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C.	Wright	Mills’	Sociological	Life	



C.	Wright	Mills	(1916–1962)	
	-  Mills wrote four book-length studies: The New Men of 

Power, 1948, White Collar, 1951, The Power Elite, 1956, 
The Sociological Imagination, 1959 

-  He was among the very few academics in social science the 
50s who acted as public pedagogue and wanted to talk to the 
general public, and to break free from the golden gage of the 
university sociology. 

-  Almost from the beginning of his academic career Mills 
understood that sociology is not to be done not for other 
sociologist but to the people and to the public. 

	
	



C.	Wright	Mills	(1916–1962)	
	-  Mills outlined a general theory of properly functioning public sphere 

and compared it to the conditions of the mass society. 
-  In his major works he discussed the education and socialization of 

the elite, and higher education, and criticized the US public 
education system. 

-  He took seriously the pedagogical questions in his sociology and 
connected his sociological theory of publics with pedagogical 
insights and critique toward educational institutions. 

-  Mills regarded the developing mass society as a pedagogical 
machine, which threatened to turn people into “cheerful robots.” 



Political-pedagogical	program	for	the	left	
-  ”The left would establish a society in which everyone vitally affected by a 

social decision, regardless of its sphere, would have a voice in that decision and 
a hand in its administration.” (Mills, The New Men of Power, 1948, p. 252.) 

-  ”The trade union thus becomes the immediate political community of the 
worker” (ibid. p. 253). 

-  The worker ”can be made free only by a democratic organization of the 
productive forces within each plant, shop, office, and place of work in 
industry” (ibid. p. 254). 

-  ”To have an American labor movement capable of carrying out the program of 
the left, making allies among the middle class, and moving upstream against 
the main drift, there must be a rank and file of vigorous workers, a brace of 
labor intellectuals, and a set of politically alert leaders. There must be the 
power and there must be the intellect.” (Ibid. p. 291.) 

 



Mills’	theory	of	the	mass	society	
“(1) far fewer people express opinions than receive them; for the community 
of publics becomes an abstract collection of individuals who receive 
impressions from the mass media. (2) The communications that prevail are so 
organized that it is difficult or impossible for the individual to answer back 
immediately or with any effect. (3) The realization of opinion in action is 
controlled by authorities, who organize and control the channels of such 
action. (4) The mass has no autonomy from institutions; on the contrary, agents 
of authorized institutions penetrate this mass, reducing any autonomy it may 
have in the formation of opinion by discussion.” (Mills, 1956, The Power 
Elite, p. 304.) 



Education	in	the	mass	society:		
training	of	cheerful	robots	
“In large part education has become merely vocational; in so far as its 
political task is concerned, in many schools, that has been reduced to a 
routine training of nationalist loyalties." (Mills, 1956, The Power Elite, 
p. 318.) 
“There is not much doubt that modern regressive educators have 
adapted their notions of educational content and practice to the idea of 
the mass. They do not effectively proclaim standards of cultural level 
and intellectual rigor; rather they often deal in the trivia of vocational 
tricks and 'adjustment to life'—meaning the slack life of masses. 
'Democratic schools' often mean the furtherance of intellectual 
mediocrity, vocational training, nationalistic loyalties, and little 
else.” (Ibid. p. 319–320.) 
 



Mills’	theory	of	a	public	
“In a public, as we may understand the term, (1) virtually as many people 
express opinions as receive them. (2) Public communications are so organized 
that there is a chance immediately and effectively to answer back any opinion 
expressed in public. Opinion formed by such discussion (3) readily finds an 
outlet in effective action, even against—if necessary—the prevailing system of 
authority. And (4) authoritative institutions do not penetrate the public, which 
is thus more or less autonomous in its operations. When these conditions 
prevail, we have the working model of a community of publics, and this model 
fits closely the several assumptions of classic democratic theory.” (Mills, 1956, 
The Power Elite, p. 303.)  



The	tasks	of	education	in	a	public	
”To keep the public from being overwhelmed; to help 
produce the disciplined and informed mind that cannot 
be overwhelmed; to help develop the bold and sensible 
individual that cannot be sunk by the burdens of mass 
life.” (Mills, 1956, The Power Elite, p. 319.) 
 
 

	



Teacher’s	role	in	liberating	education	
“In so far as he is concerned with liberal, that is to say liberating, 
education, his public role has two goals: What he ought to do for 
the individual is to turn personal troubles and concerns into social 
issues and problems open to reason—his aim is to help the 
individual become a self-educating man, who only then would be 
reasonable and free. What he ought to do for the society is to 
combat all those forces which are destroying genuine publics and 
creating a mass society—or put as a positive goal, his aim is to 
help build and to strengthen self-cultivating publics. Only then 
might society be reasonable and free.” (Mills, 1959, The 
Sociological Imagination, p. 185.) 
	



”Self-educating	man	and	woman”	
“An educator must begin with what interests the individual most 
deeply, even if it seems altogether trivial and cheap. He must 
proceed in such a way and with such materials as to enable the 
student to gain increasingly rational insight into these concerns, 
and into others he will acquire in the process of his education. 
And the educator must try to develop men and women who can 
and who will by themselves continue what he has begun: the end 
product of any liberating education is simply the self-educating, 
self-cultivating man and woman; in short, the free and rational 
individual.” (Mills, 1959, The Sociological Imagination, p. 187.) 
	



The	knowledgeable	human	being		
“The knowledgeable man (sic) ... understands that 
what he thinks and feels as personal troubles are 
very often not only that but problems shared by 
others and indeed not subject to solution by any one 
individual but only by modifications of the structure 
of the groups in which he lives and sometimes the 
structure of the entire society.” (Mills, 1956, The 
Power Elite, p. 155.)  


