). This general stance leads Mann further
to reject two broadly Marxian accounts of
imperialism: the Lenin/Hobson view that
imperialism is driven by the search for
investment opportunities for surplus capital,
and the social imperialist view that imperial-
ism is a response to increased class conflict.
Mann rejects the Lenin/Hobson thesis that
late nineteenth century imperialism was
based on surplus capital because, he says,
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the accumulation of capital did not spur
investment in the colonies, but rather in the
core, thereby increasing economic interde-
pendence (Mann 2012: 34).

Mann also rejects the theory of social
imperialism, which holds that it was not
the narrowly economic interests of capital-
ists that drove imperialism, but their broader
political class interests. He argues that
this explanation fails because ‘‘The working
class remained largely uninterested in
empire’’ (p. 35).

What then explains late nineteenth centu-
ry imperialism for Mann? He evokes many
mechanisms, a ‘‘sense that a finite globe
was filling up,’’ the presumed existence of
‘‘untold riches’’ in Africa, and the fact that
‘‘Asia did have immense markets’’ (p. 35).
But these are all subordinated to his more
common answer—militarism. It was ‘‘milita-
rism’’ that ‘‘enabled the conquest of global
empires and spread like a disease to Japan
and the United States’’ (p.12). Further,
‘‘There is no necessary reason why multi-
state systems should generate much war,
but when they come enveloped in a culture
of militarism, as Europe did, it is likely to
generate endless war and competitive impe-
rialism’’ (p. 129).

But what is militarism? Mann defines it as
a form of ‘‘ideological power’’ associated
with masculinity. It is characterized by a fight
for ‘‘status, in Max Weber’s sense of the
term’’ (p. 134). It emphasizes ‘‘honor, glory,
status, credibility, and shame, fear of being
seen as weak and thus ridiculed.’’ Thus as
an ideology it expresses ‘‘the emotional inse-
curities of little boys on the playground’’ (p.
134). It might seem that this is a Schumpeter-
ian argument, treating imperialism as an ata-
vistic expression of outmoded social classes
(Schumpeter 1919: 49). But, although a for-
mal discussion of Schumpeter is surprising-
ly absent in Mann’s analysis of theories of
imperialism, he seems to reject this view.
As he puts the point for Japan, ‘‘Schumpet-
er’s view of imperialism as generated by
older, traditional social structures has even
less relevance to Japan than other powers
discussed so far’’ (p. 107). Militarism is
rooted for Mann neither in capitalism, nor
in atavistic pre-capitalist classes, but in
a peculiarly European and elite social
psychology.

However, there is one basic empirical
problem with this argument: Japan was
one of the most aggressive imperialist
powers over this period, as Mann rightly
shows. But the Japanese surely did not
need to ‘‘emulate’’ the Europeans. The Bushi-
do or ‘‘way of the warrior’’ was a highly mil-
itaristic ethic, formalized during the Meiji
Restoration, but rooted in centuries of
intense intra-feudal conflict (Nitobe 1969:
1–3, 94–96).

But anti-imperialism embodied in the idea
of the Greater Asia Principle was more
important. One of the major ideological jus-
tifications of imperial expansion was that
Japanese hegemony was necessary in order
to liberate other Asian peoples from Europe-
an colonialism. Although in time this
became in Maruyama’s (1963: 51) words ‘‘a
decoration for imperialist war,’’ it had deep
historical roots in the Meiji era. European
imperialism, and particularly European fas-
cist imperialism had none of this. Generalplan
Ost was never embellished with claims to
liberate the Slavs. Thus, neither the autono-
mous domestic sources of Japanese martial
ideology, nor its distinctive ‘‘imperialist
anti-imperialism’’ is adequately captured
by Mann’s idea of ‘‘militarism.’’

There is also a broader issue. European
elite ideology is simply a weak armature
on which to build an account of the massive
bloodlettings of the early twentieth century.
In this regard it is worth pointing out that
Mann’s reliance on an ideology of militarism
to explain war contrasts in a striking way
with his own previous work, and that of
Max Weber whom he invokes here. It is per-
haps best to begin with the latter.

Imperialism and war were phenomena at
the center of Weber’s sociology (Mommsen
1974: 68–90), and it might seem natural
then that Mann would draw on his analysis.
But Weber’s actual account of imperialism
was quite different from Mann’s. It is true
that Weber insisted that inter-state competi-
tion was saturated with conflicts over pres-
tige. But he also argued that there was
a strong material dynamic to imperialism.
Although he never fully developed this,
Weber seems in some places in his work to
have had the view, like Marx, that modern
rational capitalism was subject to declining
rates of profit. Imperialist adventures,
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investments in arms manufacture, and state
loans (phenomena that Weber grouped
under the term political capitalism) tended
in contrast to have higher rates of return,
and this contrast was the key to understand-
ing imperialism. As Weber put the point in
Economy and Society, ‘‘The universal revival
of ‘imperialist’ capitalism, which has always
been the normal form in which capitalist
interests have influenced politics, and the
revival of political drives for expansion are
thus not accidental. For the predictable
future, the prognosis will have to be made
in its favor’’ (Weber: 919). Weber’s theory
of imperialism, in sum, was ultimately quite
close to the Lenin/Hobson view. Imperial-
ism was a consequence of declining rates of
return on investment in a context of intense
interstate competition.

Furthermore Mann’s invocation of the
ideology of militarism as the key to explain-
ing war contrasts strikingly with his own
previous analyses, which apart from their
exemplary clarity and rigor, are strongly
structuralist. In his first volume of The Sour-
ces of Social Power, and in the opening pages
of this volume, Mann (1992: 431–433) sug-
gests that a specific social coalition between
land hungry second sons, and minor nobles
and merchants who wanted their trade
routes protected and their state loans paid
supported imperialism. It is only in the nine-
teenth century, for Mann, that warfare and
imperial expansion comes to be driven by
ideological power.

Why the switch? To answer this question
opens a more general set of considerations
about the basic assumptions built into the
sources of the social power model. Mann
holds the view that modern capitalism is
an economic system based on the peaceful
exploitation of wage labor. It developed in
Europe largely outside and against the sys-
tem of emerging nation-states whose origins
lay in the autonomous dynamic of warfare.
Although at times this analysis seems to pre-
suppose the very dynamic that it should
explain, it effectively captures the non-total-
ized nature of pre-modern Europe.

However, the very intellectual framework
that allows Mann to provide an original
account of the origins of modernity in the
latter work becomes an obstacle. Modern
imperialism and war shows why. Mann

repeatedly argues that modern imperialism
and war was not rational in purely economic
terms (Mann 2013: 95, 98, 112, 136, 165). But
much of this argument elides the difference
between the interests of individual capital-
ists and nationally located capitalist classes
on the one hand, and the system mainte-
nance requirements of capitalism on the oth-
er. War might well be rational for at least
some of the former, but not for the latter.

Whatever their historical origins, the state
system and capitalist classes had become
inextricably linked (entwined in Mann’s ter-
minology) in this period to form a discrete
set of politico-economic totalities. The insti-
tutions and the personnel of states now con-
stituted both constraints and resources that
deeply conditioned capitalist rationality,
while capitalism had the same effect on state
managers. These social facts shaped the con-
crete historical options of decisive actors.

Mann tends to resist this, not so much for
empirical reasons, but because he is ontolog-
ically committed to the four sources of social
power; and he is therefore deeply reluctant
to see totality. The appropriate stance to
take on these issues, however, is neither a pri-
ori assertion of the primacy of one source of
power, nor an a priori assertion of their
equivalence, but rather a properly historical
approach that seeks to specify the conditions
under which one or more of the sources
operates as ultimately determining. Surpris-
ingly perhaps, it is Georg Lukács (the ulti-
mate totalizer) who started down this path.
Lukács argued in his analysis of the differ-
ence between capitalist and pre-capitalist
forms of class consciousness that, ‘‘The
most striking distinction, and the one that
really concerns us, is that pre-capitalist soci-
eties are much less cohesive than capitalism.
The various parts are much more self-suffi-
cient and less closely interrelated than in
capitalism’’ (1971: 55).

Thus for these pre-capitalist societies it
makes sense to separate the sources of social
power in the way that Weber and Mann do,
for example; but he also suggested that cap-
italism among other things was a totalizing
force that tended to fuse the previously
self-sufficient parts. This suggests a general
methodological point. Both the claim that
a single developmental logic governs human
history, and the claim that multiple

492 Symposium

Contemporary Sociology 42, 4

 at ASA - American Sociological Association on July 15, 2013csx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csx.sagepub.com/


developmental logics govern it are a priori
metaphysical statements. Human societies
are relatively more or less ‘‘totalities’’
depending on historical circumstances, and
the appropriate conceptual stance is to
remain strictly agnostic about ultimate pri-
macy or multi-causality. Mann’s attachment
to the four sources of social power has
switched from being an advantage in his
account of the origins of modernity, to
becoming an obstacle as the social world
itself has become increasingly ‘‘totalized.’’

To be more concrete: the economic prob-
lem which characterizes most of the period
under discussion here is excess productive
capacity. This is a problem that Mann recog-
nizes, especially in his analysis of the world
crisis of the 1930s (p. 224). It appeared first in
agriculture in the late nineteenth century
when American and Russian wheat produc-
tion came fully online leading to the first
Great Depression (1873–1896), an economic
event with far-reaching consequences. Polit-
ical elites threw up tariff walls across West-
ern Europe in the late nineteenth century
and there was a general ratcheting up of geo-
political tensions in response to them. In the
more unevenly developed countries these
policies not only exacerbated the underlying
problem on a world scale, but also preserved
a very unproductive agriculture that could
not form an adequate basis for mass demand.

World War I (unlike World War II) exacer-
bated rather than solved this problem
because, however bloody it may have been,
it was a frontline conflict not fought against
civilians and civilian infrastructure. By
war’s end, massive armaments industries
had been established in all the combatant
countries, and during the interwar period
excess capacity was intensified; but it was
also pooled unevenly through the interstate
system. It was particularly pronounced in
countries such as Germany, Italy, and Japan
that had large unproductive agrarian sec-
tors combined with a highly advanced
industrial sector. The fundamental econom-
ic question for most capitalists over most of
this period in any case was never ‘‘what is
best for capitalism’’ but rather, ‘‘where are
the markets’’?

What is the potential link between all this
and imperialism? Certainly there is no rea-
son to think that excess capacity would

automatically and directly lead to massive
war within the capitalist core: witness today.
However when excess capacity combines
with a fragmented interstate system, there
is every reason to think that this particular
dynamic will unleash massive and destruc-
tive war; and that some very powerful capi-
talists (although not all of them) are likely to
be quite bellicose.

Does such an account accord with the
basic facts of Mann’s narrative? Yes. Such
an approach explains the aggressors in
both the First and particularly in the Second
World War. One would expect that only
those countries excluded from the initial
imperial land grab of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries would be aggressors
against other advanced countries. This
defines Germany’s situation in the First
World War, although it does not fully explain
the behavior of other countries such as Italy
and Japan. But in 1914, it was not clear that
the globe had been completely divided up.
Mann’s approach fully explains the Second
World War, in particular the alliance of
excluded powers: Germany, Japan, and Italy.
Each of these had experienced intense but
regionally concentrated industrialization by
the interwar period, each one was ruled by
an elite restricted by inadequate access to
markets and raw materials; thus for the Ital-
ian fascist elites the war was always under-
stood as a search for spazio vitale, and for
the Germans of course it was the drive for
Lebensraum.

For Mann, the Second World War ‘‘was
a collision between imperialists, the old
regime seeing peace and collective security
as the better way to preserve empire; the
arrivistes believing they would have to fight
to get one’’ (p. 428). Indeed his general inter-
pretation of the Second World War has ruf-
fled the feathers of some of his fellow
Englishmen because it is insufficiently defer-
ential to Anglo-Saxon virtue (Tooze 2013).

If this view is roughly correct, I think it
suggests a quite different way of posing the
relationship between capitalism and war,
and it also allows for an interesting link
between this book and some of Mann’s ear-
lier work, particularly The Dark Side of
Democracy. It is not that there were two
dynamics: an imperialist one rooted in ‘‘mil-
itarism’’ leading to war and genocide, and
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a capitalist one leading to social citizenship
and the welfare state. Rather, the construc-
tion of large zones of peace which are inte-
grated and coordinated has usually been
the result of extraordinary bloodletting:
American colonization and civil war, the
First and Second World Wars in Europe,
and Japanese Imperialism in the Far East.
Within these zones and under some highly
particular conditions, social citizenship did
emerge. But if that is the case, then imperial-
ism, fascism, and their wars no longer
appear as an alternative modernity that
failed, or an alternative process intersecting
with the one producing social citizenship,
but rather a route to our current modernity.
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With this volume, Michael Mann completes
his long march through the history of power
since the Neolithic, from the initial caging of
populations in proto-states in the irrigated
river valleys of the Middle East and Asia to
what might be called the global caging of
populations in the late twentieth and twen-
ty-first centuries. It is notable, of course,
that Mann sprinted through the first few
thousand years (devoting, by my calcula-
tion, a page to every hundred years in the
initial portions of Volume One), then slowed
to a jog between 800 and 1760 (a page for
every five years in the later chapters of Vol-
ume One), and has been strolling along at
a leisurely pace since then (between 5 and
9 pages per year in Volumes Two, Three,
and Four). Volume Four has all the virtues
we expect from this author: theoretical rigor,
a thorough and critical sifting of the avail-
able evidence, enviable clarity of exposition,
and sharp no-nonsense judgments about
both the doings of historical actors and the
dubious claims of other analysts. In short,
it is classic Michael Mann.

Volume Four is entitled ‘‘Globalizations.’’
The book does address the unprecedentedly
thorough spread of power networks around
the globe in the years since World War II.
However, the most striking feature of this
volume is not its global reach but its very
strong focus on the doings of one country:
the United States. A more appropriate title
for the volume would be ‘‘The Age of Ameri-
can Empire.’’ Mann includes full chapters on
the two chief alternatives to United States
domination in the postwar era: the Soviet
Union and the People’s Republic of China.
These chapters, however, are strongly weight-
ed toward the passing away of the communist
alternative to American dominance in the
years since 1980. The chapters focus on the
attempted reform and eventual collapse of
the Soviet Union and the far more successful
post-Maoist economic reforms, which con-
verted China into a quasi-capitalist state that

has found its place in the U.S.-dominated
global political and economic order. Mean-
while, the discussions of other areas of the
world are located primarily in chapters enti-
tled ‘‘American empire during the cold war,’’
‘‘Neoliberalism, rise and faltering,’’ ‘‘Ameri-
can empire at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury,’’ and ‘‘Global crisis: The great neoliberal
recession’’—all of which center firmly on the
United States. There are, in addition, two
chapters devoted exclusively to American
politics between 1945 and 1980, one on class
relations and the other on civil rights and
identity struggles. One consequence of
this lavish attention to the United States is
that American political figures of moderate
importance, such as Joseph McCarthy, Hen-
ry Luce, Barry Goldwater, Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, or Paul O’Neil, make more
appearances in the index than Sukarno,
Jawaharlal Nehru, Kwame Nkrumah,
Charles DeGaulle, or Nelson Mandela.

Mann’s choice to center his analysis on the
United States in this period is perfectly justi-
fiable. This is, after all, a history of power,
and America has amassed an unprecedented
share of the world’s economic, political,
ideological, and military power in the era
since 1945. Three facts should make this
clear. First, in 1945, the United States, which
had 6 percent of the world’s population, pro-
duced an astounding 35 percent of its GDP
(p. 270). Second, in the years since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the United States
has accounted for nearly half of the world’s
military spending. With its archipelago of
bases and its extensive navy and air trans-
port fleet, it is the only country capable of

The Sources of Social Power, Volume 4:
Globalizations, 1945–2011, by Michael
Mann. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2013. 504pp. $34.99
paper. ISBN: 9781107610415.
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applying concentrated military power swift-
ly all around the globe. Finally, although the
American share of world GDP has shrunk
since 1945, its dominance in the financial
and monetary sphere has been maintained,
even enhanced. This has become particular-
ly clear in the aftermath of the recent global
financial crisis, when the U.S. Federal
Reserve, established in the early twentieth
century as the lender of last resort for Amer-
ican banks, in fact acted as the lender of last
resort for the entire global economy.1

Although, as Mann argues, the American
empire now seems to have entered into
decline, it still retains enormous stores of
power—military, political, economic, and
ideological alike.

Mann points out that America’s imperial
dominance was a highly contingent conse-
quence of the Second World War. The United
States, safe from attack behind its vast Atlan-
tic and Pacific moats, came through the war
with its industrial might enhanced while
bombing and intense ground war gutted
the productive capacities of the other com-
batants. Had it not been for this insanely
destructive war, there would have been no
world-spanning American empire in the
late twentieth century. Unlike its European
predecessors, the American empire has
been informal, without significant territorial
possessions. America has dominated by
a combination of ‘‘gunboat diplomacy,’’
rule by proxies, economic imperialism, and
hegemony, which Mann defines as the
acceptance of American leadership as
benign or natural. The mix of these strategies
has varied by region and over time. In
Europe and Japan, American power has
been consistently hegemonic. Latin America
was kept in line by economic imperialism
backed up by the threat of gunboat diploma-
cy. In Asia, the United States began by inter-
vening brutally in civil wars in Korea and
Vietnam, but later became a more benevo-
lent hegemon. In the Middle East rule by
proxies has predominated—recently supple-
mented by George W. Bush’s aggression in
Afghanistan and Iraq. The diversity of the

world and the inevitable difficulties of logis-
tics have made America’s imperium far from
absolute, but the United States has consis-
tently been able to bend the course of events
in the direction of its interests.

Mann has a very dark view of American
history in this period. He sees a steady accre-
tion of domestic reaction from the social
democratic high point of the New Deal in
the 1930s right down to the present, with
only a minor liberal ‘‘bleep’’ (as he puts it)
in the 1960s (p. 65). I agree that the Cold
War anti-communism of the 1950s was deep-
ly oppressive and that the years since 1980
have seen a durable rightward turn. But
Mann, for all his claims that history is open
and full of contingencies, has succumbed to
a downbeat teleology, allowing his knowl-
edge of how dysfunctional and reactionary
American politics would become in the
twenty-first century to cast a pall over the
whole of the postwar period. In Mann’s
view, the sole positive development in the
United States in these years was the civil
rights movement, which brought about
major changes in the racial order of the Unit-
ed States and helped diminish the power of
racism as an ideology all over the globe.
The civil rights movement also provided
a global paradigm for claiming full citizen
rights and cultural recognition for other
oppressed groups, including women, domi-
nated ethnicities, and sexual minorities.

But over the past three decades, America’s
most important contribution to world politi-
cal and ideological development has not
been identity politics—it has been neoliber-
alism. No fan of utopian ideologies of any
stripe, Mann sees neoliberalism as theoreti-
cally untenable and mainly pernicious in
its effects. It has failed to increase the overall
productivity of the world economy; what it
has accomplished is a generalized financial-
ization of economic life and a redistribution
of wealth and power from labor to capital.
Mann properly warns that the global power
of neoliberalism should not be exaggerated.
Outside the United States and the United
Kingdom, where it has been applied in rela-
tively pure form, neoliberalism has been
mixed with a whole array of quite different
policies—continued Communist party eco-
nomic guidance in China, state-sponsored
developmental regimes elsewhere in Asia,

1 On this point, see the lucid account of Leo Pa-
nitch and Sam Gindin, The Making of Global
Capitalism: The Political Economy of American
Empire (New York, NY: Verso 2012).
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a mix of neoliberal reform and strong wel-
fare states in Europe, and so on. As much
as neoliberal ideologues may wish for
a world in which free markets trump states,
nation states still determine most economic
policies and both citizens and officials in
most states have kept neoliberal enthusiasts
at arm’s length. The current global economic
crisis, which Mann dubs ‘‘the great neoliber-
al recession’’ should, in principle, have chal-
lenged the dominance of both the neoliberal
model and its American sponsor. Yet so far
there has been no sustained challenge to
the neoliberal international order—it has
remained intact.

The establishment and perpetuation of the
American empire forms the spine of Mann’s
exposition in this volume, but he also makes
plenty of astute arguments that are more or
less orthogonal to this central story. I cannot
possibly discuss all of these in this brief
essay, but I will mention six of his key
claims.

First, Europe, which had for centuries
been the most bellicose portion of the globe,
has been transformed by the horrors of
World War II into the world’s most peace-
loving region. It is, Mann argues, the pro-
found desire of Europeans for peace, not
economic interest, that has given rise to the
European Union, a unique and barely work-
able arrangement that is highly unlikely to
be copied elsewhere.

Second, although the period since World
War II has seen an unprecedented globaliza-
tion of power, these years have also been, at
least formally, the era of the definitive tri-
umph of the nation state. With the disman-
tling of the European Empires and then of
the Soviet Union, nation states now occupy
nearly all the landed surface of the globe.
Although some of these nation states are
small and weak, and although IGOs,
NGOs, and transnational corporations have
expanded in this period, most of the world’s
social power continues to be exercised at the
level of the national cages, not by an amor-
phous proto-international order, and not by
the hegemonic imperial power.

Third, in spite of the darkness that haunts
Mann’s account of this period, he admits
that it has, on the whole, been a favorable
era of human history. In spite of some bad
periods and some disfavored regions, the

world economy has grown fairly steadily.
The rise in incomes, together with the prog-
ress of medicine, has greatly lengthened life-
spans not only in wealthy countries, but in
very poor countries as well.

Fourth, racism, until World War II, was the
world’s most pervasive ideology. Its radical
decline in the period since the war has
been one of the most benign trends in recent
history.

Fifth, this has also been a favorable era
because wars between major powers have
ceased and have been replaced by less dev-
astating forms of combat. This is the para-
doxical effect of the existence of nuclear
armaments, which have made full-scale
international warfare self-defeating for all
parties. Yet the continuing existence of these
arms means that a sudden end to civiliza-
tion, and perhaps to human life on earth,
remains a disturbing possibility for the
future.

Sixth, contrary to American self-admira-
tion and a good deal of scholarly opinion,
the imperial power of the United States has
not been a force for peace in world affairs.
Rather than an international sheriff, America
has acted as the period’s chief aggressor—in
Asia until 1975, in the Middle East since
2003, and sporadically elsewhere, sending
expeditionary forces, overthrowing govern-
ments, raining down bombs, and now mak-
ing drone strikes. Hence the coming decline
of American power, which Mann believes
will lead to a consortium of powers, should
be good for the peace of the world. Of this
claim I am skeptical. It is certainly true that
in spite of its pious declamations, America
has visited much moral and political evil
on the world. But it is also true that its
globe-spanning military power has served
as a huge disincentive to military adventures
by other countries and that a decline of
American power could well lead to danger-
ous military rivalries among states. What
happened when hegemonic British power
declined in the late nineteenth century
should give us pause.

I was particularly impressed by Mann’s
final substantive chapter, which assesses
the looming global crisis of climate
change. Mann provides an exceptionally
lucid account of the potentially dire conse-
quences of global warming, of the possible
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technological means of limiting or mitigat-
ing these consequences, and of the daunting
political difficulties likely to block an effec-
tive response. The chapter provides a pro-
foundly downbeat conclusion to his grand
project: at the end of the long saga in which
humanity amasses ever-greater concentra-
tions of social power, we are faced with the
possibility of a human-induced dissolution
of civilization itself.

I think this potentially catastrophic ending
of Mann’s story almost demands that we
rethink the account of the history of social
power he has presented in the later chapters
of Volumes One and in Volumes Two
through Four. My favorite portion of Mann’s
project has always been the first part of Vol-
ume One, where he races through hundreds
of years of history at a time—forty pages on
the rise of Mesopotamian civilization, twen-
ty on Assyria and Persia, fifty on the Roman
Empire. What would the past four centuries
of history (roughly speaking the modern
era) look like if we sped up and viewed
them in the bolder and more summary fash-
ion characteristic of these early chapters?

If the end point of the story is the runaway
global warming of the anthropocene, it
seems clear that the dominant form of power
in this era has not been the nation state, as
Mann sometimes suggests, but capitalism.
The clearest measure of capitalism’s impact
is that its carbon-fueled productivity has
enabled an astounding ten-fold increase in
the human population since about 1750.
The rise of capitalism has brought about
a sharp break in the history of social power,
one comparable in novelty and importance
only to the breakthrough to civilized state
societies that Mann recounted early in Vol-
ume One.

If capitalist civilization marks such a star-
tling break with the past, this implies that
the question of how it emerged deserves
a more prominent place than Mann has giv-
en it in his project. In my opinion, Mann
obscured the significance of capitalism’s
emergence in Volume One, where he pro-
jected backwards into the Middle Ages
a supposed European ‘‘dynamism’’ out of
which capitalism slowly and naturally arose
over centuries. The only turning point he
treated was the Industrial Revolution, con-
sidered in a purely English context.

A more robust treatment would surely
(among other things) say more about early
capitalism’s powerfully global thrust, led
not by the English, but by the Dutch. The
perfection of the art of armed commerce (a
novel combination of economic and military
power) by the Dutch East India Company in
the early seventeenth century gained the
Netherlands a stunning accumulation of
wealth and power and set off a scramble
among other powers to get into the Dutch
game. By the end of the seventeenth century
the English and the French had both reached
a rough maritime parity with the Dutch and
their three-way rivalry set off the powerful
dynamic of the Atlantic economy, generally
agreed to be a key driver of the eighteenth-
century capitalist acceleration. This synthe-
sis of militarized globalization and capital-
ism—which I take as a basic and entirely
novel structural feature of the entire capital-
ist era, right down to the present—preceded
industrialization by 150 years.

My second revision concerns the rise of
science as an autonomous source of social
power in the modern era. Mann ponders
this idea briefly in Volume Four, but his
argument remains that the crucial power
resources generated by science (and technol-
ogy) over the past few centuries are not
autonomous but must be counted as eco-
nomic, political, or military power because
the scientists who made or applied the dis-
coveries have been employed by corpora-
tions, states, or militaries. Within the terms
of Mann’s theory, this argument is perfectly
logical. But perhaps this indicates that his
theory is not fully adequate for grasping
the new dynamics of power in the capitalist
era.

It seems clear that science is autonomous.
Whatever the institutional location of its ini-
tial development, scientific knowledge has
spread promiscuously through an increas-
ingly world-spanning scientific and techno-
logical community that has its own norms,
modes of communication, and system of
rewards. Scientific power is, in Mann’s
own terms, interstitial—it moves through
the pores of the other power structures and
cannot be monopolized by any of them or
by any nation-state. Science also has
an autonomous temporal rhythm which,
since the seventeenth century, has been
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characterized by a rapid and continuous
growth in knowledge—as measured by, for
example, the number of scientific publica-
tions or the number of professional scien-
tists. It is true that scientists rarely exercise
power directly, as do military, economic,
political, and ideological leaders. But espe-
cially over the past century and a half, the
autonomous development of science has
made tremendously enhanced forms of
power available for use by other power-
wielding institutions. The intertwining of
scientific-technological power with the mod-
ern capitalist economy has been particularly
obvious. But as nuclear weapons mounted
on guided missiles make all too clear, science
has also transformed military power.

It is largely the advent of this novel scien-
tific form of social power that has endowed
the capitalist era with its extraordinary but
dangerous dynamism, a dynamism that
has provided us with long lives and abun-
dant consumption goods, but that has also
led us into the anthropocene. A final indica-
tion that scientific and technological power
is autonomous from economic power is
that the capitalist economic system, with its
drive toward endless accumulation, will
almost certainly have to be overcome to pre-
serve human thriving in the anthropocene.
By contrast, an intensified and systematic
application of science will be absolutely
essential to the preservation of a decent
form of social life for our descendants.

The Sources of My Sources

MICHAEL MANN

UCLA
mmann@soc.ucla.edu

My original goal on beginning to work on
the project that became The Sources of Social
Power was very ambitious. I would return
to the classic sociological tradition of Marx
and Weber, developing grand theory on
human societies in general from a firm
empirical base. Since I intended, like them,
to write about long-term macro-social
change, I knew I would rely mainly on his-
torical data. By that stage I had become an
empirical sociologist investigating workers,
factories, and labor markets. But I was also
enjoying the new experience of teaching
sociology, and specifically of teaching socio-
logical theory, at Essex University in Eng-
land, which as a new university, attracting
students who at that time hoped sociology
might give them the meaning of life, was
rather exciting. Furthermore, I retained my
childhood love of reading history books for
pleasure. It seemed to me like an ideal match
between theory, data, and history.

Looking back, I realize that I must have
possessed enormous self-confidence, though
I think that this is not a quality which has
been very evident on the surface to others.
I have read widely and I have been fortunate
that, after my period at Essex, the London

School of Economics offered me the enor-
mous resources of the British Library, which
was then located in the palatial rotunda of
the British Museum, and then UCLA offered
me the great resources of its research library.
I was also fortunate to have been involved in
a highly stimulating seminar series at LSE
(along with Ernest Gellner and John A.
Hall), followed by two fine seminar series
at UCLA (one along with Perry Anderson
and Robert Brenner, the other with Ivan Sze-
lenyi, Rogers Brubaker, Andreas Wimmer,
and Ching Kwan Lee). These have offered
many fruitful discussions with scholars
working at the macro-level of several aca-
demic disciplines.

I was initially spurred on in my foolhardy
venture by my dislike of what I saw as the
twin evils of contemporary sociology,
abstracted empiricism and abstract theory,
and also by my dislike of the economic
determinism so pervasive across all the
social sciences. I later grew also to dislike
strong versions of the rival ‘‘cultural turn.’’
I retain all these dislikes today.

It was as a counter-puncher against these
determinisms that I began to emphasize mil-
itary and political power relations. Support
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for the campaign for nuclear disarmament in
Britain and Europe during the 1970s added
impetus to this, since I rejected the view of
most of my leftist friends that the Cold War
was fundamentally a struggle between capi-
talism and communism. While not denying
the relevance of this struggle, I saw it as
being amplified both by an ideological
struggle and by geopolitical rivalry compa-
rable to many Great Power rivalries of histo-
ry. I also saw how societies might be
changed fundamentally by the advent of
weapons of such destructiveness that they
could never be rationally deployed. Mild
activism in the British Labour Party firmed
up an enduring respect for the specificity
of politics and an enduring respect for prag-
matic social democracy (which becomes
very evident in Volume Four).

Today, ideological and domestic political
power relations are no longer so neglected
by sociologists but geopolitics, war, and mil-
itarism remain woefully neglected (alas, I
seem to have had very little influence
here). These nowadays involve a handful
of sociologists compared to the hundreds
who work on topics like identity, demogra-
phy, or ethnicity. It is really extraordinary
that military power has been so ignored by
social scientists in a century containing two
World Wars, a Cold War involving a nuclear
weapons race, and an enduring and milita-
ristic American empire. Americans get
annoyed when I suggest that this country
is profoundly militarist. Yet no other conclu-
sion can be drawn from general national
pride in American military power, the gener-
al assumption that force should be threat-
ened or used abroad to secure freedom and
other desired values, the reverential view
of American troops, the prevalence of guns,
and the power of a gun lobby which can
argue successfully that semi-automatic
assault weapons are an essential part of the
freedom of Americans.

Such were the sources of my sources.
Almost from the beginning I decided I
would trace the interactions of the four pow-
er sources in human society. I naively
believed that I could accomplish this enor-
mous task in a single volume, which would
contain theoretical exploration based on
three historical and contemporary case stud-
ies. Examples of my early intentions are the

two articles ‘‘States, Ancient and Modern’’
and ‘‘The Autonomous Power of the State’’
(in which I developed the distinction
between despotic and infrastructural power
which is easily the most cited of my con-
cepts).1 But my historical sensitivity soon
took over and I found myself immersed in
a narrative history of large slices of the
world. As this grew larger and larger, I split
it into two volumes, then three. Then two
chapters of Volume Three grew into book-
size, and so I published them as Fascists
(Cambridge, 2004) and The Dark Side of
Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing (Cam-
bridge, 2005). Finally, when I presented what
would have been an 800-page third volume,
Cambridge University Press politely sug-
gested I divide it into two. I soon agreed.
Size does matter, but the feel of a 400-page
book is so much nicer than one double that
size. At that point I had the whole 800 pages
ready for the press, and the division into two
books plus some consequent revisions did
not take long. Hence Volume Four appeared
only about two months after Volume Three. I
do not think I could have started out with
the intention of writing four volumes—
they had to happen as unintended conse-
quences of my original bravado. Such an
unintended journey resembles that of
Immanuel Wallerstein, as described by him
in his recent contribution to a symposium
on his work in this journal last year (Volume
41, Number 1, 2012). However, I do have an
edge over him (and over Perry Anderson,
too) in that I have actually finished my nar-
rative. What a relief! It has turned out being
almost my life’s work.

The bulk of Sources comprises detailed his-
torical narratives in which my conceptual
scheme and my conclusions are embedded,
though they intermittently emerge explicitly.
I am asking a great deal of sociologists when
I ask them to read most of this narrative in
order to get to the point. On the contrary, it
is the concepts that tire historians. I should
add that I am definitely a sociologist, not

1 They were both published in the journal Ar-
chives européennes de sociologie, the first in Vol.
XVII, 1977, pp. 262–298 and the second in
Vol. XXV, 1984, pp. 185–213. Both are reprinted
in Michael Mann, States, War and Capitalism.
Oxford: Blackwell, 1998.
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an historian, but a sociologist of the old
school. I am actually quite proud of my
more theoretical chapters: Chapter One of
Volume One explaining my model, Chapter
Three of Volume Two presenting a theory
of the modern state, and Chapter Nine of
Volume Four presenting a theory of revolu-
tions. But for the most part I expect my read-
ers to divine my broader arguments through
detailed empirical materials and explana-
tions of specific situations. For example,
my theory of class develops especially
through several chapters of Volume Two, of
empire through three chapters of Volume
Three, of the impact of war through four
chapters of Volumes Three and Four.

The reissue of Volumes One and Two has
allowed me to write new introductions for
them which contain some general reflec-
tions, especially on my methodology and
in response to my critics.2 I am pleased that
the press has now designed more attractive
covers for all four volumes. My favorite is
Volume Two which features the magnificent
1839 painting by J.M.W. Turner, ‘‘The Fight-
ing Temeraire,’’ a renowned battleship of
the line, veteran of Trafalgar and many other
naval battles, being towed against a fabulous
sunset by a tiny coal-fired tug to her last
berth to be broken up. The painting brilliant-
ly symbolizes the sunset of the pre-industrial
era rendered obsolete by the power of the
Industrial Revolution. That is, of course,
the theme of Volume Two.

The initial idea that I might produce
a much grander theory, including a ranking
of the relative strengths of the four sources,
fell by the wayside some years ago. In the
final chapter of Volume Four, I do generalize
about the distinctive nature of each of the
four power sources, but not about their rela-
tive importance. As I say there, that all
depends on time and place. Mine is not
a very strong theory; it is more an orienting
model. That is the main reason why I have
not had to change it much over the years,
for a model cannot be falsified. Hopefully

it is useful—though that is up to the reader
to decide.

Yet when dealing with the contemporary
period, illuminated by an enormous body
of day-to-day evidence, I became more
aware of the ability of individuals and small
groups placed in positions of power to affect
outcomes. I have also become more con-
scious that they, and indeed all of us, are
emotional and often irrational creatures, so
that outcomes may be unpredictable and
sometimes devastating. This is most obvi-
ously true in decisions to go or not to go to
war. But it is characteristic of all fields of
human action. I have also modified the mod-
el to situate geopolitical power in terms of
either political or military power, according
to the degree of violence involved and I
have clarified the nature of military power
in order to better identify its difference
from political power. But my volumes are
stuffed full of more particular explanations
of social developments—of capitalism,
states, wars, ideologies—which are seen
through the prism of my model. Obviously
these explanations can be refuted, and
some of them will be.

At the least, my model is an assertion that
a full explanation of major historical phe-
nomena must normally include analysis of
all four sources of power. Even where mili-
tary power is largely absent (it is the least
consistent of my sources), as in my chapters
on neoliberalism in Volume Four, I deal with
three sources. Even that is more than most
sociologists attempt. In addition my work
contains an assertion that all four sources
have a relative autonomy from each other.
While interacting with and influenced by
the others, each has a certain distinctive logic
of development. They are in fact orthogonal
to each other, interacting but not in a system-
atically determinant way. This can be com-
prehended most easily by perceiving that
each generates its own distinct geographic
networks of interaction. Like Margaret
Thatcher, I say there is no such thing as soci-
ety. But my sense of this is very different
from hers. I mean that ‘‘societies’’ are not sin-
gular, bounded entities. Human society is
composed of overlapping, intersecting net-
works of which the primary ones form
around my four power sources. Economic
and ideological power relations can diffuse

2 I gave more detailed responses to critics in my
‘‘The sources of Social Power Revisited: A
Response to Criticism,’’ in John A. Hall and
Ralph Schroeder (eds.), An Anatomy of Power:
The Social Theory of Michael Mann. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006.
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broadly and somewhat transnationally
across the world. Political power relations
confine people over bounded territories.
Military power relations may be largely in
the service of states, or they may not be (in
the case of terrorists, for example), while
military striking ranges have become truly
and terrifyingly global. We must not neglect
any of them or the differences between them.

The fact that I call my approach the IEMP
model of power should not be taken as
meaning that I think that ideological power
is the most important source, followed by
economic, military, and political networks.
The order has no significance. Indeed, I
now think that I picked the worst possible
combination of these four letters, since it
produces an acronym that cannot be easily
pronounced. Better MIPE or PIME, which
at least readers could remember! But an
ordering which would make more theoreti-
cal sense and which could be pronounced
would be MEPI, since I believe that military
and economic power in a sense come first,
while political power is their institutionali-
zation over a given territorial space, and
ideologies emerge to cope with the inter-
actions of these three sources. However,
temporal priority is not the same as impor-
tance. Durkheim noted the phenomenon of
‘‘emergence’’ in human societies, and I see
both political and ideological power as hav-
ing emergent properties which then act back
on societies and transform them. But I can-
not change labels so late in the day.

Finally, a word is in order concerning
what I fail to discuss in these volumes. One
cannot discuss the whole world, and much
of it is seen only indirectly, for example as
the butt of imperial power. This is mostly
true of Latin America, while Africa gets
even less attention. My focus was broadest
in the first half of Volume One when discus-
sing ancient empires. Then it narrowed to
Europe before adding on America in Volume
Two. Volume Three broadens out again
through empires and world wars. China
and Japan figure large here. Volume Four
veers between a focus on the sole remaining
empire of today, the United States, and

broader comparative analyses both between
states and between capitalism and commu-
nism. Thus I have not written a history of
the whole world, as world historians might
attempt to do. I focus on the leading edge(s)
of power in each period, plus (to a lesser
extent) those at the receiving end of their
power.

In terms of my themes, some complain
about what they consider to be my rather
narrow conception of ideological power.
For me, ideologies do not comprise the
whole of human culture. Everything that
we say and do has a cultural element and I
am skeptical that we can say much about
the causal power of such a diffuse all-envel-
oping phenomenon. Cultural sociology,
even in its stronger formulations, is notice-
ably light on causal statements. I have cho-
sen to focus only on major meaning
systems and movements, those whose ideas,
values, and rituals transform human socie-
ties—for I am interested in power, after all.
So I discuss religions and recent secular
ideologies like socialism, fascism, liberalism,
and neoliberalism, but not the mass media,
Hollywood, or rap music.

Second, I do not discuss gender or ethnic-
ity much, though in Volumes Three and Four
race and racism do receive quite lengthy
treatment. It is obvious in those sections
that I consider racism to be the outcome of
certain configurations of the four sources of
social power. I would suggest that the
same might apply to gender and ethnicity. I
would seek to explain their transformations
(gender relations have been fundamentally
transformed in recent times) in similar fash-
ion. Though I have not undertaken serious
research on these matters, I hope that others
deploy my model, flexibly, to investigate
them. Yet I must finally admit that every
model, every approach to human societies,
including my own, pushes some actors and
institutions onto front stage, under the spot-
lights, while pushing others to walk-on parts
or even to backstage. That is because human
societies are always more complex than our
theories.
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