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Abstract. The aim of this paper is to contribute to research on the role of elite networks 
in democracies. The specific research topic is an attempt to measure (for the first time) 
the influence of different elite networks on U.S. government administrations from 1901 to 
2021. The strategy is based on the identification of U.S. government officials, who were also 
members of secret elite networks during their time in office. To this end, each government 
position received an influence value based on its importance. If an official in this position was 
also a member of an elite network, then the influence of the position is counted towards the 
influence of the network. The total influence of a network is divided by the total influence 
of all government positions in order to receive its relative influence score in a given 
administration. The results show that Freemasons had a strong influence on most U.S. 
governments until 1953, whereas the Anglo-American Network, with its most prominent 
arm, the Council on Foreign Relations, became the dominant force from Eisenhower 
onward. Only Nixon’s first cabinet and Donald Trump constituted exceptions thereafter, 
relying less heavily on this network. The implication of this study is that it is impossible to 
understand American history or World history in the last 120 years without also analyzing 
the role and interests of elite networks, given their consistent and surprisingly high level 
of influence, as revealed by this study.
Keywords: elite networks, democracy, U.S. government, reverse revolving door, Council 
on Foreign Relations, Bilderberg group, Trilateral Commission, freemasonry.

A core debate in the social sciences has centered around the question of who holds 
most of the decision-making power in democracies: the voters, interest-groups, or 
elites. A major breakthrough in this debate was the study of Gilens and Page [2014], 
who used 1,779 proposed policy changes between 1981 and 2002, for which national 
surveys of general public opinion were available, in a multivariate analysis to test 
different theories about American democracy. This study provided strong evidence 
that the average citizen has almost no influence on the policy-making process in the 
United States and that elites are more clearly the “winners”. Another study produced 
similar results within German society [Elsässer et al. 2017: 163], despite the fact that 
election campaigns in Germany are financed to a greater extent with public funds and 
membership fees than in America. This result is important, because it suggests that 
the strong influence of elites on the policy-making process is independent of the type 
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of democracy. However, a notable disadvantage of these two studies is that they treat 
elites as a homogenous group without recognizing the role of factional differences 
and the variety of social impact that results from what are often competing interests 
(e.g., finance-oriented elites vs. production-oriented elites).

The aim of this research project is to measure the influence of different elite 
networks on the U.S. government from 1901 to 2021 based on the number of 
government officials (weighted by importance) who were also members of elite 
networks. I am focusing solely on the phenomenon of the reverse revolving door 
(the movement of members of interest groups into government positions), leaving 
aside other important aspects of influence like campaign financing or lobbying. 
The scientific significance of this study is that (to my knowledge) no previous work 
has yet attempted to evaluate the relative influence of different elite networks on 
democratically elected governments. In this sense, it is an exploratory study, which 
will hopefully be complemented by future efforts to capture the importance of the 
remaining aspects of influence not treated here.

I define a network as a group of formally independent organizations with 
overlapping memberships, which form a thought collective. A network could be 
(but is not necessarily) the result of spin-offs from a mother organization, and in its 
extreme form could (but does not necessarily) imply that the mother organization 
controls the daughter organizations. I have included the following elite networks in 
this study: the Anglo-American Network (Round Table Group, Pilgrims Society, 
Council on Foreign Relations, Royal Institute of International Affairs, Bilderberg, 
Trilateral Commission, and Rhodes Scholars) [cf. Gill 1990: 123], Skull & Bones, 
the Freemasons, the Catholic Network (Sovereign Military Order of Malta, Opus 
Dei, and Le Cercle), the Neocon Network (Project for the New American Century), 
and the Koch Network (Koch seminars, Americans for Prosperity Foundation, Cato 
Institute, and Mercatus Center) [cf. Skocpol, Hertel-Fernandez 2016: 685].

I will show that two of these elite networks were more inf luential than the 
others. The first time period was dominated by the Freemasons (appearing most 
prominently in all administrations leading up to 1953 with the notable exception 
of Hoover’s cabinet), while from Eisenhower onward the Anglo-American 
Network’s (AAN) influence dominated, primarily in the form of the Council on 
Foreign Relations. Only Richard Nixon (in his first cabinet) and Donald Trump 
showed substantially less reliance on the AAN, which led to the extreme right-wing 
Koch Network even slightly overtaking the AAN during Trump’s tenure.

INTRODUCTION OF THE ELITE NETWORKS

I will begin with a brief introduction of the elite networks discussed in this study. 
The first group, Freemasonry, was established as modern fraternal orders in 1717 in 
England [Gist 1938: 356; Schmidt, Babchuk 1972: 46-47; Harland-Jacobs 1999: 239]. 
It combined the practices and organizational structure of the craft of stonemasonry 
with Enlightenment ideas of universal brotherhood, tolerance, and benevolence. It 
was open to any man, regardless of his political orientation or religion, as long as he 
professed belief in God. In order to keep peace and harmony in such a heterogenous 
society, it was forbidden to discuss politics or religion within the lodge [Harland-Jacobs 
1999: 241]. The new “speculative masonry” was understood as a craft “devoted to 
building better men” [Tabbert 2005: 7]. The first lodges officially recognized by one of 
the British Grand Lodges appeared in North America around 1730 [Schmidt, Babchuk 
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1972: 46-47; Tabbert 2005: 33]. However, those lodges later became independent from 
the British Grand Lodges after the establishment of the United States [Harland-Jacobs 
2007: 113; Tabart 2006: 44]. Grand Lodges with their own jurisdictional authority were 
then organized along state lines [Harwood 1897: 619; Tabbert 2005: 47].

Freemasonry developed quickly into a global network. It provided not only spiritual 
support but also very practical services such as mutual aid or insurance at a time 
when social welfare systems did not exist [Schmidt, Babchuk 1972: 48; Harland-Jacobs 
1999: 246]. It was especially attractive for people with itinerant livelihoods within the 
British Empire (e.g., merchants and soldiers), because they were assured of a network of 
support ranging across their many destinations [ibid.: 239, 244, 246]. Secrecy played 
an important role in their internal functioning because it allowed the identification of 
imposters, who tried to benefit from the network without contributing to it. Since the 
authenticity of certificates of membership could not always be trusted, membership 
could only be confirmed by knowledge of secret rituals [Harland-Jacobs 2007: 25-26], 
rituals which are enshrined in secrecy to this day, more so now out of tradition1.

The second elite network analyzed in this study is Skull & Bones. The Skull & 
Bones society is a fraternity at Yale University. In contrast to other fraternities only 
15 students in their senior year are invited to join. It was founded in 1832 by William 
Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft, who became the Secretary of War and was 
the father of President William Howard Taft, and its assets are managed by the 
Russel Trust [Jackson 2015: 123-124]. Like other fraternities it has the aim of creating 
a network of talented students by bringing them into positions of power in order to 
help their successors repeat the same process and thus perpetuate itself [Bauer 2016: 
99]. However, unlike other fraternities Skull & Bones does not publish membership 
lists or an official mission statement [Jackson 2015: 123]. The purpose of secrecy in 
this fraternity is not clear. One possible explanation could be that it increases the 
society’s attractiveness by way of exclusivity.

The Anglo-American network is the third group in this study. This network has its 
roots in the Round Table Group that was founded by Cecil Rhodes in 1891 with the 
fortune that he made in South African diamond mining [Quigley 1981: 3]. The secret 
society’s goal was “the preservation and expansion of the British Empire” [ibid.: ix], 
a purpose that was also served by the Rhodes Scholarships, which he established in 
1902. The aim was to bring the next generation of foreign leaders to Oxford University 
and to create a global anglophile elite network. When leadership later passed to Lord 
Lothian, Lord Brand, and Lionel Curtis around 1922 [ibid: 6], the network transformed 
considerably. The Great War made it obvious that England and its empire alone would 
no longer be able to control global affairs, precipitating a strategic shift towards also 
integrating the growing industrial and financial power of the United States into the 
network [Cotton 2018: 820-821]. To this end Lionel Curtis initiated a series of unofficial 
meetings in May 1919 of members of the British and the American delegation to the 
Paris Peace Conference [Parmar 1995: 78-79; 2004: 26-27; Shoup, Minter 2004: 12, 14; 
Grose 2006: 5; Roberts 2015: 540; Cotton 2018: 822]. At these meetings the foundation 
of the Royal Institute of International Affairs (RIIA) in London in 1920 and the Council 
on Foreign Relations (CFR) in New York in 1921 was initiated [Parmar 2004: 29, 37]. 
Carroll Quigley [1981: 5] stated that the Round Table Group was controlling the RIIA. 
1 Grand Lodge of Ancient Free and Accepted Masons of British Columbia and Yukon. The Freemasons and 
the Masonic Family of British Columbia & Yukon, 2009. P. 3. http://freemasonry.bcy.ca/grandlodge/info.pdf 
(accessed 07.04.2022).

http://freemasonry.bcy.ca/grandlodge/info.pdf
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How far their influence may have also affected the American sister organization is not 
clear, however Robin Brown [2015: 2] has suggested that it was formidable. The CFR 
and the RIIA became the public front of this network, although they were not always as 
transparent as they are today [Wala 1990: 15]. Both are well established and prestigious 
think tanks [Parmar 2004] with strong links to banking interests in New York [Shoup 
2015: 7; cf. Parmar 1995: 81; Santoro 2018: 54] and London.

After World War II the network evolved further by integrating the elites of Western 
continental Europe. The establishment of the Bilderberg meetings in 1954 resulted from 
the activities of Joseph H. Retinger – a political advisor to the Polish government in 
exile [Gijswijt 2019: 3]. It is speculated that Retinger worked for the British foreign 
intelligence service, as it is known that he had participated in missions of the British 
Special Operations Executive [Zielinski 2016: 159f.]. He first presented his ideas in 
1946 at the RIIA [Gijswijt 2019: 14]. After this speech he went to America to meet 
influential American members of the CFR [Zielinski 2016: 161]. In light of this, it seems 
that the foundation of the Bilderberg meetings was planned and organized by the RIIA 
[cf. Shoup, Minter 2004: 80], and Retinger was only chosen to seed the idea among 
the continental Europeans, selling it as if it was their own. The final expansion of the 
network came in 1973 with the creation of the Trilateral Commission (TC). The aim was 
to integrate the East Asian elites – predominantly Japanese, at first – into the network 
[Sklar 1980: 76]. CFR leaders David Rockefeller and Zbigniew Brzezinski originally 
planned to invite a Japanese delegation to the Bilderberg meetings, but the Europeans 
rejected this idea, and as a result a new organization was established for bringing the 
elites of Western Europe, North America, and Japan together [Shoup 2015: 135].

Secrecy plays an important role in all main organizations (RIIA, CFR, Bilderberg, 
and TC) of the AAN. Despite the fact that some of them regularly publish their policy 
research and have begun making public their member and participant lists [cf. Dice 
2015: 3], they all operate under the Chatham House Rule. Participants are allowed to 
use the information but are prohibited from revealing the identity of a given speaker.2 
It is argued that this policy of privacy over secrecy allows the participants to speak 
freely, without fear of how their statements will be identified and interpreted by the 
public. Such privacy allows discussions to be frank in order to reach consensus, 
independent of party ideologies3.

The last organization in the AAN network is the Pilgrims Society. It was founded 
in 1902 in London, and in 1903 in New York “as an exclusive dining club for British 
and American elites” [Bowman 2018: 1, 56; cf. Baker 2002: 12f]. In contrast to the 
other groups in this network, the establishment of the Pilgrims Society was not initiated 
by the Round Table Group. However, it is also clear that the potential of such an 
“international social club” quickly became apparent to the AAN [cf. Brown 2015: 
279; Docherty, Macgregor 2013: 212; Baker 2002: 21]. Of the members of the Round 
Table Group only one was also a British Pilgrim in 1903. In the 1907 and 1914 Pilgrim 
membership lists two Round Table members then appeared. This number increased to 
three in 1924 and 1927, and by 1937 six of the Round Table members were also in the 
British Pilgrim Society. Over time, the Pilgrims Society was integrated into the AAN.

2 Chatham House. Chatham House Rule. https://www.chathamhouse.org/about-us/chatham-house-rule 
(accessed 30.03.2022).
3 Bilderberg Meeting Report Garmisch-Patenkirchen 1955. https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-
report-1955.pdf (accessed 06.04.2022).

https://www.chathamhouse.org/about-us/chatham-house-rule
https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-report-1955.pdf
https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-report-1955.pdf
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The next group in this study is the Neoconservative network. In its core it is two 
think tanks founded by William Kristol: The Project for the New American Century 
(PNAC), from 1997 to 2006 [Stelzer 2004: 5], and the Foreign Policy Initiative, from 
2009 to 2017. In contrast to the other groups discussed in this paper, secrecy did not 
play any substantial role in the organization of the Neocon network [cf. Stelzer 2004: 
5f.]. It was always very open about its membership and its aims: a global American 
leadership through military strength. According to its vision a Pax Americana should 
be established through an aggressive, imperialistic foreign policy to secure foreign 
resources and to eliminate any potential rival superpower [Austin 2005: 54-55; 
Altheide, Grimes 2005: 624]. For the purpose at hand I am treating the Neocon 
network as an independent group, although several of its founding members were also 
members of the CFR. The reason for such a categorization is that the reorientation of 
foreign policy along the lines of the Neocons in the G. W. Bush administration caused 
a severe crisis in the Bilderberg group, drawing a stark contrast in organizational 
priorities as wide as the continental distance between them. Indeed, the European 
elites were not amused at American Neocons dictating agendas to them in the 
aftermath of 9/11 [Richardson et al. 2011: 54].

The fifth group discussed here is the Catholic network. It consists of the Sovereign 
Military Order of Malta (SMOM) (also known as the Knights of Malta), Opus 
Dei, and Le Cercle. The Order of St. John was officially established in 1099 with 
the conquest of Jerusalem by the First Crusade. This was then recognized by the 
Vatican in 1113 as an independent institution. By the 1140s it developed into a military 
order with several strongholds in the Holy Land [Sire 2016: 1-2]. Through grants the 
Knights of Malta received large properties throughout Europe, which stayed in their 
possession after the fall of Acre in 1291 and the resulting loss of the Holy Land [ibid.: 
4]. From 1800 to 1918, 90% of its membership were nobles, with 50 European families 
supplying the core of the members [ibid.: 171]. In 1926 the Association of Knights of 
Malta in the United States was established for wealthy and prominent Catholics, who 
could afford to pay the entrance fee of $1,000. It was the first national association of 
SMOM consisting solely of non-noble members [ibid.: 178].

The second organization in the Catholic network is Opus Dei. It was founded in 1928 
by José María Escrivá de Balaguer y Albas as a secular organization for male lay Catholics 
[De Los Reyes, Rich 2005: 95]. In 1947 it was formally recognized by Pope Pius XII 
[Keefe et al. 1976: 140]. Opus Dei means The Work of God, and the purpose of the new 
secular institute was to promote its members’ moral development. After WWII Opus 
Dei expanded to other countries. An American branch was established in 1950 [De Los 
Reyes, Rich 2005: 95]. Opus Dei emphasizes in its teachings the moral value of wealth. 
This made it very attractive for very rich Catholics [ibid.: 97]. At least in Europe it has 
a close relationship with the Order of Malta. According to Professor Luc de Heusch, Opus 
Dei was introduced to the European aristocracy – which also forms the backbone of the 
Knights of Malta – by Queen Fabiola of Belgium [Hutchinson 2006: 154].

The last organization in the Catholic network is Le Cercle – sometimes also called 
the Pinay Group, Pesenti Group, or Cercle Violet — which developed in the 1950s out 
of close personal connections around the French politician, Antoine Pinay, as well as 
Jean Violet, an agent of the French Foreign Intelligence Service SDECE. Both Pinay 
and Violet were connected to Opus Dei [Hutchinson 2006: 155]. The main aim of Le 
Cercle’s meetings was originally to improve cooperation between France and Germany 
[Hänni 2016: 118-119]. It was probably established as a Catholic counterweight to the 
AAN, coming out of the Bilderberg group, whose meetings Pinay had attended five 
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times between 1955 and 1964. However, Le Cercle’s character changed in the early 
1970s. By 1968 they had already invited such key CFR members as David Rockefeller 
and Henry Kissinger to collaborate with them [Rockefeller 2002: 412-413; Hänni 
2016: 120]. The outcome of this meeting was very likely the formation of an alliance, 
where Le Cercle opened its membership to conservative elites from the United 
Kingdom, the United States, Spain, Portugal, and Switzerland. Accordingly, the focus 
moved away from Catholic interests to the goal of containing communism. However, 
since all Catholic groups value secrecy their membership lists are not published.

Finally, the Koch network was founded by the billionaires Charles and David 
Koch. In 2003, they launched the Koch seminars – twice-yearly gatherings for 
wealthy conservative donors of the Republican Party. The purpose was to raise funds 
for a decisive “libertarian and ultra-free-market politics,” which was driving the 
Republican Party to further extremes of the right [Hertel-Fernandez et al. 2018: 128]. 
They used the funds collected at the Koch seminars to finance the Americans for 
Prosperity Foundation, “which deploys a combination of advertising, lobbying and 
grassroots agitation” [Skocpol, Hertel-Fernandez 2016: 686]. The funds had the further 
purpose of being shoveled “through dozens of conduits” to election campaigns [ibid.: 
684] of politicians advocating for smaller government, while at the same time targeting 
more moderate GOP candidates for defeat in the primaries [Schweickart 2019: 674]. 
Furthermore, the Kochs provided financial and organizational support for Tea Party 
activists through Americans for Prosperity, and so created their own mass movement 
[Mayer 2016: 207]. Secrecy is relevant to this network insofar as it can effectively hide 
the magnitude of its influence in agenda-setting and election campaigns.

DOES MEMBERSHIP IN AN ELITE NETWORK IMPLY COLLECTIVE ACTION?

In order to evaluate the extent to which membership in a given network translates 
into collective action for achieving specific ends, I will discuss whether the network 
can be described as a thought collective, whether it has a centralized government, and 
whether somebody has the authority to issue directives. If a group has a centralized 
government with the authority to issue directives, then we can assume that the 
members act as one collective. If, on the other hand, the network has no centralized 
decision-making body, but their members have a very homogeneous political 
orientation (a thought collective), then they will very likely still act together, voluntarily, 
although their actions might not be as well coordinated. But if a network has neither 
a centralized government nor a thought collective, then no collective action is expected.

As previously mentioned, Freemasonry does not have a centralized government 
in the United States. Grand Lodges are organized on the state level. Masonry 
encourages political activity, but “reserves to the individual the right to hold his own 
opinion with regard to public affairs”4 nor does it allow the discussion of politics 
[cf. Harland-Jacobs 2007: 99]. Freemasons do share specific values, but they do not 
share the same political orientation. Nor has the Grand Master the authority to issue 
directives in political matters [see Allerfeldt 2012: 1051].

Very little information is available for Skull & Bones on this topic. The Russel Trust 
could be a centralized government, but there is not enough reliable information about 
the relationship between the Trust and the fraternity to adequately assess this. On the 
other hand, it seems very unlikely that Skull & Bones represents a thought collective. 

4 Grand Lodge of Ancient Free and Accepted Masons of British Columbia and Yukon. The Freemasons and 
the Masonic Family of British Columbia & Yukon, 2009. P. 14. http://freemasonry.bcy.ca/grandlodge/info.pdf 
(accessed 07.04.2022).

http://freemasonry.bcy.ca/grandlodge/info.pdf
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It does not represent any political ideology or special interest group. It is primarily 
an organization for promoting the careers of its members.

Without a doubt, the Anglo-American network had a centralized government at its 
inception: The Round Table Group. It is, however, not clear, whether this organization 
still exists. On the other hand, some families obviously played dominant roles within the 
network, therefore a presumption of some form of a centralized decision-making process 
among them is probably justified. Do these powerful families have the authority to issue 
directives? There is no indication that they formally have this power. But the core of the 
network does have a strong informal influence on its members through agenda-setting 
and the selection process, which are in the hands of gatekeepers. Several participants at 
the Bilderberg meetings stated that they had been tested on different occasions and that 
the gatekeepers would only promote members if they adequately confirmed, “you can 
rely on him, he’ll do a good job, he’s reasonable, he’s going to listen, and he won’t abuse 
any rules or whatever” [cited in Richardson et al. 2011: 119-120; emphasis added). The 
phrase “he’s going to listen” suggests the expectation that those being promoted are willing 
to follow directives, which in turn implies the reality of such informal authority holding 
sway. Another important point revealed in the Bilderberg interviews was that intellectual 
independence is a requirement for advancement in this network.

The use of the word independence in this context is related to the 
participant’s willingness to detach himself from the demands of his constituents or 
stakeholders in order to engage in a transcendental form of discourse. […] An obvious 
question that arises, however, is whether we should see this willingness to transcend 
one’s constituency in the interests of reaching consensus as a positive development, 
or whether the people who are seen as independent thinkers within such contexts 
are, in effect, reneging on an unwritten understanding with their constituents. And 
critically, whether those who engage in this kind of activity do so purely because they 
believe that compromise is preferable to ideological stand-off or, more worryingly, 
for reasons of self-gratification and personal advancement” [ibid.: 120].

In other words, even if a labor union representative is in this network, then he 
or she is not representing the interests of his or her constituents (otherwise he or she 
would not be independent), but is willing to follow directives in order to be promoted. 
The selection process successfully mutes dissent and creates a thought collective 
[ibid.: 117]. And in such an environment “consensus formation” is easy. An infrequent 
attendee of the Bilderberg meetings called it “consensus reinforcement” [ibid.: 110]. 
Furthermore, there are some statements in the Bilderberg meeting reports that 
demonstrate that the so-called “consensus” was not always voluntarily achieved. 
Here is a comment by an American participant in response to an opposing European 
position, which can be interpreted as a veiled threat: “On this score, an American 
participant warned representatives of the other Atlantic powers against showing undue 
defiance of the Americans, who could, after all, conceivably reach an understanding 
with the Russians in disregard of the interests of the rest of the world”5.

Finally, as think tanks the CFR and the RIIA are by definition routinely engaged 
in agenda-setting, preparing advisory papers and in influencing public opinion in 
order to impact policy-making [Shoup 2015: 8-9; Cotton 2018: 823; Parmar 1995: 
80; Shepherd 2020: 772]. It would be very naïve to believe that the AAN would not 
rely on its members within administrations after having invested so much money and 
effort in trying to influence those same governments from without.

5 Bilderberg Meeting Report Burgenstock 1960. https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-report-1960.
pdf (accessed 06.04.2022).

https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-report-1960.pdf
https://file.wikileaks.org/file/bilderberg-meetings-report-1960.pdf
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The Neoconservative network, on the other hand, has never institutionalized 
any central governance structures nor did it establish an authority to issue directives 
[cf. Boot 2004: 48; Stelzer 2004: 25]. But it unquestionably comprises an effective 
thought collective in regard to an aggressive American foreign policy. Le Cercle in the 
Catholic network is a similar case. At least in the 1980s no centralized government 
with authority to issue directives existed [cf. Hänni 2016: 127]. However, initially 
Catholic values, and later a strong anti-communist stance, were clearly the motivating 
characteristics of its members.

The Sovereign Military Order of Malta has a centralized government, but its 
national organizations have the “supreme authority to rule, guide, and govern 
[…] in matters of taxation, charters, and general welfare” [Gist 1938: 355]. There 
is, however, no information available regarding whether the Grand Master or the 
national leaders can issue directives to their members, who are also government 
officials. This is something that Opus Dei strictly denies. Opus Dei claims that 
their members are completely free in their political activities, and hence it does 
not influence the politics of any country [López Rodó 1965: 129 n. 2; Payne 1971: 
346]. But this claim does contradict paragraph 202 of the 1950 constitution of Opus 
Dei, which emphasizes that: “Public offices, and especially those which involve 
management, are the institute’s particular means of its apostolate” [cited in Walsh 
2004: 145]. In line with this, Opus Dei reserves itself the right to punish its members 
[De Los Reyes, Rich 2005: 96]. In such a climate, how could anybody feel free to 
resist directives and participate truly independently? Therefore, it seems justifiable 
to categorize Opus Dei as having a centralized government with the authority to 
issue directives. Unquestionably, both the Knights of Malta and Opus Dei constitute 
thought collectives based on Catholic values. Furthermore, both are organizations 
recognized by the Roman Catholic Church, and therefore are officially under the 
guidance of the Pope. However, as the conflict between the Vatican and SMOM in 
the post-WWII period has shown [Sire 2016: 219], the Pope does not seem to control 
these organizations.

Finally, the Koch network was clearly designed with the authority to issue 
informally directives from the hands of Charles and David Koch, and its status as 
a thought collective based on libertarian values is plain enough.

Therefore, we can expect a high level of organized collective action from the AAN, 
the Catholic Network (without Le Cercle), and the Koch Network. The Neocon 
Network and Le Cercle should at least show some voluntary and spontaneous 
collective action, whereas no such collective action can be expected from the 
Freemasons and Bonesmen (see table 1).

METHODOLOGY

The research subjects are members of U.S. governments from 1901 to 2021. The 
following positions are analyzed: The President of the United States, 20 Cabinet 
members (including the Vice President of the United States), 7 government positions 
which were at least at some point in time Cabinet-level, 17 ambassadors, and the 
President of the World Bank. Each position received a specific influence weight 
depending on the importance (see table 2).

The President was assigned an influence weight of 40 for a four-year term. The 
Vice President received an influence weight of 20. The other Cabinet positions were 
assigned 16 or 12. The three key secretaries (State, Treasury, and War/Defense) as well 
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as the Attorney General received 16, whereas all other Cabinet members received an 
influence weight of 12 for a four-year term. The 7 other government positions were 
always assigned 8, independent of the question whether the position was during this 
period elevated to a Cabinet-level position or not.

Table 1 
Elite networks and collective action

Thought collective Centralized government Authority to issue 
directives

Freemasonry to some degree  
(values but not politics)

no 
(on the federal level) no

Skull & Bones probably no maybe 
(Russel Trust?) maybe

Anglo-American 
Network yes

yes 
(Round Table Group 
or leading families)

yes, informally 
(however, it will be 
called a “consensus”)

Neocon Network yes no no

Catholic Network yes yes 
(Le Cercle: no)

yes 
(Le Cercle: no)

Koch Network yes yes 
(Koch brothers) yes, informally

The increased status of the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency and the 
inclusion of the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (weight of 8) and 
the President of the World Bank (weight of 4) in this study requires an explanation. 
These positions have not had, in the public sphere, the status ascribed to them in 
this study, and the President of the World Bank is not even a position in the U.S. 
government. Nevertheless, these positions play a very important role in the governing 
of the United States. The CIA and the FBI are involved in intelligence gathering, 
and the government can exercise power through their clandestine operations. The 
World Bank fulfills a similar (hidden) function by exercising power over indebted 
foreign countries. The World Bank is officially an independent organization, but the 
Presidents are traditionally Americans, and we can be certain that their appointments 
are a political decision of the U.S. government.

In the next step, the people who occupied the above positions were compared 
with membership lists of elite networks. If they were members of a network, then 
their governmental position is regarded as being inf luenced by this network. If 
they belonged to a network only part of the time that they were in office, then the 
influence of the network is counted only for this period. Similarly, for office holders 
who joined an elite society long after their time in office, or who came to office 
long after having left a network, no influence will be counted on that office. On the 
other hand, for those who left a network only shortly before joining the government, 
that network’s influence will be considered as affecting their tenure. The reason for 
this is that in some organizations, like the Trilateral Commission, members have 
traditionally left the organization the moment they transitioned to government 
positions. While this may imply a corresponding transition to independence (as it no 
doubt is meant to), the more likely assumption is that despite such public efforts at 
obfuscation, lingering allegiances still hold, especially in light of the overly convenient 
timing of their transition. 
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Table 2 
Time period and influence value of government positions analyzed

Position Time Period Influence

President of the United States 1901-2021 40
Vice President of the United States 1901-2021 20
U.S. Secretary of State 1901-2021 16
U.S. Deputy Secretary of State 1972-2021 4
U.S. Secretary of the Treasury 1901-2021 16
U.S. Deputy Secretary of the Treasury 1973-2021 4
U.S. Secretary of War 1901-1949 16
U.S. Secretary of Defense 1949-2021 16
U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense 1949-2021 4
U.S. Attorney General 1901-2021 16
U.S. Deputy Attorney General 1950-2021 4
Director of Federal Bureau of Investigation 1908-2021 8
Director of Central Intelligence (Agency) 1946-2021 16
Deputy Director of Central Intelligence Agency 1946-2021 4
U.S. Secretary of the Navy 1901-1949 12
U.S. Secretary of the Army 1947-1949 12
U.S. Secretary of the Air Force 1947-1949 12
U.S. Secretary of Interior 1901-2021 12
Postmaster General 1901-1971 12
U.S. Secretary of Agriculture 1901-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Commerce and Labor 1903-1913 12
U.S. Secretary of Commerce 1913-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Labor 1913-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare 1953-1979 12
U.S. Secretary of Health and Human Services 1979-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Housing and Urban Development 1966-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Transportation 1966-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Energy 1977-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Education 1979-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Veteran Affairs 1989-2021 12
U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security 2003-2021 12
White House Chief of Staff 1946-2021 8
U.S. Trade Representative 1962-2021 8
Counselor to the President 1969-1993 8
National Security Advisor 1953-2021 8
Director of National Intelligence 2005-2021 8
President of the World Bank 1946-2021 4
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Position Time Period Influence

U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations 1946-2021 (1953-1989, 
1993-2001, 2009-2018) 4 (8)

U.S. Ambassador to the United Kingdom 1901-2021 8
U.S. Ambassador to France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Russia, 
China, Japan, South Korea, India, Indonesia, Iran, Turkey,  
Saudi Arabia, Brazil, Mexico, and Canada

1901-2021 4

U.S. Ambassador to China (Taiwan) 1953-1979 2

I have calculated two different influence values for the AAN: One normal and one 
extended. The influence value of the extended AAN includes those government officials 
with close family members (e.g., father, son, husband), who were members of the network 
during their time in office, as well as those officials who joined the network in the year 
after leaving office. The invitation to join prestigious organizations of their network can 
be seen as a reward for protecting the interests of the network during previous years. The 
extended value is helpful in spotting such potentially concealed influence.

I have not counted the honorary membership of the President of the United 
States, the U.S. Secretary of State, and the U.S. Ambassador to the United Kingdom 
as having received influence from the Pilgrims Society, unless the person in question 
was a member of the AAN before or after his/her term in office. As an exception, it is 
obvious in this case alone that he/she agrees with the aims of the network.

Finally, I have divided the influence weight of a network by the total influence 
weight of the U.S. government in order to derive the influence score for each network. 
An influence score of 1 (extended to 100 in Graphs 1, 2 and 3) means that every 
member of the government was also a member of a specific network. On the other 
hand, an influence score of 0 means that none of the government officials were 
members of that network during their time in office.

DATA SOURCES

This study relies on a variety of data sources with differing levels of quality 
(see table 3). The information about the Cabinet of the United States and other 
government officials is publicly available and accurate. This is, however, not always 
the case for the membership lists of the elite networks.

Eight lists of Pilgrims Society membership are publicly available. The 1903 list 
was published by Anne Baker in 2002. The other seven lists were made available by 
Joël van der Reijden on the website of his Institute for the Study of Globalization 
and Covert Politics. I further acquired five unpublished lists (1926/27, 1936/37, 1948, 
1954, and 1980) directly from van der Reijden. These filled a huge gap in the publicly 
available data and allowed me to include the Pilgrims Society in this study. The lists 
appear to be authentic. The only problem is that no information is available for the 
period after 1980 (van der Reijden has not yet released the 1990, 1995, 2002, and 2014 
lists). The membership lists since 1922 of the Council on Foreign Relations are nearly 
complete. The CFR has published annual reports with its lists from 1997 to 2018. The 
data before 1997 is from William P. Lytinski. These lists are consistent with the official 
lists and therefore appear to be authentic.

The Bilderberg attendee lists were provided by Princeton University and taken from 
the official website. With the exception of 1956, all lists are available. On the other hand, 
I had access to only 16 reliable lists of the Trilateral Commission. I have five other lists 

Продолжение Table 2
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that were published in a different style, which makes them questionable. The biggest 
problem is that for the first 25 years (1973-1998) only five lists are available. Luckily, the 
TC lists mention previous members who became government officials, providing enough 
information for the inclusion of this organization. The Rhodes Scholars lists until 1995 
were published by the Rhodes Trust [Evans 1996]. The information since 1996 is taken 
from Lytinski. His data is consistent with the official lists and appears to be authentic.

Table 3
Available Membership Lists of Elite Networks and their Sources

Organization Founded Membership Years available Source

Pilgrims 
Society 1902

only U.S. branch: 
243 (1903); 1,006 
(1980)

1903, 07, 14, 24, 
26/27, 36/37, 40, 
48, 54, 57, 69, 74, 80

Joël van der 
Reijden, Baker 2002

Council 
on Foreign 
Relations

1921 209 (1922);  
5,045 (2019)

1922, 24-36, 38-40, 
42, 44-74, 76-2019

William P. Lytinski,  
official annual 
reports (1997-2018)

Bilderberg 1954 74 (1954);  
136 (2014) 1954-55, 57-2019

Princeton 
University, official 
website

Trilateral 
Commission 1973 187 (1973);  

445 (2018)

1973, 78, 85, 95, 98, 
2003-05[?], 07-08, 
10-14, 15-16[?], 
17-18, 20-21

diverse sources,  
official website

Rhodes 
Scholars 1902 only U.S. citizens:  

43 (1904); 32 (2015) 1903-2015 Evans 1996,
William P. Lytinski

Skull & Bones 1832 15 per year 1833-1987, 89-2006 William P. Lytinski,  
Millegan 2008

Freemasonry 15th 
century

U.S. only:  
4,103,000 (1959);  
898,000 (2020)

none Denslow 1957,  
diverse sources

SMOM 1099 13,500 none diverse sources
Opus Dei 1928 U.S. only: 3,285 (1995) none diverse sources
Le Cercle 1952/53 unknown 1982-85 Joel van der Reijden
PNAC 1997-2006 25 (1997) 1997 official website
Koch 
Network 2003 Koch Seminar:  

>500 (2015)b) none Allen Zibel

The data for Skull & Bones is from Kris Millegan’s [2008] book and Lytinski’s lists. 
The two sets are consistent with each other. For the Freemasons, I have relied on 
William R. Denslow’s 10,000 Famous Freemasons. For information about Freemasons 
after 1960, I used NNDB and other online sources. It is entirely possible that some 
Freemasons in the last 70 years were missed out. No membership lists are available 
for the Sovereign Military Order of Malta and Opus Dei, and the only information for 
Le Cercle covers 1982 to 1985. I have relied again on NNDB and other online sources 
for the identification of those members, but their real influence is probably higher 
than calculated in this study. However, since the United States is fundamentally 
a Protestant country, with a heavier bias of ambivalence and scrutiny on Catholic 
allegiances among political aspirants, it is highly probable that membership in 
Catholic networks can become public knowledge without much hinderance. 
Accordingly, I believe that the results presented here do not likely differ much from the 
real influence of the Catholic network in the United States. The information about 
the Neocon think tank, Project for the New American Century, was available on the 
official website and is therefore unproblematic. No membership lists are available 
for the Koch network. However, reporters have effectively tracked the connections 
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between government officials and this right-wing network6. If anything, the calculated 
influence of this group might be underestimated, though not by much.

Finally, I should mention another network that deserves scrutiny in a study like 
this, but which was not included: The Bohemian Grove. The Bohemian Grove is an 
elite network based in San Francisco, California. This network had without a doubt an 
important influence on U.S. governments during the past 120 years. Unfortunately, 
however, there is not enough membership information spanning this period to 
adequately treat it without risking a substantially flawed estimation of its influence.

RESULTS

The first result of this study is that Freemasons constituted the dominant elite 
network in U.S. governments (including diplomats) during the first half of the 20th 
century, until 1953 (see Graph 1 on the journal’s site7). One exception was Herbert 
Hoover’s administration, during which the AAN showed a slightly higher influence than 
Freemasonry (FM) for the first time. From Eisenhower I onwards, however, the role of 
the FM declined as the AAN usurped its dominant position. The AAN then achieved 
a very high concentration of power (over 0.5 influence) in the governments of Ford, 
Carter, and Clinton. If the extended score is considered, then the Eisenhower second 
cabinet would also fall into this category. There were only two administrations after 1953 
that did not rely extensively on the AAN: Nixon’s first cabinet and that of Donald Trump. 
In Nixon I the AAN still retained its highest score among all networks but the FM were 
actually more strongly represented (0.15) in key positions than the AAN (0.01). Obviously, 
Nixon did not trust those people. However, he changed his attitude in his second term, 
and the AAN ascended to dominance again, maintaining its privileged position for the 
next 44 years, independent of current party status within the White House. Only the Koch 
Network (KN) managed to secure a slightly higher value, when Trump came to power.

No other network rose to dominance within the 120 years under consideration. 
Once, under Taft’s administration, Skull & Bones (S&B) became nearly as powerful 
as the FM, but thereafter never even approached such strength of influence again. 
For a fraternity, this is certainly an impressive result, but it still falls well short of the 
aggrandized claims of some conspiracy theorists. The Catholic network prospered 
under Nixon II and Ford, but the AAN was still significantly stronger in those 
administrations. The Neocon network (NCN) was rising quickly to a strong second 
under G. W. Bush, but declined just as quickly.

The second result is that the AAN and FM’s power bases manifested in different 
departments (see Graphs 2 and 3). The AAN dominated the State Department (0.54), 
the Treasury Department (0.38/extended 0.55), the Defense Department (0.39/
extended 0.49), the CIA (0.63), Homeland Security (0.5), the Trade Representative 
(0.63), the National Security Adviser (0.85), the World Bank (0.70), and the 
diplomatic corps. FM’s strongholds were traditionally the President of the United 
States (0.3), the Attorney General (0.21), as well as the FBI (0.43), the Secretary of 
Agriculture (0.42), and the Postmaster General (0.35). It is interesting that the FM 
had a very powerful position in the FBI, but was completely excluded from the CIA, 
whereas the AAN never controlled the FBI, but just as clearly dominated the CIA.

Finally, in order to test my assumptions about the composition of these networks 
I have studied the question of overlapping memberships among them (see table 4). 
6 Zibel, A. et al. The Koch Government. 2017. https://www.citizen.org/wp-content/uploads/migration/public-
itizen-koch.pdf (accessed 10.03.2022).

7 Find please all graphs of this article at https://www.politstudies.ru/en/article/5957

https://www.citizen.org/wp-content/uploads/migration/public-citizen-koch.pdf
https://www.citizen.org/wp-content/uploads/migration/public-citizen-koch.pdf
https://www.politstudies.ru/en/article/5957
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Table 4 
Overlapping membership of U.S. government officials (incl. diplomats) in elite networks

% of 
total

% of members who also belong to another group  
(grey area: no other membership)

PS CFR B TC RS NCN S&B FM KM OD LC KN
none 47,3
PS 12,1 26,0 66,9 15,7 3,1 1,6 1,6 0,8 9,4 3,1 3,1
CFR 39,4 20,6 52,1 20,3 8,2 3,9 2,2 2,7 3,9 2,4 0,2 3,6
B 8,8 21,7 91,3 5,4 17,4 4,3 6,5 4,3 5,4 2,2 8,7 1,1
TC 3,4 11,1 94,4 44,4 0,0 19,4 13,9 2,8 2,8 2,8 5,6
RS 1,8 10,5 84,2 21,1 36,8 10,5 5,3
NCN 1,0 18,2 81,8 54,5 45,5 9,1 9,1 36,4
S&B 1,6 5,9 64,7 23,5 5,9 23,5 5,9
FM 8,6 13,3 17,8 5,6 1,1 1,1 73,3 1,1
KM 1,6 23,5 58,8 11,8 5,9 35,3 5,9 17,6
OD 0,3 33,3 33,3 66,7 33,3
LC 1,6 23,5 88,2 47,1 11,8 23,5 5,9 17,6 5,9 11,8
KN 0,4 25,0 75,0

Of 1,048 government officials 47.3% did not belong to any network. 12.1% were 
members of the Pilgrims Society (PS) during their lifetime. Of those 26% had no other 
membership, but 66.9% were also members of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR). 
This supports my interpretation that the PS is not an independent organization but 
belongs within the AAN. Likewise, those involved in the Bilderberg (B) meetings, the 
Trilateral Commission (TC), and the Rhodes Scholars (RS) had very low percentages 
(between 0% and 10.5%) for no other membership and very high percentages (between 
84.2% and 94.4%) of CFR membership. In contrast, members of the CFR had much 
more often no other membership (52.1%), which seems to support my assumption 
that the different organizations in the AAN are connected through the CFR with each 
other, which again implies that the CFR is the core of the AAN in the United States. 
Interestingly, this is also the case for the NCN and S&B. Although I have treated 
those organizations as independent networks, it seems likely that there must be at least 
some level of close cooperation between them and the AAN, since their membership 
overlapped significantly with the CFR membership (81.8% and 64.7%). As a result of 
this empirical finding, I have grouped them in table 4 with the AAN together.

By contrast, the FM and KN indicate a high percentage of members without 
any other membership, which supports my assumption of their independence. The 
pattern in the Catholic network is more complicated. Opus Dei (OD) appears to be 
independent of the non-Catholic groups, but the Knights of Malta (KM) and Le Cercle 
(LC) are more closely connected to the CFR than to other Catholic groups. This might 
be a special American phenomenon and is likely not characteristic of Europe.

CONCLUSION

Gilens and Page [2014] showed in their trailblazing study that the policy-making 
process is skewed towards the interests of the elites in the United States. The present study 
has further revealed that these American elites are not one homogeneous group, but rather 
consist of competing networks. Within this competitive framework U.S. government 
administrations were strongly influenced by Freemasonry until 1929, after which the AAN 
began to surpass them in dominance. This transition was interrupted during the terms of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Truman, as they relied heavily on Freemasonry again, but then 
dramatically resumed under Eisenhower, catapulting the AAN to such a wide margin of 
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predominance that it remained virtually unchallenged thereafter. Only Nixon (in his first 
cabinet), and later Trump, tried to resist the AAN. This result is, however, only based on 
the phenomenon of the reverse revolving door. Other aspects of influence, like campaign 
financing, need to be studied in the future to complete this picture.

Nevertheless, one implication of this study should be abundantly clear: in order to 
understand the history of the United States, or even that of the world during the past 
120 years, the role of elite networks must be taken into consideration.
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Etzrodt, Ch. (2022). Managing liberal democracy – influence of secret elite networks in U.S. governments 1901-2021. Polis. 
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Данный исследовательский проект был одобрен 20 февраля 2020 г. Комитетом по этике комплексных 
исследований Высшей школы гуманитарных наук Университета Осаки (регистрационный номер OUKS1947). 
Практически вся информация для этого исследования находится в открытом доступе.

Статья поступила в редакцию: 21.06.2021. Принята к публикации: 03.08.2022

Аннотация. Цель этой статьи – внести вклад в исследование роли элитарных сетей в демократиях. 
Конкретной темой исследования является попытка измерить (впервые) влияние различных элитных 
сетей на администрацию правительства США с 1901 по 2021 г. Стратегия основана на идентификации 
правительственных чиновников США, которые также были членами секретных элитных сетей 
во время их пребывания в должности. С этой целью каждая государственная должность получила 
значение влияния в зависимости от ее важности. Если чиновник на этой должности также был членом 
элитной сети, то влияние должности засчитывается в счет влияния сети. Общее влияние сети делится 
на общее влияние всех правительственных должностей, чтобы получить ее относительную оценку 
влияния в данной администрации. Результаты показывают, что масоны имели сильное влияние 
на большинство правительств США до 1953 г., в то время как англо-американская сеть с ее самым 
видным подразделением, Советом по международным отношениям, стала доминирующей силой, 
начиная с Д. Эйзенхауэра. После этого только первый кабинет Р. Никсона и Дональд Трамп стали 
исключениями, меньше полагаясь на эту сеть. Смысл исследования заключается в том, что невозможно 
понять американскую или мировую историю за последние 120 лет без анализа роли и интересов 
элитных сетей, учитывая их постоянный и удивительно высокий уровень влияния, как показывает 
это исследование.
Ключевые слова: элитные сети, демократия, Администрация США, вращающаяся дверь, Совет 
по международным отношениям, Бильдербергская группа, Трехсторонняя комиссия, масонство.
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