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Introduction 

This book demonstrates exactly how the corporate rich (the owners and 
managers of large incorporated properties) developed the policies and 
created the governmental structures that allowed them to dominate the 
United States in the twentieth century. By "dominate" I mean that the 
corporate rich were able to establish the organizational structures, rules, 
and customs through which most people carried out their everyday lives, 
due to their control of many millions of jobs and their success in convinc
ing government officials to adopt their top policy priorities. 

Domination by the corporate rich, in other words, was the institution
alized outcome of their great economic and political power. Even when 
there were loud vocal complaints from highly visible individuals or groups, 
and a considerable degree of organized protest and resistance, the routi
nized ways of acting in the United States mostly followed from the rules 
and regulations needed by the big banks and corporations to continue to 
make profits. Domination also allowed the corporate rich to maintain a 
distinctively luxurious lifestyle, which further imbued them with feelings 
of superiority, and reinforced their implicit belief that they were entitled 
to dominate. 

The main focus of the book is on three policy issues that made overall 
domination possible: successfully resisting unions, initiating and then lim
iting government social programs, and creating a postwar international 
trading and investment system. 

The Corporate Community 

Although corporations were in constant compet1t10n with each other 
throughout the twentieth century, and frequently at risk of being taken 
over by investment bankers, rival corporations, or equity funds, they also 
shared the same goals and values, especially and most obviously the profit 
motive. All of them were eager to control relevant labor markets, min
imize government regulations, and avoid taxation to the greatest extent 
possible. Large corporations and financial institutions also had several 
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other common bonds, including shared ownership, the use of the same 
legal, accounting, advertising, and public relations firms, and longstanding 
patterns of supply and purchase. They also were pulled together through 
belonging to one or more business associations that looked out for their 
general interests. 

The fact that the corporate rich were opposed in varying degrees by 
the labor movement, liberals, leftists, and strong environmentalists re
inforced their sense of being a small, beleaguered group. Although the 
corporate rich overestimated the coordination among these oppositional 
groups, most of them were in fact members of a loosely knit liberal-labor 
alliance that began to form in the late 1920s and became more solidified 
by the mid-1930s as one part of the New Deal. This alliance was able to 
challenge the corporate rich on a wide range of issues for the remainder 
of the twentieth century, including the three issues focused on in this 
book. However, the large divisions that developed within the liberal-labor 
alliance in the late 1960s over several issues, starting with the civil rights 
movement, led to its decline in the 1970s and near-collapse by the 1980s. 

At the outset of the twentieth century, the wealthy industrialists and several 
other business sectors were concerned with the need for new ways to regu
late the ruthless competition among them, as well as the need for protection 
against populist farmers, middle-class reformers, and socialists. In particular, 
government antitrust legislation led more industrialists to take advantage of 
the rights and privileges that legislatures and courts were granting to the legal 
device called a "corporation" (Parker-Gwin and Roy 1996; Roy 1997). 

This combination of economic, sociological, and legal factors led to the 
development of a corporate community by 1900. It was at this point that the 
wealthy became the corporate rich, with their fortunes in all business sectors 
(later including "agribusiness") protected by their incorporated fortresses, 
which successfully pushed for further legal protections and legal rights in 
ensuing decades. These corporations also shared common (overlapping) 
members on their boards of directors. 

The use of shared directors began among wealthy Boston merchants 
and mill owners in the New England textile industry in the late eight
eenth and early nineteenth centuries, who more importantly shared own
ership in many Massachusetts companies. By the 1840s they had reached 
out regionally to play a large role in financing the nation's early railroads 
(Dalzell 1987). To take another example, by 1816 the ten largest banks and 
ten largest insurance companies in New York were tightly interlocked, 
which reflected shared ownership as well as shared interests (Bunting 
1983). National interlock networks connecting railroad, coal, and tele
graph companies existed by 1886; they were further integrated through 
shared connections to the banks on Wall Street that provided them with 
the capital to expand. Then a national corporate network emerged be
tween 1897 and 1905, which included industrial corporations and other 

-
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incorporated sectors of the economy for the first time (e.g., Carosso 1970; 
Roy 1983). This network persisted throughout the twentieth century 
(Davis, Yoo, and Baker 2002; Mizruchi 1982). 

However, too much can be made too quickly about the possible im
plications of nationwide interlocks among corporations after the 1890s 
for a variety of reasons (e.g., Davis, Yoo, and Baker 2002; Mills 1956, 
pp. 123-124, 402 note 12; Mintz and Schwartz 1983; Zweigenhaft and 
Domhoff 1982, pp. 18-19, 39-43). Attempts in the 1970s and 1980s to 
show that interlocks between companies had economic or political con
sequences did not meet with any success (e.g., Gogel and Koenig 1981; 
Koenig and Gogel 1981; Palmer 1983). Mixed results in subsequent 
studies, based on resource dependency theory (Pfeffer 1972), led to the 
strong conclusion, in a retrospective overview of the entire literature, that 
"Resource dependency theory seemed of little use to explain corporate 
interlocks" (Fennema and Heemskerk 2017, p. 17). Membership on two 
or more corporate boards is therefore best viewed simply as (1) evidence 
for social cohesion, (2) an opportunity to develop a business outlook that 
extends beyond one company, and (3) a starting point for discovering the 
involvement of corporate leaders in a wide range of nonprofit organiza
tions, including those involved in policy-making (Davis, Yoo, and Baker 
2002; Domhoff 1974, Chapter 3; Domhoff 1975; Eitzen, Jung, and Purdy 
1982; Salzman and Domhoff 1983; Useem 1979; Useem 1984). 

Despite their shared interests, common opponents, and interlock struc
ture, the leaders in the corporate community were not united on all is
sues. Based on divisions that arose on a wide range of policy issues, it 
was discovered decades ago that the corporate community included both 
moderately conservative and ultraconservative factions among its owners 
and managers (McLellan and Woodhouse 1960; Mills 1948, pp. 25-27, 
240-250; Weinstein 1968; Woodhouse and Mclellan 1966). No one fac
tor has been found through systematic studies to be the sole basis for the 
division into corporate moderates and ultraconservatives. There may have 
been a tendency for the moderate conservatives to be executives from 
the very largest and most internationally oriented of corporations, but 
there were numerous exceptions to that generalization. Nor were there 
significant differences based on business sector or geographical location 
(e.g., Domhoff 1990, pp. 35-37; Domhoff 2014, pp. 17-18, 75-76). 

There is a need for more research on the reasons for this division while 
resisting any attempts to prematurely reduce it to differences in economic 
interests without also considering ethnic, religious, and psychosocial fac
tors as well. Whatever the admixture of factors that may account for the 
differences between moderate conservatives and ultraconservatives within 
the corporate community, however, these differences existed throughout 
the twentieth century, and they are readily apparent in all three policy 
domains discussed in this book. 
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Plantation Owners and Southern Democrats 

For all the emphasis on the corporate community in this book, Southern 
plantation owners and their satellite business associates in the South, and 
in major trade and financial centers, such as New York, played a pivotal 
role in deciding the outcome of many policy battles. Although plantation 
owners were junior partners in relation to the burgeoning corporate com
munity after their defeat in the Civil War, they nonetheless exercised total 
domination in the former slave states. Their terrorist-based imposition 
of a caste status on African Americans through racial stigmatization at 
birth, disenfranchisement, neighborhood and school segregation, and the 
prohibition of black-white marriages was nearly complete as the twentieth 
century began (Berreman 1960; Berreman 1981, pp. 265-266, 273-277; 
Davis, Gardner, and Gardner 1941; Dollard and Leftwich 1957; Myrdal 
1944, Chapter 31). They also disenfranchised, but did not entirely segre
gate, many low-income whites through a variety of means (e.g., Key 1949; 
Kousser 1974). The plantation owners and their allies were then able to 
project their unity, wealth, and power to the national level through their 
predominant role in the Democratic Party. 

The breadth of the potential power base for the plantation owners is 
first of all evidenced by the fact that there were 17 slave states and terri
tories before the Civil War, all of which had established legalized segre
gation in all walks of life by the early twentieth century. (West Virginia 
became a separate slave state during the Civil War and Oklahoma was a 
slave-and-segregation territory before it became a state in 1907.) School 
segregation was not declared unconstitutional until 1954, and for the most 
part it continued by means of private and suburban schools for well-off 
whites throughout the century. (In that same year, 27 states still banned 
racial intermarriage, with all of them in the South, Great Plains, or Rocky 
Mountains, with the exception oflndiana, which has been heavily shaped 
by its early links to the South.) 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 out
lawed the other forms of segregation, and the Supreme Court declared 
laws against marriage between Caucasians and African Americans uncon
stitutional in 1967, at which point it overturned the remaining 17 anti
marriage state laws, all of which were in the former slave states. In the 
case of housing, there was legalized housing segregation throughout the 
United States until 1968 due to laws and rulings at the federal, state, and 
local levels, which in turn meant that most public schools remained segre
gated in a caste-like fashion (Rothstein 2017, for the highly detailed evi
dence for these conclusions on residential and school segregation). Experts 
on neighborhood segregation call it the American version of apartheid, 
and note that it is the most important basis for continuing racial stratifica
tion (Massey 2016; Massey and Denton 1993). 
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By the late 1960s, and despite the legal changes at the federal level, the 
informal norms and customs that shaped the South in general, and the rest 
of the country as far as housing, school segregation, and racial intermar
riage were concerned, were firmly in place. People of African heritage 
remain unique in that they are the only Americans who have faced 
the combined effects of race, slavery, and segregation (Pettigrew 1988, 
pp. 24-26). Any changes therefore turned out to be very slow and small 
(Pettigrew 2008). At the same time, the gradual transition of a majority 
of white Democrats in the South into the Republican Party was under
way, which made increases in integration in the South even more difficult 
(McKee 2019, Chapter 4). 

The transition of white Southerners from the Democrats to the Re
publicans was a cautious one at the state and local levels due to a tradi
tional party identity in part based on the resentment of "Yankees," but 
also due to the realization that the South would lose power in Congress 
if established Southern Democrats gave up their seniority and committee 
chairships. Even though more and more white Southerners voted for Re
publicans at the presidential level, and drifted away from any identification 
with the Democratic Party, it did not make sense for Southern Democrats 
to change parties before they were certain that there would be a Re
publican majority in the House and Senate. For the most part, Southern 
whites voted Republican at the presidential level in 1968 and thereafter, 
and Democratic at the state and local level, which created a "one-and-a
half" party system while excluding and isolating black voters to the extent 
that few African Americans held office at any level of government well 
into the 1980s (Black and Black 2002; Davidson and Grofman 1994a; 
Davidson and Grofman 19946). 

Corporate Dominance Through Four Networks 

The corporate community and its plantation counterparts, sometimes in 
complete agreement, but sometimes in conflict with each other, domi
nated the United States in the twentieth century through four network
based processes: the special-interest process, the policy-planning process, 
the opinion-shaping process, and the candidate-selection process. Taken 
together, these four processes, which provided dense links between the 
corporate community and the American government at all levels, can be 
understood as the "party" of the corporate rich, defined as the means 
by which they tried to influence communal action in a planned manner 
(Weber 1998). 

The special-interest process was focused on the specific and short-run 
policy concerns of wealthy families, individual corporations, and the many 
different business sectors within the corporate community. For example, 
limiting the taxes paid by the corporate rich to the greatest extent possible 
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is the province of the "wealth defense industry" within the special-interest 
process, a small army of accountants, tax lawyers, investment advisers, 
and lobbyists (Winters 2011). More generally, the special-interest process 
operated primarily through lobbyists, company lawyers, and trade asso
ciations, with a focus on congressional committees, departments of the 
executive branch, and regulatory agencies. Many lobbyists were former 
elected or appointed officials who were capitalizing on their experience 
in government and their connections within it. This process has been ex
amined in thousands of scholarly case studies. These studies almost always 
show that one or another business group usually won, sometimes in battles 
with other business groups. 

In the face of corporate-wide issues, however, such as conflicts with em
ployees over unions, the problems generated by the Great Depression, and 
the possibility of increased international trade, the corporate rich gradu
ally developed a set of policy-discussion groups and think tanks. These 
separate nonprofit organizations then evolved into a more general policy
planning network that was further cemented by common funding sources 
and overlapping boards of trustees. The policy-planning process based in 
this network was the main way in which corporate leaders attempted to 
reach policy consensus among themselves and impress their views upon 
government. 

The opinion-shaping process attempted to influence public opinion and 
keep some issues off the public agenda. It usually took its direction from 
the major organizations within the policy-planning network. In addition 
to the large public relations firms and many small organizations within it, 
the opinion-shaping network included a wide variety of patriotic, anti
tax, and other single-issue organizations funded by corporate foundations, 
family foundations, and individual members of the dominant class. How
ever, many excellent studies of public opinion provide no evidence that 
the corporate rich were able to shape long-term public opinion in general 
despite their efforts to do so (e.g., Page 2008; Page, Bartels, and Seaw
right 2013; Page and Hennessy 2010; Page and Jacobs 2009; Page and 
Shapiro 1992). At best, then, the opinion-shaping process was able to aid 
in complex legislative battles or in times of crisis only if the leaders and 
organizations in it were able to create doubt and hesitation, or introduce 
plausible alternatives or reasons for delay (e.g., Domhoff 2014, Chapter 5; 
Michaels 2008; Oreskes and Conway 2010; Potter 2010). The corporate
dominance theory put forth in this book therefore is not based on concepts 
such as false consciousness, ideological hegemony, elite manipulation, or 
manufactured consent via the media. 

However, this does not mean that public opinion, which tended to favor 
generous social-insurance programs and a less aggressive foreign policy 
than government leaders in the White House and Congress (e.g., Moore 
2007; Page 2008; Page and Jacobs 2009), had any impact. In fact, there is 
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good evidence that majority public opinion had little or no impact. This 
conclusion is based on studies of the results from 1,779 survey questions 
asked between 1981 and 2002 by many different survey organizations, 
which were compared with Congressional voting outcomes (Gilens 2012, 
pp. 57, 60, and Chapter 2 more generally, for data and methods). On the 
other hand, the same studies show that 43 interest groups and a small sam
ple of people worth $10 million dollars or more had significant impacts 
on legislative outcomes (Gilens 2012, Chapter 5; Page and Gilens 2018, 
pp. 66-69 for a brief summary). 

The researchers therefore conclude that their findings are consistent 
with a theory of "biased pluralism" (in which "corporations, business as
sociations, and professional groups predominate"), and with a theory of 
corporate domination such as the one presented in this book (Gilens and 
Page 2014, pp. 564-565, 573-574). Even so, it was also the case that some 
"average citizens fairly often get what they want" because they "fairly of
ten agree with the policies that are also favored (and won) by their affluent 
fellow citizens who do have a lot of clout" (Page and Gilens 2018, p. 69, 
their italics). This book explains these various new findings on the minor 
role of public opinion on the basis of the strong influence of the corporate 
rich and the Southern rich in Congress through two voting coalitions that 
are discussed later in this chapter. 

Fourth and finally, there was a candidate-selection process, which fo
cused on the election of politicians that were sympathetic to the agenda 
put forth by the corporate rich through the special-interest and policy
planning processes. Indeed, success in this process was one of several 
reasons why elected officials could ignore public opinion because it pro
duced a majority of office holders that were impervious to national public 
opinion. It operated through large campaign donations and hired polit
ical consultants. Northern industrialists and bankers from Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant backgrounds primarily supported the Republican Party. On 
the other hand, the Democrats were favored by the Southern rich and by 
urban land, real estate, and department store owners throughout the coun
try. The urban land and real estate interests worked together as growth 
coalitions to turn cities into "growth machines," because their primary 
goal was to find ways to make money by intensifying land use and thereby 
increase land values (Domhoff 1986; Logan and Molotch 2007; Molotch 
1976; Molotch 1998). Moreover, the urban rich more often came from 
ethnic and religious backgrounds that differed from those of the white 
Protestants from the United Kingdom and Northern Europe, who dis
criminated again them in high-status law firms, banking firms, and so
cial clubs (e.g., Baltzell 1964; Domhoff 1990, Chapter 9; Webber 2000; 
Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1982). 

For the purposes of this book, the policy-planning network is the most 
important of the four processes, but it could not have had the successes it 
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did without sufficient victories in the candidate-selection process, along 
with occasional help in conflicts over complex legislative issues from 
leaders in the opinion-shaping process through the dissemination of mes
sages that generated doubt, spread confusion, or provided reasons to delay 
(e.g., Michaels 2008; Oreskes and Conway 2010). 

The organizations within the policy-planning network, and in particu
lar the policy-discussion groups, gradually developed five specific func
tions within the corporate community and three roles in relation to the 
small "attentive public," that is those who paid attention to legislative is
sues and government appointments and communicated with others about 
their opinions through conversations and various forms of media (Nisbet 
and Kotcher 2009): 

1. They provided a setting in which corporate leaders could familiarize 
themselves with general policy issues by listening to and questioning 
the experts from think tanks and university research institutes. 

2. They provided a forum in which conflicts among corporate leaders 
could be discussed and a compromise reached, usually by including 
experts within the discussion groups that had conservative and centrist 
policy perspectives, along with an occasional liberal on some issues. 

3. They provided an informal training ground in which corporate lead
ers could decide which of their peers might be best suited for govern
ment service, either as high-level appointees in the White House or in 
departments of the executive branch. 

4. They provided an informal recruiting ground for determining which 
policy experts might be suitable for government service, either as staff 
aides to the corporate leaders who accepted government positions or 
as high-level appointees in their own right. 

5. The major conclusions reached in the policy-discussion groups fre
quently resulted in a set of policy prescriptions, including plans for 
new governmental committees and agencies. These policy recom
mendations were conveyed to appointed and elected officials through 
a variety of avenues, including testimony before Congressional com
mittees, service on departmental advisory committees, membership 
on special presidential commissions, and, not least, appointments to 
high-level positions in departments of the executive branch. Due 
to these multiple channels, the policy recommendations were of
ten adopted by the federal government almost as they were written, 
or in a partially modified form. The frequent implementation of a 
wide range of policy proposals, as documented in this book, adds 
up to "state-building" by the corporate rich, which contradicts the 
widely held idea that government officials build state structures in the 
United States and thereby give themselves a considerable degree of 
autonomy. 
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In addition, the policy groups had three useful roles in relation to the at
tentive public, most of whom, but not all, were highly educated and often 
members of one or another profession: 

1. These groups legitimated their members to the attentive public as fair
minded, serious and expert persons capable of government service. 
This image was created because members of the policy-discussion 
groups were portrayed as giving of their own time to take part in 
highly selective organizations that were both nonpartisan and non
profit in nature. 

2. They conveyed the concerns, goals, and expectations of the corpo
rate community to those young policy specialists and professors who 
wanted to further their careers by receiving foundation grants, invi
tations to work at think tanks, and invitations to take part in policy
discussion groups. 

3. Through such avenues as books, journals, policy statements, press re
leases, and speakers, these groups tried to influence the climate of 
opinion on important policy issues in Washington and among the at
tentive public, sometimes directly, sometimes through special single
issue committees, and sometimes through the use of organizations in 
the opinion-shaping network. 

In an important social-psychological sense, this bird's-eye sociologi
cal view of the policy-planning process makes the interactions within 
it sound far too straightforward, reasonable, and rational, which ignores 
the human tendencies toward self-serving ambition, combativeness, 
compartmentalized thinking, and group-think. Without question, the 
thousands of people that participated in one or another aspect of this 
policy-planning process experienced their involvement as a chaotic and 
rancorous competition over ideas, status, and prestigious appointments. 
In other words, corporate leaders and experts also suffer from the all-too
human pettiness, self-importance, and interpersonal competitiveness that 
lead to an egosystem within any group or institution (Crocker and Canev
ello 2015). This is also the way in which the process and its participants 
were observed and written about by journalists. It all became just another 
human-interest story. 

To be sure there are no misunderstandings, the emphasis in this book 
is on the fact that potential leaders were informally socialized, educated, 
selected, and vetted within this network by its members in general as 
they cycled in and out of various roles within it, as well as in and out of 
government positions. There were also many instances in which partic
ipants "deselected" themselves because they did not want to take part 
in this competition, or else they found the level of discourse to be ba
nal and conventional, as revealed over the decades by resignations from 
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policy-discussion organizations by highly visible professors and other ex
pert advisers. 

However, this book is not concerned with the subjective or interper
sonal levels of human experience. Instead, it focuses on the sociological 
level, on the results ("output") of the interactions within the corporate 
community and the policy-planning network in terms of the leaders that 
emerged and the collective statements that were written. These leaders 
and collective statements often left many members of the corporate rich 
grumbling and unhappy, and only partly in agreement. But in terms of 
the limits of human rationality, these group-based outcomes were the best 
the corporate rich could do at that moment given the circumstances, the 
information available, and time constraints. 

The Power Elite 

The corporate rich maintained their domination through a leadership 
group called "the power elite." This power elite is defined as those people 
who served as directors or trustees in profit and nonprofit institutions con
trolled by the corporate rich through stock ownership, financial support, 
involvement on governing boards, or some combination of these factors. 
This definition differs somewhat from the original definition provided 
by sociologist C. Wright Mills (1956, pp. 3-4, 18-20). It agrees with his 
definition in stating that the power elite are those individuals who have a 
superior amount of power due to the institutional hierarchies they com
mand, but it differs in a theoretically important way by restricting the 
term to persons who are in command positions in institutional hierarchies 
controlled by the corporate rich. 

More specifically, this revised conception of the power elite makes it 
possible to integrate class and organizational insights in order to create a 
more complete theory of power in America, which makes it a more resil
ient theory than the class-based Marxist theory and a more encompassing 
theory than the perspectives discussed in Chapter 15. Empirically, it leads 
from the corporate community to the foundations, think tanks, and policy
discussion groups that made up the policy-planning network, as well as 
to the major organizations in the opinion-shaping network (Domhoff 
2014, Chapters 4 and 5). These were in fact the institutions that were 
involved in the key decisions. The military, contrary to Mills (1956, p. 6 
and Chapters 8-9), was not central to any of the key decisions discussed 
in this book, or in any other policy arena in the twentieth century that 
has been studied (Domhoff 1967, pp. 115-127; Domhoff 1996, Chapter 6; 
Huntington 1961; Janowitz 1960). Nor were those Mills defined as the 
"political directorate" (the top appointed officials in executive depart
ments of the federal government) an independent group. As shown in 
numerous past studies, they were members of the corporate community 
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and the policy-planning network (e.g., Burch 1980; Burch 1981; Domhoff 
1998, pp. 247-256; Mintz 1975; Salzman and Domhoff 1980). 

Although the power elite were a leadership group, the phrase is always 
used with a plural verb to emphasize that the power elite were also a col
lection of individuals who had some internal policy disagreements as well 
as ambitions for the same government appointments. They sometimes had 
bitter personal rivalries that received detailed media attention and often 
overshadowed the general policy consensus. In other words, the power 
elite were not a monolithic leadership group. In that regard, the book 
adheres to Mills' (1959, p. 6) view that the sociological imagination stands 
at the intersection of personal biography and the class and institutional 
structures that history hands down to each new generation. To reiterate in 
order to avoid possible misunderstandings, a set of for-profit and nonprofit 
organizations provided the institutional basis for the exercise of power on 
behalf of the owners of all large income-producing properties. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, there were relatively few 
members of the Southern rich who were part of the power elite. Those who 
were, tended to serve on the boards of directors of Northern banks and 
corporations with economic interests in the South. In addition, some of the 
richest of the Southerner planters and bankers participated in a few of the 
organizations in the policy-planning network. For the most part, however, 
the policy interactions between the corporate rich and the plantation owners 
took place through a few formal business associations that focused on specific 
business sectors, such as agriculture or banking. The corporate rich and the 
plantation owners in the past also interacted indirectly through elected Con
gressional members and their staffs, which meant Northern Republicans and 
Southern Democrats until very late in the twentieth century. 

Challengers and Supporters of the Power Elite 

As briefly noted earlier, unions, grassroots environmentalists, social
justice groups, consumer groups, and political liberals in general were the 
most frequent challengers to the efforts that were initiated through all 
four of the networks that connect the corporate rich to the government. 
They lobbied on specific issues that arose within the special-interest pro
cess, created ternporary coalitions to oppose new policies generated in the 
policy-planning process, and, most of all, supported liberal and pro-union 
candidates within the Democratic Party, both in primaries and general 
elections. More generally, these groups were the mainstays of the liberal
labor alliance that came into existence in the context of the early New 
Deal. As also mentioned earlier, this alliance figured prominently on all 
three of the major policy issues that are analyzed in this book. 

However, the liberal-labor alliance was severely handicapped from the 
outset by the fact that a single-member-district plurality electoral system 
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left them with little choice but to work within the Democratic Party. The 
alternative would have been to take the big risk of allowing ultraconserva
tive Republicans to win even more elections (e.g., Lipset 1963, pp. 295-311, 
for a sweeping cross-national and historical synthesis; Rosenstone, Behr, 
and Lazarus 1996, for an updated focus on the American case). By de
priving the Democrats of a significant percentage of their voters, an in
dependent third party on the left would be ignoring the short-run daily 
needs oflow-income Americans and people of all colors, who would suf
fer a setback under Republicans, as everyday working people well knew. 
Research comparing income growth during Democratic and Republican 
administrations between 1948 and 2014 has demonstrated this point in a 
systematic fashion (Bartels 2016, pp. 69-73). The result was a less-than
ideal political alliance with Southern Democrats. 

On the other end of the political spectrum, the Republicans had poten
tial allies on many issues of concern to them when they could convince 
these would-be allies to eschew the rightist third parties that sometimes ap
peared. These potential allies were the result of a combination of sociolog
ical and psychological factors that predispose some individuals in all social 
classes to varying degrees of social or economic conservatism. These fac
tors include a preference for hierarchy over group decision-making, strong 
religious or nationalist beliefs, anti-immigrant and anti-government sen
timents, a belief in white superiority, and/or an authoritarian personality 
(e.g., Domhoff 2013a; Pettigrew 2017; Tomkins 1964). These extremely 
conservative individuals created a variety of conservative organiza
tions, which often received financial support from wealthy conservatives 
through personal donations and foundation grants. As a result, the dispa
rate conservative groups and the corporate community joined together in 
the political arena as a corporate-conservative alliance. 

The Power Elite, the Liberal-Labor Alliance, 
and Congress 

Although there is good direct evidence that the corporate community and 
the policy-planning network had a strong relationship with the White 
House and other departments and agencies of the executive branch, these 
links were not sufficient for corporate domination. It was also essential for 
the power elite to be able to reach and influence Congress as well. The legis
lative branch was and is a strong and independent part of the federal govern
ment, and potentially an arena of contention on every major issue that comes 
before it, in part because of the potential role of majority public opinion. 

In the case of Congress, the four networks that linked the corporate 
rich and the power elite to government were adapted to deal with the 
emergence of two enduring voting coalitions, the conservative coali
tion and the spending coalition. These two voting coalitions primarily 
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reflected general corporate dominance from the late 1930s onward, but 
within a context of some important policy differences within the corpo
rate community, along with the importance of the liberal-labor alliance 
to the spending coalition. (Before the New Deal, corporate and plantation 
dominance of Congress was so obvious that it has not been questioned.) 
However, there were also some very important issues, such as the National 
Labor Relations Act of 1935, on which unusual voting coalitions emerged, 
and still others on which the liberal-labor alliance was able to achieve at 
least partial success. 

The conservative coalition, which is called a cross-party coalition in 
some sources, consisted at its core of a majority of Southern Democrats 
voting with a majority of Republicans. It most often formed on three 
general issues of great concern to employers North and South, which 
in essence defined the substance of their conflict with the liberal-labor 
alliance at the national policy level: legislation relating to labor unions, 
overly generous social benefits, and government regulation of business 
(see Clausen 1973; Mayhew 1966, for systematic studies pointing to the 
concerns shared by the conservative coalition). This coalition formed on 
anywhere from 14 to 40 percent of the contested votes in different sessions 
of Congress between 1939 and 1980, and it rarely lost, except for the 89th 
Congress (1965-1966) (Shelley 1983, pp. 34, 39). Since 1939, it has never 
lost on any legislation having to do with unions (e.g., Brady and Bullock 
1980; Katznelson, Geiger, and Kryder 1993). 

The spending coalition, on the other hand, consisted of a majority of 
Southern and non-Southern Democrats voting together to provide sub
sidies, tax breaks, and other government benefits to their most important 
supporters. A majority of the non-Southern Democrats supported agri
cultural subsidies and price supports, which greatly benefited plantation 
owners, ranchers, and agribusiness interests in the South, Midwest, and 
California. The Southerners in turn were willing to support government 
spending programs for roads, urban redevelopment, hospital construction, 
public housing, school lunches, and even public assistance, which were 
the main concerns of the urban real estate interests (i.e., the growth coa
litions mentioned briefly earlier in the chapter). These growth coalitions 
financed the political machines and remained in place even though the 
political machines gradually disappeared or were transformed after the 
mid-1970s-except in Chicago and a few other cities (Domhoff 20056; 
Logan and Molotch 2007; Molotch 1999). This mutual back-scratching 
bargain, which had its origins in the decades after the Civil War, provided 
the Democrats with their major policy basis (once again, see Clausen 1973; 
Mayhew 1966, for indications based on systematic studies that this second 
coalition existed). 

Most, if not all, of these spending programs were opposed in principle 
by the majority of Northern Republicans and their ultraconservative 
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supporters in the corporate community, although not always by corpo
rate moderates until they hardened their views on social insurance in 
the 1980s. 

The Conservative Coalition 

Theoretically speaking, the conservative coalition is best defined as "an 
informal, bipartisan bloc of conservatives whose leaders occasionally en
gage in joint discussions of strategy and lining up votes" (Shelley 1983, 
p. 15). Its existence is most clearly demonstrated by rigorous, computa
tionally intensive simulation studies of the persistence of voting patterns 
that are extremely unlikely to be random (Jenkins and Monroe 2014), and 
by longitudinal studies based on time-series analysis (Shelley 1983). 

However, the existence of the conservative coalition was also attested 
to in interviews with two of its leaders in the House from the late 1930s 
to mid-1960s, after their retirements. According to Howard Smith of 
Virginia, a leader of the Southern Democrats: 

"Our group-we called it our 'group' for want of a better term-was 
fighting appropriations. We did not meet publicly. The meetings were not 
formal. Our group met in one building and the conservative Republicans 
in another, on different issues" (Manley 1973, p. 231). Smith's counterpart 
on the Republican side, Joseph W. Martin of Massachusetts, who first won 
election to the House in 1938, independently corroborated this account, 
noting that he would seek out Smith or Representative Eugene Cox of 
Georgia, asking them if they could "get me some votes" on one or another 
issue (Manley 1973, p. 232). 

Operationally, the Democratic component of the conservative coali
tion is initially defined in terms of the Democrat members of Congress 
from 13 of the 17 Southern states that were slave states or territories un
til the Civil War, and had legally institutionalized segregation until the 
Brown v Board of Education of Topeka decision by the Supreme Court in 
1954 and the passage of the civil rights laws of 1964 and 1965: Alabama, 
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. 
This starting point tends to err on the side of caution in that it does not 
include the four former slave-and-caste states that slowly differentiated 
themselves from other former slave-and-caste states and territories in var
ying ways for somewhat different reasons (Delaware, Maryland, Missouri, 
and West Virginia). 

However, this potential problem of erring on the side of caution is in 
effect remedied by expanding the operational definition of the conserv
ative coalition to include those Democratic members of the House or 
Senate who agreed with the positions taken by its core Republican and 
Democratic supporters on 50 percent or more of the votes on which the 
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coalition formed in any given session of Congress (Shelley 1983, p. 150). 
This expanded and more realistic definition encompasses the conservative 
Democrats from outside the 13 Southern states. (Recall that the concep
tual definition of the conservative coalition is "an informal, bipartisan 
bloc of conservatives whose leaders occasionally engage in joint discus
sions of strategy and lining up votes," so this expanded operational defi
nition is consistent with the conceptual definition (Shelley 1983, p. 15).) 
These additional conservative Democrats were often from districts in the 
former slave-and-caste states of Missouri and West Virginia, but also in 
rural districts in states bordering on the South and in rural districts in 
upstate New York and the West. 

Based on this operational definition, which encompasses the full range 
of conservative Democrats, the conservative coalition included a majority 
of the House members in all but four sessions between 1939 and 1980: 
1960, 1965, 1966, and 1975 (Shelley 1983, pp. 151-152, Table 8.5). It also 
had a majority in the Senate except for 1939-1941, 1960-1961, 1963-1967, 
1973-1976, and 1978 (Shelley 1983, pp. 153-154, Table 8.6). As a glance 
at these numbers reveals, the House was the stronghold of the conservative 
coalition, which was sufficient for blocking legislation. Although a major
ity in the Senate was obviously necessary as well for passing legislation, the 
conservative coalition in the Senate was always large enough to sustain a 
filibuster until 1975, when the Senate changed its rules to say that a super
majority of 60 votes could end a filibuster. (At that point, ironically, it in 
effect became necessary to have a super-majority of 60 votes to pass any 
controversial legislation in the Senate). 

Moreover, the scattered sessions in which the conservative coalition did 
not have a majority in the House were usually followed by its large come
backs that broke any momentum the liberal-labor alliance might have 
been developing. For example, after falling to 45 percent of all House 
members in 1959, it was back to 56 percent in 1961. Similarly, in 1965 the 
conservative coalition was down to 46 percent of all House members, but 
it was at 60 percent in 1967 (Shelley 1983, pp. 151-152, Table 8.5). 

The overall results of these quantitative analyses provide impressive ev
idence that the conservative coalition seldom lost, except in a handful of 
instances during a few sessions of Congress. However, this big-picture 
view needs to be made more specific by discussing the conservative coali
tion's role on the major issues that are examined in this book. This makes 
it possible to provide a nuanced look at its power, as well as the limits on 
its power. In fact, some of its losses are more interesting for theoretical 
purposes than its many successes. 

The longitudinal academic database containing information on the 
conservative coalition ends in 1980. However, the findings on the con
servative coalition compiled each year by the Congressional Quarterly, based 
on the Democratic side of the coalition on only 13 Southern states, are 
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useful through 1994 because the conservative coalition remained essential 
for several important conservative victories between 1981 and that year 
(e.g., CQ 1987; CQ 1996). It usually appeared ten or more times in each 
legislative session during that later time period, and it won 87 percent or 
more of the time in 13 of those 14 years in the Senate, and 80 percent or 
more in nine of the 14 years in the House, as shown in Vital Statistics On 
Congress (Ornstein, Mann, Malbin, Rugg, and Wakeman 2014, Table 8.5). 

However, the conservative's need for Southern Democrats declined 
greatly after the 1994 elections, in good part because the Republicans rather 
suddenly became a majority in the 11 Deep-South states between 1992 and 
1994. They did so through a bargain with African American Democrats in 
the South, which gave African American political figures 17 new seats that 
they never would have received from white Southern Democrats (Berman 
2015, pp. 187-206; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2018, pp. 212-216). In ex
change, the Republicans were able to carve out many new districts for 
themselves, partly by redrawing them in such a way that white Democratic 
incumbents had as few of their former white voters in the new district as pos
sible, and partly by taking away the loyal black Democratic voters the white 
Democratic incumbents had depended upon to provide the winning margin 
(McKee 2010, for innovative work that provides the complete picture). As 
a result, the Southern Republicans in the House gained nine seats in 1992, 
16 in 1994, and seven in 1996, for a total of 32 new Southern Republicans 
in the space of just three elections (McKee 2010, p. 72). (In addition, five 
white Southern Democrats in the House and one in the Senate switched to 
the Republican side after the 1994 elections.) 

Due to the changes in the size and composition of the Democratic and 
Southern delegations to Congress, the concept of a conservative coalition 
was rendered meaningless. In any case, it did not appear at all in 1999, and 
the Congressional Quarterly stopped compiling the data. The conservative 
coalition is now ancient history, but it was essential to the corporate com
munity and the power elite in dealing with the liberal-labor alliance in a 
generally successful manner between 1939 and 1994. 

The Spending Coalition 

The concept of a spending coalition emerged from my analyses of several 
specific pieces oflegislation from the vantage points of the corporate com
munity, Southern plantation owners, and the growth coalitions. These 
analyses were augmented by studies of more general issue clusters by po
litical scientists (e.g., the findings in Clausen 1973; Mayhew 1966; Sinclair 
1982, provided good starting points). As noted a few paragraphs ago, the 
primary concern of the spending coalition was to provide subsidies and tax 
breaks to its most important supporters, such as agricultural subsidies and 
price supports for plantation owners, ranchers, and agribusiness interests, 



Introduction 17 

along with redevelopment grants, urban renewal subsidies, and roads for 
the urban real estate interests at the heart of local and (increasingly) re
gional growth coalitions, which usually dominate city politics on all of the 
issues of concern to it (Domhoff 20056; Gendron and Domhoff 2009, for 
a discussion of the exceptions to this generalization). 

The concept of a spending coalition has considerable overlap with po
litical scientist Aage Clausen's (1973) agricultural, social welfare, and gov
ernment nianagement dimensions, but in each case those three general 
issue-areas contain specific issues that do not quite belong and are suc
cessfully opposed by the conservative coalition. Similarly, the concerns 
of the spending coalition overlap with aspects of political scientist Byron 
Shafer's (2016, pp. 10-11, 38-39) economic welfare dimension, but that 
dimension does not put enough stress on the subsidies and tax breaks that 
go to wealthy agricultural and urban real estate interests, and can give 
the impression that the prin1ary focus of econon1ic spending is on lower
income citizens. In a word, the concept of a spending coalition is both a 
little wider and a little more selective than other ways of slicing the data
bases built fron1 the votes of the individual legislators. On the other hand, 
due to this book's focus on the conflicts between the power elite and the 
liberal-labor alliance, it does not try to encompass all the legislative issues 
that might be relevant to a n1ore general theory of Congressional voting 
behavior (e.g., Grossman 2014, whose "networks of governance" rarely 
touch on any of the policy issues discussed in this book, or assign much 
importance to corporations). 

The core of the spending coalition included the approximately 
90-to-100 De1nocrats from the 13 former slave-and-caste states and the 
roughly 50-to-60 Democrats that were members of urban political ma
chines outside the South, which are called "patronage-based organiza
tions" in some accounts, and contrasted with the liberals from "reform 
clubs" (e.g., Shafer 2016, p. 34). The Southern Democrats and the machine 
Democrats controlled the House and Senate for most of the years between 
1932 and 1975, after which urban Democrats that were not part of classical 
machines came to the fore until the Republican congressional victories in 
1994 (Domhoff2005b; Logan and Molotch 2007). 

Even without the political machines, however, the growth coalitions 
maintained their local involvement with urban Democrats through cam
paign finance while at the same time entering into the special-interest pro
cess at the national level through the National Association of Real Estate 
Boards, the National Association of Building Owners and Managers, the 
Mortgage Bankers Association of America, and the U.S. Building & Loan 
League (Farkas 1971; Tolchin and Tolchin 1971). They also had a strong in
fluence on urban Democrats through an urban policy-planning network, 
financed by the same large foundations that were important funders of the 
policy-planning organizations focused on national-level issues. This urban 



18 Introduction 

dimension of the policy-planning network is described in somewhat more 
detail in Chapter 1 (Brownlow 1958, Chapters 22-24; Domhoff 1978, 
pp. 160-171, for a detailed historical account; Roberts 1994, for an in
depth look at its funding sources). 

The Southern and urban Democrats used their seniority and choice of 
committee chairships to control Congress through stacking the committees 
of most concern to them, such as the Agriculture, Ways and Means, and 
Rules committees in the House and the Finance Committee in the Senate. 
The only exceptions to complete Democratic control of Congress before 1994 
were Republican control of the House in 1947-1948 and 1953-1954, and 
Republican control of the Senate from 1954 to 1956 and from 1981 to 1986. 

The spending coalition in the House was managed for most of the 
years between 1939 and 1989 by Southern Democrats from a few dis
tricts in Texas and southern Oklahoma, in conjunction with Democrats 
from the Boston area. The three leaders of this "Austin-Boston Alliance" 
(the Speaker of the House, the House majority leader, and the majority 
whip) shared a strong interest in bringing government spending projects 
to their districts, both of which had a low percentage of black constituents 
compared to most Southern states and the big Northern cities that were 
the basis of the urban political machines. They also shared a moderate 
or centrist stance compared to their more conservative colleagues in the 
case of the Southerners and their more liberal colleagues in the case of 
the Bostonians. The one exception to the Austin-Boston leadership re
gime was a moderate Southern Democrat from New Orleans, who was 
the majority whip from 1962 through 1970, and then the majority leader 
during 1971 and most of 1972, when he died in a plane crash (Champagne, 
Harris, Riddlesperger, and Nelson 2009). 

Although the Northern and Southern Democrats were on opposite sides 
when the Southerners joined the conservative coalition, these disagree
ments were not as divisive as they might seem to be. The machine Dem
ocrats always backed their Southern counterparts on the all-important 
issues of party leadership and on the retention of the seniority system, 
which made it possible for the Southerners to use Congressional com
mittees to delay or modify legislation they did not support. Then, too, 
the machine Democrats' voting records were not always as impressive as 
they seemed to be on labor, civil rights, and social welfare. They often 
helped the Southerners water down such legislation within committees. 
"By voting right," concluded a reporter who covered Congress for the 
Wall Street Journal in the 1960s, "they satisfied liberal opinion at home; by 
doing nothing effective, they satisfied their Southern allies in the House" 
(Miller 1970, p. 71). 

This reporter's observations are supported by a systematic quantita
tive study based on all committee roll call votes from 1970 to 1980. The 
conservative coalition formed on 908 of the 4,219 substantive committee 
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votes, about the same as on the floor, and it was successful 8 percent more 
of the time than on floor votes. Southern committee chairs sided with the 
conservative coalition within the committee 66.9 percent of the time, as 
might be expected. But Northern chairs also did so on 32.6 percent of the 
roll call votes, which led to success for the conservatives on 66.7 percent of 
those votes within committees (Unekis 1993, pp. 96-97). 

From the 1960s onward, the urban Democrats and Southern Democrats 
shared another common objective, even though it could not be discussed 
publicly: limiting the power of African American voters. As the number of 
African Americans in many Northern cities steadily grew from the mid-
1930s to majorities or near majorities by the 1960s, their potential voting 
strength became even more of a threat to the white urban Democrats 
than African American voters in the South were to the white Southern 
Democrats after the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. In fact, 
African Americans gradually displaced many of the machine Democrats 
in the North over the 30-year period from 1970 to 2000. 

Although the Democratic spending coalition seldom broke apart, 
Southern support for it always was conditional, based on the acceptance 
of three provisos: the spending programs could not contain any attacks 
on segregation, they had to be locally controlled so the Southerners could 
limit benefits to African Americans to means-tested programs, and they 
had to differentially benefit Southern states, even on such matters as hospi
tal spending and urban renewal funds (Brown 1999, pp. 182-200). In other 
words, the spending coalition was premised on excluding African Amer
icans from the jobs provided by its projects and many of its other policy 
benefits. (This is one of the reasons why the civil rights movement in the 
North took to the streets and blocked construction sites in the early 1960s, 
as discussed in Chapter 4: to force government agencies staffed by New 
Deal sympathizers to change their traditional rules and open up patronage 
networks related to jobs, housing, and education (Quadagno 1994).) 

The core of the spending coalition was augmented by two important 
elements. First, it had the strong support of the building-trades unions in 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL). They aided the political ma
chines' slates by helping to bring blue-collar voters to the polls, and later 
in the century began to make campaign contributions as well. When nec
essary, they served as political bulldozers against environmentalists and 
other liberals who opposed one or another specific growth project advo
cated by the local growth coalitions. They did so in the name of "jobs," 
which put liberals on the defensive because they did favor more jobs as a 
rule, albeit through major spending programs at the federal level (Molotch 
1998; Molotch 1999). Put another way, local construction unions were the 
allies of the growth coalitions in terms of bringing new projects to a city 
or region, even though they also did battle with urban corporate interests 
over wages and working conditions. 
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Despite the criticisms of liberals by building-trades unions in some cit
ies on some issues, the approximately 90-100 liberal Democrats elected to 
Congress during the New Deal and thereafter (i.e., those non-Southern 
Democrats who were not beholden to machine bosses) were important 
supporters of the spending coalition because of their general belief that 
government, and the federal government in particular, should expand so
cial spending that would benefit middle- and low-income people. Indeed, 
their votes were crucial on some issues during the postwar era. For the 
most part, however, they received little or nothing in return on the other 
issues of importance to them, including unions and civil rights. Instead, 
they had to settle for incremental improvements on economic and welfare 
issues crucial to the lives of average Americans, which they were often 
able to win when they could attract the support of machine and Southern 
Democrats, and even corporate moderates on a few issues between 1945 
and 1975. 

These liberal-labor victories included increases in the minimum wage, 
old-age pensions, unemployment benefits, and welfare payments, along 
with the expansion of the availability of food stamps and rent subsidies, 
and the addition of disability insurance to the Social Security Act. Since 
the ultraconservatives in the corporate community and in Congress op
posed liberals on these issues, these liberal-labor successes can be counted 
as defeats for the ultraconservatives. 

The Pivotal Role of Southern Democrats 

Based on this analysis of the two main Congressional voting coalitions, 
the Southern Democrats were clearly the pivotal voting group in Congress 
because all but a very few of them shared three general views: (1) they 
supported racial segregation; (2) they were opponents of organized labor, 
not only to insure their domination of the plantation owners' traditional 
workforce, but to attract companies in the North that were in heavily 
unionized states; and (3) they knew that the South needed subsidies for 
the plantation owners as well as welfare-type supports for their subjugated 
workforce. 

If the Southern Democrats sided with the Republicans on an issue, which 
meant that the representatives of major employers in the South and North 
were united, then the conservative coalition triumphed on a great majority 
of its appearances in most sessions of Congress. However, even though the 
Southern Democrats were essential to the conservative coalition, the de
gree to which it was a success depended on the number of Republicans in 
the House or the Senate. For that reason, the conservative coalition could 
only be successful if Republicans could defeat large numbers of moderate 
and liberal Democrats outside the South (e.g., Shafer 2016, pp. 36-38). In 
fact, the correlation between the size of the Republican delegation and 
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success for the conservative coalition was .59 (Shelley 1983, p. 145). Al
though the size of the Republican delegation was critical, the Southern 
Democrats maintained a leadership role through the many committees 
they chaired due to the overall Democratic majority in most sessions of 
Congress, which gave them their choice of chairships due to the Demo
crats' adherence to the seniority system (e.g., Irish 1942). 

The conservative coalition mostly played a defensive role between 1939 
and 1977, eliminating New Deal agencies and spending programs, or 
else cutting back or blocking new liberal-labor proposals. However, in 
1946-1947 and 1953-54, when Republicans temporarily controlled both 
houses of Congress, and after 1977, it showed it could play an initiatory 
role as well, passing or reshaping legislation that was useful to it. 

Most strikingly, there are only two instances when the conservative 
coalition did not stay together on a labor issue critical to either Northern 
or Southern employers. The Southern Democrats abandoned the corpo
rate community in 1935 by supporting the passage of the National Labor 
Relations Act, as explained in Chapter 2. Conversely, Republicans left the 
Southern plantation owners and their business allies high and dry when 
they withdrew their support for the Southern Democrats' filibuster of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 (e.g., Klinkner and Smith 2002; Whalen and 
Whalen 1985). 

Based on this analysis, the fact that Democrats formally controlled Con
gress during most of the years between 1939 and 1994 is in fair measure ir
relevant in terms of understanding the corporate community's domination 
of crucial government policies. Instead, the essential point is that a con
servative majority had predominant power in Congress on issues related 
to corporate power throughout most of these years, including on union 
issues in the two most liberal sessions of Congress in American history, 
1965-1966 and 1975-1976, as shown in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Still, it is important to reiterate that the ultraconservatives within the 
corporate community, who are discussed in many social-science accounts 
as if they represented the entire business community, lost on some of their 
issues due to the existence of the spending coalition (Domhoff 2013b, 
pp. 80, 116-121, 135-138). In fact, in a detailed study of 107 successful 
pieces of legislation between 1953 and 1984, the ultraconservatives lost 
on 52.3 percent of them, a finding based on the use of the policy stances 
taken by the Chamber of Commerce as the index of the policy preferences 
of the ultraconservatives in the power elite (Smith 2000). The ultracon
servatives often lost to the spending coalition on issues concerning subsi
dies for housing or urban real estate interests, which usually enjoyed the 
support of corporate moderates as well. The ultraconservatives also lost to 
agribusiness interests on votes for the agricultural subsidies that were vital 
to plantation owners and other large agribusiness interests. They lost to 
the spending coalition and the corporate moderates four times-in 1958, 


