


First published in 1956, The Power Elite stands as a contemporary classic of social science and
social criticism. C. Wright Mills captivated readers with his penetrating analysis and fiery cri-
tigue of the organization of power in the United States, calling attention to three firmly
interlocked prongs of power: the military, corporate, and political elite. But while The Power
Elite can be read as an accurate account of what was taking place in America at the time it
was written, its underlying question of whether America is as democratic in practice as it is
in theory is every bit as significant to the culture of today.

What The Power Elite informed readers of in 1956 was how much the power structure in
America had changed during their lifetimes, and Alan Wolfe's astute afterword to this new
edition brings us up to date, illustrating how much more has changed since then. Wolfe offers
profound insight into what is till valid in Millss book and also explores those predictions
that have not come to bear, discussing the radica changes in American capitalism, from
intense global competition and the collapse of communism to rapid technological transfor-
mations and ever-changing consumer tastes. A penetrating work that remains of great rele-
vance, The Power Elite stimulates us to think about the kind of society we have and the kind
of society we might want.

The late C. Wright Mills, Professor of Sociology at Columbia University, was a leading
critic of modern American civilization. Alan Wolfe is the Director of the Center for
Religion and American Public Life at Boston College. He is the author or editor of more
than ten books, including Marginalized in the Middle and One Nation, After All.




The Higher Circles 3
Local Society 30
Metropolitan 400 47

The Celebrities 71

The Very Rich 94

The Chief Executives 118
The Corporate Rich 147
The Warlords 171

The Military Ascendancy

© 0 N O O M WDN P

198

10 The Political Directorate

225

11 The Theory of Balance 242
12 The Power Elite 269

13 The Mass Society 298

14  The Conservative Mood

325

15 The Higher Immorality 343

Afterword 363
Acknowledgments 382
Notes 384

Index 432

Contents



The Higher Circles

THE powers of ordinary men are circumscribed by the everyday
worlds in which they live, yet even in these rounds of job, family,
and neighborhood they often seem driven by forces they can nei-
ther understand nor govern. 'Great changes are bepnd their con-
trol, but affect their conduct and outlook none the less. The very
framework of modern society confines them to projects not their
own, but from every side, such changes now press upon the men
and women of the mass society, who accordingly feel that they are
without purpose in an epoch in which they are without power.

But not al men are in this sense ordinary. As the means of in-
formation and of power are centralized, some men come to oc-
cupy positions in American society from which they can look
down upon, so to speak, and by their decisions mightily affect, the
everyday worlds of ordinary men and women. They are not made
by their jobs, they set up and break down jobs for thousands of
others; they are not confined by simple family responsihilities;
they can escape. They may live in many hotels and houses, but
they are bound by no one community. They need not merely 'meet
the demands of the day and hour’; in some part, they create these
demands, and cause others to meet them. Whether or not they
profess their power, their technical and politica experience of it
far transcends that of the wunderlying population. What Jacob
Burckhardt said of ’'great men,’ most Americans migh well say of
their elite: ' They are dl that we are not.*

The power elite is composed of men whose positions enable
them to transcend the ordinary environments of ordinary men
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and women; they are in positions to make decisions having major
consegquences. Whether they do or do not make such decisions
is less important than the fact that they do occupy such pivota
positions: their failure to act, their failure to make decisions, is
itself an act that is often of greater consequence than the decisions
they do make. For they are in command of the major hierarchies
and organizations of modern society. They rule the big corpora
tions. They run the machinery of the state and claim its preroga-
tives. They direct the military establishment. They occupy the
strategic command posts of the social structure, in which are now
centered the effective means of the power and the wealth and the
celebrity which they enjoy.

The power elite are not solitary rulers. Advisers and consultants,
spokesmen and opinion-makers are often the captains of their
higher thought and decision. Immediately below the €lite are
the professional politicians of the middle levels of power, in the
Congress and in the pressure groups, as well as among the new
and old upper classes of town and city and region. Mingling with
them, in curious ways which we shall explore, are those profes
sional celebrities who live by being continually displayed but are
never, so long as they remain celebrities, displayed enough.
If such celebrities are not at the head of any dominating hierarchy,
they do often have the power to distract the attention of the pub-
lic or afford sensations to the masses, or, more directly, to gain the
ear of those who do occupy positions of direct power. More or less
unattached, as critics of morality and technicians of power, as
spokesmen of God and creators of mass sensbility, such celebri-
ties and consultants are part of the immediate scene in which the
drama of the elite is enacted. But that drama itself is centered in
the command posts of the mgjor institutional hierarchies.

1

The truth about the nature and the power of the elite is not
some secret which men of affairs know but will not tell. Such men
hold quite various theories about their own roles in the sequence
of event and decision. Often they are uncertain about their roles,
and even more often they alow their fears and their hopes to affect
their assessment of their own power. No matter how great their
actual power, they tend to be less acutely aware of it than of the
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resstances of others to its use. Moreover, most American men of
affairs have learned well the rhetoric of public relations, in some
cases even to the point of using it when they are aone, and thus
coming to believe it. The personal awareness of the actors is only
one of the severa sources one must examine in order to understand
the higher circles. Yet many who believe that there is no dite, or a
any rate none of any consequence, rest their argument upon what
men of affairs believe about themselves, or at least assert in public.

There is, however, another view: those who fee, even Iif
vaguely, that a compact and powerful elite of great importance
does now prevail in America often base that feeling upon the his-
torical trend of our time. They have felt, for example, the domi-
nation of the military event, and from this they infer that generals
and admirals, as well as other men of decison influenced by them,
must be enormously powerful. They hear that the Congress has
again abdicated to a handful of men decisions clearly related to
the issue of war or peace. They know that the bomb was dropped
over Japan in the name of the United States of America, athough
they were at no time consulted about the matter. They feel that
they live in a time of big decisions;, they know that they are not
making any. Accordingly, as they consider the present as history,
they infer that at its center, making decisions or faling to make
them, there must be an elite of power.

On the one hand, those who share this feeling about big histori-
ca events assume that there is an elite and that its power is great.
On the other hand, those who listen carefully to the reports of men
apparently involved in the great decisions often do not believe
that thereis an elite whose powers are of decisive consequence.

Both views must be taken into account, but neither is adequate.
The way to understand the power of the American elite lies nei-
ther solely in recognizing the historic scale of events nor in accept-
ing the persona awareness reported by men of apparent decision.
Behind such men and behind the events of history, linking the
two, are the major inditutions of modern society. These hierar-
chies of state and corporation and army constitute the means of
power; as such they are now of a consequence not before equaled
in human higoryand at their summits, there are no w those com-
mand posts of modern society which offer us the sociological key
to an understanding of the role of the higher circlesin America.
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Within  American society, maor national power now resides in
the economic, the political, and the military domains. Other insti-
tutions seem off to the side of modern history, and, on occasion,
duly subordinated to these. No family is as directly powerful in
national affairs as any major corporation; no church is as directly
powerful in the external biographies of young men in America to-
day as the military establishment; no college is as powerful in the
shaping of momentous events as the National Security Council.
Religious, educational, and family institutions are not autono-
mous centers of national power; on the contrary, these decentral-
ized areas are increasingly shaped by the big three, in which de
velopments of decisive and immediate consequence now occur.

Families and churches and schools adapt to modern life
governments and armies and corporations shape it; and, as they
do so, they turn these lesser ingdtitutions into means for their ends.
Religious ingtitutions provide chaplains to the armed forces where
they are used as a means of increasing the effectiveness of its mo-
rale to kill. Schools select and train men for their jobs in corpora-
tions and their specidized tasks in the armed forces. The
extended family has, of course, long been broken up by the indus-
trial revolution, and now the son and the father are removed from
the family, by compulsion if need be, whenever the army of the
state sends out the call. And the symbols of al these lesser institu-
tions are used to legitimate the power and the decisions of the big
three.

The lifefate of the modem individual depends not only upon
the family into which he was born or which he enters by marriage,
but increasingly upon the corporation in which he spends the
most alert hours of his best years; not only upon the school where
he is educated as a child and adolescent, but aso upon the state
which touches him throughout his life; not only upon the church
in which on occasion he hears the word of God, but aso upon the
army in which heisdisciplined.

If the centralized state could not rely upon the inculcation of na
tionalist loyalties in public and private schools, its leaders would
promptly seek to modify the decentralized educational system. If
the bankruptcy rate among the top five hundred corporations were
as high as the genera divorce rate among the thirty-seven million
married couples, there would be economic catastrophe on an inter-
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national scale. If members of armies gave to them no more of their
lives than do believers to the churches to which they belong, there
would be amilitary crisis.

Within each of the big three, the typica institutional unit has
become enlarged, has become administrative, and, in the power
of its decisons, has become centralized. Behind these develop-
ments there is a fabulous technology, for as ingtitutions, they have
incorporated this technology and guide it, even as it shapes and
paces their developments.

The economyonce a great scatter of small productiv e units in
autonomous balancehas become dominated by two or t hree
hundred giant corporations, administratively and politically in-
terrelated, which together hold the keys to economic decisions.

The political order, once a decentralized set of severa dozen
states with a weak spinal cord, has become a centralized, execu-
tive establishment which has taken up into itself many powers
previously scattered, and now enters into each and every crany
of the social structure.

The military order, once a dim establishment in a context of dis
trust fed by state militia, has become the largest and most expen-
sive feature of government, and, athough well versed in smiling
public relations, now has al the grim and clumsy efficiency of a
sprawling bureaucratic domain.

In each of these indtitutional areas, the means of power at the
disposal of decision makers have increased enormoudy; their cen-
tral executive powers have been enhanced; within each of them
modern  administrative  routines  have  been  elaborated and
tightened up.

As each of these domains becomes enlarged and centralized,
the consequences of its activities become greater, and its traffic
with the others increases. The decisions of a handful of corpora-
tions bear upon military and political as well as upon economic
developments around the world. The decisions of the military es
tablishment rest upon and grievously affect political life as well
as the very level of economic activity. The decisons made within
the political domain determine economic activities and military
programs. There is no longer, on the one hand, an economy, and,
on the other hand, a political order containing a military establish-
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ment unimportant to politics and to money-making. There is a
political economy linked, in a thousand ways, with military ingti-
tutions and decisions. On each sde of the world-split running
through central Europe and around the Asiatic rimlands, there is
an ever-increasing interlocking of economic, military, and politi-
ca structures? If there is government intervention in the corpo-
rate economy, so is there corporate intervention in the govern-
mental process. In the structural sense, this triangle of power is
the source of the interlocking directorate that is most important
for the historical structure of the present.

The fact of the interlocking is clearly revealed a each of the
points of crisis of modern capitalist society sump , war, and
boom. In each, men of decision are led to an awareness of the
interdependence of the maor ingtitutional orders. In the nine
teenth century, when the scale of all ingtitutions was smaller, their
liberal integration was achieved in the automatic economy, by an
autonomous play of market forces, and in the automatic political
domain, by the bargan and the vote. It was then assumed that
out of the imbalance and friction that followed the limited deci-
sions then possble a new equilibrium would in due course
emerge. That can no longer be assumed, and it is not assumed by
the men at the top of each of the three dominant hierarchies.

For given the scope of their consequences, decisionsand inde-
cisonsin any one of these ramify into the others, and hence top
decisions tend either to become co-ordinated or to lead to a com-
manding indecision. It has not aways been like this. When nu-
merous small entrepreneurs made up the economy, for example,
many of them could fail and the consequences dtill remain local;
political and military authorities did not intervene. But now,
given political expectations and military commitments, can they
afford to allow key units of the private corporate economy to break
down in dump? Increasingly, they do intervene in economic &f-
fairs, and as they do so, the controlling decisions in each order are
inspected by agents of the other two, and economic, military, and
political structures are interlocked.

At the pinnacle of each of the three enlarged and centralized
domains, there have arisen those higher circles which make up the
economic, the political, and the military elites. At the top of the
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economy, among the corporate rich, there are the chief exec-
utives, at the top of the political order, the members of the politi-
cal directorate; at the top of the military establishment, the elite
of soldier-statesmen clustered in and around the Joint Chiefs of
Staff and the upper echelon. As each of these domains has co-
incided with the others, as decisons tend to become tota in
their consequence, the leading men in each of the three domains
of powerthe warlords, the corporation chieftains, the political
directoratetend to come together, to form the powe r elite of
America.

2

The higher circles in and around these command posts are often
thought of in terms of what their members possess: they have
a greater share than other people of the things and experiences
that are most highly valued. From this point of view, the elite are
simply those who have the most of what there is to have, which
is generally held to include money, power, and prestigeas well
as al the ways of life to which these lead.®> But the elite are not
simply those who have the most, for they could not 'have the
most’ were it not for their positions in the great ingtitutions. For
such ingtitutions are the necessary bases of power, of wealth, and
of prestige, and at the same time, the chief means of exercising
power, of acquiring and retaining weath, and of cashing in the
higher claims for prestige.

By the powerful we mean, of course, those who are able to rea
lize their will, even if others resist it. No one, accordingly, can be
truly powerful unless he has access to the command of magor in-
gtitutions, for it is over these ingtitutional means of power that the
truly powerful are, in the first instance, powerful. Higher politi-
cians and key officials of government command such institutional
power; so do admiras and generals, and so do the maor owners
and executives of the larger corporations. Not al power, it is true,
is anchored in and exercised by means of such ingttutions, but
only within and through them can power be more or less contin-
uous and important.

Wedth aso is acquired and held in and through institutions.
The pyramid of weath cannot be understood merely in terms of
the very rich; for the great inheriting families, as we shall see, are
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now supplemented by the corporate ingtitutions of modern soci-
ety: every one of the very rich families has been and is closely
connected always legally and frequently managerial y as well
with one of the multi-million dollar corporations.

The modern corporation is the prime source of wealth, but,
in latter-day capitalism, the politicad apparatus a&so opens and
closes many avenues to weath. The amount as well as the source
of income, the power over consumer's goods as well as over pro-
ductive capital, are determined by postion within the politica
economy. If our interest in the very rich goes beyond their lavish
or their miserly consumption, we must examine their relations to
modern forms of corporate property as well as to the state; for
such relations now determine the chances of men to secure big
property and to receive high income.

Great prestige increasingly follows the major ingtitutional units
of the socia dtructure. It is obvious that prestige depends, often
quite decisively, upon access to the publicity machines that are
now a centra and normal feature of al the big institutions of mod-
ern America Moreover, one feature of these hierarchies of cor-
poration, state, and military establishment is that their top posi-
tions are increasingly interchangeable. One result of this is the
accumulative nature of prestige. Clams for prestige, for example,
may be initidly based on military roles, then expressed in and
augmented by an educational institution run by corporate execu-
tives, and cashed in, finaly, in the political order, where, for Gen-
eral Eisenhower and those he represents, power and prestige fi-
naly meet a the very peak. Like wealth and power, prestige
tends to be cumulative: the more of it you have, the more you can
get. These vaues adso tend to be translatable into one another:
the wedthy find it easier than the poor to gain power; those with
status find it easier than those without it to control opportunities
for wealth.

If we took the one hundred most powerful men in America, the
one hundred wealthiest, and the one hundred most celebrated
away from the institutional positions they now occupy, away from
their resources of men and women and money, away from the
media of mass communication that are now focused upon them
then they would be powerless and poor and uncelebrated. For
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power is not of a man. Wedth does not center in the person of the
wealthy. Celebrity is not inherent in any personality. To be cele
brated, to be wedthy, to have power requires access to maor in-
gtitutions, for the indtitutional positions men occupy determine
in large part their chances to have and to hold these valued ex-
periences.

3

The people of the higher circles may also be conceived as
members of a top social stratum, as a set of groups whose mem-
bers know one another, see one another socially and at business,
and so, in making decisions, take one another into account. The
elite, according to this conception, feel themselves to be, and are
felt by others to be, the inner circle of 'the uppe social classes™
They form a more or less compact socia and psychological entity;
they have become self-conscious members of a socia class. People
are either accepted into this class or they are not, and there is a
qualitative split, rather than merely a numerical scale, separating
them from those who are not elite. They are more or less aware
of themselves as a social class and they behave toward one another
differently from the way they do toward members of other classes.
They accept one another, understand one another, marry one an-
other, tend to work and to think if not together at least alike.

Now, we do not want by our definition to prejudge whether the
elite of the command posts are conscious members of such a so-
cially recognized class, or whether considerable proportions of the
elite derive from such a clear and distinct class. These are matters
to be investigated. Yet in order to be able to recognize what we
intend to investigate, we must note something that all biogra-
phies and memoirs of the wealthy and the powerful and the emi-
nent make clear: no matter what else they may be, the people of
these higher circles are involved in a set of overlapping ’'crowds
and intricately connected ’cliques’ There is a kiml of mutua at-
traction among those who 'sit on the same terrace’ although this
often becomes clear to them, as well as to others, only at the point
at which they feel the need to draw the line; only when, in their
common defense, they come to understand what they have in
common, and so close their ranks against outsiders.

The idea of such ruling stratum implies that most of its mem-
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bers have similar social origins, that throughout their lives they
maintain a network of informal connections, and that to some de-
gree there is an interchangeability of position between the various
hierarchies of money and power and celebrity. We must, of course,
note at once that if such an elite stratum does exid, its social visi-
bility and its form, for very solid historical reasons, are quite dif-
ferent from those of the noble cousinhoods that once ruled various
European nations.

That American society has never passed through a feudal epoch
is of decisve importance to the nature of the American €lite, as
well as to American society as a historic whole. For it means that
no nobility or aristocracy, established before the capitalist era, has
stood in tense opposition to the higher bourgeoisie. It means that
this bourgecisie has monopolized not only weath but prestige
and power as well. It means that no set of noble families has com-
manded the top positions and monopolized the values that are
generaly held in high esteem; and certainly that no set has done
so explicitiy by inherited right. It means that no high church dig-
nitaries or court nobilities, no entrenched landlords with honorific
accouterments, no monopolists of high army posts have opposed
the enriched bourgeocise and in the name of birth and prerogative
successfully resisted its self-making.

But this does not mean that there are no upper dtrata in the
United States. That they emerged from a ’'middle class that had
no recognized aristocratic superiors does not mean they remained
middle class when enormous increases in weath made their own
superiority possible. Their origins and their newness may have
made the upper strata less visible in America than elsewhere. But
in America today there are in fact tiers and ranges of wealth and
power of which people in the middle and lower ranks know very
little and may not even dream. There are families who, in their
well-being, are quite insulated from the economic jolts and
lurches felt by the merely prosperous and those farther down the
scale. There are dso men of power who in quite small groups make
decisions of enormous consequence for the underlying population.

The American €lite entered modern history as a virtually unop-
posed bourgecisie. No national bourgecisie, before or since, has
had such opportunities and advantages. Having no military
neighbors, they easily occupied an isolated continent stocked with
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natural resources and immensely inviting to a willing labor force.
A framework of power and an ideology for its judtification were
aready a hand. Against mercantilist restriction, they inherited
the principle of laissez-faire; against Southern planters, they im-
posed the principle of industrialism. The Revolutionary War put
an end to colonia pretensions to nobility, as loyalists fled the coun-
try and many estates were broken up. The Jacksonian upheaval
with its status revolution put an end to pretensions to monopoly
of descent by the old New England families. The Civil War broke
the power, and so in due course the prestige, of the ante-bellum
South’s claimants for the higher esteem. The tempo of the whole
capitalist development made it impossible for an inherited nobil-
ity to develop and endure in America.

No fixed ruling class, anchored in agrarian life and coming to
flower in military glory, could contain in America the historic
thrust of commerce and industry, or subordinate to itself the capi-
talist eliteas capitaists were subordinated, for example, in Ger-
many and Japan. Nor could such a ruling class anywhere in the
world contain that of the United States when industrialized vio-
lence came to decide history. Witness the fate of Germany and
Japan in the two world wars of the twentieth century; and indeed
the fate of Britain herself and her model ruling class, as New York
became the inevitable economic, and Washington the inevitable
political capital of the western capitalist world.

4

The elite who occupy the command posts may be seen as the
possessors of power and wealth and celebrity; they may be seen
as members of the upper stratum of a capitalistic society. They
may aso be defined in terms of psychological and moral criteria,
as certain kinds of selected individuals. So defined, the elite, quite
simply, are people of superior character and energy.

The humanist, for example, may conceive of the ’'elite’ not as a
social level or category, but as a scatter of those individuals who at-
tempt to transcend themselves, and accordingly, are more naoble,
more efficient, made out of better stuff. It does not matter whether
they are poor or rich, whether they hold high position or low,
whether they are acclamed or despised; they are €lite because
of the kind of individualsthey are. The rest of the populationis
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mass, which, according to this conception, duggishly relaxes into
uncomfortable mediocrity.”

This is the sort of socially unlocated conception which some
American  writers  with  conservative  yearnings have  recently
sought to develop.* But most moral and psychologica concep-
tions of the elite are much less sophisticated, concerning them-
selves not with individuas but with the stratum as a whole. Such
ideas, in fact, always arise in a society in which some people pos
sess more than do others of what there is to possess. People with
advantages are loath to believe that they just happen to be people
with advantages. They come readily to define themselves as in-
herently worthy of what they possess;, they come to believe them-
selves ’'naturally’ elite; and, in fact, to imagine their possessions
and their privileges as natura extensions of their own elite selves.
In this sense, the idea of the elite as composed of men and women
having a finer moral character is an ideology of the elite as a privi-
leged ruling stratum, and this is true whether the ideology is €lite-
made or made up for it by others.

In eras of equalitarian rhetoric, the more intelligent or the more
articulate among the lower and middle classes, as well as guilty
members of the upper, may come to entertain ideas of a counter-
glite. In western society, as a matter of fact, there is a long tradi-
tion and varied images of the poor, the exploited, and the
oppressed as the truly virtuous, the wise, and the blessed. Stem-
ming from Chrigtian tradition, this moral idea of a counter-elite,
composed of essentially higher types condemned to a lowly sta
tion, may be and has been used by the underlying population to
justify harsh criticism of ruling elites and to celebrate Utopian im-
ages of a new elite to come.

The moral conception of the elite, however, is not aways
merely an ideology of the overprivileged or a counter-ideology of
the underprivileged. It is often a fact: having controlled expe-
riences and select privileges, many individuals of the upper stra
tum do come in due course to approximate the types of char-
acter they clam to embody. Even when we give upas we must
the idea that the elite man or woman is born with an elite charac-
ter, we need not dismiss the idea that their experiences and train-
ings develop in them characters of a specific type.

* See below, FOURTEEN: The Conservative Mood.
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Nowadays we must qualify the idea of elite as composed of
higher types of individuals, for the men who are selected for and
shaped by the top positions have many spokesmen and advisers
and ghosts and make-up men who modify their self-conceptions
and create their public images, as well as shape many of their de-
cisons. There is, of course, considerable variation among the elite
in this respect, but as a general rule in America today, it would
be naive to interpret any major elite group merely in terms of its
ostensible personnel. The American €lite often seems less a col-
lection of persons than of corporate entities, which are in great
part created and spoken for as standard types of 'personality.’
Even the most apparently free-lance celebrity is usualy a sort of
synthetic production turned out each week by a disciplined staff
which systematically ponders the effect of the easy ad-libbed gags
the celebrity ' spontaneoudly’ echoes.

Yet, in so far as the elite flourishes as a social class or as a set of
men at the command posts, it will select and form certain types
of personality, and reject others. The kind of mora and psycholog-
ical beings men become is in large part determined by the values
they experience and the ingtitutional roles they are alowed and
expected to play. From the biographer's point of view, a man of
the upper classes is formed by his relations with others like him-
self in a series of small intimate groupings through which he
passes and to which throughout his lifetime he may return. So con-
celved, the elite is a set of higher circles whose members are se-
lected, trained and certified and permitted intimate access to
those who command the impersona ingtitutional hierarchies of
modern society. If there is any one key to the psychological idea
of the elite, it is that they combine in their persons an awareness
of impersonal decision-making with intimate sensibilities shared
with one another. To understand the elite as a social class we must
examine a whole series of smaller faceto-face milieux, the most
obvious of which, historically, has been the upper-class family,
but the most important of which today are the proper secondary
school and the metropolitan club.®

5
These severa notions of the elite, when appropriately under-
stood, are intricately bound up with one another, and we shall
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use them al in this examination of American success. We shall
study each of several higher circles as offering candidates for the
elite, and we shal do so in terms of the major institutions making
up the total society of America; within and between each of these
institutions, we shall trace the interrelations of weath and power
and prestige. But our main concern is with the power of those who
now occupy the command posts, and with the role which they are
enacting in the history of our epoch.

Such an e€lite may be conceived as omnipotent, and its powers
thought of as a great hidden design. Thus, in vulgar Marxism,
events and trends are explained by reference to ’'the will of the
bourgeoisie’; in Nazism, by reference to ’'the conspracy of the
Jews'; by the petty right in America today, by refgence to ’'the
hidden forcee of Communist spies. According to such notions of
the omnipotent elite as historical cause, the elite is never an en-
tirely visible agency. It is, in fact, a secular substitute for the will
of God, being realized in a sort of providential design, except that
usualy non-elite men are thought capable of opposing it and
eventually overcoming it.*

The opposite view of the elite as impotentis now g uite popu-
lar among liberal-minded observers. Far from being omnipotent,
the elites are thought to be so scattered as to lack any coherence
as a historica force. Their invisibility is not the invisibility of se-
crecy but the invisibility of the multitude. Those who occupy the
formal places of authority are so check-mated by ot her elites ex-
erting pressure, or by the public as an electorate, or by constitu-
tional codesthat, although there may be upper clas ses, there is
no ruling class, athough there may be men of power, there is no
power elite; although there may be a system of stratification, it

* Those who charge that Communist agents have been or are in the
government, as well as those frightened by them, never raise the ques
tion: 'Well, suppose there are Communists in high daces, how much
power do they have? They simply assume that men in high places, or
in this case even those in positions from which they might influence
such men, do decide important events. Those who think Communist
agents lost China to the Soviet bloc, or influenced loya Americans to
lose it, simply assume that there is a set of men who decide such matters,
actively or by neglect or by stupidity. Many others, who do not believe

that Communist agents were so influential, still assume that loyal Amer-
ican decision-makerslost it all by themselves.
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has no effective top. In the extreme, this view of the elite, as weak-
ened by compromise and disunited to the point of nullity, is a
substitute for impersonal collective fate; for, in this view, the deci-
sons of the visble men of the higher circles do not count in his
tory.*

Internationally, the image of the omnipotent €lite tends to
prevail. All good events and pleasing happenings are quickly im-
puted by the opinion-makers to the leaders of their own nation;
al bad events and unpleasant experiences are imputed to the
enemy abroad. In both cases, the omnipotence of evil rulers or of
virtuous leaders is assumed. Within the nation, the use of such
rhetoric is rather more complicated: when men speak of the
power of their own party or circle, they and their leaders are, of
course, impotent; only 'the people are omnipotent. But, when they
speak of the power of their opponent's party or circle, they impute
to them omnipotence; 'the people’ are now powerlesty taken in.

More generally, American men of power tend, by convention,
to deny that they are powerful. No American runs for office in
order to rule or even govern, but only to serve; he does not become
a bureaucrat or even an official, but a public servant. And nowa
days, as | have aready pointed out, such postures have become
standard features of the public-relations programs of al men of
power. So firm a part of the style of power-wielding have they
become that conservative writers readily misinterpret them as in-
dicating a trend toward an ' amorphous power situation.’

But the ’'power situation” of America today is less amorphous
than is the perspective of those who see it as a romantic confusion.
It is less a flat, momentary ’'situation’ than a graled, durable struc-
ture. And if those who occupy its top grades are not omnipotent,
neither are they impotent. It is the form and the height of the

* The idea of the impotent elite, as we shall have occasion to see,
in ELEVEN: The Theory of Balance, is mightily supported by the notion
of an automatic economy in which the problem of power is solved for
the economic elite by denying its existence. No one has enough power
to make a real difference; events are the results of an anonymous bal-
ance. For the political €lite too, the model of balance solves the problem
of power. Parallel to the market-economy, there is the leaderless democ-
racy in which no one is responsible for anything and everyone is respon-

sible for everything; the will of men acts only through the impersonal
workings of the electoral process.
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gradation of power that we must examine if we would understand
the degree of power held and exercised by the elite.

If the power to decide such nationa issues as are decided were
shared in an absolutely equal way, there would be no power
elite; in fact, there would be no gradation of power, but only a
radical homogeneity. At the opposite extreme as well, if the power
to decide issues were absolutely monopolized by one small group,
there would be no gradation of power; there would simply be this
small group in command, and below it, the undifferentiated, dom-
inated masses. American society today represents neither the one
nor the other of these extremes, but a conception of them is none
the less useful: it makes us realize more clearly the question of the
structure of power in the United States and the position of the
power elite within it.

Within each of the most powerful ingtitutional orders of modern
society there is a gradation of power. The owner of a roadside
fruit stand does not have as much power in any area of socia or
economic or political decison as the head of a multi-million-dollar
fruit corporation; no lieutenant on the line is as powerful as the
Chief of Staff in the Pentagon; no deputy sheriff carries as much
authority as the President of the United States. Accordingly, the
problem of defining the power elite concerns the level a which
we wish to draw the line. By lowering the line, we could define
the €elite out of existence; by raising it, we could make the elite
a very smal circle indeed. In a preliminary and minimum way,
we draw the line crudely, in charcoal as it were: By the power
elite, we refer to those politica, economic, and military circles
which as an intricate set of overlapping cliques share decisions
having a least national consequences. In so far as nationa events
are decided, the power €lite are those who decide them.

To say that there are obvious gradations of power and of oppor-
tunities to decide within modern society is not to say that the
powerful are united, that they fully know what they do, or that
they are conscioudly joined in conspiracy. Such issues are best
faced if we concern ourselves, in the first instance, more with
the structural position of the high and mighty, and with the con-
sequences of their decisions, than with the extent of their aware-
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ness or the purity of their motives. To understand the power elite,
we must attend to three major keys:

. One, which we shall emphasize throughout our discussion of
each of the higher circles, is the psychology of the several elites in
their respective milieux. In so far as the power €lite is composed
of men of smilar origin and education, in so far as their careers
and their styles of life are similar, there are psychologica and so-
cid bases for their unity, resting upon the fact that they are of
similar social type and leading to the fact of their easy intermin-
gling. This kind of unity reaches its frothier apex in the sharing
of that prestige that is to be had in the world of the celebrity; it
achieves a more solid culmination in the fact of the interchange-
ability of positions within and between the three dominant insti-
tutional orders.

Il. Behind such psychological and sociad unity as we may find,
are the structure and the mechanics of those ingtitutional hier-
archies over which the politica directorate, the corporate rich,
and the high military now preside. The greater the scale of these
bureaucratic domains, the greater the scope of their respective
elite's power. How each of the maor hierarchies is shaped and
and what relations it has with the other hierarchies determine in
large pat the relations of their rulers. If these hierarchies are
scattered and digointed, then their respective e€lites tend to be
scattered and digointed; if they have many interconnections and
points of coinciding interest, then their elites tend to form a co-
herent kind of grouping.

The unity of the elite is not a simple reflection of the unity of
ingtitutions, but men and ingtitutions are aways related, and our
conception of the power elite invites us to determine that relation.
Today in America there are several important structural coinci-
dences of interest between these institutional domains, including
the development of a permanent war establishment by a privately
incorporated economy inside a political vacuum.

[1l. The unity of the power elite, however, does not rest solely
on psychological similarity and socia intermingling, nor entirely
on the structura coincidences of commanding positions and inter-
ests. At times it is the unity of a more explicit co-ordination. To say
that these three higher circles are increasingly co-ordinated, that
thisis one basis of their unity, and that at times as during the
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warssuch co-ordination is quite decisive, is not t o say that the
co-ordination is total or continuous, or even that it is very sure-
footed. Much less is it to say that willful co-ordination is the sole
or the maor basis of their unity, or that the power €lite has
emerged as the redlization of a plan. But it is to say that as the
institutional mechanics of our time have opened up avenues to
men pursuing their several interests, many of them have come to
see that these severa interests could be redized more easly if
they worked together, in informal as well as in more forma ways,
and accordingly they have done so.

6

It is not my thesis that for al epochs of human history and in
all nations, a creative minority, a ruling class, an omnipotent €lite,
shape all historical events. Such statements, upon careful exami-
nation, usually turn out to be mere tautologies’ and even when
they are not, they are so entirely general as to be useless in the
attempt to understand the history of the present. The minimum
definition of the power elite as those who decide whatever is
decided of major consequence, does not imply that the members
of this elite are aways and necessarily the history-makers, nei-
ther does it imply that they never are. We must not confuse the
conception of the elite, which we wish to define, with one theory
about their role: that they are the history-makers of our time. To
define the elite, for example, as 'those who rule America is less to
define a conception than to state one hypothesis about the role
and power of that elite. No matter how we might define the dlite,
the extent of its members power is subject to hisbrical variation.
If, in a dogmatic way, we try to include that variation in our ge-
neric definition, we foolishly limit the use of a needed conception.
If we insist that the elite be defined as a strictly coordinated class
that continually and absolutely rules, we are closing off from our
view much to which the term more modestly defined might open
to our observation. In short, our definition of the power elite can-
not properly contain dogma concerning the degree and kind of
power that ruling groups everywhere have. Much less should it
permit us to smuggle into our discussion atheory of history.

During most of human history, historical change has not been
visible to the people who were involved in it, or even to those
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enacting it. Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, for example, en-
dured for some four hundred generations with but dight changes
in their basic structure. That is six and a haf times as long as the
entire Christian era, which has only prevailed some sixty genera
tions, it is about eighty times as long as the five generations of the
United States existence. But now the tempo of charge is so rapid,
and the means of observation so accessible, that the interplay of
event and decison seems often to be quite historically visible, if
we will only look carefully and from an adequate vantage point.

When knowledgeable journalists tell us that ’events not men,
shape the big decisions,’ they are echoing the theay of history as
Fortune, Chance, Fate, or the work of The Unseen Hand. For
‘events is merely a modern word for these older icas, all of which
separate men from history-making, because all of them lead us to
believe that history goes on behind men's backs. History is drift
with no mastery; within it there is action but no deed; history is
mere happening and the event intended by no one.®

The course of events in our time depends more on a series of
human decisions than on any inevitable fate. The sociological
meaning of ’'fate’ is simply this: that, when the deisions are innu-
merable and each one is of smal consequence, al of them add up
in a way no man intendedto history as fate. But no t al epochs
are equaly fateful. As the circle of those who decide is narrowed,
as the means of decison are centralized and the consequences of
decisions become enormous, then the course of great events often
rests upon the decisions of determinable circles. This does not
necessarily mean that the same circle of men follow through from
one event to another in such a way that all of history is merely
their plot. The power of the elite does not necessarily mean that
history is not aso shaped by a series of smal decisions, none of
which are thought out. It does not mean that a hundred small
arrangements and compromises and adaptations may not be built
into the going policy and the living event. The idea of the power
elite implies nothing about the process of decision-making as such:
it is an attempt to delimit the social areas within which that proc-
ess, whatever its character, goes on. It is a conception of who is
involved in the process.

The degree of foresight and control of those who are involved
in decisions that count may also vary. The idea of the power elite
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does not mean that the estimations and calculated risks upon
which decisions are made are not often wrong and that the con-
sequences are sometimes, indeed often, not those intended. Often
those who make decisons are trapped by their own inadequacies
and blinded by their own errors.

Yet in our time the pivotal moment does arise, and a that mo-
ment, small circles do decide or fail to decide. In either case, they
are an €lite of power. The dropping of the A-bombs over Japan
was such a moment; the decison on Korea was such a moment;
the confusion about Quemoy and Matsu, as well as before Dien-
bienphu were such moments, the sequence of maneuvers which
involved the United States in World War 1l was such a 'moment.’
Is it not true that much of the history of our times is composed of
such moments? And is not that what is meant when it is said that
we live in atime of big decisions, of decisively centralized power?

Most of us do not try to make sense of our age by believing in
a Greek-like, eternal recurrence, nor by a Christian belief in a sal-
vation to come, nor by any steady march of human progress. Even
though we do not reflect upon such matters, the chances are we
believe with Burckhardt that we live in a mere succession of
events, that sheer continuity is the only principle of history. His
tory is merely one thing after another; history is meaningless in
that it is not the redlization of any determinate plot. It is true, of
course, that our sense of continuity, our feeling for the history of
our time, is affected by crisis. But we seldom look beyond the im-
mediate crisis or the crisis felt to be just ahead. We believe neither
in fate nor providence; and we assume, without talking about it,
that 'we as a nationcan decisively shape the futu re but that 'we
asindividual s somehow cannot do so.

Any meaning history has, 'we' shall have to give toit by our ac-
tions. Yet the fact is that although we are al of us within history
we do not al possess equal powers to make history. To pretend
that we do is sociological nonsense and political irresponsibility.
It is nonsense because any group or any individua is limited, first
of all, by the technical and ingtitutional means of power at its com-
mand; we do not al have equal access to the means of power that
now exist, nor equa influence over their use. To pretend that 'we
are all history-makersis politically irresponsible because it ob-
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fuscates any attempt to locate responsibility for the consequential
decisions of men who do have access to the means of power.

From even the most superficial examination of the history of the
western society we learn that the power of decision-makers is first
of al limited by the level of technique, by the means of power and
violence and organization that prevaill in a given society. In this
connection we aso learn that there is a fairly straight line running
upward through the history of the West; that the means of op-
presson and exploitation, of violence and destruction, as well as
the means of production and reconstruction, have been progres-
sively enlarged and increasingly centralized.

As the indtitutional means of power and the means of communi-
cations that tie them together have become steadily more effi-
cient, those now in command of them have come into command of
instruments of rule quite unsurpassed in the history of mankind.
And we are not yet at the climax of their development. We can no
longer lean upon or take soft comfort from the historica ups and
downs of ruling groups of previous epochs. In that sense, Hegel
is correct: we learn from history that we cannot learn fromiit.

For every epoch and for every sociad structure, we must work
out an answer to the question of the power of the elite. The ends
of men are often merely hopes, but means are facts within some
men's control. That is why al means of power tend to become
ends to an elite that is in command of them. And that is why we
may define the power €lite in terms of the means of poweras
those who occupy the command posts. The maor questions about
the American €lite todayits composition, its unity , its power-
must now be faced with due attention to the awesome means of
power available to them. Caesar could do less with Rome than
Napoleon with France; Napoleon less with France than Lenin
with Russia; and Lenin less with Russia than Hitler with Ger-
many. But what was Caesar's power at its peak compaed with the
power of the changing inner circle of Soviet Russia or of America’s
temporary administrations? The men of either circle can cause
great cities to be wiped out in a single night, and in a few weeks
turn continents into thermonuclear wastelands. That the facilities
of power are enormously enlarged and decisively centralized
means that the decisions of small groups are now more consequen-
tial.
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But to know that the top posts of modern social structures now
permit more commanding decisions is not to know that the elite
who occupy these posts are the history-makers. We might grant
that the enlarged and integrated economic, military, and political
structures are shaped to permit command decisions, yet dill feel
that, as it were, 'they run themselves,’ that those who are on top, in
short, are determined in their decisions by ’'necessty,’ which pre-
sumably means by the instituted roles that they play and the sit-
uation of these ingtitutions in the total structure of society.

Do the elite determine the roles that they enact? Or do the roles
that institutions make available to them determine the power of
the elite? The general answerand no general answer is sufficient
is that in different kinds of structures and epoch s elites are quite
differently related to the roles that they play: nothing in the na-
ture of the elite or in the nature of history dictates an answer. It is
also true that if most men and women take whatever roles are per-
mitted to them and enact them as they are expected to by virtue
of their position, this is precisely what the elite need not do, and
often do not do. They may cal into question the structure, their
position within it, or the way in which they are to enact that po-
sition.

Nobody called for or permitted Napoleon to chase Parlement
home on the 18 Brumaire, and later to transform his consulate
into an emperorship.’ Nobody caled for or permitted Adolf
Hitler to proclam himself 'Leader and Chancellor’ the day Presi-
dent Hindenburg died, to abolish and usurp roles by merging the
presidency and the chancellorship. Nobody called for or permitted
Franklin D. Roosevelt to make the series of decisions that led to
the entrance of the United States into World War Il. It was no
"historical necessity,’ but a man named Truman who, with a few
other men, decided to drop a bomb on Hiroshima. It was no his
torical necessity, but an argument within a small circle of men
that defeated Admiral Radford’'s proposa to bomb troops before
Dienbienphu. Far from being dependent upon the structure of
institutions, modern elites may smash one structure and set up
another in which they then enact quite different roles. In fact,
such destruction and creation of ingtitutional structures, with all
their means of power, when events seem to turn out well, isjust
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what is involved in ’'great leadership, or, when tley seem to turn
out badly, great tyranny.

Some e€lite men are, of course, typically role-determined, but
others are a times roledetermining. They determine not only
the role they play but today the roles of millions of other men. The
creation of pivotal roles and their pivotal enactment occurs most
readily when social structures are undergoing epochal transitions.
It is clear that the international development of the United States
to one of the two 'great powers along with the new means of an-
nihilation and  administrative and  psychic  domination have
made of the United States in the middle years of the twentieth
century precisely such an epochal pivot.

There is nothing about history that tells us that a power elite
cannot make it. To be sure, the will of such men is aways limited,
but never before have the limits been so broad, for never before
have the means of power been so enormous. It is this that makes
our situation so precarious, and makes even more important an
understanding of the powers and the limitations of the Ameri-
can elite. The problem of the nature and the power of this elite is
now the only redlistic and serious way to raise again the problem
of responsible government.

7

Those who have abandoned criticism for the new American
celebration take readily to the view that the elite is impotent. If
they were politicaly serious, they ought, on the basis of their
view, to say to those presumably in charge of American policy:™°

'One day soon, you may believe that you have an opportunity
to drop a bomb or a chance to exacerbate further your relations
with allies or with the Russians who might aso drop it. But don't
be so foolish as to believe that you readly have a choice. You have
neither choice nor chance. The whole Complex Situation of which
you are merely one balancing part is the result of Economic and
Social Forces, and so will be the fateful outcome. So stand by qui-
etly, like Tolstoy’'s general, and let events proceal. Even if you did
act, the consequences would not be what you intended, even if
you had an intention.

"But if events come out well, talk as though you ha d decided.
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For then men have had moral choices and the power to make them
and are, of course, responsible.

'If events come out badly, say that you didn't have the rea
choice, and are, of course, not accountable: they, the others, had
the choice and they are responsible. You can get away with this
even though you have at your command haf the world's forces
and God knows how many bombs and bombers. For you are, in
fact, an impotent item in the historicadl fate of your times, and
moral responsibility is an illusion, athough it is of great use if han-
dled in aredly aert public relations manner.’

The one implication that can be drawn from al such fataisms
is that if fortune or providence rules, then no elite of power can
be justly considered a source of historical decisions, and the idea
much less the demand of responsible leadership is a n idle and an
irresponsible notion. For clearly, an impotent elite, the plaything
of history, cannot be held accountable. If the elite of our time do
not have power, they cannot be held responsible; as men in a dif-
ficult position, they should engage our sympathies. The people of
the United States are ruled by sovereign fortune; they, and with
them their €lite, are fatally overwhelmed by consequences they
cannot control. If that is so, we ought all to do what many have in
fact adready done: withdraw entirely from political reflection and
action into a materially comfortable and entirely private life.

If, on the other hand, we believe that war and peace and Slump
and prosperity are, precisely now, no longer matters of ’'fortune’ or
'fate” but that, precisely now more than ever, thg are controllable,
then we must ask controllable by whom? The answer m ust be:
By whom else but those who now command the enormously en-
larged and decisively centralized means of decision and power?
We may then ask: Why don't they, then? And for the answer to
that, we must understand the context and the character of the
American €lite today.

There is nothing in the idea of the elite as impotent which
should deter us from asking just such questions, which are now
the most important questions politicdl men can ask. The American
glite is neither omnipotent nor impotent. These are abstract abso-
lutes used publicly by spokesmen, as excuses or as boasts, but in
terms of which we may seek to clarify the political issues before
us, which just now are above all the issues of responsible power.
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There is nothing in 'the nature of history’ in our epoch that rules
out the pivotal function of small groups of decision-makers. On the
contrary, the structure of the present is such as to make this not
only areasonable, but arather compelling, view.

There is nothing in 'the psychology of man,” or inthe socia man-
ner by which men are shaped and selected for and by the com-
mand posts of modern society, that makes unreasonable the view
that they do confront choices and that the choices they make or
their failure to confront themare history-making i n their conse
quences.

Accordingly, politicad men now have every reason to hold the
American power elite accountable for a decisive range of the his
torical eventsthat make up the history of the present.

It is as fashionable, just now, to suppose that there is no power
elite, as it was fashionable in the ’'thirties to sypose a set of ruling-
class villains to be the source of al sociad injustice and public
malaise. | should be as far from supposing that some simple
and unilateral ruling class could be firmly located as the prime
mover of American society, as | should be from supposing that
all historical change in Americatoday is merely impersonal drift.

The view that al is blind drift is largely a fatalist projection
of one’s own feeling of impotence and perhaps, if me has ever
been active politically in a principled way, a salve of one’s guilt.

The view that all of history is due to the conspiracy of an easly
located set of villains, or of heroes, is aso a hurried projection from
the difficult effort to understand how shifts in the structure of so-
ciety open opportunities to various elites and how various elites
take advantage or fail to take advantage of them. To accept either
view of all history as conspiracy or of al history as driftis to re-
lax the effort to understand the facts of power and the ways of
the powerful.

8

In my attempt to discern the shape of the power €elite of our
time, and thus to give a responsible meaning to the anonymous
"They,” which the underlying population opposes to the anonymous
'We,” | shal begin by briefly examining the higher elements which
most people know best: the new and the old upper classes of local
society and the metropolitan 400. | shall then outline the world of
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the celebrity, attempting to show that the prestige system of
American society has now for the first time become truly national
in scope; and that the more trivial and glamorous aspects of this
national system of status tend at once to distract attention from its
more authoritarian features and to justify the power that it often
conceals.

In examining the very rich and the chief executives, | shall in-
dicate how neither 'America’s Sixty Families nor The Manageria
Revolution’” provides an adequate idea of the transformation of the
upper classes as they are organized today in the privileged stra-
tum of the corporaterich.

After describing the American statesman as a historical type,
| shal attempt to show that what observers in the Progressive
Era caled ’'the invisble government’ has now becone quite
visble; and that what is usualy taken to be the centra content of
politics, the pressures and the campaigns and the congressional
maneuvering, has, in considerable part, now been relegated to the
middle levels of power.

In discussing the military ascendancy, | shall try to make clear
how it has come about that admirals and generals have assumed
positions of decisive politicad and economic relevance, and how,
in doing so, they have found many points of coinciding interests
with the corporate rich and the political directorate of the visible
government.

After these and other trends are made as plain as | can make
them, | shal return to the master problems of the power €lite, as
well as take up the complementary notion of the mass society.

What | am asserting is that in this particular epoch a conjunction
of historical circumstances has led to the rise of an elite of power;
that the men of the circles composing this elite, severaly and
collectively, now make such key decisions as are made; and that,
given the enlargement and the centralization of the means of
power now available, the decisions that they make and fal to
make carry more consequences for more people than has ever
been the case in the world history of mankind.

| am aso asserting that there has developed on the middle levels
of power, a semi-organized stalemate, and that on the bottom level
there has come into being a masslike society which has little re-
semblence to the image of a society in which voluntary associa-
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tions and classic publics hold the keys to power. The top of the
American system of power is much more unified and much more
powerful, the bottom is much more fragmented, and in truth, im-
potent, than is generaly supposed by those who are distracted by
the middling units of power which neither express such will as
exists at the bottom nor determine the decisions at the top.



Local Society

IN every town and small city of America an upper set of families
stands above the middle classes and towers over the underlying
population of clerks and wage workers. The members of this set
possess more than do others of whatever there is locally to possess,
they hold the keys to local decision; their names and faces are
often printed in the local paper; in fact, they own the newspaper
as well as the radio dstation; they aso own the three important lo-
ca plants and most of the commercial properties along the main
street; they direct the banks. Mingling closely with one another,
they are quite conscious of the fact that they belong to the lead-
ing class of the leading families.

All their sons and daughters go to college, often after private
schools; then they marry one another, or other boys and girls from
similar families in similar towns. After they are well married, they
come to possess, to occupy, to decide. The son of one of these old
families, to his father's chagrin and his grandfather’'s fury, is now
an executive in the local branch of a national corporation. The
leading family doctor has two sons, one of whom now takes up the
practice; the other who is soon to marry the daught er of the sec-
ond largest factory will probably be the next distr ict attorney. So
it has traditionaly been, and so it is today in the smal towns of
America

Class consciousness is not equally characteristic of al levels of
American society: it is most apparent in the upper class. Among
the underlying population everywhere in America there is much
confusion and blurring of the lines of demarcation, of the status
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value of clothing and houses, of the ways of money-making and
of money-spending. The people of the lower and middle classes
are of course differentiated by the values, things, and experiences
to which differing amounts of income lead, but often they are
aware neither of these values nor of their class bases.

Those of the upper strata, on the other hand, if only because
they are fewer in number, are able with much more ease to know
more about one another, to maintain among themselves a com-
mon tradition, and thus to be conscious of their own land. They
have the money and the time required to wuphold their common
standards. A propertied class, they are also a more or less distinct
set of people who, mingling with one another, form compact Ccir-
cles with common claims to recognition as the leading families of
their cities.

1

Examining the small city, both the novelist and the sociologist
have felt most clearly the drama of the old and the new upper
classes. The struggle for status which they have observed going on
in these towns may be seen on a historic scale in the modern course
of the whole of Western Society; for centuries the parvenues and
snobs of new upper classes have stood in tension with the ’'old
guard.” There are, of course, regional variations kut across the
country the small-town rich are surprisingly standardized. In
these cities today, two types of upper classes prevail, one com-
posed of rentier and socially older families, the other of newer
families which, economically and socially, are of a more entrepre-
neurial type. Members of these two top classes understand the
several distinctions between them, athough each has its own par-
ticular view of them.!

It should not be supposed that the old upper class is necessar-
ily "higher than the new, or that the new is simply a nouveau
riche, struggling to drape new-won wedth in the prestige gar-
ments worn so easily by the old. The new upper class has a style of
life of its own, and athough its membersespeciall y the women
borrow considerably from the old upper-class style , they aso
especidly the mendebunk that style in the name of  their own
values and aspirations. In many ways, these two upper sets com-
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pete for prestige and their competition involves some mutua de
flation of claims for merit.

The old upper-class person feels that his prestige originates in
time itself. 'Somewhere in the past he seems to sy, 'my Original
Ancestor rose up to become the Founder Of This Loca Family
Line and now His Blood flows in my veins. | am what My Family
has been, and My Family has aways been among the very best
people’ In New England and in the South, more famiies than in
other regions are acutely conscious of family lines and old resi-
dence, and more resistant to the social ascendancy of the newly
rich and the newly arrived. There is perhaps a stronger and more
embracing sense of family, which, especially in the South, comes
to include long faithful servants as well as grandchildren. The
sense of kinship may be extended even to those who, although
not related by marriage or blood, are considered as ’'cousins or
'aunts’ because they ’'grew up with mother” Old upgr-class fami-
lies thus tend to form an endogenous cousinhood, whose clan pi-
ety and sense of kinship lead to a reverence for the past and often
to a cultivated interest in the history of the region in which the
clan has for so long played such an honorable role.

To speak of ’'old families is of course to speak of 'wealthy old
families, but in the status world of the old upper class, ready
money and property are simply assumedand then play ed down:
'Of course, you have to have enough of this world's goods to stand
the cost of keeping up, of entertaining and for church donations ...
but socia standing is more than money.” The men ad women of
the old upper class generally consider money in a negative way
as something in which the new upper-class people are too closely
interested. 'I'm sorry to say that our larger indusriadists are in-
creasingly money-conscious,’” they say, and in saying it, they have
in mind the older generation of industridists who are now retired,
generaly on rea-estate holdings; these rich men and their women
folk, the old upper class believes, were and are more interested in
’community and social’ qualifications than in meremoney.

One major theme in old upper-class discussions of smaller busi-
ness people is that they made a great deal of money during the
late war, but that socidly they aren't to be alowed to count. An-
other theme concerns the less respectable ways in which the
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money of the newly moneyed people has been earned. They men-
tion pin-ball concessionaires, tavern keepers, and people in the
trucking lines. And, having patronized them, they are quite aware
of the wartime black markets.

The continuance of the old-family line as the basis of prestige
is challenged by the ripsnorting style as well as the money of the
new upper classes, which World War |l expanded and enriched,
and made socidly bold. Their style, the old upper classes fed, is
replacing the older, quieter one. Underlying this status tension,
there is often a tendency of decline in the economic basis of many
old upper-class families, which, in many towns, is mainly real es
tate. Yet the old upper class still generaly has its firm hold on lo-
cal financial ingtitutions. in the market centers of Georgia and
Nebraska, the trading and manufacturing towns of Vermont and
Cdliforniathe old upper-class banker is wusualy th e lord of his
community’s domain, lending prestige to the businesmen with
whom he associates, naming The Church by merely belonging to
it. Thus embodying salvation, socid standing and financial sound-
ness, he is accepted by others at his own shrewd and able valuation.

In the South the tension between old and new upper classes
is often more dramatic than in other regions, for here old families
have been based on land ownership and the agricultura econ-
omy. The synthesis of new wealth with older status, which of
course has been under way since the Civil War, has been acceler-
ated since the slump and World War |l. The old southern aristoc-
racy, in fictiona image and in researched fact, is indeed often in
a sorry state of decline. If it does not join the rising class based on
industry and trade, it will surely die out, for when given sufficient
time if satus does not remain weathy it crumbles into ignored
eccentricity. Without sufficient money, quiet dignity and self-sat-
isfied withdrawal comes to seem mere decay and even decadence.

The emphasis upon family descent, coupled with withdrawal,
tends to enhance the status of older people, especiadly of those
older women who become dowager judges of the conduct of the
young. Such a situation is not conducive to the marriage of old
upper-class daughters to sons of a new but up-and-coming class
of wealth. Yet the industridization of the smaler cities steadily
breaks up old status formations and leads to new ones: the rise of
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the enriched industrialist and tradesman inevitably leads to the
decline of the land-owning aristocracy. In the South, as wel as
elsewhere, the larger requirements of capita for agricultura en-
deavor on sufficient scale, as well as favorable taxation and sub-
sidy for 'farmers’ lead to new upper-class formatons on the land
asin the city.

The new and the old upper classes thus stand in the smaller
cities eyeing one another with considerable tension, with some
disdain, and with begrudging admiration. The upper-class man
sees the old as having a prestige which he would like to have, but
aso as an old fogy blocking important business and political traffic
and as a provincial, bound to the local set-up, without the vision
to get up and go. The old upper-class man, in turn, eyes the new
and thinks of him as too money-conscious, as having made money
and as grabbing for more, but as not having acquired the socia
background or the style of cultured life befitting his financial rank,
and as not realy being interested in the civic life of the city, ex-
cept in so far as he might useit for personal and alien ends.

When they come up against the prestige of the old upper class
on business and on civic and politica issues, the new upper-class
men often trandate that prestige into 'old age’ which is associated
in their minds with the quiet, ’'old-fashioned manmr, the dower
civic tempo, and the dragging politica views of the old upper
class. They feel that the old upper-class people do not use their
prestige to make money in the manner of the new upper class.
They do not understand old prestige as something to be enjoyed,
they see it in its politica and economic relevance: when they do
not have it, it is something standing in their way.*

* The woman of the new upper class has a somewhat different image:
she often sees the prestige of the old upper class as something ’cultural’
to appreciate. She often attempts to give to the old status an ’educa-
tional’ meaning: this is especially true among thoe younger women of
the station-wagon set whose husbands are professiona men and who
are themselves from a 'good college” Having educaton themselves, and
the time and money with which to organize cultural community affairs,
the new upper-class women have more respect for the ’cultural’ com-
ponent of the old upper-class style than do their men. In thus acknowl-
edging the social superiority of the older class, new upper-class women

stress those of its themes which are available to them also. But such
women form today the most reliable cash-in areafor the status claims of
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That the social and economic split of the upper classes is also a
political split is not yet fully apparent in al localities, but it is a
fact that has tended to become national since World War I1.

Local upper classesnew and old, seen and unseen, a ctive and
passvemake up the socia backbone of the Republic an party.
Members of the old upper class, however, do not seem as strident
or as active politicaly in the postwar scene as do many of the new.
Perhaps it is because they do not feel able, as Allison Davis and
others have suggested of the old southern upper classes, 'to lessen
the socia distance between themselves and the voters’ Of course,
everywhere their social position ’'is clearly recogrized by the offi-
cids. They are free from many of the minor legal restrictions, are
amost never arrested for drunkenness or for minor traffic viola
tions, are seldom called for jury duty, and usualy receive any
favors they request.? They are, it is true, very much concerned
with tax rates and property assessments, but these concerns, being
fully shared by the new upper classes, are well served without the
personal intervention of the old.

The new upper class often practices those noisy political emo-
tions and dsatus frustrations which, on a nationa scale and in
extreme form, have been so readily observable in The Investiga-
tors. The key to these politica emotions, in the Congress as in the
local society, lies in the status psychology of the nouveau riche*
Such newly enriched classesranging from Texas mult i-million-
aires to petty Illinois war profiteers who have since consolidated
their holdingsfeel that they are somehow held down by the sta
tus pretensions of older weath and older families. The suddenly
$30,000-a-year insurance salesmen who drive the 260 hp cars and
guiltily buy wvulgar diamond rings for their wives, the suddenly
$60,000-a-year businessmen who put in 50-foot swimming pools
and do not know how to act toward their new servants they feel

the old upper classes in the small towns. Toward the middle classes, in
general, such women snobbishly assert: They might be interested in
cultural things but they would not have the opportunities or back-
ground or education. They could take advantage of the lecture series,
but they don't have the background for heading it’
* See below, FOURTEEN: The Conservative Mood.
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that they have achieved something and yet are not thought to be
good enough to possess it fully. There are men in Texas today
whose names are drictly local, but who have more money than
many nationally prominent families of the East. But they are not
often nationally prominent, and even when they are, it is not in
just the same way.

Such feelings exist, on a smaller scale, in virtually every smaller
city and town. They are not aways articulated, and certainly they
have not become the bases of any real political movement. But
they lie back of the wide and deep gratification at beholding men
of established prestige ’'told off,’ observing the @nera repri-
manded by the upstart, hearing the parvenu familiarly, even
insultingly, call the old weadthy by their first names in public
controversy.

The political am of the petty right formed among the new up-
per classes of the small cities is the destruction of the legidative
achievements of the New and Fair Deas. Moreover, the rise of
labor wunions in many of these cities during the war, with more
labor leaders clamoring to be on local civic boards, the increased
security of the wage workers who during the war cashed larger
weekly checks in stores and banks and crowded the sidewaks on
Saturday; the big new automobiles of the small peopleall these
class changes of the last two decades psychologicaly threaten the
new upper cass by reducing their own feelings of significance,
their own sense of afit order of prestige.

The old upper classes are also made less socialy secure by such
goings on in the street, in the stores, and in the bank; but after
al, they reason: 'These people do not really touch us. All they
have is money.” The newly rich, however, being less socialy firm
than the old, do feel themselves to be of lesser worth as they see
others also rise in the economic worlds of the small cities.

Local society is a structure of power as well as a hierarchy of
status; at its top there is a set of cliques or 'crowds whose members
judge and decide the important community issues, as well as
many larger issues of state and nation in which 'thre community’ is
involved®> Usually, athough by no means aways, these cliques
are composed of old upper-class people; they include the larger
businessmen and those who control the banks who usually also
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have connections with the maor rea-estate holders. Informally
organized, these cliques are often each centered in the severa
economic functions: there is an industrial, a retailing, a banking
cliqgue. The cliques overlap, and there are usually some men who,
moving from one to another, co-ordinate viewpoints and deci-
sons. There are aso the lawyers and administrators of the solid
rentier families, who, by the power of proxy and by the many con-
tacts between old and new wedth they embody, tie together and
focus in decision the power of money, of credit, of organization.

Immediately below such cliques are the hustlers, largely of new
upper-class status, who carry out the decisions and programs of
the topsometimes anticipating them and aways tryi ng to do so.
Here are the ’operations menthe vice-presidents o f the banks,
successful  small businessmen, the ranking public officias, contrac-
tors, and executives of local industries. This number two level
shades off into the third string menthe heads of c ivic agencies,
organization officials, the peftier civic leaders, newspaper men,
and, finally, into the fourth order of the power hierarchy the
rank and file of the professional and business strata, the ministers,
the leading teachers, social workers, personnel directors.

On dmost any given topic of interest or decision, some top
clique, or even some one key man, becomes strategic to the de
cison a hand and to the informa co-ordination of its support
among the important cligues. Now it is the man who is the clique's
ligison with the state governor; now it is the bankers clique; now
it is the man who is well liked by the rank and file of both Rotary
Club and Chamber of Commerce, both Community Chest and
Bar Association.

Power does not reside in these middle-level organizations, key
decisons are not made by their membership. Top men belong to
them, but are only infrequently active in them. As associations,
they help put into effect the policy-line worked out by the higher
circles of power; they are training grounds in which younger hus-
tlers of the top prove themselves, and sometimes, especialy in the
smaller cities, they are recruiting grounds for new members of the
top.

'We would not go to the "associations," as you call themthat is,
not right away,’ one powerful man of a sizable city in the mid-
South told Professor Floyd Hunter. ’ A lot of thoseassociations, if
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you mean by associations the Chamber of Commerce or the Com-
munity Council, sit around and discuss "goals' and "idedls" | don't
know what a lot of those things mean. I'll be frank with you, | do
not get onto a lot of those committees. A lot of the others in town
do, but | don't.. Charles Homer is the biggest man in our crowd

. When he gets an idea, others will get the idea.. recently he got
the idea that Regiona City should be the nationa headquarters
for an International Trade Council. He caled in some of us [the
inner crowd], and he talked briefly about his idea He did not tak
much. We do not engage in loose talk about the "ideals' of the sit-
uation and al that other stuff. We get right down to the problem,
that is, how to get this Council. We dl think it is a good idea right
around the circle. There are six of us in the meeting ... All of us are
assigned tasks to carry out. Moster is to draw up the papers of in-
corporation. He is the lawyer. | have a group of friends that | will
carry aong. Everyone else has a group of friends he will do the
same with. These fellows are what you might call followers.

'We decide we need to raise $65,000 to put this thing over. We
could raise that amount within our own crowd, but eventualy
this thing is going to be a community proposition, so we decide to
bring the other crowds in on the deal. We decide to have a meet-
ing a the Grandview Club with select members of other crowds
. . When we meet a the Club at dinner with the other crowds,
Mr. Homer makes a brief talk; again, he does not need to talk long.
He ends his tak by saying he believes in his proposition enough
that he is willing to put $10,000 of his own money into it for the
first year. He sits down. You can see some of the other crowds get-
ting their heads together, and the Growers Bank crowd, not to be
outdone, offers a like amount plus a guarantee that they will go
aong with the project for three years. Others throw in $5,000 to
$10,000 wuntil I'd say within thirty or forty minute swe have
pledges of the money we need. In three hours the whole thing is
settled, including the time for eating!

There is one detail | left out, and it is an important one. We
went into that meeting with a board of directors picked. The con-
dtitution was all written, and the man who was to head the council
as executive was named .. a third-string man, a fellow who will
take advice .. . The public doesn't know anything &out the proj-
ect until it reaches the stage I’ ve been talking alout. After the
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matter is financially sound, then we go to the newspapers and say
there is a proposa for consideration. Of course, it is not news to a
lot of people by then, but the Chamber committees and other civic
organizations are brought in on the idea. They al think it's a good
idea. They help to get the Council located and established. That's
about all thereistoit.”

3

The status drama of the old and the new upper class, the class
structure that underpins that drama; the power system of the
higher cliguesthese now form the rather standard, if somewhat
intricate, pattern of the upper levels of local society. But we could
not understand that pattern or what is happening to it, were we to
forget that all these cities are very much part of a nationa system
of status and power and weadth. Despite the loyal rhetoric prac-
ticed by many Congressional spokesmen, no local society is in
truth a sovereign locality. During the past century, local society
has become part of a national economy; its status and power hier-
archies have come to be subordinate parts of the larger hierar-
chies of the nation. Even as early as the decades after the Civil
War, persons of loca eminence were becoming merely local .
Men whose sphere of active decison and public acclam was re
gional and national in scope were rising into view. Today, to re-
main merely local is to fal; it is to be overshadowed by the
wealth, the power, and the status of nationally important men. To
succeed is to leave local society behind athough c ertification by
it may be needed in order to be selected for national cliques.

All truly old ways in America are, of course, rurad. Yet the value
of rura origin and of rural residences is sometimes ambiguous.
On the one hand, there is the tradition of the town against the hay-
seed, of the big city againg the small-town hick, and in many
smaller cities, some prestige is achieved by those who, unlike the
lower, working classes, have been in the city for al of one genera
tion. On the other hand, men who have achieved eminence often
boast of the solidity of their rural origin; which may be due to the
Jeffersonian ethos which holds rural virtues to be higher than the
ways of the city, or to the desire to show how very far one has
come.
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If, in public life, the faam is often a good place to have come
from, in socia life, it is aways a good place to own and to visit.
Both small-city and big-city upper classes now quite typicaly
own and visit their 'places in the country.” In pat, al this, which
even in the Middle West began as far back as the eighteen-nine-
ties, is a way by which the merely rich attempt to anchor them-
selves in what is old and esteemed, of proving with cash and lov-
ing care and sometimes with inconvenience, their reverence for
the past. So in the South there is the exactly restored Old Planta-
tion Mansion, in Texas and Cadlifornia the huge cattle spread or
the manicured fruit ranch, in lowa the model farm with its pure-
bred stock and magnificent barns. There is also the motive of buy-
ing the farm as an investment and as a tax evasion, as well as, of
course,, the pleasure of such a seasonable residence and hobby.

For the small town and the surrounding countryside, these facts
mean that local status arrangements can no longer be strictly local.
Small town and countryside are aready pretty well consolidated,
for wealthy farmers, especially upon retiring, often move into the
small city, and wealthy urban families have bought much country
land. In one middlewestern community, Mr. Hollingshead has
reported, some twenty-five families of pioneer ancestry have
accumulated more than sixty per cent of the surrounding one hun-
dred sixty square miles of rich agricultural land.® Such concen-
tration has been strengthened by marriages between rural and
urban upper-class families. Localy, any ‘'rura aristocracy’ that
may prevail is aready centered in a least the small city; rural up-
per classes and the local society of smaller cities are in close con-
tact, often in fact, belonging to the same higher cousinhood.

In addition to the farms owned by city families and the town-
centered activities and residences of rural families, there is the in-
creased seasonal change of residence among both rura and
small-town upper classes. The women and children of the rurd
upper classes go to ’'the lake' for the summer peria, and the men
for long week ends, even as New York families do the same in the
winters in Florida The democratization of the seasonable vaca-
tion to coast, mountain, or idand now extends to local upper
classes of small cities and rural district, where thirty years ago it
was more confined to metropolitan upper classes.

The connections of small town with countryside, and the cen-
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tering of the status worlds of both upon the larger city, are most
dramatically revealed when into the country surrounding a small
town there moves a set of gentlemen farmers. These seasonal
residents are involved in the conduct and values of the larger cities
in which they live; they know nothing and often care less for local
clams to eminence. With their country estates, they come to oc-
cupy the top rung of what used to be caled the farm ladder,
although they know little or nothing of the lower rungs of that
ladder. In one middlewestern township studied by Evon Vogt,
such urban groups own half the land.” They do not seek connec-
tions with local society and often do not even welcome its ad-
vances, but they are passing on these country estates to their chil-
dren and now even to their grandchildren.

The members of local society, rural and urban, can attempt to
follow one of two courses. they can withdraw and try to debunk
the immoral ways of the newcomers, or they can attempt to join
them, in which case they too will come to focus their socid ways
of life upon the metropolitan area. But whichever course they
elect, they soon come to know, often with bitterness, that the new
upper class as well as the local upper-middle classes, among whom
they once cashed in their clams for satus, are watching them
with close attention and sometimes with amusement. What was
once a little principality, a seemingly self-sufficient world of sta
tus, is becoming an occasionaly used satellite of the big-city upper
class.

What has been happening in and to local society is its consoli-
dation with the surrounding rural area, and its gradua incorpora
tion in a national system of power and status. Muncie, Indiana, is
now much closer to Indianapolis and Chicago than it was fifty
years ago; and the upper classes of Muncie travel farther and
travel more frequently than do the loca middle and lower classes.
There are few small towns today whose upper classes, both new
and old, are not likely to visit a near-by large city at least every
month or so. Such travel is now a standard operation of the busi-
ness, educational, and social fife of the small-city rich. They have
more friends a a distance and more frequent relations with them.
The world of the local upper-class personis simply larger than it
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was in 1900 and larger than the worlds of the middle and lower
classes today.

It is to the metropolitan upper classes that the local society of
the smaller cities looks, its newer members with open admiration,
its older, with less open admiration. What good is it to show
a horse or a dog in a smal city of 100,000 population, even if
you could, when you know that The Show will be in New York
next fal? More seriously, what prestige is there in a $50,000 local
deal, however financially convenient, when you know that in Chi-
cago, only 175 miles away, men are turning over $500,000? The
very broadening of their status area makes the small-town woman
and man unsatisfied to make big splashes in such little ponds,
makes them yearn for the lakes of big city prestige, if not for truly
national repute. Accordingly, to the extent that local society main-
tains its position, even locally, it comes to mingle with and to iden-
tify itself with a more metropolitan crowd and to talk more easly
of eastern schools and New Y ork night clubs.

There is one point of difference between the old and the new
upper classes in the smaller cities that is of great concern to the
old, for it causes the new to be a less ready and less reliable cash-in
area for the status claims of the old. The old upper class, after al,
is old only in relation to the new and hence needs the new in order
to feel that all is right in its little world of status. But the new, as
well as many of the old, know well that this local society is now
only local.

The men and women of the old upper class understand their
station to be well within their own city. They may go to Florida
or Cdifornia in the winter, but they go aways as visitors, not as
explorers of new ways or as makers of new business contacts. They
feel their place to be in their own city and they tend to think of
this city as containing al the principles necessary for ranking all
people everywhere. The new upper class, on the other hand, tends
to esteem local people in terms of the number and types of con-
tacts they have with places and people outside the city which the
true old upper-class person often excludes as ’outsders” More-
over, many articulate members of the middle and lower classes look
up to the new upper class because of such ’outside’ contacts
which, in a decisive way, are the very opposite of 'old family resi-
dence.” Old family residence is a criterion that iscommunity-cen-
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tered; outside contacts center in the big city or even in the national
scene.*

4

Today ’'outside contacts often center in one very gecific and
galing reminder of nationa status and power which exists right
in the local city: During the last thirty years, and especially with
the business expansions of World War |II, the nationa corporation
has come into many of these smaler cities. Its arrival has upset
the old economic status balances within the local upper classes;
for, with its local branch, there have come the executives from
the big city, who tend to dwarf and to ignore local society.®

Prestige is, of course, achieved by ’'getting in with’ and imitating
those who possess power as well as prestige. Nowadays such social
standing as the local upper classes, in particular the new upper

* More aggressive than the old, the new upper-class criterion for the
really top people is not only that they are rich but that they are ’'going
places and have connections with others who are '@ing places in an
even bigger way than they. In one typical small city, the heroes of the
new upper class were described to me as 'Boys with a lot of dynamite ...
They're in there together going places and doing ewerything that's good
for [the city]. They operate nationally, see, and that's very important in
their outlook. They’'re not very active in strictly local affairs, but they
are active men. They have active investments all over, not money just
lying around doing nothing.” Stories of old families that have fallen and
of active new families that have risen illustrate to the new upper class
the ’workings of democracy’ and the possibility of 'anybody with the
energy and brains getting ahead. Such stories serve to justify their own
position and style, and enable them to draw upon the national flow of
official myths concerning the inevitable success of those who know how
to work smartly. The old upper classes do not tell such stories, at least
not to strangers, for among them prestige is a positive thing in itself,
somehow inherent in their way of life, and indeed, their very being.
But to the new upper-class man, prestige seems something that he him-
self does not truly possess, but could very well use in his business and
social advancement; he tends to see the socia position of the old upper
class as an instrument for the 'selling’ of a projet or the making of more
money. 'You can't get anything done in this town wthout them [the old
upper class]. The handles on those names are very important .
Look, if you and | go out on a project in this town, or any other town
we've got to have names with handles. Investors, proprietors, and so on,
they just hold back untii we do that. Otherwise if we had the finest
project in the world, it would be born dead.’
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classes, may secure, is increasingly obtained through association
with the leading officials of the great absentee-owned corpora
tions, through following their style of living, through moving
to their suburbs outside the city's limits, attending their social
functions. Since the status world of the corporation group does not
characteristically center in the local city, local society tends to
drift away from civic prestige, looking upon it as’local stuff.’

In the eyes of the new upper class, the old social leaders of the
city come gradually to be displaced by the corporation group. The
local upper classes struggle to be invited to the affairs of the new
leaders, and even to marry their children into their circles. One of
the most obvious symptoms of the drift is the definite movement
of the local upper-class families into the exclusive suburbs built
largely by the corporation managers. The new upper class tends
to imitate and to mingle with the corporation group; the ’'bright
young men’ of all educated classes tend to leave the small city and
to make their careers within the corporate world. The local world
of the old upper classis simply by-passed.

Such developments are often more important to women than
to men. Women are frequently more active in sociad and civic
mattersparticularly in those relating to education , health, and
charitiesif for no other reason than that they hav e more time for
them. They center their socia life in the local cities because 'it is
the thing to do,” and it is the thing to do only if those with top pres
tige do it. Local women, however, gain little or no socia standing
among the corporate elite by participating in local affairs, since
the executives wives, corporation- and city-centered, do not con-
cern themselves with local society, nor even with such important
local matters as education; for they send their own children to
private schools or, on lower executive levels, to their own public
schools in their own suburbs, distinct and separate from the city’s.
A typical loca woman could work herself to the bone on civic mat-
ters and never be noticed or accepted by the executives wives.
But if it became known that by some chance she happened to be
well acquainted with a metropolitan celebrity, she might well be
‘in.

Local women often participate in local and civic affairs in order
to help their husband’s business, but the terms of the executive's
success lie within his national corporation. The corporate officials
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have very few business dealings with strictly local businessmen.
They deal with distant individuals of other corporations who buy
the plant’s products or sell it materials and parts Even when the
executive does undertake some deal with a local businessman, no
social contact is requiredunless it is pat of the  corporation's
"good-will’ policy. So it is quite unnecessary for the executive's wife
to participate in local society: the power of the corporation’s name
will readily provide him with al the contacts in the smaller city
that he will ever require.

5

Perhaps there was a timebefore the Civil War when local so-
cieties composed the only society there was in America. It is ill
true, of course, that every small city is a local hierarchy of status
and that at the top of each there is ill a local elite of power and
weadth and esteem. But one cannot now study the upper groups
in even a great number of smaller communities and thenas many
American sociologists are prone to dogenerdize th e results to
the nation, as the American System. Some members of the higher
circles of the nation do live in small townsalthou gh that is not
usual. Moreover, where they happen to maintain a house means
little, their area of operation is nation-wide. The upper socia
classes of al the small towns of America cannot merely be added
up to form a national upper class, their power cliques cannot
merely be added up to form the national power elite. In each lo-
cality there is an upper set of families, and in each, with certain
regional variations, they are quite similar. But the national struc-
ture of classes is not a mere enumeration of equally important lo-
ca units. The class and status and power systems of local societies
are not equaly weighted; they are not autonomous. Like the eco-
nomic and political systems of the nation, the prestige and the
power systems are no longer made up of decentralized little hier-
archies, each having only thin and distant connections, if any at
al, with the others. The kinds of relations that exist between the
countryside and the town, the town and the big city, and between
the various big cities, form a structure that is now nationa in
scope. Moreover, certain forces, which by their very nature are
not rooted in any one town or city, now modify, by direct as well
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as indirect lines of control, the loca hierarchies of status and
power and wealth that prevail in each of them.

It is to the cities of the Socia Register and the celebrity, to the
seats of the corporate power, to the national centers of political
and military decision, that local society now lookseven though
some of its older members will not always admit that these cities
and corporations and powers exist sociadly. The strivings of the
new upper class and the example of the manageriad elite of the
national corporation cause local societies everywhere to become
satellites of status and class and power systems that extend be
yond their local horizon. What town in New England is socialy
comparable with Boston? What local industry is economically
comparable with General Motors? What local political chief with
the political directorate of the nation?



Metropolitan 400

THE little cities look to the big cities, but where do the big cities
look? America is a nation with no truly national city, no Paris, no
Rome, no London, no city which is a once the socia center, the
political capital, and the financial hub. Local societies of small
town and large city have had no historic court which, once and for
al and officially, could certify the elect. The politica capital of the
country is not the status capital, nor even in any rea sense an im-
portant segment of Society; the political career does not parallel
the socid climb. New York, not Washington, has become the fi-
nancial capita. What a difference it might have made if from the
beginning Boston and Washington and New York had been com-
bined into one great socia, politica, and financial capital of the
nation! Then, Mrs. John Jay's set ('Dinner and Supgr List for
1787 and 1788'), in which men of high family, great wedath, and
decisve power mingled, might, as part of the nationa census,
have been kept intact and up-to-date.*

And vyet despite the lack of officiad and metropolitan unity, to-
day seventeen decades later there does flourish in the big cities
of America a recognizable upper social class, which seems in many
ways to be quite compact. In Boston and in New York, in Philadel-
phia and in Batimore and in San Francisco, there exists a solid
core of older, wedthy families surrounded by looser circles of
newer, wealthy families. This older core, which in New York was
once saidby Mrs. Astor's Ward McAllisterto  number Four
Hundred, has made several bids to be The Society of America,
and perhaps, once upon atime, it almost succeeded. Today, in so

47
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far as it tries to base itself on pride of family descent, its chances
to be truly national are subject to great risks. There is little doubt,
however, that among the metropolitan 400's, as well as among
their small-town counterparts, there is an accumulation of advan-
tages in which objective opportunity and psychological readiness
interact to create and to maintain for each generation the world
of the upper social classes. These classes, in each of the big cities,
look first of all to one another.

1

Before the Civil War the big-city upper classes were compact
and stable. At least social chroniclers, looking back, say that they
were. 'Society,’ Mrs. John King Van Rensselaer wrok, grew ’'from
within rather than from without . . . The foreign elements ab-
sorbed were negligible. The social circle widened, generation by
generation, through, the abundant contributions made by each
family to posterity . . . There was a boundary as solid and as
difficult to ignore as the Chinese Wall' Family lireage ran back to
the formation of the colonies and the only divisons among upper-
class groups ’'were those of the church; Presbyterians, Dutch Re-
formed and Episcopalians formed fairly definite sections of a com-
pact organization.”

In each locality and region, nineteenth-century wealth created
its own industrial hierarchy of local families. Up the Hudson, there
were patroons, proud of their origins, and in Virginia, the planters.
In every New England town, there were Puritan shipowners and
early indudtrialists, and in St Louis, fashionable descendants of
French Creoles living off real estate In Denver, Colorado, there
were wealthy gold and silver miners. And in New York City, as
Dixon Wecter has put it, there was 'a class made up of coupon-
clippers, sportsmen living off their fathers accunulation, and a
stratum like the Astors and Vanderbilts trying to renounce their
commercial origins as quickly as possible.”

The richest people could be regarded as a distinct caste, their
fortunes as permanent, their families as honorably old. As long as
they kept their wealth and no newer and bigger wealth threat-
ened it, there was no reason to distinguish status by family lineage
and status by wedth® The stability of the older upper classes
rested rather securely upon the coincidence of old family and
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great wealth. For the push, the weadth, the power of new upper
classes was contained by the old, who, while remaining distinct
and unthreatened, could occasionally admit new members.

In the decades following the Civil War, the old upper classes
of the older cities were overwhelmed by the new weath. 'All at
once, Mrs. Van Renssdaer thought, Society ’'was asailed from
every side by persons who sought to climb boldly over the walls
of sociad exclusiveness’ Moreover, from overseas te immigrants
came, like southerners, and later westerners, to make their for-
tunes in the city. 'Others who had made theirs elsavhere, jour-
neyetg to New York to spend them on pleasure and socia recogni-
tion.’

From the eighteen-seventies until the nineteen-twenties, the
struggle of old family with new money occurred on a grandiose
national scale. Those families that were old because they had be-
come weathy prior to the Civil War attempted to close up their
ranks against the post-Civil War rich. They faled primarily be-
cause the new wedth was so enormous compared with the old
that it simply could not be resisted. Moreover, the newly weathy
could not be contained in any locality. Like the broadening na-
tional territory, new wealth and powerin family an d now in cor-
porate form as well grew to national size and scope . The city, the
county, the state could not contain this socialy powerful wealth.
Everywhere, its possessors invaded the fine old families of metro-
politan society.

All families would seem to be rather 'old,’ but notal of them have
possessed wedlth for at least two but preferably three or four gen-
erations. The formula for ’old families in America is money plus
inclination plus time. After al, there have only been some six or
seven generations in the whole of United States history. For every
old family there must have been a time when someone was of
that family but it was not 'old.” Accordingly, in America, it is a-
most as great a thing to be an ancestor asto have an ancestor.

It must not be supposed that the pedigreed families do not and
have not admitted unregistered families to their socia circles, es
pecidly after the unregistered have captured their banking firms.
It isonly that those whose ancestors bought their way into slightly
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older families only two or three generations ago now push hard to
keep out those who would follow suit. This game of the old rich
and the parvenu began with the beginning of the national history,
and continues today in the smal town as in the metropolitan cen-
ter. The one firm rule of the game is that, given persistent inclina
tion, any family can win out on whatever level its money permits.
Money sheer, naked, vulgar money has with few excep tions
won its possessors entrance anywhere and everywhere into Amer-
ican society.

From the point of view of status, which aways tries to base itself
on family descent, this means that the walls are aways crumbling;
from the more general standpoint of an upper socia class of more
than local recognition, it means that top level is always being reno-
vated. It also means that, no matter what its pretensions, the
American upper class is merely an enriched bourgeoisie, and that,
no matter how powerful its members may be, they cannot invent
an aristocratic past where one did not exist. One careful genealo-
gist has asserted that at the beginning of this century, there were
'not ten families occupying conspicuous social postions in either
the moneyed set or the old-family set of New York ‘whose pro-
genitors names appeared on Mrs. John Jay’ s dinnerlist.”

In America, the prideful attempt to gain status by virtue of fam-
ily descent has been an uneasy practice never touching more than
a very small fraction of the population. With their real and invent-
ed ancestors, the ’'well-born’ and the ‘’high-born’ é&ve attempted
to elaborate pedigrees and, on the basis of their consciousness of
these pedigrees, to keep their distance from the ’'low-born.” But
they have attempted this with an underlying population which, in
an utterly wvulgar way, seemed to glory in being low-born, and
which was too ready with too many jokes about the breeding of
horses to make such pretensions easy or widespread.

There has been too much movement of family residenc e and
between occupations, in the lifetime of an individua and be
tween the generationsfor feeling of family line to take root. Even
when such feeling does strengthen the claims of the upper classes,
it is without avail unless it is honored by the underlying strata
Americans are not very conscious of family lines; they are not
the sort of underlying population which would readily cash in
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clams for prestige on the basis of family descent. It is only when
a social structure does not essentially change in the course of gen-
erations, only when occupation and wedth and dstation tend to be-
come hereditary, that such pride and prejudice, and with them,
such servility and sense of inferiority, can become stable bases of
aprestige system.

The establishment of a pedigreed society, based on the pres
tige of family line, was possible, for a brief period, despite the
absence of a feudal past and the presence of mobility, because of
the immigrant situation. It was precisely during the decades
when the flow of the new immigration into the big cities was
largest that metropolitan Society was at its American peak. In
such Yankee ghettoes, claims for status by descent were most suc-
cessful, not so much among the population at large as among those
who clamed some descent and wanted more. Such clams were
and are involved in the status hierarchy of nationality groups.

But there came a time when the lowly immigrant no longer
served this purpose: the flow of immigration was stopped, and in
a little while everyone in North America becameor soon would
become a native-born American of native-born parent s.

Even while the supply of immigrants was huge and ther
number in the big cities outnumbered those of native parentage,
liberal sentiments of nationalism were becoming too strong to be
shaped by the barriers of dtrict descent. 'The Ameficanization of
the Immigrant’ as an organized movement, as an ideo logy, and
as a factmade loyaties to one ideologica version of the nation
more important than Anglo-Saxon descent. The view of the nation
as a glorious melting pot of races and nationscarr ied by middle
classes and intelligentsacame to prevaill over the  Anglo-Saxon
views of those concerned with ’'racia’ descent and with the pedi-
greed, registered society. Besides, each of these national groups
from the Irish to the Puerto Ricanhas slowly won | ocal political
power.

The attempt to create a pedigreed society has gone on among
an upper class whose component localities competed: the eastern
seaboard was settled first; so those who remained there have been
local families longer than the families of more recently populated
regions. Yet there are locally eminent families who have been lo-
cally eminent in many small New England towns for aslong as
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any Boston family; there are small-town southern families whose
clams for continuity of cousinhood could not be outdone by the
most fanatic Boston Brahmin; and there are early Cdlifornia fam-
ilies who, within their own strongly felt framework of time, feel
older and better established than any New York family might be.
The localities competed economically as well. The mining fam-
ilies and the ralroad families and the real-estate familiesin each
industry, in each locdity and region, as we have said, big wedth
created its own hierarchy of local families.

The pedigree is a firm and sable basis of prestige when the
class sructure is firm and stable. Only then can all sorts of conven-
tions and patterns of etiquette take root and flower in firm eco-
nomic ground. When economic change is swift and mobility deci-
sive, then the moneyed class as such will surely assert itself; status
pretensions will collapse and time-honored prejudices will be
swept away. From the standpoint of class, a dollar is a dollar, but
from the standpoint of a pedigreed society, two identica sums of
money the one received from four generations of inh erited
trusts, the other from a rea kill on the market last week are very
different sums. And yet, what is one to do when the new money
becomes simply enormous? What is Mrs. Astor (the pedigreed
lady of Knickerbocker origin married to old, rea-estate wealth)
going to do about Mrs. Vanderbilt (of the vulgar railroad money
and the more vulgar grandfather-in-law) in 1870? Mrs. Astor is
going to lose: in 1883 she leaves her caling card at Mrs. Vander-
bilt's door, and accepts an invitation to Mrs. Vandhilt's fancy-
dress ball.” With that sort of thing happening, you cannot run a
real pedigreed status show. Always in America, as perhaps else-
where, society based on descent has been either by-passed or
bought-out by the new and vulgar rich.*

* But not only the fast-moving mechanics of class upset the show. Al-
most anything fast moving does. For the conventions of a style of life
are important to the prestige of local society, and only where class and
status relations are stable can conventions be stabilized. If conventions
are truly rigid, then dress becomes ’'costume,’ and conventions become
"traditions.” High prestige of ancestors, of old ag, of old wealth, of an-
tiques, of ’'seniority’ of residence, and membership and of old ways of
doing anything and everythingthey go together and together make up
the status conventions of a fixed circle in a stable society.

When social change is swift, prestige tends to go to the young and
the beautiful, even if they are the damned; to the merely different and
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Here, in the social context of the self-made man, the parvenu
claimed status. He claimed it as a self-made man rather than de-
spite it. In each generation some family-made men and women
have looked down upon him as an intruder, a nouveau riche, as
an outsider in every way. But in each following generationor the
one following thathe has been admitted to the uppe r socia
classes of the duly pedigreed families.

2

The status struggle in America is not something that occurred
a a given time and was then done with. The attempt of the old
rich to remain exclusively prominent by virtue of family pedigree
has been a continual attempt, which aways fails and aways suc-
ceeds. It fails because in each generation new additions are made;
it succeeds because at all times an upper socia class is making the
fight. A stable upper class with a redly fixed membership does not
exist; but an upper social class does exist. Change in the member-
ship of a class, no matter how rapid, does not destroy the class. Not
the identical individua or families, but the same type prevails
within it.

There have been numerous attempts to fix this type by drawing
the line in a more or less forma way. Even before the Civil War,
when new wealth was not as pushing as it later became, some so-
cial arbiter seemed to be needed by worried hostesses confronted
with social decisions. For two generations before 1850, New York
Society depended upon the services of one Isaac Brown, sexton
of Grace Church, who, we are told by Dixon Wecter, had a ’fault-
less memory for names, pedigrees, and gossip.” He was quite ready
to tell hostesses about to issue invitations who was in mourning,

to the 'novel,” even if they are the vulgar. Costunes then become ’old-
fashioned,” and what matters, above al, is to be fashionable’ The ap-
pearance value of one's house, and even of one’s maners and one's self,
become subject to fashion. There is, in short, an appreciation of the new
for its own sake: that which is new is prestigeful. In such a situation,
money more easily decides who can keep up with such a dynamic and
steeply graded pattern of consumption differences in dresses, cars,
houses, sports, hobbies, clubs. It is, of course, to such a situation as this,
and not to a stabilized leisure class, that Veblen directed his phrases:
'ostentatious consumption’ and ’conspicuous waste.’ For America, and
for the second generation of the period of which he wrote, he was gen-
erally correct.
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who had gone bankrupt, who had friends visiting them, who were
the new arrivals in town and in Society.” He would preside at the
doorstep at parties, and some observers claimed that he ’possessed
a list of "dancing young men" for the benefit of newly arrived
party-givers.®

The extravagant wealth of the post-Civil War period caled for
a more articulate means of determining the elect, and Ward Mc-
Allister, for a time, established himself as selector. In order that
'society might be given that solidity needed to redst invasion of
the flashiest profiteers’ McAllister wished to undertake the
needed mixture of old families with position but without fashion,
and the ' "swells' who had to entertain and be smat in order to
win their way. He is said to have taken his task wery serioudy,
giving over 'his days and nights to study of heraldy, books of court
etiquette, genealogy, and cookery . . ." In the wirter of 1872-3, he
organized the Patriarchs, 'a committee of twenty-five men "who
had the right to create and lead Society" by inviting to each ball
four ladies and five gentlemen on their individua responsihility,
which McAllister stressed as a sacred trust” The aigina patri-
archs were old-family New Yorkers of a least four generations,
which, in McAllister's American generosity, he thought 'make as
good and true a gentleman as forty.”

During the ‘’eighties, McAllister had been dropping comments
to newspaper men that there were really 'only about 400 people
in fashionable New York Society. If you go outside that number
you strike people who are either not a ease in a balroom or else
make other people not at ease™® In 1892, when both the exclu-
siveness of the Patriarchs and the popularity of Ward McAllister
were beginning seriously to decline, he published his list of 400,
which in fact contained about 300 names. It was simply the roll-
cal of the Patriarch Balls, the inner circle of pre-Civil War New
York families, embellished by unattached daughters and sons who
liked to dance, and a select few of the new rich whom McAllister
deemed fit for admittance. Only nine out of a list of the ninety
richest men of the day™ appear on hislist.

The attention given McAllister's list of the ’400, and his subse-
gquent retirement from high society, reflect the precarious situa-
tion of the old upper classes he tried to consolidate. Not only in
New Y ork, but in other cities as well, all sorts of attempts have
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been made to preserve the ’old-guard from the socAl entree of
new weadth. McAllister's demise symbolizes the failure of al these
attempts. The only sensible thing that could be done was to admit
the new wealth, or a least selected members of it. This, the most
successful attempt, The Social Register, has done.

In the gilded age of the 1880's, a New York bachela who had
inherited 'a small life-income and a sound though inconspicuous
social standing,” decided to publish 'a list of the Best People from
which advertising was wisdly excluded but which merchants
might buy.”® The Socia Register presented a judicious combina-
tion of the old with the new, and, with the hearty support of
friends among such New York clubs as Caumet and Union, be-
came an immediate success. The first Socia Register of New York
contained some 881 families; in due course, lists were published
for other cities, and the business of compiling and publishing such
lists became incorporated as The Social Register Association. Dur-
ing the ’twenties, social registers were being isstled for twenty-
one cities, but nine of these were later dropped 'for lack of inter-
est.” By 1928, twelve volumes were being printed in the autumn of
each year, and ever since then there have been Socia Registers
for New York and Boston (since 1890), Philadelphia (1890),
Baltimore  (1892), Chicago (1893), Washington (1900), St
Louis (1903), Buffalo (1903), Pittsburgh (1904), San Francisco
(1906), Cleveland (1910), and Cincinnati (1910)."

The Registers list the ’socially elect’” together wih addresses,
children, schools, telephone numbers, and clubs. Supplements
appear in December and January, and a summer edition is pub-
lished each June. The Association advises the reader to purchase
an index containing all the names in al the Registers, this being
useful in so far as there are many intermarriages among families
from the various cities and changes of address from one city to
another.

The Socia Register describes the people digible for its list-
ing as 'those families who by descent or by social standing or from
other qualifications are naturally included in the best society of
any particular city or cities’ The exact criteria for admission, how-
ever, are hard to discern perhaps because, as Wecter has asserted,
'an efficient impersonality, detachment, and ar of secret inquisi-
tion surround The Social Register. A certain anonymity is essen-
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tia to its continued success and prestige”® Today, the Socia Reg-
ister Association, with headquarters in New York, seems to be run
by a Miss Bertha Eastmond, secretary of the Association's founder
from the early days. She judges al the names, some to be added,
some to be rejected as unworthy, some to be considered in the
future. In this work, she may cal upon the counsel of certain so-
cid advisers, and each city for which there is a Register has a
personal representative who keeps track of current names, ad-
dresses, and telephone numbers.

Who are included in the some 38,000 conjugal family units now
listed,”® and why are they included? Anyone residing in any of the
twelve chosen cities may apply for inclusion, athough the recom-
mendations of several listed families must be obtained as well as
a list of club memberships. But money alone, or family alone, or
even both together do not seem to guarantee immediate admit-
tance or fina retention. In a rather arbitrary manner, people of
old-family are sometimes dropped; second generations of new
wedth which try to get in are often not successful. To say, how-
ever, that birth and wealth are not sufficient is not to say that they,
along with proper conduct, are not necessary.

Moderately  successful  corporation  executives, once they set
their minds to it, have been known to get into the Register, but
the point should not be overstressed. In particular, it ought to be
made historically specific: the thirty-year span 1890-1920 was
the major period for entrance into the registered circle. Since the
first decade of the twentieth century, in fact, the rate of admis
sion of new families into the Social Registerat le ast in one major
city, Philadelphiahas steadily declined: during th e first decade
of this century, there was a 68 per cent increase, by the decade
of the 'thirties, the rate of increase was down to6 per cent.'®

Those who are dropped from The Socia Register are often so
well known that much is made of their being dropped; the ’arbi-
trary’ character of the Register is then used to ridicule its socia
meaning. Actually, Dixon Wecter has concluded, ’unfavorable
publicity seems as near as one can come to the reason for banish-
ment, but this again is applied with more intuition than logic . . .
It is safe to say that anyone who keeps out of [the newspaper's|
columnswhatever his private life may be, or clande stine rumors
may report will not fall foul of The Social Registe r.™*’
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With al the seemingly arbitrary selection and rejection, and
with al the snobbery and anguish that surrounds and even char-
acterizes it, The Social Register is a serious listing that does mean
something. It is an attempt, under quite trying circumstances, to
close out of the truly proper circles the merely nouveau riche and
those with mere notoriety, to certify and consolidate these proper
circles of wealth, and to keep the chosen circles proper and thus
presumably worthy of being chosen. After al, it is the only list of
registered families that Americans have, and it is the nearest thing
to an official status center that this country, with no aristocratic
past, no court society, no truly capital city, possesses. In any indi-
vidua case, admisson may be unpredictable or even arbitrary,
but as a group, the people in The Social Register have been chosen
for their money, their family, and their style of life. Accordingly,
the names contained in these twelve magic volumes do stand for
acertain type of person.

3

In each of the chosen metropolitan areas of the nation, there
is an upper socia class whose members were born into families
which have been registered since the Social Register began. This
registered social class, as well as newly registered and unregis-
tered classes in other big cities, is composed of groups of ancient
families who for two or three or four generations have been promi-
nent and weathy. They are set apart from the rest of the commu-
nity by their manner of origin, appearance, and conduct.

They live in one or more exclusive and expensive residential
areas in fine old houses in which many of them were born, or in
elaborately simple modern ones which they have constructed. In
these houses, old or new, there are the correct furnishings and
the cherished equipage. Their clothing, even when it is appar-
ently casual and undoubtedly old, is somehow different in cut
and hang from the clothes of other men and women. The things
they buy are quietly expensive and they use them in an incon-
spicuous way. They belong to clubs and organizations to which
only others like themselves are admitted, and they take quite seri-
oudly their appearancesin these associations.

They have relatives and friends in common, but more than that,
they have in common experiences of a carefully selected and fam-
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ily-controlled sort. They have attended the same or similar private
and exclusive schools, preferably one of the Episcopa boarding
schools of New England. Their men have been to Harvard, Yale,
Princeton, or if local pride could not be overcome, to a localy es
teemed college to which their families have contributed. And
now they frequent the clubs of these schools, as well as leading
clubs in their own city, and as often as not, also a club or two in
other metropolitan centers.

Their names are not in the chattering, gossiping columns or even
the society columns of their local newspapers; many of them,
proper Bostonians and proper San Franciscans that they are,
would be genuinely embarrassed among their own land were
their names so taken in vaincheap publicity and ca fe-society
scandal are for newer families of more strident and gaudy style,
not for the old socia classes. For those established at the top are
'proud’; those not yet established are merely concéted. The proud
really do not care what others below them think of them; the con-
ceited depend on flattery and are easily cheated by it, for they are
not aware of the dependence of their ideas of self upon others.*

* A word about Thorstein Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class
(1899) which fortunately is still read, not because his criticism of the
American upper class is still adequate, but because his style makes it
plausible, even when the criticism is not taken seriously. What he wrote
remains strong with the truth, even though his facts do not cover the
scenes and the characters that have emerged in our own time. It remains
strong because we could not see the newer features of our own time had
he not written what and as he did. Which is one meaning of the fact that
his biases are the most fruitful that have appeared in the literature of
American social protest. But al critics are mortal; and Veblen's theory
is in general no longer an adequate account of the American system of
prestige.

The Theory of the Leisure Class, is not the theory of the leisure class.
It is a theory of a particular element of the upper classes in one period
of the history of one nation. It is an account of the status struggle be-
tween new and old wealth and, in particular, it is an examination of the
nouveau riche, so much in evidence in Veblen's formetive time, the
America of the latter half of the nineteenth century, of the Vanderbilts,
Goulds, and Harrimans, of Saratoga Springs and Newport, of the glitter
and the gold.

It is an analysis of an upper class which is climbing socialy by trans-
lating its money into symbols of status, but doing so in a status situation
in which the symbols are ambiguous. Moreover, the audience for the
Veblenian dramais not traditional, nor the actorsfirmly set in anin-
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Within and between the various cliques which they form, mem-
bers of these proud families form close friendships and strong loy-

herited social structure, as in feudalism. Accordingly, consumption pat-
terns are the only means of competing for status honor. Veblen does not
analyze societies with an old nobility or a court society where the cour-
tier was a successful style of life.

In depicting the higher style of American life, Veblenlike the actors
of whom he writesseems to confuse aristocratic and  bourgeois traits.
At one or two points, he does so explicitly: 'The aistocratic and the
bourgeois virtuesthat is to say the destructive an d Qecuniary traits-
should be found chiefly among the upper classes . . One has only
to examine the taste of the small businessmen to know that this is cer-
tainly not true.

"Conspicuous consumption,” as Veblen knew, is not onfined to the
upper classes. But today | should say that it prevails especially among
one element of the new upper classesthe nouveau ri che of the new
corporate privilegesthe men on expense accounts, a nd those enjoying
other corporate prerogativesand with even more gri evous effects on
the standard and style of life of the professional celebrities of stage and
screen, radio and TV. And, of course, among recent crops of more old-
fashioned nouveau riche dramatized by the ' Texas millionaires.’

In the middle of the twentieth century, as at the end of the nineteenth
which Veblen observed, there are fantastic goings-on: 'Tenor Mario
Lanza now owns an outsize, custom-built white Cadillac with a gold-
plated dashboard . . . Restaurateur Mike Romanoff ships his silk
and pongee shirts air express to Sulka’'s in Manhattan for proper laun-
dering . . . Construction Tycoon Hal Hayes . . . has a built-in bar
in his Cadillac E)Ius faucets for Scotch, bourbon, champagne and beer in
his home. . . But in established local society, the men and women
of the fourth and fifth generation are quietly expensive and expensively
quiet; they are, in fact, often deliberately inconspicuous in their con-
sumption: with unpretentious farm houses and summer retreats, they
often live quite simply, and certainly without any ostentatious display
of vulgar opulence.

The terms of Veblen's theory are not adequate to describe the estab-
lished upper classes of today. Moreoveras we shal see in FOUR,
Veblen's work, as a theory of the American status g/stem, does not take
into adequate account the rise of the instituted elite or of the world of
the celebrity. He could not, of course, have been expected in the
eighteen-nineties to see the meaning for a truly national status system of
'the professional celebrities’ who have arisen as part of the national
media of mass communication and entertainment, or anticipate the de-
velopment of national glamour, whereby the debutante is replaced by
the movie star, and the local society lady by the military and political
and economic managers’'the power elitet whom many n ow celebrate
astheir proper chieftains.
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dties. They are served a one another’'s dinners ard attend one
another’'s balls. They take the quietly elegant weddngs, the som-
ber funerals, the gay coming-out parties with seriousness and re-
straint. The social appearances they seem to like best are often
informal, athough among them codes of dress and manner, the
sensibility of what is correct and what is not done, govern the in-
formal and the natural as well as the formal.

Their sense of civic service does not seem to take direct political
form, but causes them gladly to lead the charitable, educational,
and cultural institutions of their city. Their wealth is such prob-
ably severa millions on the averagethat they do n ot usually have
to use the principal; if they do not wish to work, they probably do
not have to. Yet their menespecialy the more subs tantial older
mengenerally do work and sometimes quite diligentl y. They
make up the business aristocracy of their city, especidly the finan-
cid and legal aristocracy. The true gentlemanin t he eastern Ccit-
ies, and increasingly across the nationis usualy a banker or a
lawyer, which is convenient, for those who possess a fortune are
in need of trusted, wise, and sober men to preserve its integrity.
They are the directors and the presidents of the major banks, and
they are the senior partners and investment counselors of the lead-
ing law firms of their cities.

Almost everywhere in America, the metropolitan upper classes
have in common, more or less, race, religion, and nativity. Even if
they are not of long family descent, they are uniformly of longer
American origin than the underlying population. There are, of
course, exceptions, some of them important exceptions. In vari-
ous cities, Italian and Jewish and Irish Catholic familieshaving
become wedthy and powerful have risen high in stat us. But
however important, these are dill exceptions: the model of the
upper social classes is dill 'pure’ by race, by ehnic group, by na
tional extraction. In each city, they tend to be Protestant; more-
over  Protestants of  class-church  denominations,  Episcopalian
mainly, or Unitarian, or Presbyterian.

In many citiesNew York for examplethere are sever a rather
than one metropolitan 400. This fact, however, does not mean that
the big-city upper classes do not exist, but rather that in such cities
the status stucture is more elaborate than in those with more uni-
fied societies. That there are social feuds between competing sta-
tus centers does not destroy the status hierarchy.
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The family of higher status may belong to an exclusive country
club where sporting activities and socia events occur, but this pat-
tern is not of decisve importance to the upper levels, for ’country
clubs have spread downward into the middle and even into the
lower-middle classes. In smaller cities, membership in the best
country club is often the significant organizational mark of the up-
per groups; but this is not so in the metropolitan status market. It
is the gentleman’s club, an exclusve male organizaion, that is
socially most important.

Gentlemen belong to the metropolitan man's club, ad the men
of the upper-class stature usualy belong to such clubs in more
than one city; clubs for both sexes, such as country clubs, are usu-
aly local. Among the out-of-town clubs to which the old upper-
class man belongs are those of Harvard and Princeton and Yale,
but the world of the urban clubs extends well beyond those an-
chored in the better schools. It is not unusual for gentlemen to be-
long to three or four or even more. These clubs of the various cities
are truly exclusive in the sense that they are not widely known to
the middle and lower classes in generd. They are above those
better-known arenas where upper-class status is more widely rec-
ognized. They are of and by and for the upper circles, and no
other. But they are known and visited by the upper circles of more
than one city.*

To the outsider, the club to which the upper class man or wom-
an belongs is a badge of certification of his status; to the insider,
the club provides a more intimate or clan-like set of exclusive
groupings which places and characterizes a man. Their core of
membership is usualy families which successfully clam status by
descent. From intimate association with such men, newer members
borrow status, and in turn, the accomplishments of the newer en-
trants help shore up the status of the club as a going concern.

Membership in the right clubs assumes great socia importance
when the merely rich push and shove at the boundaries of society,
for then the line tends to become vague, and club membership
clearly defines exclusiveness. And yet the metropolitan clubs are
important rungs in the social ladder for would-be members of the
top status levels: they are status elevators for the new into the old
upper classes; for men, and their sons, can be gradually advanced

* Even in 1933, some fifta/ New Yorkers maintained their full-rate
duesin Boston’ s Somerset Club?
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from one club to the next, and so, if successful, into the inner cita-
del of the most exclusive. They are aso important in the business
life within and between the metropolitan circles; to many men of
these circles, it seems convenient and somehow fitting to come to
important decisions within the exclusive club. 'The private club,’
one nationa magazine for executives recently put it, is becom-
ing *the businessman’s castle®*

The metropolitan upper classes, as wealthy classes having con-
trol of each locality’s key financial and legal ingitutions, thereby
have business and legal relations with one another. For the econ-
omy of the city, especially of a metropolitan area, is not confined
to the city. To the extent that the economy is nationa and big-
city centered, and to the extent that the upper classes control its
key places of big-city decisonthe upper classes o f each city are
related to those of other cities. In the rich if gloomy quiet of a Bos
ton club and aso in the rich and brisk chrome of a Houston club-
to belong is to be accepted. It is also to be in easy, informal touch
with those who are socialy acceptable, and so to be in a better
position to make a deal over a luncheon table. The gentlemen's
club is a once an important center of the financial and business
network of decision and an essential center for certifying the so-
cidly fit. In it al the traits that make up the old upper classes seem
to coincide: the old family and the proper marriage and the cor-
rect residence and the right church and the right schoolsand the
power of the key decision. The ’'leading men’ in eat city belong
to such clubs, and when the leading men of other cities visit them,
they are very likely to be seen a lunch in Boston's Somerset or
Union, Philadelphia’'s Racquet or Philadelphia Club, San Francis-
co's Pacific Union, or New York's Knickerbocker, Liks, Brook,
or Racquet and Tennis.?

4

The upper-class style of life is pretty much the same athough
there are regional variationsin each of the big ci ties of the na
tion. The houses and clothing, the types of social occasions the
metropolitan 400 care about, tend to be homogeneous. The Brooks
Brothers  suit-and-shirt is not extensively advertised nationally
and the store has only four branches outside New York City, but it
is well-known in every major city of the nation, and in no key city
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do the ’representatives of Brooks Brothers feel tlemselves to be
strangers”® There are other such externals that are specific and
common to the proper upper-class style, vyet, after all, anyone
with the money and the inclination can learn to be uncomfortable
in anything but a Brooks Brothers suit. The style of life of the old
upper social classes across the nation goes deeper than such things.

The one deep experience that distinguishes the social rich from
the merely rich and those below is their schooling, and with it, all
the associations, the sense and sensibility, to which this educa-
tional routine leads throughout their lives.

The daughter of an old upper-class New York family, for exam-
ple, is usualy under the care of nurse and mother until she is four
years of age, after which she is under the daily care of a governess
who often speaks French as well as English. When she is six or
seven, she goes to a private day school, perhaps Miss Chapin’'s or
Brearley. She is often driven to and from school by the family
chauffeur and in the afternoons, after school, she is in the genera
care of the governess, who now spends most of her time with the
younger children. When she is about fourteen she goes to board-
ing school, perhaps to St. Timothy's in Maryland or Miss Porter's
or Westover in Connecticut. Then she may attend Finch Junior
College of New York City and thus be ’finished,’” orif she is to at-
tend college proper, she will be enrolled, aong with many plain
middle-class girls, in Bryn Mawr or Vassar or Welledey or Smith
or Bennington. She will marry soon after finishing school or col-
lege, and presumably begin to guide her own children through the
same educational sequence.*

The boy of this family, while under seven years of age, will
follow a similar pattern. Then he too will go to day school, and, at
a rather earlier age than the girls, to boarding school, athough for
boysit will be called prep school: St. Mark’s or S. Paul’s, Choate or

* 'The daughter of the industrial leader, of the great professiona man
must thrive in a complex civilization which places little premium upon
its women's homelier virtues: meekness and modesty, earnestness and
Godliness. Yet such a man must, according to the mores of his kind, send
his daughter to pne of a handful of institutions whose codes rest upon
these foundations... Of the 1,200-odd private schools for girls in this
country, curiously enough only a score or more realy matter ... so

ephemeral are the things which make one school and mar another that
intangible indeed are the distinctions.”*
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Groton, Andover or Lawrenceville, Phillips Exeter or Hotchkiss.®
Then he will go to Princeton or Harvard, Yale or Dartmouth. As
likely as not, he will finish with a law school attached to one of
these colleges.

Each stage of this education is important to the formation of the
upper-class man or woman; it is an educationa sequence that is
common to the upper classes in al the leading cities of the nation.
There is, in fact, a strong tendency for children from all these cit-
ies to attend one of the more fashionable boarding or prep schools
in New England, in which students from two dozen or so dtates, as
well as from foreign countries, may be readily found. As claims for
status based on family descent become increasingly difficult to re-
alize, the proper school transcends the family pedigree in socia
importance. Accordingly, if one had to choose one clue to the na
tional unity of the upper socia classes in America today, it would
best be the redly exclusve boarding school for girls and prep
school for boys.

Many educators of the private school world feel that economic
shifts bring to the top people whose children have had no proper
family background and tone, and that the private school is a prime
ingtitution in preparing them to live at the top of the nation in a
manner befitting upper-class men and women. And whether the
headmasters know it or not, it seems to be a fact that like the hier-
archy of clubs for the fathersbut in more importan t and deeper
waysthe private schools do perform the task of sel ecting and
training newer members of a national upper stratum, as well as
upholding the higher standards among the children of families
who have long been at the top. It is in 'the next generation,” in the
private school, that the tensions between new and old upper
classes are relaxed and even resolved. And it is by means of these
schools more than by any other single agency that the older and
the newer familieswhen their time is duebecome me mbers of
a self-conscious upper class.

As a sdlection and training place of the upper classes, both old
and new, the private school is a unifying influence, a force for the
nationalization of the upper classes. The less important the pedi-
greed family becomes in the careful transmisson of mora and
cultural traits, the more important the private school. The school-
rather than the upper-class family isthe most impo rtant agency
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for transmitting the traditions of the upper socia classes, and regu-
lating the admission of new wedth and talent. It is the charac-
terizing point in the upper-class experience. In the top fifteen or
twenty such schools, if anywhere, one finds a prime organizing
center of the national upper socia classes. For in these private
schools for adolescents, the religious and family and educational
tasks of the upper social classes are fused, and in them the major
tasks of upholding such standards as prevail in these classes are
centered.*

These schools are sef-supporting and autonomous in  policy,
and the most proper of them are non-profit ingtitutions. They are
not 'church schools in that they are not governed by religious bod-
ies, but they do require students to attend religious services, and
although not sectarian, they are permeated by religiously inspired
principles. The statement of the founders of Groton, still used to-
day, includes this fundamental am: ’'Every endeavor will be
made to cultivate manly, Christian character, having regard to
moral and physical as well as intellectua development. The
Headmaster of the School will be a clergyman of the Protestant
Episcopa Church.”

'The vitals of a prep-school are not located in the curriculum.
They are located in a dozen other places, some of them queer
places indeed: in the relations between boys and faculty; in who
the boys are and where they come from; in a Gothic chapel or a
shiny new gymnasium; in the type of building the boys live in and
the sort of thing they do after supper; and, above al in the head-
master.”® There is a kind of implicit ideal for the school to be an or-
ganized extension of the family, but a large family in which the
proper children from Boston and Philadelphia and New Y ork to-

* 'These schools for boys’ the editors of Fortune have written, 'are
conspicuous far out of proportion to the numbers enrolled in them. More
than seven million boys and girls in the U.S. now (1944) receive sec-
ondary education, 460,000 of whom are in private schools. Of this
number more than 360,000 were in Catholic schools (1941 figures, lat-
est available) and more than 10,000 in military schools, whose specia
purposes are obvious. Of the remainder, girls schals, whose job is also
relatively well defined, accounted for almost 30,000 more. Forty thou-
sand odd were in co-educational schools, largely day schools. Some 20,-

000 were in_the schools for boys, the group that particularly desires self-
justification.”
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gether learn the proper style of conduct. This family ideal is
strengthened by the common religious practices of the schoal,
which tend to be Episcopalian; by the tendency for given upper-
class families to send al their sons to the same schools that the
father, or even grandfather, attended; and by the donations as well
as the social and sentimental activities of the alumni associations.
The underlying purpose of the Choate School, for example, is to
prove that family and school may be effectively combined, so that
a boy while gaining the benefits that school providesin particular
‘spiritual  leadership” and ‘’association with boys © purpose’ will
retain the intimate influences that ought to characterize a proper
home.

Daily life in the exclusive schools is usualy quite simple, even
Spartan; within its atmosphere of snobbish simplicity, there is a
democracy of status. Everyone follows more or less the same rou-
tine, and there are no opportunities for officialy approved incli-
nations for ostentatious display or snobbery.?

These schools are not usualy oriented to any obvious practical
end. It is true that the boys schools are invariady preparatory for
college; while those for girls offer one curriculum for college prep-
aration, and one terminal course for girls contemplating earlier
marriage. But the middle-class ethos of competitiveness is gener-
aly lacking. One should, the school seems to say, compare one's
work and activity not with the boy or girl next to you, but with
what you and your teacher believe is your own best. Besides, if
you are too interested, you become conspicuous.

Certainly competition for status among students is held to a
minimum:  where alowances are permitted, they are usualy
fixed a modest levels, and the tendency is for boys to have no
spending money at all; the wearing of school blazers by boys, or
a uniform jumper or blouse, skirt and sweater by girls, is not, as it
is usually interpreted by outsiders, so much upper-class swash as
it is an attempt to defeat displays of haberdashery within the ex-
clusve group. And girls, however rich, are not usualy alowed
to own their own horses.

The elders of the school community are those older children in
the higher Forms, and they become the models aspired to by the
younger children. For young boys, up to eight and nine, there
are carefully chosen Housemothers; between twelve and thir-
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teen, they are weaned from women and have exclusvely male
teachers, dthough the wives of ingructors often live with their
husbands in apartments within the boys dormitories and con-
tinue a virtua kinship role with them. Care is taken that the self-
image of the child not be dlapped down, as it might by an insecure
parent, and that manners at table as elsewhere be imbibed from
the genera atmosphere rather than from authoritarian and for-
bidding figures.

Then one will always know what to do, even if one is some-
times puzzled. One will react appropriately upon meeting the man
who is too carefully groomed and above all, the man who tries too
hard to please, for one knows that that is not necessary if one is 'the
right sort of person.” There will be the manner of simplicity and
the easy dignity that can arise only out of an inner certainty that
one's being is a definitely established fact of onés world, from
which one cannot be excluded, ignored, snubbed, or paid off. And,
in due course, as a young broker, banker, executive, one will feel
smooth and handsome, with the easy bonhomie, the look of supe-
rior amusement, and all the useful friendships, one will have just
the proper touch of deference toward the older men, even if they
are members of your own club, and just the right degree of intelli-
gence and enthusiasmsbut not too much of either, f or one's style
is, after all, a realization of the motto of one's schooling: nothing
in excess.*

Harvard or Yae or Princeton is not enough. It is the redly ex-
clusve prep school that counts, for that determines which of the
'two Harvards' one attends. The clubs and cliques d college are
usually composed of carry-overs of association and name made in
the lower levels at the proper schools, one's frierds a Harvard
are friends made a prep school. That is why in the upper socia
classes, it does not by itself mean much merely to have a degree
from an lvy League college. That is assumed: the point is not Har-
vard, but which Harvard? By Harvard, one means Porcellian,
Fly, or A.D.: by Yae one means Zeta Psi or Fence or Deta Kap-
pa Epsilon; by Princeton, Cottage, Tiger, Cap and Gown, or lvy.*
It is the prestige of a properly certified secondary education fol-
lowed by a proper club in a proper lvy League college that is the
standard admission ticket to the world of urban clubs and parties
in any major city of the nation. To the prestige of the voice and
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manner, congtructed in such schools, local loyalties bow, for that
experience is a maor clue to the nation-wide upper class that is
homogeneous and self-conscious.

Among those who are being educated in similar ways, the
school naturaly leads to marriage. The prep schools for boys are
usually within a convenient range of boarding schools for girls of
similar age, and severa times a year the students from each are
thrown together for chaperoned occasions. There are, in addition,
the sisters of the other boys and the brothers of the other girls.
And for those attending the more exclusive boys ard girls colleges,
there are formaly arranged visits and partiesin s hort, dating
patterns established between them. On the college | evel, the ex-
clusve schools become components of a broadened marriage
market, which brings into dating relation the children of the up-
per social classes of the nation.

5

The rich who became rich before the Civil War aso became
the founders of most old American families, and those who have
become rich since then have joined them. The metropolitan upper
class which they have formed has not been and is not now a pedi-
greed society with a fixed membership, but for al of that, it has
become a nationally recognized upper socia class with many ho-
mogeneous features and a strong sense of wunity. If new families
are added to it, they are always wealthy families, and new or old,
their sons and daughters attend the same types of exclusive
schools and tend to marry one another. They belong to the same
associations at the same set of lvy League colleges, and they re-
main in social and business touch by means of the big-city network
of metropolitan clubs. In each of the nation's leadng cities, they
recognize one another, if not dtrictly as peers, as people with much
in common. In one another's biographies they recogrize the ex-
periences they have had in common; in their financial positions of
brokerage firm, bank, and corporation, they recognize the inter-
ests they would al serve. To the extent that business becomes
truly national, the economic roles of the upper classes become
similar and even interchangeable; to the extent that politics be-
comes truly national, the political opinion and activity of the up-
per classes become consolidated. All those forces that transform a
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confederation of localities and a scatter of companies into a cor-
porate nation, aso make for the coinciding interests and func-
tions and unity of the metropolitan 400.

The upper social classes have come to include a variety of mem-
bers concerned with power in its several contexts, and these con-
cerns are shared among the members of the clubs, the cousin-
hoods, the firms, the law offices. They are topics of conversation
around the dinner table, where family members and club associ-
ates experience the range of great issues in a quite informal con-
text. Having grown up together, trusting one another implicitly,
their personal intimacy comes to include a respect for the spe-
cialized concerns of each member as a top man, a policy-maker in
his own particular area of power and decision.

They spread into various commanding circles of the institutions
of power. One promising son enters upon a high governmental
career perhaps the State Department; his first cous in is in due
course elevated to a high executive place in the headquarters of
a corporation; his uncle has aready ascended to naval command;
and a brother of the first cousin is about to become the president
of a leading college. And, of course, there is the family law firm,
whose partners keep in close touch with outlying members and
with the problems they face.

Accordingly, in the inner circles of the upper classes, the most
impersonal  problems of the largest and most important institu-
tions are fused with the sentiments and worries of small, closed,
intimate groups. This is one very important meaning of the upper-
class family and of the upper-class school: ’background’ is one way
in which, on the basis of intimate association, the activities of an
upper class may be tacitly co-ordinated. It is also important be-
cause in such circles, adolescent boys and girls are exposed to the
table conversations of decison-makers, and thus have bred into
them the informal skills and pretensions of decision-makers; in
short, they imbibe what is called ’'judgment.” Withat conscious
effort, they absorb the aspiration to beif not the conviction that
they are The Ones Who Decide.

Within and between the upper-class families as well as their
firms and offices, there are the schoolboy friendships and the prep
schools and the college clubs, and later the key social and political
clubs. And, in all these houses and organizations, there are the
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men who will lateror at the time of meetingoperat e in the di-
verse higher circles of modern society.

The exclusive schools and clubs and resorts of the upper socia
classes are not exclusive merely because their members are snobs.
Such locales and associations have a rea part in building the
upper-class character, and more than that, the connections to
which they naturally lead help to link one higher circle with an-
other.

So the distinguished law student, after prep school and Har-
vard, is 'clerk’ to a Supreme Court judge, then a orporation law-
yer, then in the diplomatic service, then in the law firm again. In
each of these spheres, he meets and knows men of his own kind,
and, as a kind of continuum, there are the old family friends and
the schoolboy chums, the dinners at the club, and each year of his
life the summer resorts. In each of these circles in which he moves,
he acquires and exercises a confidence in his own ability to judge,
to decide, and in this confidence he is supported by his ready ac-
cess to the experience and sensbility of those who are his socia
peers and who act with decison in each of the important institu-
tions and areas of public life. One does not turn one's back on a
man whose presence is accepted in such circles, even under most
trying circumstances. All over the top of the nation, he is ’'in,’ his
appearance, a certificate of social postion; his voice and manner,
a badge of proper training; his associates, proof at once of their
acceptance and of his stereotyped discernment.



The Celebrities

ALL those who succeed in Americano matter what their c ircle
of origin or their sphere of actionare likely to b ecome involved
in the world of the celebrity. This world, which is now the Ameri-
can forum of public honor, has not been built from below, as a
dow and steady linking of local societies and metropolitan 400's.
It has been created from above. Based upon nation-wide hierar-
chies of power and wedlth, it is expressed by nation-wide means
of mass communication. As these hierarchies and these media
have come to overlay American society, new types of prestigeful
men and women have come to compete with, to supplement, and
even to displace the society lady and the man of pedigreed
wealth.

With the incorporation of the economy, the ascendancy of the
military  establishment, and the centraization of the enlarged
state, there have arisen the national elite, who, in occupying the
command posts of the big hierarchies, have taken the spotlight of
publicity and become subjects of the intensive build-up. At the
same time, with the elaboration of the nationd means of mass
communication, the professional celebrities of the entertainment
world have come fully and continuously into the national view.
As personalities of national glamour, they are at the focal point of
al the means of entertainment and publicity. Both the metropoli-
tan 400 and the institutional elite must now compete with and
borrow prestige from these professionas in the world of the celeb-
rity.

But what are the celebrities? The celebrities are The Names
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that need no further identification. Those who know them so far
exceed those of whom they know as to require no exact computa
tion. Wherever the celebrities go, they are recognized, and more-
over, recognized with some excitement and awe. Whatever they
do has publicity value. More or less continuously, over a period of
time, they are the material for the media of communication and
entertainment. And, when that time endsas it must and the ce
lebrity dtill livesas he may from time to time it may be asked,
"Remember him?' That is what celebrity means.

1

In cafe society, the major inhabitants of the world of the celeb-
ritythe ingitutional elite, the metropolitan soci aite, and the
professional  entertainer mingle, publicly cashing i n one anoth-
er's clams for prestige. It is upon cafe society that all the spotlights
of publicity often coincide, spreading the glamour found there to
wider publics. For in cafe society national glamour has become a
hard fact of well-established business routines.

Cafe society exists in the restaurants and night clubs of New
York City from Fiftieth to Sixtieth streets, betwee n Third Ave-
nue and Sixth. Maury Paul (the origind 'Cholly Knickerbocker’)
seems to have invented the phrase in 1919 to indicate a small
group of people who mingled in public but would not be likely
to visit in one another’'s homes. By 1937, when Fortune magazine
printed an incisive report on cafe society,' the professiona celeb-
rities of erotic beauty and transient talent were well-planted at
the key tables, along with such charter members of the old upper
classes as John Hay (" Jock’) Whitney.

Cafe society is above al founded upon publicity. Its members
often seem to live for the exhibitionist mention of their doings and
relations by socia chroniclers and gossip columnists. Beginning as
professional party-givers or as journaists, these chroniclers, along
with headwaiters, have come to be professional celebrators and
have shaped the world of celebrity as others know it. Maury Paul
in 1937 was «ill commenting upon the accredited metropolitan
400, dthough he covered their livelier aspects. His successor, to-
day’s 'Cholly Knickerbocker,” one Igor Cassini, is not so limited.
The world he writes about is more glossy than accredited and cer-
tainly is not bound by The Social Register. Around such names as
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Stork Club, columnists of tabloid and televison have co-operated
to fashion an aura of glamour seldom equaled in volume by the
majesty of other courts.?

Perhaps it began in the ’twenties when socialites became redly
bored with Newport, and began to look to Broadway, then to Hol-
lywood, for livelier playmates and wittier companions. Then, the
speakeasy became a crossroads of Society and Broadway and
Hollywood. ’lts Ward McAllister was the bootlegger; its visiting
liss was Dun & Bradstreet’s; its Mrs. Astor could mme from across
the railroad tracks if only she came via Hollywood . . . ’Prohibi-
tion,” write the editors of Fortune, 'helped pull t out of private
houses and respectable hotels into speakeasies in search first of a
drink and then of adventure; the automobile and radio industries
gave it some new millionaires; rising real estate values drove Soci-
ety out of its old brownstone houses into apartments and recon-
ciled it to standardized mass entertainment paralel with new
standardized mass housing; and if short skirts at first raised its eye-
brows, Greenwich Village lowered its sex standard.”?

Five decades before, John L. Sullivan could not be recognized
by Mrs. Astor's Ward McAllister; but Gene Tunney wa wel-
comed by cafe society. And in 1924, what was the 400 to do, when
the Prince of Wales seemed to prefer the jazz palace to the quiet
homes of the proper families? Cafe society rather than Newport
frequently became the social target of new millionaires. And the
new upper classes of the timemuch of their wealth derived from
the entertainment industriesseemed to press less u pon the old
upper classes than upon cafe society, in which they found ready
entree.

Nowadays, cafe society often seems to be the top of such Ameri-
can Society as is on national view. For, if its inhabitants do not
have dinner rights in a few exclusve homes, they are instantly
recognizable from their photographs. Cafe society’s publicity has
replaced the 400's family-line, printer’'s ink has eplaced blue-
blood, and a sort of talent in which the energy of hoped-for suc-
cess, rather than the assurance of background or the manners of
inherited wealth, is the key to the big entrance. In the world of the
celebrity, the hierarchy of publicity has replaced the hierarchy of
descent and even of great wealth. Not the gentleman's club, but
the night club, not Newport in the afternoon but Manhattan at
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night; not the old family but the celebrity. By 1937, according to
Fortune's listings, about onethird of the cafe sodety ’social list’
was not in The Social Register;® today the proportion is probably
less than that.

The professiona celebrity, mae and femae, is the crowning
result of the star system of a society that makes a fetish of com-
petition. In America, this system is carried to the point where a
man who can knock a smal white ball into a series of holes in the
ground with more efficiency and skill than anyone else there-
by gains socia access to the President of the United States. It is
carried to the point where a chattering radio and television enter-
tainer becomes the hunting chum of leading industrial executives,
cabinet members, and the higher military. It does not seem to
matter what the man is the very best at; so long as he has won out
in competition over al others, he is celebrated. Then, a second
feature of the star system begins to work: al the stars of any other
sphere of endeavor or position are drawn toward the new star and
he toward them. The success, the champion, accordingly, is one
who mingles freely with other champions to populate the world
of the celebrity.

This world is a once the pinnacle of the prestige system and a
big-scde business. As a business, the networks of mass commu-
nication, publicity, and entertainment are not only the means
whereby celebrities are celebrated; they aso select and create
celebrities for a profit. One type of celebrity, accordingly, is a pro-
fessional at it, earning sizeable income not only from working in,
but virtually living on, the mass media of communication and dis-
traction.

The movie stars and the Broadway actress, the crooners and
the TV clowns, are celebrities because of what they do on and to
these media. They are celebrated because they are displayed as
celebrities. If they are not thus celebrated, in due time often
very shortthey lose their jobs. In them, the panic for status has
become a professiona craving: their very image of sef is depen-
dent upon publicity, and they need increasing doses of it. Often
they seem to have celebrity and nothing else. Rather than being
celebrated because they occupy positions of prestige, they occupy
positions of prestige because they are celebrated. The basis of the
celebration in astrange and intricate way isat on  ce personal
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and synthetic: it is their Taentwhich seems to me an their ap-
pearance value and their skill combined into what is known as
A Persondity. Their very importance makes them seem charm-
ing people, and they are celebrated al the time: they seem to
live a sort of gay, high life, and others, by curiousy watching them
liveit, celebrate them as well astheir celebrated way of life.

The existence and the activities of these professional celebrities
long ago overshadowed the social antics of the 400, and their
competition for national attention has modified the character and
the conduct of those who bear great institutional prestige. In part,
they have stolen the show, for that is their business, in part, they
have been given the show by the upper classes who have with-
drawn and who have other business to accomplish.

The dotar of the silver screen has displaced the golden debu-
tante, to the point where the latter, in New York or Boston or even
Baltimore, is happy indeed to mingle in cafe society with these
truly national queens. There is no doubt that it is enormously
more important to one's prestige to have one's pictre on the cover
of a truly big national magazine than in the society column of any
newspaper in America or even ten of them. And there is no doubt
who gets on the cover of such magazines. The top spot for young
ladies is probably Life: during the decade of the ‘forties, no debu-
tante from any city got there as a debutante, but no less than 178
movie queens, professona models, and the like were there dis
played.

More serious public figures too, must now compete for attention
and acclam with the professionas of the mass media On provin-
cia levels, politicians play in hillbilly bands, on national levels,
they are carefully groomed and coached for the TV camera, and,
like other performers, the more important of them are subject to
review by entertainment critics:

'Last night's "information talk" by President Eisefower,” Jack
Gould of The New York Times reported on 6 April 1954, 'was
much his most successful television appearance . . . The President
and his televison consultant, Robert Montgomery, apparently
found a "format" that enabled General Eisenhower to achieve re-
laxation and immeasurably greater freedom of movement. The
result was the attainment of televison’'s most desred quality-
naturalness ... Asthe program began the President was shown
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sitting on the edge of a desk, his arms folded and a quiet smile
on his lips. To his rightand the viewer's left was seen the flag.
Then casually and conversationaly he began speaking. The same
mood and tone were sustained for the next half hour ... In past
appearances when he wused prompters, the President's eyes never
quite hit the camera; he aways was looking just a har to the left
or to the right. But last night his eyes were dead on the lens and
the viewer had a sense of being spoken to directly ... As he neared
the end of his tak and wanted to employ added emphasis, the
General alternately knotted his hands or tapped the fingers of one
on the pam of the other. Because they were intuitive his actions
had the stamp of redity . .. The contents of General Eisenhower’'s
informal talk admittedly were not too earthshaking . . .”°

It is quite proper that 'The New 400" should be lised by the
gossip columnist who, in the world of the celebrity, has replaced
the well-bred man-about-town and the social hostessthe self-
conscious social arbiters who once lent stability to the metropoli-
tan 400. In charge of the publicity, these new arbiters are not the
obvious satellites of any of those about whom they write and talk.
They are quite ready to tell us who belongs to 'The New 400,
as well as to identify them with ’our magnificent acomplish-
ments as a nation.” In 1953, Igor Loiewski Cassini who became
"Cholly  Knickerbocker”  during the nineteen-forties published a
list of 399 names which he believed to represent the ’aristocracy
of achievement in this country.” These, he holds, are people who
are ’'loyal’ Americans, leaders in their field of waok, men of ’excel-
lent character, men of ’culture and taste’ whole men having har-
monious qualities as well as humility. Any such list, Cassini as
serts, would change from year to year, since it is leadership and
humility that get them in and their children won't make it unless
they ’'have also bequeathed all the talents that hawe made them
leaders.’

All of which is more or less complicated nonsense. Actualy,
Cassini's list is a rather arbitrary selection from among the three
types of people continuously, or on occasion, caught up in the
world of celebrity:

. There are the professional celebritiesmaking up  some 30
per cent of the listnames of the entertainment ind ustries,
champions of sport, art, journalism, and commentating. The larg-
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est sub-group among these are straight entertainers, although a
handful of them could as well be considered ’'businessmen’ of the
entertaining world.

[I. There are the metropolitan 400 but only some 12 per cent
of thempeople of family lineage and property. Some  of these
seem merely to have been born into such families, but the maor-
ity combine old families with active business positions.

1. Well over haf of 'The New 400' 58 per centar e simply
people who occupy key positions in the major institutional hier-
archiess most of these are government and business officials, a-
though many are involved in both domains. There is aso a small
scattering (7% of the whole) of scientists, medical men, educators,
religionists, and labor leaders®

2

As a socia grouping, the metropolitan 400 has been supple-
mented and displaced, but as individuas and as cliques, they
have become part of the national system of prestige. That system
does not now center in the several metropolitan 400's. For if, as we
have said, the 400's of various cities can find no one city to which
to look, in al cities, large and small, they can all look to the nation-
aly celebrated, and those among them with the inclination and
the money can join the world of the celebrity.

What many local observers assume to be the decline of the big-
city upper classes is, in fact, the decline of the metropolitan 400
as the most emphatic public bearer of prestige® If members of the
400 do not become part of this nationa system, they must with-
draw into quiet local idlands, living in another dimension than that
of industrial and politica power. Those who would now claim
prestige in America must join the world of the celebrity or fade
from the national scene.

The metropolitan 400 reached its peak of publicized prestige
as the top of the national system of prestige about the turn of the
century. In the ’'eighties and ’nineties, the older families had con-
tended with newer families of wealth, but by World War | these
newer families had gotten in. Today, the new wealthy of the
post-Civil War period are among the established upper classes of
various big cities all over the country. But, during the ’'twenties
and 'thirties, as we have seen, the new and more glamorous con-
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tenders for prestige came to overshadow the metropolitan 400's,
which thus had to contend not only with new upper classes, but
the celebrities of the entertainment world as well. Even before
the ’twenties, complaints and reminiscences by members of the
400 began frequently to be heard.® But al this is by no means to
say that there is no longer a metropolitan 400. In fact, one feature
of cafe society has remained ’'the celebrated socidites as well as
'the society-minded celebrities who inhabit it. Tk prestige of the
metropolitan 400 within cafe society is reveded by the fact that
many people of older society and wealth could gain entree but do
not care to do so.** But it is also true that the old certainty of posi-
tion is no longer so firm among those who 'do not care’ to enter
the ranks of the new celebrated.

The metropolitan 400 has not declined at the same rate in al the
major cities. The center of its decline, and its replacement in public
view by cafe society, has been New York City, and generally in the
Middle West, which apes the East. In Philadelphia and in the
South, its decline has proceeded more dlowly. 'Society’ is quite di-
verse: 'In Atlanta, "the club you belong to counts’; in Washington
"anyone ’official’ is society"; in Detroit it is "who you are in the auto
industry”; in Miami "it's simply your Dun & Bradstreet rating." In
Los Angeles the new society is intertwined with the movie colony.
"One thing that's forced us to change” explains the Los Angeles
Examiners Society Editor Lynn Spencer, "is that now when East-
ern socialites come West, they're more interested in seeing our
movie stars than in meeting our own Western Society." ™

In New York, the old Knickerbocker Society has virtualy with-
drawn from the ostensible social scene; but, in Chicago it was il
possible in 1954 for some two hundred pedigreed socidites, all
supposedly with firm dinner rights, to know that Mrs. Chauncey
McCormick who serves impeccable dinners on gold pla te and
L owestoft china was Queen of the Society whichthey formed.™

The main drift in status, however, is clearly reveded by the
parade of women who have been given American acclaim:**

I. The type of woman known as The Saon Ladywho pa sses
before us in the pages of Prousthas never been kno wn in Amer-
ica. The sdlon lady was the status representative of the household
she commanded; as hostess, she judged who was and who was not
to be admitted socially to it. If she gave birth to children, private
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tutors, not she, educated them. And in her salon, where courtiers
jousted with one another intellectually for her attention, the value
and the fact of monogamous virtue frequently broke down. Eroti-
cism became a sort of competitive sport in which women and men
conquered one another in ways that were intriguing and exciting.

Apart from stray figures like Mabel Dodge of lower Fifth Ave-
nue and Taos, New Mexico, there have not been women who ran
genuine salons in the sense that salons were run as artistic and
intellectual centers in Europe. The drawing rooms of the most
famous American society ladies have been more often peopled by
bores than by dilettantish intellectuals. They have, of course, con-
tained a 'few dandies in the sense known to Savile Row and the
boulevards of Paris’ but their forte, as Dixon Weder put it, has
most usually been the mimicry of persondities and their 'fame in
repartee’ has often rested ’'upon the affinity betwen stammering
and drollery.”™ The dominant type of ’'Society’ man in America be-
tween the Civil War and World War | was rather the dancing man
the cotillion leader; and accordingly, discussion, let aone the
type heard in the salon, has not played a noticeable part in the life
of the American society lady.

The society lady, who held the balls and arranged the advan-
tageous marriage for her daughter, was queen for only a relatively
short period and only among a rather small public. The fashion-
able lady may have longed for publicity, but as a fashionable lady
she did not have much of a chance to get it. By the 'twenties, when
the mass media began their work with serious consequences, the
society lady knew that her brief national time was over.

[I. The leading figure of metropolitan 400 during the ‘twenties
and ’thirties was the debutante. Traditionaly, the debut was for
the purpose of introducing a young girl of high family to an ex-
clusve marriage market, and hence perpetuating the set of upper
families as an exclusive circle. In 1938, about 1,000 debuts were
made, a an average cost of $8,000 each; but they could not realy
compete as spectacles with Hollywood. As a status model the deb-
utante declined, not only because of the competition of the more
entertaining glamour girls of the fashion industry and cafe society
but because by the middle ’thirties the metropolitan 400, as based
on family lineage, had so diminished in socia exclusiveness that
the debutante had no Society into which to make her debut. Or,
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at least, it did not seem a well-enough defined Society. By 1938,
the editors of Fortune were noting that the vanishing of polite so-
ciety left 'the debutante all dressed up with no place to go.™®

Some debutantes of the ’thirties tried to compete with Holly-
wood. They hired press agents who saw to it that their pictures
were in the newspapers and articles about them were printed in
the national magazines. The ’trick,’ Elsa Maxwell las said, was 'to
look so bizarre and so extreme that the truck drivers gasp but the
ever-present cameraman will be bound to flash a bulb.*’ As 'glam-
orous members of the younger set; interested in charities and
horse-racing, their faceswith complexions ’'as tran slucent as ala
baster’ appeared, endorsing soap in the women's mag azines.®
Grade-A debutantes not only frequented midtown East Side bars,
but aso worked as mannequins and even as sdlesgirls in exclusive
shops. But their very use by advertising media and fashion indus-
try revealed the ambiguity of their 'social distindion.’

Perhaps the extravagant private ball and the publicity that at-
tended the debut of Brenda Frazier signified both the height of
the debutante as a publicized American woman and the demise
of the debutante’'s monopoly on glamour. Today the debutante
is frequently not ’introduced to society’ at privee parties at her
parent's sumptuous home; she comes out aong with rinety-nine
other girls at a large subscription dance in a hotel.”® The assembly
line of interlocking subscription dances is not so automatic 'that
it will produce a debutante no matter who is put into it . . . There
are ten committees guarding the approaches to the debut in New
York, though a girl need not pass muster with more than five . . /%
To these subscription dances are attached most of the social sec-
retaries, who keep lists of sub-debs and debutantes and €ligible
boys and arrange coming-out parties. Business magazines advise
executives as to when and how to arrange for their daughter's
debut, even if they are not listed in The Social Register. If the
executive goes about it right, he is assured, his daughter 'can be
considered as successfully launched socially as if she were a blue-
blood.”

There are dill private debuts, but the mass debuts now pre-
dominate, and probably will so long as ’'society as a well-organ-
ized, clearly defined group’ does not exist after te debutante
year. Y et the year of the debut is still of social importance, no mat-
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ter how standardized, since ’everything's got to be crammed into
that short period because after that it disintegrates.

In so far as the more socially prominent modem debutante
makes her debut into anything that will give her celebrity she
makes it into cafe society. And, in so far as she is celebrated wide-
ly, she must compete with the other glamorous occupants of cafe
society. The professional ingtitutions of Conover and Powers,
Mona Gardner reported in 1946, 'have raised modelig to such a
glamour pinnacle that eligible men would far rather have a Powers
or Conover girl on the arm, or in the home, than one of the blue-
bloods.”

m. In cafe society today there are dill the crew-cut young men
from Yae and the debutante, but now there are aso the heavy
expense-account  executives and The All-American Girl.?* In any
New York night club on a big night a the time of the two-o’clock
show her current model can be found: with the doll face and the
swank body starved down for the camera, a rather thin, ganted
girl with the wan smile, the bored gaze, and often the dightly
opened mouth, over which the tongue occasionally dides to insure
the highlights. She seems, in fact, aways to be practicing for those
high, nervous moments when the lens is actually there. The terms
of her competition are quite clear: her professiona stance is the
stance of the woman for whom a haughty kind of unconquerable
eroticism has become a way of life. It is the expensive look of an
expensive woman who feels herself to be expensive. She has the
look of a girl who knows her fate rests quite fully even exclu-
sively upon the effect of her look upon acertaint ype of man.

This is the queenthe al-American girl who, whethe r she be
debutante or fashion model or professional entertainer, sets the
images of appearance and conduct which are imitated down the
national hierarchy of glamour, to the girls carefully trained and
selected for the commercia display of erotic promise, as well as
to the young housewife in the kitchen. While the public, by its
imitation, openly supports her image as a piece of very fancy sex,
it is duly shocked when disclosures are occasionally made reveal-
ing the commercia fulfillment of this promise. But how could it be
otherwise? The model’s money does not add up to muc. But the
men she meets have money, and her tastes quickly become expen-
sive. The men she meets control careers, and she wants a career.
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She is of, but not solidly in, the world of breakfasts at noon and
the long lunch. The all-American girl sits at the top of cafe soci-
ety, and cafe society, we must remember, is a profitable set of busi-
nesses, supported by executives on expense accounts. And so the
imitators of the queen sometimes become expense-account girls.?
No ’'New American Woman' of Theodore Dreiser's era kew as
well as the all-American girl knows that ’'the wages of sin might
easily be success.’

The public is quite used to the idea of vice, but it likes to think
it involves only idle rich boys and poor country girls. The men in-
volved in the vice of cafe society, however, are by no means boys,
they are not idle; they need not personally be rich; and they are
not interested in poor or innocent or country girls. The women in-
volved are not exactly girls, they may have come from smaller
cities, but they are now very much big city; they are not innocent,
and they are not exactly poor. One easly forgets that the under-
side of the glamour of cafe society is smply a service trade in vice
Those engaged in itthe procurers, the prostitutes, the custom-
ers, who buy and sell assorted varieties of erotica serviceare
often known to their associates as quite respectable. And the all-
American girl, as a photographed image and as a person, is often
a vaued and indispensable helpmate to the great American sdes
man.

Among those whom Americans honor none is so ubiquitous as
the young girl. It is as if Americans had undertaken to paint a
continuing national portrait of the girl as Queen. Everywhere one
looks there is this glossy little animal, sometimes quite young and
sometimes a little older, but aways imagined, aways pictured,
as The Girl. She sells beer and she sells books, cigarettes, and
clothes, every night she is on the TV screen, and every week on
every other page of the magazines, and a the movies too, there
sheis.

3

We have noted that since Mrs. John Jay's eighteenthcentury
dinner list, the politica, military, and economic elite have not
neatly coincided with those of superior social status. This is clearly
reflected in the Society of Washington, D.C., today. In so far as
there is a metropolitan 400 in Washington, it is merely one ele-
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ment in the social life of the Capitol, and is, in fact, overshadowed
and out-ranked by official Society, especidly by the Embassy Row
along Massachusetts Avenue. Yet not al officials take Society seri-
oudy, and some avoid it altogether; moreover, key officias, re-
gardless of sociad qualifications, must be invited, and, given the
facts of politics, the turnover rate is high.®

If cafe society and all that it represents has invaded and dis
tracted New York Society, the ascendancy of politics and the fact
of political turnover have made Society difficult to maintain in
Washington. There is nothing that could be called cafe society in
Washington; the key affairs are in private houses or in officia res-
dences, and most elaborately in the embassies with their titled
attaches. In fact, there is no realy firm line-up of Society in Wash-
ington, composed as it is of public officials and politicians, of fam-
ilied hostesses and wedthy climbers, of widows with know-how
and ambassadors with unofficial messages to impart.

Yet prestige is the shadow of money and power. Where these
are, there it is. Like the national market for soap or automobiles
and the enlarged arena of federal power, the national cash-in area
for prestige has grown, slowly being consolidated into a truly na
tional system. Since the men of the higher political, economic,
and military circles are an €lite of money and power, they accumu-
late a prestige that is considerably above the ordinary; al of them
have publicity vaue and some of them are downright eminent; in-
creasingly, by virtue of their position and by means of conscious
public relations, they strive to make their names notable, their
actions acceptable, their policies popular. And in dl this, they
tend to become national celebrities.

Members of the power elite are celebrated because of the po-
sitions they occupy and the decisons they command. They are
celebrities because they have prestige, and they have prestige
because they are thought to have power or wedth. It is true that
they, too, must enter the world of publicity, become materia for
the mass media, but they are sought as material amost irrespec-
tive of what they do on and to these media.

The prestige of the Congressmen, John Galbraith has re-
marked,”’ is graded by the number of votes he controls and by the
committees he is on. The official’s importance is st by the number
of people working under him. The prestige of the businessman is
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measured less by his wealth or his incomealthough, of course,
these are importantthan by the size of his busines s. He borrows
his prestige from the power of his company as measured by its size,
and from his own position in its hierarchy. A small businessman
making a million a year is not so important and does not have the
national prestige enjoyed by the head of a maor corporation who
is making only two hundred thousand. In the military ranks, of
course, all thisis made formal and rigid.

At the turn of the century, the nationalization of status meant
that there were rising elite groups with which local upper classes
in every town and city of the nation had to compare themselves,
and that when they did so, they came to realize that only locally
were they at the top. Now, fifty years later, it means that, and
much more. For what separates that age from ours is the rise of
mass communication, the prime means of acclam and even a cre
ator of those acclaimed. From the coincidence of the mass media
and the big organization there has emerged the prestige of the
national elite. These national means of mass communication have
been the channels through which those at the top could reach the
underlying population. Heavy publicity, the technigue of the
build-up, and the avaricious demand of the media for continuous
copy have placed a spotlight upon these people such as no higher
circles of any nation in world history have ever had upon them.

The big ingitutions are in themselves graded worlds of pres
tige. They are stratified by level of office, with each level carrying
its appropriate prestige. They constitute a hierarchy of people
who by training and position defer to those above them, and come
in time to respect their commanders who have such enormous
power over them. No one can have such an organized deference
group below him, and possess such powers of command as it pro-
vides, without also acquiring prestige among those who are di-
rectly of the big ingtitution itself.

Instead of servants, there is the row of private secretaries,
instead of the fine old house, the paneled office; instead of the
private car, the company’s limousine, the agency’'s chauffeur, the
Air Force's motor pool. Frequently, of course, there are both the
fine old house and the paneled office. Yet the prestige of the elite
is, in the first instance, a prestige of the office they command rather
than of the families to which they belong.
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The position held in the nationa corporation has become a ma-
jor basis for dtatus claims. The corporation is now the organized
power center of the propertied classes;, the owning and manage-
rial elites of the big-city upper class, as well as the members of
local society, now tend to look to the corporation in claiming and
in assigning prestige to one another, and from it they derive many
of the status privileges they enjoy.* Inside the corporation and
outside it among other corporate worlds as well as in the country
at large, they gain the prestige of their positions.

As the national state becomes enlarged, the men who occupy
the command posts within it are transformed from ’'nerely dirty
politicians' into statesmen and administrators of rmte. Of course,
it is true that the status pretenses of politicians have to be held
carefully in curb: high political figures, even when it goes against
their status grain, have had to learn to be folksy, and, from the
standpoint of more ceremonial codes, wvulgar in their tone of
speech and style of life. Yet as the power of political institutions
becomes greater, the men a the top become celebrities in a na
tional system of prestige that cannot very well be resisted.

As military men have become more powerful during the wars
and during the war-like interludes between, they too have joined
the new national prestige scheme. They, as well as policemen,
derive such importance as they have from the simple fact that
violence is the final support of power and the final resort of those
who would contest it. Only when revolution or crime threaten to
disturb domestic order does the police captain, and only when
diplomacy and war threaten international order, do the gener-
as and admirals, come to be recognized for what at &l times they
are: indispensable elements of the order of power that prevails
within and between the national states of the world.

A nation becomes a great power only on one condition: that
its military establishment and resources are such that it could
redly threaten decisve warfare. In the rank order of states a na
tion must fight a great war successfully in order to be truly great.
The effective force of what an ambassador says is a rather direct
reflection of how mighty the general, how large and effective the
fighting force standing back of him, is supposed to be. Military
power determines the political standing of nations, and to the ex-

* See SEVEN: The Corporate Rich.
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tent that nationalism is honored, to that extent generas and ad-
mirals share decisively in the system of national honor.

The public prestige of these various ingtitutions varies, and ac-
cordingly the prestige of their elites. The prestige of public office
and military position, for example, is higher in times of war, when
business executives become dollar-ayear men and ralroad colo-
nels, and al groups raly behind the militant state at war. But
when business-as-usual  prevails, when businessmen leave gov-
ernment to others, public office and military status have often
been vilified, as the prestige of public employment is deflated in
favor of big business.

During the ’twenties the president of Genera Electric appar-
ently was considered too valuable a man to be president of the
United States;* and, even during the ’thirties;, menbers of the
mere cabinet of the United States were not aways to be placed
on an equal footing with members of very rich families.** Yet this

*' . . In his inside circle of business and legal associates,’ lda Tar-
bell has noted of Owen D. Young, 'while everyone agees that he would
make a "great president,” there is a feeling that he is too valuable a pub-
lic servant where he is, to be, as one man put it to me, "spoiled by the
presidency" .. He has other admirers that intimate as much: Will
Rogers who wants to keep him "to point to with pride"; Dr. Nicholas
Murray Butler, who in introducing him in the fall of 1930 at a compli-
mentary dinner said: "Our guest of honor is a public servant, athough
he holds no office. Whether the public servant receives office or not is
accidental, and if this public servant by accident does assume office, as
likely as not it is apt to reduce a great deal of the public servant’s public
service."’

Mr. Young stated in his own economic metaphysics in 1931: 'A cer-
tain amount of horseplay seems to be required as stage effect for the
functioning of democratic government. The world has learned that it
can afford a certain amount of horseplay in politics. It is awakening to
the redlization that it cannot have horseplay in economics . . . Charm-
ing as politics may be at times on the stage, she is often petulant and
petty in the dressing rooms . . . Nothing is clearer, from the experi-
ences of the last ten years, than the necessity of keeping our economic
machinery and e%)ecially our finance free from the domination and
control of politics.”

** Thus Harold Ickes writes concerning a ’'state vist from the heads
of one political entity to those of another political entity’: 'Only a few
chosen souls were asked to sit on the porch where the King and Queen
spent most of their time, and apparently Jim Farley was the only mem-
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lack of esteem for political office when compared with high cor-
porate position has been changing and will change moreas the
several  elites come closer together within the sate, and al of
them learn better how to availl themselves of the means of public-
ity well within their powers to buy, command, or otherwise use
Those whose power or weath exceeds their reputation will al the
more readily become engaged in the means of publicity. More
and more they play to the microphone and the lens as well as
the news conference.™

4

Those who are familiar with the humanities, we should recall,
often shy at the word 'prestige’; they know that in its origins it
means dazzling the eye with conjuring tricks. Prestige, it is often
held, is a mysterious force. 'Whatever has been a wling power
in the world,” Gustave Le Bon once remarked, 'whetler it be ideas
or men, has in the main enforced its authority by means of that

irresistible force expressed by the word “prestige" . . . Prestige
in redlity is a sort of domination exercised on our mind by an in-
dividual, a work, or an idea . . . This domination 'paralyzes our

critical faculty’ and fills us with " astonishment ad respect. . .

Mr. Gladstone much preferred 'honor' to ’prestige’ But, of
course, as Harold Nicolson has noted,® the meaning of prestige
varies in the several countries of the western world.* Moreover,
men of power do not want to believe that prestige is merely some-

ber of the Cabinet, aside from the Hulls, who was considered worthy of
inclusion among the elect. But J. P. Morgan was there and John D.
Rockefeller, Jr., and Mrs. Cornelius Vanderbilt, etc. The rest of the
members of the Cabinet milled about with the common herd down on
the lawn, some fifteen hundred of them, and at not too frequent inter-
vals the King and Queen would graciously go down among the herd
bowiarag here and there and being introduced to some of the more se-
lect.’

* |In France 'prestige’ carries an emotional associgion of fraudulence,
of the art of illusion, or at least of something adventitious. In Italy, too,
the word is often used to mean something 'dazzling, deceptive or leg-
endary.” And in Germany, where it is a definitely foreign word, it cor-
responds to the German Anshen or 'esteem’; or to de Nimbus, which is
close to our 'glamour’; or it is a variant of 'natbnal honor,” with the hys-
terical obstinacy everywhere associated with such phrases.
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thing nice that is given to the powerful. They want their prestige
to imply that other people are prepared to believe in their power
'without that power having either to be demonstrated or exer-
cised’” But ill this conception is neither complée nor satisfac-
tory. In fact, it is a conception of prestige very convenient for the
already powerful for those who would maintain it ch eaply, with-
out having to use power. And, of course, it is convenient for such
people to believe that their repute is based on amiable virtues
rather than past power.

Yet it is true that the power of guns or of money is not all
there is to prestige. Some reputation must be mixed with power
in order to create prestigee An €ite cannot acquire prestige
without power; it cannot retain prestige without reputation. Its
past power and success builds a reputation, on which it can coast
for a while. But it is no longer possible for the power of an elite
based on reputation aone to be maintained against reputation
that is based on power.

If the prestige of €lite circles contains a large element of mora
reputation, they can keep it even if they lose considerable power;
if they have prestige with but little reputation, their prestige can
be destroyed by even a temporary and relative decline of power.
Perhaps that is what has happened to the local societies and met-
ropolitan 400's of the United States.

In his theory of American prestige, Thorstein Veblen, being
more interested in psychological gratification, tended to overlook
the social function of much of what he described. But prestige is
not merely sociad nonsense that gratifies the individual ego: it
serves, first of all, a unifying function. Many of the socia phenom-
ena with which Veblen had so much funin fact most ’'status
behavior’ serve to mediate between the elite of var ious hierar-
chies and regions. The locales of status are the meeting places for
various elites of decision, and leisure activities are one way of se
curing co-ordination between various sections and elements of the
upper class.

Like high families and exclusive schools, status activities aso
provide a marriage market, the functions of which go well beyond
the gratifications of displayed elegance, of brown orchids and
white satin: they serve to keep a propertied classintact and un-



THE 89
CELEBRITIES

scattered; by monopoly of sons and daughters, anchoring the class
in the legalities of blood lines.

'Snobbish’  exclusiveness secures privacy to those who can af-
ford it. To exclude others enables the high and mighty to set up
and to maintain a series of private worlds in which they can and
do discuss issues in which they train their young informally for the
decision-making temper. In this way they blend impersonal de
cision-making with informal sensitivities, and so shape the charac-
ter structure of an elite.

There is another functiontoday the most important of pres
tige and of satus conduct. Prestige buttresses power, turning it
into authority, and protecting it from socia challenge. 'Prestige
lost by want of success’ Le Bon has remarked, 'disppears in a
brief space of time. It can also be worn away, but more sowly, by
being subjected to discusson . . . From the moment prestige is
caled in question it ceases to be prestige. The gods and men who
have kept their prestige for long have never tolerated discussion.
For the crowd to admire, it must be kept at a distance.”®

"Power for power's sake is psychologicaly based a prestige
gratification. But Veblen laughed so hard and so consistently at
the servants and the dogs and the women and the sports of the
elite that he failled to see that their military, economic, and politi-
ca activity is not a all funny. In short, he did not succeed in re-
lating a view of their power over armies and factories to what he
believed, quite rightly, to be their funny business. He was, in my
view, not quite serious enough about status because he did not
see its full and intricate importance to power. He saw 'the kept
classes and ’the underlying population,’ but in hs time, he could
not really understand the prestige of the power elite.®®

The heart of Veblen's conception of prestige, and even some of
its terms, were set forth by John Adams in the late eighteenth cen-
tury.® But to know that John Adams anticipated much of Veblen's
idea is in no way to deprecate Veblen, for is not his theory essen-
tially an extended piece of worldly wisdom, long known and per-
haps often stated, but stated by Veblen in magnificent form and
a a time when it could take hold of a literate public? Adams,
however, went farther than Veblen in a least two respects: He
was shrewder psychologicallyand more  complicated; among
his comments we also come upon certain passages in which he
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tries to connect status phenomena, conceived as the redlities of
social and persona life, with the politicad sphere, conceived, as
his generation was wont, as a problem of constitution building.
Adams understands the status system of a nation in a way that
Veblen does not, as politically relevant, and in this we had better
listen to John Adams:

'A death bed, it is said, shows the emptiness of titles. That may
be. But does it not egually show the futility of riches, power, lib-
erty, and all earthly things? .. . Shal it be inferred from this, that
fame, liberty, property and life, shall be always despised and neg-
lected? Shall laws and government, which regulate sublunary
things be neglected, because they appear baubles at the hour of
death?

' The rewards .. in this life, are esteem and admiration of
othersthe punishments are neglect and contempt nor may any-
one imagine that these are not as rea as the others. The desire of
the esteem of others is as real a want of nature as hunger and
the neglect and contempt of the world as severe a pain, as the
gout or stone .. It is a principad end of government to regulate
this passion, which in its turn becomes a principal means of gov-
ernment. It is the only adeguate instrument of order and subordi-
nation in society, and d&one commands effectual obedience to
laws, since without it neither human reason, nor standing armies,
would ever produce that great effect. Every personal quality, and
every blessing of fortune, is cherished in proportion to its capacity
of gratifying this universal affection for the esteem, the sympathy,
admiration and congratul ations of the public. . .

'Opportunity  will generally excite ambition to aspire; and if
even an improbable case should happen of an exception to this
rule, danger will aways be suspected and apprehended, in such
circumstances, from such causes. We may soon see, that a form of
government, in which every passon has an adequate counter-
poise, can aone secure the public from the dangers and mischiefs,
of suchrivalries, jealousies, envies and hatreds.’

Just what does Veblen's theory of status have to sy about the
operations of the politica economy? The metropolitan 400 about
which Veblen wrotedid not become the center of a n ational sys
tem of prestige. The professional celebrities of the mass media are
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without power of any stable sort and are in fact ephemera figures
among those we celebrate.

Yet there is an elite demand for some sort of organization of
enduring and dstable prestige, which Veblen's analyss misses. It
is a 'need” quite consciously and quite deeply felt by the elite of
wedlth and especidly the elite of power in the United States to-
day.

During the nineteenth century neither the politica nor the mili-
tary elite were able to establish themselves firmly at the head or
even near the head of a national system of prestige. John Adams's
suggestions, which leaned in that direction, were not taken up.*’
Other forces and not any officia system of distinction and honor
have given such order as it has had to the American polity. The
economic elitefor this very reason it is uniquely  significant rose
to economic power in such a way as to upset repeated attempts to
found national status on enduring family lines.

But in the last thirty years, there have been signs of a status
merger among the economic, politica, and military €lite. As an
elite of power, they have begun to seek, as powerful men every-
where have aways sought, to buttress their power with the man-
tle of authoritative status. They have begun to consolidate their
new status privilegespopularized in terms of the e xpense ac-
count but rooted deeply in their corporate way of life. As they
come more fully to realize their position in the culturad world of
nations, will they be content with the clowns and the queensthe
professional  celebritiesas the world representativ es of their
American nation?

Horatio Alger dies hard, but in due course will not those Ameri-
cans who are celebrated come to coincide more clearly with those
who are the most powerful among them? The rituals of demo-
cratic leadership are firmly expected, but in due course will not
snobbery become official and the wunderlying population startled
into its appropriate grade and rank? To believe otherwise, it might
seem, is to reject al that is relevant in human history. But on the
other hand, the libera rhetoricas a cloak for act ual power and
the professional celebrityas a dtatus distraction do permit the
power elite conveniently to keep out of the limelight. It is by no
means certain, just at this historical juncture, that they are not
quite content to rest uncelebrated.
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In the meantime, the American celebrities include the trivia
as well as the grim. Behind all The Names are the images dis
played in tabloid and on movie screen, over radio and television
and sometimes not displayed but just imagined. For now Al
of the higher types are seen by those lower down as celebrities.
In the world of the celebrities, seen through the magnifying glass
of the mass media, men and women now form a kaleidoscope of
highly distracting images:

In downtown New York, on a short street with a graveyard at
one end and a river a the other, the rich are getting out of com-
pany limousines. On the flattened top of an Arkansas hill, the
grandson of a late mogul is creating a ranch with the enthusiasm
of a schoolboy.® Behind a mahogany table in the caucus room
of the United States Senate, seven senators lean toward the tele-
vision lenses. In Texas an oil man, it is said, is taking out two hun-
dred thousand dollars a day.®® Somewhere in Maryland people in
red coats are riding to hounds, in a Park Avenue apartment, a
coal miner's daughter, having lived in the married state for twenty
months, has just decided to accept a five-and-one-half million dol-
lar settlement.® At Kelly Field, the Generd walks carelessly be-
tween rows of panfully rigid men; on Fifty-Seventh Street, ex-
pensive women inspect the taut manikins. Between Las Vegas
and Los Angeles, an American-born Countess is found dead in
her railway compartment, lying full-length in a long mink coat
dongside a quarter of a million dollars worth of jewelry.*® Seated
in Boston, a board of directors orders three industria plants
moved, without employees, to Nashville And in Washington,
D.C., a sober politician, surrounded by high military aides and
scientific advisers, orders a team of American armen to fly to-
ward Hiroshima.

In Switzerland are those who never know winter except as the
chosen occasion for sport, on southern idands those who never
sweat in the sun except a their February leisure. All over the
world, like lords of creation, are those who, by travel, command
the seasons and, by many houses, the very landscape they will
see each morning or afternoon they are awakened. Here is the old
whiskey and the new vice; the blonde girl with the moist mouth,



THE 93
CELEBRITIES

aways ready to go around the world; the silver Mercedes climb-
ing the mountain bend, going where it wants to go for so long as
it wants to stay. From Washington, D.C., and Dallas, Texas, it is
reported that 103 women have each paid $300 for a gold lipstick.
On a yacht, with its crew of ten, somewhere off the Keys, a man
of distinction lies on his bed and worries about the report from his
New York office that the agents of the Bureau of Internal Revenue
are busy again.

Here are the officials at the big desks with the four telephones,
the ambassadors in the lounge-rooms, talking earnestly but some-
how lightly. Here are the men who motor in from the arport with
a secret service man beside the chauffeur, motorcycled outriders
on either flank, and another tailing a block behind. Here are the
people whose circumstances make them independent of the good
will of others, never waiting for anyone but aways waited upon.
Here are the Very Important Persons who during the wars come
and go, doubled up in the Genera’s jeep. Here are those who have
ascended to office, who have been elevated to distinguished em-
ployments. By the sound of their voices, it is evident that they
have been trained, carefully yet casually, to be somebody.

Here are the names and faces and voices that are always before
you, in the newspapers and on the radio, in the newsreels and on
the television screen,- and aso the names and faces you do not
know about, not even from a distance, but who realy run things,
or so informed sources say, but you could never prove it. Here are
the somebodies who are held to be worthy of notice: now they are
news, later they will be history. Here are the men who own a firm
of lawyers and four accountants. Here are the men who have the
inside track. Here are all the expensive commodities, to which
the rich seem appendages. Here is the money talking in its husky,
silky voice of cash, power, celebrity.



The Very Rich

MANY Americans now feel that the great American fortunes are
something that were made before World War |, or at least that they
were broken up for good by the crash of 1929. Except perhaps in
Texas, it is felt, there are no very rich anymore, and, even if there
are, they are simply elderly inheritors about to die, leaving their
millions to tax collectors and favorite charities. Once upon a time
in America there were the fabulously rich; now that time is past
and everyoneisonly middle class.

Such notions are not quite accurate. As a machine for producing
millionaires, American capitalism is in better shape than such un-
sound pessimism would indicate. The fabulously rich, as well as
the mere millionaires, are dtill very much among us, moreover,
since the organization of the United States for World War II, new
types of ’'rich men’ with new types of power and preogative have
joined their ranks. Together they form the corporate rich of Amer-
ica, whose wedth and power is today comparable with those of
any stratum, anywhere or anytime in world history.

1

It is somewhat amusing to observe how the scholarly world has
changed its views of the big-business circles of which the very rich
are a part. When the great moguls were first discovered in print,
the muckrakers of journalism had their counterparts in the aca
demic journals and books; during the ‘’thirties, The Robber Barons
clawed and bit their way to infamy, as Gustavus Myers's neg-
lected work became a Modern Library best-seller and Matthew
Josephson and Ferdinand Lundberg were the men to quote. Just

94
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now, with the conservative postwar trend, the robber barons are
being transformed into the industrial statesmen. The great cor-
porations, full of publicity consciousness, are having their schol-
arly histories written, and the colorful image of the great mogul
is becoming the image of a constructive economic hero from whose
great achievement al have benefited and from whose character
the corporate executive borrows his right to rule and his good,
solid, judtified feelings about doing so. It is as if the historians
could not hold in their heads a hundred-year stretch of history but
saw al of it carefully through the political lens of each and every
administration.

Two general explanations for the fact of the very richnow and
in the pastare widely available. The first, of muc kraker origin,
was best stated by Gustavus Myers, whose work is a gigantic gloss
in  pedantic detail upon Balzac's assertion that belind every
great fortune there lies a crime. The robber barons, as the tycoons
of the post-Civil-War era came to be caled, descended upon the
investing public much as a swarm of women might descend into
a bargain basement on Saturday morning. They exploited nationa
resources, waged economic wars among themselves, entered into
combinations, made private capital out of the public domain, and
used any and every method to achieve their ends. They made
agreements with railroads for rebates; they purchased newspa
pers and bought editors, they killed off competing and indepen-
dent businesses, and employed lawyers of skill and statesmen of
repute to sustain their rights and secure their privileges. There is
something demonic about these lords of creation; it is not merely
rhetoric to cal them robber barons. Perhaps there is no dtraight-
forward economic way to accumulate $100 million for private use;
although, of course, adong the way the unstraightforward ways
can be delegated and the appropriator's hands kept clean. If all
the big money is not easy money, al the easy money that is safe
is big. It is better, so the image runs, to take one dime from each
of ten million people a the point of a corporation than $100,000
from each of ten banks at the point of agun. It is also safer.

Such harsh images of the big rich have been frequently chal-
lenged, not so much on the grounds of any error in the facts ad-
vanced, as on the grounds that they result from estimations from
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the point of view of legality, morality, and personality, and that
the more appropriate view would consider the economic func-
tion that the propertied moguls have performed in their time and
place. According to this view, which has been most ably summed
up by Joseph Schumpeter, the propertied giants are seen as men
who stand at the focal points of the ’perennial gale of innovations
that sweeps through the heyday of capitalism. By their personal
acumen and supernormal effort, they create and combine private
enterprises in  which are embodied new technica and financial
techniques or new uses for old ones. These techniques and the
social forms they have assumed are the very motors of the capi-
talist advance, and the great moguls who create and command
them are the pace-setters of the capitaist motion itself. In this
way, Schumpeter combines a theory of capitalist progress with a
theory of social dratification to explain, and indeed to celebrate,
the ' creative destruction’ of the great entreprenews.*

These contrasting imagesof the robber and of the i nnovator
are not necessarily contradictory: much of both co uld be true,
for they differ mainly in the context in which those who hold them
choose to view the accumulators of great fortune. Myers is more
interested in legal conditions and violations, and in the more bru-
tal psychological traits of the men; Schumpeter is more interested
in their role in the technological and economic mechanics of vari-
ous phases of capitaism, although he, too, is rather free and easy
with his moral evaluations, believing that only men of superior
acumen and energy in each generation are lifted to the top by the
mechanics they are assumed to create and to focus.

The problem of the very rich is one example of the larger prob-
lem of how individual men are related to ingtitutions, and, in turn,
of how both particular institutions and individual men are related
to the socia dtructure in which they perform their roles. Although
men sometimes shape institutions, institutions aways select and
form men. In any given period, we must balance the weight of the
character or will or intelligence of individual men with the objec-
tive indttutional structure which alows them to exercise these
traits.

It is not possible to solve such problems by referring anecdotally
either to the guile or the sagacity, the dogmatism or the determi-
nation, the native intelligence or the magical luck, the fanaticism



THE VERY 97
RICH

or the superhuman energy of the very rich as individuals. These
are but differing vocabularies, carrying different moral judgments,
with which the activities of the accumulators may be described.
Neither the ruthlessness and illegality, with which Gustavus Myers
tends to rest content, nor the far-sighted, industria statesman-
ship, with which many historians now seem happier, are expla
nationsthey are merely accusation or apology. That is why mod-
ern social psychologists are not content to explain the rise of any
social and economic stratum by mora reference to the persond
traits of its members.

The more useful key, and one which rests easier within the mod-
ern mind, is provided by more objective circumstances. We must
understand the objective structure of opportunities as well as the
personal traits which allow and encourage given men to exploit
these objective opportunities which  economic  history  provides
them. Now, it is perfectly obvious that the persona traits required
for rising and for holding one's place among waterfront gangsters
will be different from those required for success among peaceful
sheepherders.  Within  American capitalism, it is equally obvious
that different qualities were required for men who would rise in
1870 than for men who would rise eight decades later. It seems
therefore rather beside the point to seek the key to the very rich
in the secret springs of their personalities and mannerisms.

Moreover, explanations of the rich as a socia fact by reference
to their personal traits as individuals are usualy tautological. The
test of 'ability,’ for example, in a society in whth money is a sov-
ereign value is widely taken to be money-making: Tf you are so
smart, why aren’t you rich? And since the criterin of ability is the
making of money, of course ability is graded according to wealth
and the very rich have the greatest ability. But if that is so, then
ability cannot be used in explanation of the rich; to use the ac-
quisition of wedth as a sign of ability and then to use ability as an
explanation of weath is merely to play with two words for the
same fact: the existence of the very rich.

The shape of the economy at the time of Carnegie's adolescence
was more important to his chances than the fact that he had a prac-
tic mother. No matter how ’'ruthless Commodore Vaderbilt
might have been, he would have accomplished little in appropri-
ating railroads had the political system not been utterly corrup-
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tible. And suppose the Sherman Act had been enforced in such
a way as to bresk up the lega buttress of the great corporation.?
Where would the very rich in Americano matter what their psy-
chological traitsnow be? To understand the very ri ch in Amer-
ica, it is more important to understand the geographical distribu-
tion of oil and the structure of taxation than the psychological traits
of Haroldson L. Hunt; more important to understand the Ilegal
framework of American capitalism and the corruptibility of its
agents than the early childhood of John D. Rockefeller; more im-
portant to wunderstand the technological progression of the capi-
talist mechanism than the boundless energy of Henry Ford, more
important to understand the effects of war upon the need for ail
and the tax loophole of depletion than Sid Richardson’'s un-
doubted sagacity; more important to understand the rise of a sys
tem of national distribution and of the mass market than the fru-
gdity of F. W. Woolworth. Perhaps J. P. Morgan did as a child
have very severe feelings of inadequacy, perhaps his father did
believe that he would not amount to anything; perhaps this did
effect in him an inordinate drive for power for power's sake. But
al this would be quite irrelevant had he been living in a peasant
village in India in 1890. If we would understand the very rich we
must first understand the economic and political structure of the
nation in which they become the very rich.

It requires many types of men and vast quantities of national
endowment to run capitaism as a productive apparatus and a
money-making machine. No type of man could have accumulated
the big fortunes had there not been certain conditions of eco-
nomic, material, and political sort. The great American fortunes are
aspects of a particular kind of industrialization which has gone
on in a particular country. This kind of industridization, involving
very private enterprise, has made it possible for men to occupy
such strategic positions that they can dominate the fabulous
means of man’'s production; link the powers of scierce and labor;
control man’s relation to natureand make millions out of it. It is
not hindsight that makes us sure of this; we can easily predict it of
nations not yet industrialized, and we can confirm it by observing
other ways of industrialization.

The industrialization of Soviet Russia has now revealed clearly
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to the world that it is possible to carry through a rapidly advancing
industrialization without the services of a private stratum of multi-
millionaires. That the Soviet Union has done so a the cost of politi-
ca freedom does not ater the fact of the industrialization. The
private corporationand its attendant multimilliona ire accumula-
tionsis only one way, not the only way, to industr ialize a nation.
But in America it has been the way in which a vast rura continent
has been turned into a great industrial grid. And it has been a way
that has involved and allowed the great accumulators to appro-
priate their fortunes from the industrial process.

The opportunities to appropriate great fortunes out of the in-
dustridlization of America have included many facts and forces
which were not and could not be contingent upon what manner
of men the very rich have been, or upon anything they have done
or did not do.

The basic facts of the case are rather simple. Here was a con-
tinental domain full of untapped natural resources. Into it there
migrated millions of people. As the population steadily increased,
the value of the land continuousy rose. As the population in-
creased, it formed a once a growing market for produce and
goods and a growing labor supply. Since the agricultural sector of
the population was growing, the industrialist did not have to de
pend upon his own laborers in factory and mine for his market.

Such facts of population and resources do not of themselves
lead to great accumulations. For that, a compliant politica au-
thority is needed. It is not necessary to retail anecdotes about the
legal illegalities and the plainer illegalities which the very rich
of each of our three generations have successfully practiced, for
they are well known. It is not possible to judge quantitatively the
effects of these practices upon the accumulations of great for-
tunes, for we lack the necessary information. The genera facts,
however, are clear: the very rich have used existing laws, they
have circumvented and violated existing laws, and they have had
laws created and enforced for their direct benefit.

The sate guaranteed the right of private property; it made
lega the existence of the corporation, and by further laws, inter-
pretations of laws, and lack of reinforcement made possible its
elaboration. Accordingly, the very rich could use the device of the
corporation to juggle many ventures at once and to speculate with
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other people's money. As the 'trust’ was outlawed, the holding com-
pany law made it legal by other means for one corporation to own
stock in another. Soon 'the formation and financing of holding com-
panies offered the easiest way to get rich quickly that had ever
legally existed in the United States® In the later years of higher
taxes, a combination of ’'tax write-offS and capith gains has helped
the accumulation of private fortunes before they have been incor-
porated.

Many modern theories of industrial development stress techno-
logical developments, but the number of inventors among the very
rich is so small as to be unappreciable. It is, as a matter of fact, not
the far-seeing inventor or the captain of industry but the general of
finance who becomes one of the very rich. That is one of the errors
in Schumpeter's idea of the ’'gale of innovations': he systematically
confuses technological gain with financial manipulation. What is
needed, as Frederick Lewis Allen once remarked, is 'not specialized
knowledge, but persuasive salesmanship, coupled with the ability
to command the millions and the investment-sales machinery of a
large banking house, and to command also the services of astute
corporation lawyers and stock-market operators.”

In understanding the private appropriations of the very rich,
we must also bear in mind that the private industrial development
of the United States has been much underwritten by outright gifts
out of the people's domain. State, local, and fedeal governments
have given land free to ralroads, paid for the cost of shipbuilding,
for the transportation of important mail. Much more free land has
been given to businesses than to small, independent homestead-
ers. Coa and iron have been legaly determined not to be covered
by the ’'minera’ rights held by the government on he land it
leased. The government has subsidized private industry by main-
taining high tariff rates, and if the taxpayers of the United States
had not paid, out of their own labor, for a paved road system,
Henry Ford's astuteness and thrift would not have enabled him to
become a billionaire out of the automobile industry.”

In capitalistic economies, wars have led to many opportunities
for the private appropriation of fortune and power. But the com-
plex facts of World War |l make previous appropriations seem
puny indeed. Between 1940 and 1944, some $175 bhillion worth of
prime supply contracts the key to control of the na tion’s means of
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production were given to private corporations. A fu Il two-thirds
of this went to the top one hundred corporationsin  fact, almost
one-third went to ten private corporations. These companies then
made money by selling what they had produced to the government.
They were granted priorities and allotments for materials and
parts; they decided how much of these were to be passed down to
sub-contractors, as well as who and how many sub-contractors
there should be. They were allowed to expand their own facilities
under extremely favorable amortization (20 per cent a year) and
tax privileges. Instead of the normal twenty or thirty years, they
could write off the cost in five. These were also generally the same
corporations which operated most of the government-owned facil-
ities, and obtained the most favorable options to 'buy’ them after
the war.

It had cost some $40 billion to build al the manufacturing facil-
ities existing in the United States in 1939. By 1945, an additiona
$26 billion worth of high-quality new plant and equipment had
been addedtwo thirds of it paid for directly from  government
funds. Some 20 of this $26 billion worth was usable for producing
peacetime products. If to the $40 billion existing, we add this $20
billion, we have a $60 billion productive plan usable in the post-
war period. The top 250 corporations owned in 1939 about 65 per
cent of the facilities then existing, operated during the war 79 per
cent of all new privately operated facilities built with government
money, and held 78 per cent of al active prime war supply con-
tracts as of September 1944° No wonder that in World War II,
little fortunes became big and many new little ones were created.

2

Before the Civil War, only a handful of weathy men, notably
Astor and Vanderbilt, were multimillionaires on a truly Ameri-
can scae. Few of the great fortunes exceeded $1,000,000; in
fact, George Washington, who in 1799 left an estate valued at
$530,000, was judged to be one of the richest Americans of his
time. By the 1840's, in New York City and al of Massachusetts,
there were only thirty-nine millionaires. The word 'millionaire, in
fact, was coined only in 1843, when, upon the death of Peter Loril-
lard (snuff, banking, real estate), the newspapers needed a term
to denote great affluence.”
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After the Civil War, these men of earlier wedth were to be
recognized as Family Founders, the social shadow of their earlier
wedth was to affect the status struggle within the metropolitan
400, and in due course their fortunes were to become part of the
higher corporate world of the American economy. But the first
redly great American fortunes were developed during the eco-
nomic transformation of the Civil War era, and out of the decisive
corruptions that seem to be part of al American wars. A rurd,
commercial capitalism was then transformed into an industria
economy, within the legal framework of the tariff, the National
Banking Act of 1863 and, in 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment,
which by later interpretations sanctified the corporate revolution.
During this shift in political framework and economic base, the
first generation of the very rich came to possess units of wedth
that dwarfed any that had previousy been appropriated. Not only
were the peaks of the money pyramid higher, but the base of the
upper levels was apparently broader. By 1892, one survey re-
vealed the existence of at |east 4,046 American millionaires.®

In our own era of dump and war, there is debate about the
number and the securityand even the very existence of great
American fortunes. But about the latter nineteenth century all
historians seem agreed: between the Civil War and World War |,
great captains of enormous wealth rose speedily to pre-eminence.

We shal take this generation, which came to full maturity in
the ’'nineties, as the first generation of the very rich. But we shall
use it merely as a bench mark for the two following generations,
the second coming to maturity about 1925, and the third, in the
middle years of the twentieth century. Moreover, we shal not
study merely the six or seven best-known men upon whom text-
book historians and anecdotal biographers have based their criti-
cisms and their adulations. For each of these last three genera-
tions, we have gathered information about the richest ninety or so
individuals. In all, our study of these three lists enables us to ex-
pand our view of the American rich to include 275 American men
and women, each of whom has possessed a minimum of about
$30 million.*

* See this footnote for a statement of the procedures used in selecting
the very rich.



THE VERY 103
RICH

Among the very rich one can find men born poor and men born
rich, men who wereand areas flamboyant in their e xercise of
the power of money as they were in accumulating it, and others
as miserly in their lives as harsh in their acquisitions. Here is John
D. Rockefellerthe pious son of a Baptist peddlerw ho created
literally scores of multimillionaire descendents. But here is Henry
O. Havemeyer whose grandfather left him three million, and Hen-
rietta Green who as a child was taught to study the financia pages
of the paper and died at age eighty-two leaving 100 million. And
we must not forget George F. Baker, J., a Harvard graduate and
inheritor of the presidency of the First National Bank of New
York, who bathed and shaved and dressed each morning on his
speed cruiser coming into Wall Street from Long Idand, and who,
in 1929, with six other bankers, mobilized a quarter of a hillion
dollarsin afutile effort to stabilize the crash.™

The big rich are not al of the past nor are they all from Texas. It
is true that five of the richest ten among us today are of the Texas
crop, but of the 90 richest men and women of 1950 of whom we
have adequate knowledge, only 10 per cent are Texans.

Popular literature now offers many glimpses of fabulously rich
individuals in various posturesaugust and ridiculo us, of various
originshumble and elevated; of different styles of lifegay, sad,
lonely, convivia. But what do al these glimpses mean? Some
started poor, some were born richbut which is the typical fact?
And what are the keys to their success? To find out we must go
beyond the six or seven tycoons in each generation about whom
social historians and biographers have provided endless anec-
dotes. We must study a large enough number of individuals to feel
that we have a representative group.

The 275 people about whom we have gathered information
represent the bulk of those individuas who are known to histori-
ans, biographers, and journalists as the richest people living in the
United States since the Civil War-the 90 richest of 1900, the 95
of 1925, and the 90 of 1950. Only by examining such groups are
we able to ask and to answer, with some accuracy, the decep-
tively simple questions that interest us about the origins and ca
reers of the very rich.

At the top of the 1900 group is John D. Rockerfeller with his
billion dollars; at the top in 1925 is Henry Ford | with his billion;
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and, in 1950, it is reported (athough it is not so certain as in
other periods) that H. L. Hunt is worth 'one or two billions’
The fortune of another Texan, Hugh Roy Cullen, has aso been
reputed of late to come to a billion.* These three or four men are
probably the richest of the rich Americans, they are the only bil-
lionaires of which financia biographers are fairly certain.*

3

In none of the latest three generations has a maority of the
very rich been composed of men who have risen.

During the course of American history since the Civil War, the
proportion of the very rich whose fathers worked as small farmers
or storekeepers, as white-collar employees or wage workers has
steadily decreased. Only 9 per cent of the very rich of our own
time originated in lower-class familiesin families with  only
enough money to provide essential needs and sometimes minor
comforts.

The history of the middle-class contribution to the very rich is
a farly sable one: in the 1900 generation, it provided two out
of ten; in 1925, three; and in 1950 again two. But the upper-class
and the Ilower-class contributions have quite seadily reversed
themselves. Even in the famous nineteenth-century generation,
which scholarly historians usually discuss with the anectocal de-

* The same amount of money of course has had different value at
different periods. But we have not alowed this fact to modify our list-
ings. We are not here interested in the question of whether $15 million
in 1900 was worth $30 or $40 million in 1950 values. Our sole interest
is in the richest at each of these periods, regardiess of how rich that may
be compared with the rich of other periods, or compared with the in-
come and property of the population at large. The weath of each gen-
eration, accordingly, is presented here in the dollar value of the time
each generation reached the mature age of about 60.

Because of the unknown factor of inflation, it is necessary to use ex-
treme caution in interpreting such facts as the following: of the 1950
generation, including billionaire Hunt, some six people are estimated
to own more than $300 million, compared with no more than three such
people in 1900 or 1925. Farther down the pyramid from these exalted
levels, the distribution according to size of fortune is rather similar in
each of the three generations. Roughly, about 20 per cent of each group
are in the 100 million or more bracket; the remaining being rather
equally divided between the $50-99 million and the $30-49 million
levels.
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tails of the self-making myth, as many of the very rich derived
from the upper class (39 per cent) as from the lower. Still, it is a
fact that in that generation, 39 per cent of the very rich were sons
of lower-class people. In the 1925 generation, the proportion had
shrunk to 12 per cent, and by 1950, as we have seen, to 9 per cent.
The upper classes, on the other hand, contributed 56 per cent in
1925; and in 1950, 68 per cent.

The redlity and the trend are clearly the upper-class recruit-
ment of the truly upper class of propertied wealth. Wealth not only
tends to perpetuate itself, but as we shall see, tends also to monopo-
lize new opportunities for getting 'great wealth.” Seven out of ten of
the very rich among us today were born into distinctly upper-class
homes, two out of ten on the level of middle-class comfort, and only
onein lower-class milieu.

Occupationally, ’upper class among these very rich has meant
the big businessman. At no time has the entire business stratum in
America, big and little, been greater than 8 or 9 per cent of the
working population at large; but in these three generations of the
very rich as a whole, seven out of ten of the fathers have been
urban entrepreneurs; one has been a professional man, one has
been a farmer, and one has been a white-collar employee or wage
worker. Across the generations these proportions have been quite
stable. The very richof 1900 as of 1950 have come out of the
entrepreneurial  strata; and, as we shal see, in a rather curious
way, on their higher levels, many of them have continued to be
activein an 'entrepreneurial’ manner.

About 10 per cent of those who have possessed the great Ameri-
can fortunes have been born in foreign lands, athough only 6 per
cent grew up outside the United States, immigrating after they
were adult. Of the late nineteenth-century generation  which
reached full maturity by 1900, of course, more were foreign-born
than in 1950. About 13 per cent of the 1900 rich were foreign-born,
compared with about 24 per cent of the adult male U.S. popula-
tion who were at that time foreign-born. By 1950, only 2 per cent
of the very rich were foreign-born (compared with 7 per cent of
the white 1950 population).*?

The eastern seaboard has, of course, been the historical locae
of the very rich: in all, some eight out of ten of those who grew up
in America have done so in this region. There were as many from
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the East in 1925 (82 per cent) as in 1900 (80 per cent). By 1950,
however, the proportions from the Eastas among the  population
in the country as a wholehad dropped (to 68 per ce nt), a direct
result of the emergence of the southwestern multimillionaires,
who make up some 10 per cent of the very rich of 1950, compared
with only about 1 per cent in 1900 and in 1925. The proportions
who grew wup in the Chicago-Detroit-Cleveland area have re-
mained rather constant over the three historical epochs, 16 per
cent in 1900 to 19 per cent in 1950.

The very rich come from the cities, especially from the larger
cities of the East. Even in 1900, a full 65 per cent of the genera
American population lived in rural areas™ and many more than
that had grown up on the farm; but only 25 per cent of the very
rich of 1900 came from rurad areas. And, since 1925 more than six
out of ten of the very rich have grown up in metropolitan areas.

American-bom,  city-bred,  eastern-originated, the very rich
have been from families of higher class satus, and, like other
members of the new and old upper classes of local society and
metropolitan 400, they have been Protestants. Moreover, about
half have been Episcopalians, and a fourth, Presbyterians.*

With such facts before us, we would expect, and we do find,
that the very rich have always been more highly educated than
the common run of the population: even in 1900, 31 per cent of
the very rich had graduated from college; by 1925, 57 per cent
had done so; and by 1950, 68 per cent of the holders of great
American fortunes were college graduates. That educational ad-
vantages are generally a result of family advantages is made clear
by the fact that within each generation those from higher class
levels are better educated than those from lowerin 1900, 46 per
cent of those of upper-class levels, but only 17 per cent of those
from lower, had graduated from college. But, by the third genera
tion considered herethe very rich of 1950the diff erence in the
amount of education according to class origin decreased: 60 per
cent of the very rich who had originated on lower or middle
class levels graduated from college, compared with 71 per cent of
those from the upper classes.

Half of al those among the very rich who attended any college
attended those of The Ivy League; in fact, almost athird went
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either to Harvard or to Yae, the rest being scattered among
Princeton, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, and Pennsylvania. An
additional 10 per cent attended other famous eastern colleges,
such as Amherst, Brown, Lafayette, Williams, Bowdoin, and an-
other 10 per cent were students at one of a handful of well-known
technical schools. The remaining 30 per cent went to colleges and
universities scattered all over the United States.

The preponderance of Ivy League colleges is, of course, a direct
result of the higher class origin of the very rich: as the propor-
tions of very rich from the upper classes increases, so do the pro-
portions who attend the Ivy League schools. Of those who were
college educated, 37 per cent of the 1900 generation, 47 per cent
of 1925, and 60 per cent of 1950 very rich attended such schools.

Back in 1900, when only 39 per cent of the very rich were chil-
dren of upper-class parents, 88 per cent of those originating in such
upper-class families are known to have inherited fortunes of a half
a million dollars or moreusualy much more. By 195 0, some 93
per cent of the very rich from the upper classes were inheritors.
It is frequently said that taxes now make it impossible for the very
rich to leave outright a fortune of $90 or $100 million to their chil-
dren, and this is, in a simple lega sense, true. Yet, the 1950 very
rich are very much a continuation of the very rich of 1925; in fact,
more of a continuation than those of 1925 were of the 1900 gen-
eration. While 56 per cent of the very rich of 1925 originated in the
upper classes, only 33 per cent had relatives among the very rich
of 1900. But 68 per cent of the 1950 very rich originated in the
upper classes and 62 per cent had relatives among the very rich
of the earlier generations.

Moreover, by the middle years of the twentieth century, it is, in
some ways easier to transfer position and power to one's children
than it was in 1900 or 1925, for then the lines of power and position
were not so elaborately organized, buttressed, and entrenched in
well-established circles, and the transfer of power and position
seemed to be firmly assured only by means of huge persona for-
tunes. Among the very rich of 1950, however, there are many
ways, as we shall have occasion to see, to pass on to children stra-
tegic positions in the apparatus of appropriation that constitutes
the higher corporate level of American free, private enterprise.
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The very rich in America are not dominantly an idle rich and
never have been. The proportions among them that are rentiers
and not much else, have, of course, increased significently: in
1900, some 14 per cent; in 1925, some 17 per cent; and by 1950, 26
per cent. By virtue of how they spend their time, about one-fourth
of the very richest people can now be called members of a leisure
class.

Yet neither the idea of the very rich as miserly coupon clippers
nor as flamboyant playboys is the representative fact. The idle
miser as well as the busy spendthrift are represented among the
very rich of America, but, in the history of the great American
fortunes, the misers have not al been mere coupon clippers, they
have usualy 'worked” in some way to increase the \aue of the
coupons they would have to clipor at least pretend ed to do so
while having others to manage for them.* And the spendthrifts

* The supposed shamefulness of labor, on which many of Veblen's
conceptions of the upper classes rest, does not square very well with the
Puritan work ethic so characteristic of much of American life, includ-
ing many upper-class elements. | suppose that in his book on the leisure
class, Veblen is speaking only of upper, not middle, classescertainly he
is not writing of weathy Puritan middle classes. He did not want to call
what the higher businessman does 'work,” much less productive work.
The very term, leisure class, became for him synonymous with upper
class, but there has been and there is a working upper classin fact, a
class of prodigiously active men. That Veblen did not approve of their
work, and in fact refused to give it that termwork being one of his
positive wordsis irrelevant. Moreover, in this cas e it obscures and dis-
torts our understanding of the upper classes as a social formation. Yet
for Veblen fully to have admitted this simple fact would have destroyed
(or forced the much greater sophistication of) his whole perspective
and indeed one of the chief moral bases of his criticism.

From one rather formal viewpoint, it should be noted that Veblen
was a profoundly conservative critic of Americaz he wholeheartedly ac-
cepted one of the few unambiguous, al-American values. the vaue of
efficiency, of utility, of pragmatic simplicity. His criticism of ingtitutions
and the personnel of American society was based without exception on
his belief that they did not adequately fulfill this American value. If he
was, as | believe, a Socratic figure, he was in his own way as American
as Socrates in his was Athenian. As a critic, Veblen was effective pre-
cisely because he used the American value of efficiency to criticize
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have not al been merely that: some have gambled a million and
often come up with two or three more; for their spendthrift activi-
ties have often been in the realm of appropriative speculation.

The men among the idle rich of 1900 were either third- or fourth-
generation Astors or third-generation Vanderbilts:. on their estates
they relaxed with their horses, or on beaches with their yachts
offshore, while their wives played often frantic and aways expen-
sive social games. By 1925, there were only a few more rentiers
among the very rich but many more of them were women. They
lived as expensively as did those of 1900, but now they were more
scattered over the United States and they were given less publi-
city in the emerging world of the celebrity. Having beyond any
doubt ’'arrived” socially, these very rich women ofen became en-
gaged by ’the arts instead of 'society,’ or busilypretended to be®
And in fact, some of them were spending more time in philan-
thropy than in social amusements or persona splendor, a fact that
was in part due to the sober, Puritan beliefs of John D. Rocke-
feller from whose accumulations much of their money derived.

In the 1950 generation, both the proportion of rentiers (which
we have seen to be 26 per cent) and the proportions of women
among them (70 per cent) have increased, but they do not seem
to form any one socia type. There are the modern playgirls Doris
Duke and Barbara Hutton now expertly and expensively trying to
conserve their youth; but there are also those who live, as did Mrs.
Anita McCormick Blaine, an active life of spending money and
time on philanthropy and education, taking little active part in
social affairs. And there was Hetty Sylvia H. Green Wilks, the
modern version of the miserly coupon clipper, who, as a child, had
spent her summers'in abarred and shuttered houseand had to
American reality. He merely took this value seriously and used it with
devastatingly systematic rigor. It was a strange perspective for an Amer-
ican critic in the nineteenth century, or in our own. One looked down
from Mont St. Michel, like Henry Adams, or across from England, like
Henry James. With Veblen perhaps the whole character of American
social criticism shifted. The figure of the last-generation American faded
and the figure of the first-generation Americanthe  Norwegian immi-
grant’s son, the New York Jew teaching English liteature in a midwest-
ern university, the southerner come north to crash New York was in-
stalled as the genuine, if no longer 100-per-cent-American, critic.
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go to bed a 7:30 p.m. for no lights burned in the Green house
after that hour.™®

The history of the very rich in America is, in the main, a patri-
archal history: men have aways held from 80 to 90 per cent of
great American fortunes. The increase, over the generations, in
the proportions of the very rich who are recruited from inheritors
of great wealth has not meant that al the rich have become ’idle’
We have seen that 62 per cent of the very rich of 1950 were born
into families connected with earlier generations of very rich; but
that only 26 per cent of the 1950 very rich are in their life-ways an
idle rich. And many of the very rich who have inherited their
wealth have spent their lives working to keep it or to increase it.
The game that has interested them most has been the game of
the big money.

Yet some 26 per cent of the very rich of today are rentiers and
more or Jess economically idle; and another 39 per cent occupy
high positions in firms owned or controlled by their families'” The
rentiers and the family-managers thus account for 65 per cent of
the very rich of our time. What of the 35 per cent remaining who
rose to very rich status?

5

If many of those who were born into the very rich have spent
their lives working, it is obvious that those who rose into it from
middle and lower class levels are not likely to have been idle
The rise into the very rich stratum seems to involve an economic
career which has two pivota features: the big jump and the ac-
cumulation of advantages.

. No man, to my knowledge has ever entered the ranks of the
great American fortunes merely by saving a surplus from his salary
or wages. In one way or another, he has to come into command of
a drategic position which allows him the chance to appropriate
big money, and usualy he has to have available a considerable
sum of money in order to be able to parlay it into really big wealth.
He may work and dowly accumulate up to this big jump, but at
some point he must find himself in a position to take up the main
chance for which he has been on the lookout. On a salary of two
or three hundred thousand a year, even forgetting taxes, and liv-
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ing like a miser in a board shack, it has been mathematically im-
possible to save up a great American fortune.*

[I. Once he has made the big jump, once he has negotiated the
main chance, the man who is rising gets involved in the accumu-
lation of advantages, which is merely another way of saying that
to him that hath shall be given. To parlay considerable money into
the truly big money, he must be in a position to benefit from the
accumulation advantages. The more he has, and the more strate-
gic his economic position, the greater and the surer are his chances
to gain more. The more he has, the greater his credit his oppor-
tunities to use other people’s money and hence the less risk he
need take in order to accumulate more. There comes a point in
the accumulation of advantages, in fact, when the risk is no risk,
but is as sure as the tax yield of the government itself.

The accumulation of advantages a the very top pardlels the
vicious cycle of poverty at the very bottom. For the cycle of ad-
vantages includes psychological readiness as well as objective
opportunities: just as the limitations of lower class and status pos
ition produce a lack of interest and a lack of self-confidence, so do
objective opportunities of class and status produce interest in ad-
vancement and self-confidence. The confident feeling that one
can of course get what one desires tends to arise out of and to feed
back into the objective opportunities to do so. Energetic aspiration
lives off a series of successes;, and continual, petty failure cuts the
nerve of the will to succeed.™

* |f you started at 20 years of age and worked until you were 50 or
so, saving $200,000 a year, you would still have, a a rate of 5 per cent
compound interest, only $14 million, less than half of the lower limits
we have taken for the great American fortunes.

But if you had bought only $9,900 worth of Genera Motors stock in
1913, and, rather than use your judgment, had gone into a comaallow-
ing the proceeds to pile up in Genera Motorsthen, in 1953, you would
have about $7 million.

And, if you had not even exercised the judgment of choosing General
Motors, but merely put $10,000 into each of the total of 480 stocks
fisted in 1913 a total investment of about $1 milli onand then gone
into a coma until 1953, you would have come out worth $10 million
and have received in dividends and rights another $10 million. The in-
crease in value would have amounted to about 899 per cent, the divi-
dend return at 999 per cent. Once you have the million, advantages
would accumulate even for a man in a coma.
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Most of the 1950 very rich who are related to the very rich of
earlier generations have been born with the big jump aready
made for them and the accumulation of advantages aready firmly
in operation. The 39 per cent of the very rich of 1900 who origi-
nated from the upper classes inherited the big jump; and a few of
them, notably the Vanderbilts and Astors, also inherited the posi-
tions involving the accumulation of advantages. J. P. Morgan's
father left him $5 million and set him up as a partner in a bank-
ing firm connected with financial concerns in both Europe and
America. That was his big jump. But the accumulation of advan-
tages came later when, in his capacity as financier and broker,
J. P. Morgan could lend other people’'s money to pramote the sale
of stocks and bonds in new companies, or the consolidation of ex-
isting companies, and receive as his commission enough stock to
eventually enable his firm to control the new corporation.®

After experience and profit in a lumber business, with his mil-
lionaire father's financial support, Andrew Melon went into his
father's bank and expanded it to national scale. He then became
involved in the accumulation of advantages by lending the bank’s
money to young businessesparticularly in 1888, whe n the own-
ers of patents for the refining of aluminum sold a share of ther
Pittsburgh  Reduction Company to the Mellons in return for
$250,000 which they used to construct a mill. Andrew saw to it
that this auminum company remained a monopoly, and that the
Mellons came out the controlling power.”*

No man, to my knowledge, has ever entered the ranks of the
great American fortunes merely by a dlow bureaucratic crawl up
the corporate hierarchies. 'Many of the top executives in some of
our largest corporations’ Benjamin F. Fairless, Chairman of the
Board of U. S. Steel, said in 1953, 'have spent a lifetime in the field
of industrial management without ever having been able to accu-
mulate as much as a million dollars. And | know that to be fact
because | happen to be one of them myself’? That statement is
not true in the sense that the heads of the larger corporations do
not typically become millionaires: they do. But it is true in the
sense that they do not become millionaires because they are ’'ex-
perts in the field of industrial management; and it is true in that
itis not by industry but by finance, not by management but by
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promotion and speculation that they typically become enriched.
Those who have risen into the very rich have been economic poli-
ticians and members of important cliques who have been in posi-
tions permitting them to appropriate for personal uses out of the
accumulation of advantages.

Very few of those who have risen to great wealth have spent
the major portions of their working lives steadily advancing from
one position to another within and between the corporate hier-
archies. Such a long crawl was made by only 6 per cent of the
very rich in 1900, and 14 per cent in 1950. But even these, who
apparently did move dowly up the corporate hierarchy, seem
rarely to have made the grade because of talents in business man-
agement. More often such talents as they possessed were the
talents of the lawyer orvery infrequently those of the industrial
inventor.

The long crawl comes to a pay-off only if it is transformed into
an accumulation of advantages, this transformation is often a re
sult of a merger of companies. Usually such a merger takes place
when the companies are relatively smal and often it is cemented
by marriageas when the du Ponts bought out Laflin and Rand,
their largest competitor, and Charles Copelandass stant to the
president of Laflin and Randbecame assistant treas urer of du
Pont and married Luisa D’ Anbelot du Pont?

The dow movement through a sequence of corporate positions
may aso mean that one has accumulated enough inside informa-
tion and enough friendship to be able, with less risk or with no
risk, to speculate in the promotion or manipulation of securities.
That is why the generation of 1925 contains the largest proportions
of the very rich making the long crawl; then the market was open
for such profits and the rules of speculation were not so difficult as
they were later to become.

Whatever type of venture it is that enables the rich man to par-
lay his stake into a great appropriation, a one point or another
the ’bureaucraticc men have usually been as much ’atrepreneurs
as were the classic founders of fortunes after the Civil War. Many
of them, in factlike Charles W. Nash *broke out on their own to
found their own companies. Once the crawl was made, many of
these men, especially of the 1925 set, took on all the gambling
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spirit and even some of the magnificence usually associated with
the robber barons of the late nineteenth century.

The economic careers of the very rich are neither ‘entrepreneu-
riad’ nor ’'bureaucratic Moreover, among them, many of those who
take on the management of their families firms are just as ’'entre-
preneurial’ or as 'bureaucratic’ as those who have not enjoyed such
inheritance. ' Entrepreneur’ and "bureaucrat’ are  nddle-class
words with middle-class associations and they cannot be stretched
to contain the career junctures of the higher economic life in
America

The misleading term ’entrepreneur’ does not have tle same
meaning when applied to small businessmen as it does when ap-
plied to those men who have come to possess the great American
fortunes. The sober bourgeois founding of a business, the gradual
expanding of this business under careful guidance until it be-
comes a great American corporation is not an adequate picture
of the fortune founders at the higher levels.

The entrepreneur, in the classic image, was supposed to have
taken a risk, not only with his money but with his very career;
but once the founder of a business has made the big jump he does
not usualy take serious risks as he comes to enjoy the accumula
tion of advantages that lead him into great fortune. If there is any
risk, someone €else is usudly taking it. Of late, that someone else,
as during World War 1l and in the Dixon-Yates attempt, has been
the government of the United States. If a middle-class business
man is in debt for $50,000, he may well be in trouble. But if a man
manages to get into debt for $2 million, his creditors, if they can,
may well find it convenient to produce chances for his making
money in order to repay them.

The robber barons of the late nineteenth century usualy
founded or organized companies which became springboards for
the financia accumulations that placed them among the very
rich. In fact, 55 per cent of the very rich of 1900 made the first step
to great fortune by the big jump of promoting or organizing their
own companies. By 1925, however, and again in 1950, only 22
per cent of the very rich made such ajump.

Very rarely have the men of any of these generations become
very rich merely by the energetic tutelage of one big firm. The
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accumulation of advantages has usually required the merging of
other businesses with the first one foundeda finan cial operation
until a large ’'trust’ is formed. The manipulation of securities and
fast legal footwork are the major keys to the success of such higher
entrepreneurs. For by such manipulation and footwork they at-
tained positions involved in the accumulation of advantages.

The major economic fact about the very rich is the fact of the
accumulation of advantages. those who have great weath are in
a dozen dstrategic positions to make it yield further wealth. Sixty-
five per cent of the very richest people in America today are
involved in enterprisess which their families have passed on to
them or are simply living as rentiers on the huge returns from such
properties. The remaining 35 per cent are playing the higher eco-
nomic game more actively, if no more daringly, than those who
used to be caled entrepreneurs but who in later day capitalism
are more accurately called the economic politicians of the corpo-
rate world.

There are severa ways to become rich. By the middle of the
twentieth century in the United States, it has become increasingly
difficult to earn and to keep enough money so as to accumulate
your way to the top. Marriage involving money is at al times a
delicate matter, and when it involves big money, it is often incon-
venient and sometimes insecure. Stealing, if you do not aready
have much money, is a perilous undertaking. If you are readly gam-
bling for money, and do so long enough, your capita will, in the
end, balance out; if the game is fixed, you are really earning it or
stealing it, or both, depending on which side of the table you sit.
It is not usual, and it never has been the dominant fact, to create
a great American fortune merely by nursing a little business into
a big one. It is not usua and never has been the dominant fact
carefully to accumulate your way to the top in a dow, bureau-
cratic crawl. It is difficult to climb to the top, and many who
try fall by the way. It is easier and much safer to be born there.

6

In earlier generations the main chance, usually with other
people's money, was the Kkey; in later generations te accumula-
tion of corporate advantages, based on grandfathers’ and father’s
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position, replaces the main chance. Over the last three genera
tions, the trend is quite unmistakable: today, only 9 per cent of
the very rich came from the bottom; only 23 per cent are of mid-
die-class origin; 68 per cent came from the upper classes.

The incorporation of the United States economy occurred on
a continent abundantly supplied with natural resources, rapidly
peopled by migrants, within a legal and political framework will-
ing and able to permit private men to do the job. They did it. And
in fulfilling their historical task of organizing for profit the indus-
trialization and the incorporation, they acquired for their private
use the great American fortunes. Within the private corporate sys
tem, they became the very rich.

In redizing the power of property and in acquiring instru-
ments for its protection, the very rich have become involved, and
now they are deeply entrenched, in the higher corporate world
of the twentieth-century American economy. Not great fortunes,
but great corporations are the important units of wealth, to which
individuals of property are varioudy attached. The corporation
is the source of wedlth, and the basis of the continued power and
privilege of wealth. All the men and the families of great wealth
are now identified with large corporations in which their property
is seated.

Economicaly, as we have seen, neither the inheritors nor the
accumulators have become an idle rich class of leisurely and culti-
vated persons. There are such among them, but amost three-
fourths of the very rich of our day have continued to be more or
less, and in one way or another, economically active. Their eco-
nomic activities are, of course, corporation activities. promoting
and managing, directing and speculating.

Moreover, as the propertied family has entered the corporate
economy, it has been joined in the corporate world by the mana-
gers of these properties, who, as we shall presently see, are not
themselves exactly unpropertied, and who, in fact, are not an en-
tirely distinct economic species from the very rich. The organizing
center of the propertied classes has, of course, shifted to include
other powers than those held by the big propertied families. The
property system, of which rich men form so key a part, has been
strengthened by its managerial reorganization, and it has been
supplemented by the executive stratum, within and between the
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great corporations, which works energetically for the common in-
terests of the corporate rich.

Socially, the men and women of the great American fortunes
have taken their places as leaders of the several metropolitan
400’s. Of the ninety members of the 1900 very rich, only nine were
included in Ward McAllister's 1892 list, but roughly haf of the
families in our 1900 listing have descendants who in 1940 were
listed in the Social Registers of Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, or
New York. The very rich are leading members of the metropoli-
tan 400. They belong to its clubs, and many of them, and amost
al of their children, went to Groton and then to Harvard, or to
other such schools. Twelve of the fifteen sons (who lived to be of
college age) of the ten men out of the 1900 very rich whom Fred-
erick Lewis Allen selected as the leading financiers of 1905, went
to either Harvard or Yale; the other three to Amherst, Brown, and
Columbia.®

The very rich do not reign alone on top of visble and simple
hierarchies. But that they have been supplemented by agents and
by hierarchies in the corporate structure of the economy and of
the state does not mean that they have been displaced. Economi-
caly and sociadly, the very rich have not declined. After the
crash and after the New Dea, the very rich have had to operate
with skilled, legal technicians (both in and out of governments)
whose services are essential in the fields of taxes and government
regulations, corporate reorganization and merger, war contracts
and public relations. They have aso adopted every conceivable
type of protective coloration for the essentialy irresponsible na-
ture of their power, creating the image of the small-town boy who
made good, the ’industrial statesman,’ the great iwentor who ’pro-
videsjobs,” but who, withal, remains just an average guy.

What has happened is that the very rich are not so visible as they
once seemed, to observers of the muckraker age, for examplewho
provided the last really public view of the top of American society.
The absence of systematic information and the distraction of 'hu-
man-interest’ trivia tend to make us suppose that they do not realy
matter and even that they do not really exist. But they are still very
much among useven though many are hidden, as it we re, in the
impersonal  organizations in which their power, their wealth, and
their privileges are anchored.



The Chief Executives

M ANy of those who are disposed to celebrate the American
economy rest their case upon a curious jumble of notions about the
chief executives of the big corporations. Within the free, private,
enterprising system, it is said, there has arisen a set of executives
who are quite digtinct from the ‘’crude old-fashionel entrepre-
neurs out for themselves in the ruthless ways of a capitaism now
long dead. These executives, who have risen to the top, have come
to be responsible trustees, impartial umpires, and expert brokers
for a plurdity of economic interests, including those of all the mil-
lions of small property holders who hold stock in the great Ameri-
can enterprises, but also the wage workers and the consumers who
benefit from the great flow of goods and services.

These executives, it is held, are responsible for the refrigerator
in the kitchen and the automobile in the garageas well as al the
planes and bombs that now guard Americans from instant peril.
All of them, or nearly al, have come up from the bottom of the
ladder; they are either farm boys who have now made good in the
big city, or poor immigrants who have come to America and now
enjoy the dream of success it alows. Full of the know-how that
made America great; efficient, straightforward, honest, the chief
executives, it is often said, ought really to be alowed to run the
government, for if only such men were in charge there would be
no waste, no corruption, no infiltration. Dirty politics, in short,
would become clean business.

On a dightly higher level of sophistication, however, rather un-
pleasant things are said about the executives. After all, they are
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powerful men, rather new men of power, but upon what basis
does their power rest? They are not the owners of the corporate
properties, and yet they run the corporate show. If their interests
are quite distinct from the interests of the rightful owners, just
what are those interests? Have not these chief executives carried
through a silent revolution, a manageria revolution from the top,
and has not their revolution transformed the very meaning of
property? Are not, in short, the old expropriators now expropri-
ated by their salaried managers? Maybe the chief executives are
trustees for a variety of economic interests, but what are the
checks upon how fair and well they perform their trusts? And was
it not the state, subject to the control of a free electorate, that was
to be the responsible trustee, the impartid umpire, the expert bro-
ker of conflicting interests and contending powers?

Both the pleasantries and the unpleasantries about the execu-
tives are generally wrong and equally jumbled. The pleasantries
are often mere kindergarten chatter for economic illiterates, the
unpleasantries often rest on some very fast inferences from a few
smple facts about the scale, the organization, and the meaning
of private property in Americaa For in the agreeable as well as
the disagreeable notions about the higher economic circles, one
simple fact is often overlooked: the chief executives and the very
rich are not two distinct and clearly segregated groups. They are
both very much mixed up in the corporate world of property and
privilege, and to understand either we must understand some-
thing of the upper levels of their corporate world.

1

The corporations are the organized centers of the private prop-
erty system: the chief executives are the organizers of that system.
As economic men, they are at once creatures and creators of the
corporate revolution, which, in brief, has transformed property
from a tool of the workman into an elaborate instrument by which
his work is controlled and a profit extracted from it. The small
entrepreneur is no longer the key to the economic life of America
and in many economic sectors where small producers and distrib-
utors do dtill exist they strive mightilyas indeed they must if
they are not to be extinguished to have trade assoc iations or gov-
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ernments act for them as corporations act for big industry and
finance."

Americans like to think of themselves as the most individualistic
people in the world, but among them the impersonal corporation
has proceeded the farthest and now reaches into every area and
detail of daily life. Less than two-tenths of 1 per cent of al the
manufacturing and mining companies in the United States now
employ half of al the people working in these basic industries?
The story of the American economy since the Civil War is thus the
story of the creation and consolidation of this corporate world
of centralized property.

I. In the development of each major industrial line, competi-
tion between many small firms tends to be most frequent at the
industry’s beginning. There is then a jockeying and maneuvering
which, in due course, results in consolidation and merger. Out of
the youthful competition, there emerges the Big Five, or the Big
Three, as the case may be: a smal set of firms which shares what
there is to share of the industry’s profits, and which dominates the
decisons made by and for the industry. 'The power exercised by
a few large firms’ John K. Galbraith has remarked, ’'is different
only in degree and precision of its exercise from that of the sin-
glefirm monopoly.® If they compete with one another they do so
less in terms of price than in terms of ’'product development,’ ad-
vertising, and packaging® No single firm among them decides,
but neither is the decison made impersonaly by a competitive,
autonomous market. There is simply too much at stake for that sort
of dipshod method to be the going rule. Decisons become, ex-
plicitty or implicitly, the decisons of committees, the Big Three
or Four, one way or another, are in on the maor decisions that are
rendered. In this there need be no explicit conspiracy, and cer-
tainly none that is provable. What is important is that each big
producer makes his decisions on the basis of his impression of the
reactions of the other big producers.

Il. In the process of corporate consolidation many owning en-
trepreneurs and even salaried managers become too narrow; they
cannot detach themselves from their own particular company.
Managers with less personal feelings for any one firm come grad-
ually to displace such men narrowed by their own experience and
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interests. On the higher levels, those in command of great corpo-
rations must be able to broaden their views in order to become in-
dustrial spokesmen rather than merely heads of one or the other
of the great firms in the industry. In short, they must be able to
move from one company’'s policy and interests to thee of the in-
dustry. There is one more step which some of them take: They
move from the industrial point of interest and outlook to the inter-
ests and outlook of the class of al big corporate property as a
whole.

The transitions from company to industry and from industry to
class are aided by the fact that corporate ownership is, in a limited
way, scattered. The very fact of the spread of ownership among
the very rich and the chief executives of the great corporations
makes for a unity of the property class, since the control of many
corporations by means of various legal devices has excluded the
smaler but not the larger propertied interests® The ’scatter’ of
sizeable property is within a quite small circle; the executives and
owners who are in and of and for this propertied class cannot
merely push the narrow interests of each property; their interests
become engaged by the whole corporate class.

I1l. The six and a haf million people who owned stock in pub-
licly held corporations in 1952 made up less than 7 per cent of
dl adults in the population® But that is not the whole story; in
fact, by itself, it is mideading. What is important is, first, what
types of people own any stock? And second, how concentrated is
the value of the stock they own?

First of all: 45 per cent of the executives, 26 per cent of al pro-
fessiona persons, and 19 per cent of al supervisory officids hold
stock. But only 0.2 per cent of the unskilled workers, 1.4 per cent
of the semi-skilled workers, and 4.4 per cent of foremen and skilled
workers hold stock.” Some 98.6 per cent of al workers in manu-
facturing own no stock whatsoever.

Second, in 1952, only 1.6 million (25 per cent) of the 6.5 mil-
lion people who held any stock received as much as $10,000 per
year from any and all sources. We do not know how much of that
$10,000 came from dividends, but there is reason to believe that
the average proportion was not great® In 1949, some 165,000
about onetenth of 1 per cent of al U.S. adultsre ceived 42 per
cent of all the corporate dividends going to individuals. The mini-
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mum income of these people for that year was $30,000.° The idea
of a realy wide distribution of economic ownership is a cultivated
illusion: at the very most, 0.2 or 0.3 per cent of the adult popula
tion own the bulk, the pay-off shares, of the corporate world.

IV. The top corporations are not a set of splendidly isolated
giants. They have been knit together by explicit associations,
within their respective industries and regions and in supra-associ-
ations such as the NAM. These associations organize a unity
among the managerial €elite and other members of the corporate
rich. They trandate narrow economic powers into industry-wide
and class-wide powers, and they use these powers, first, on the
economic front, for example with reference to labor and its organ-
izations, and, second,” on the politica front, for example in ther
large role in the political sphere. And they infuse into the ranks
of smaller businessmen the views of big business.

When such associations appear to be unwieldy, containing con-
flicting lines of argument, cliques have emerged within them
which have attempted to steer their programs and lend direction
to their policies™ In the higher circles of business and its associa-
tions, there has long been a tension, for example, between the ’'old
guard’ of practica conservatives and the ’'business liberas’ or so-
phisticated conservatives™ What the old guard represents is the
outlook, if not always the intelligent interests, of the more narrow
economic concerns. What the business liberals represent is the
outlook and the interests of the newer propertied class as a whole.
They are ’'sophisticated” because they are more flexble in adjust-
ing to such political facts of life as the New Dea and big labor,
because they have taken over and used the dominant liberal rhet-
oric for their own purposes, and because they have, in generd,
attempted to get on top of, or even dightly ahead of, the trend
of these developments, rather than to fight it as practica conserva-
tives are wont to do.

V. The growth and interconnections of the corporations, in
short, have meant the rise of a more sophisticated executive €lite
which now possesses a certain autonomy from any specific prop-
erty interest. Its power is the power of property, but that prop-
erty is not always or even usually of one coherent and narrow type.
Itis, in operating fact, class-wide property.

Would it not, after al, be quite strange if, in a country so de-
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voted to private property and where so much of it is now piled
up, and in an amosphere which in the last fifty years has often
been quite hostile, where men of economic means also possess, we
are continualy told, the greatest administrative and manageria
ability in the worldwould it not be strange if the y did not consol-
idate themselves, but merely drifted along, doing the best they
could, merely responding to day-to-day attacks upon them?

VI. Such consolidation of the corporate world is underlined by
the fact that within it there is an elaborate network of interlock-
ing directorships. ’Interlocking Directorate’ is no mere phrase: it
points to a solid feature of the facts of business life, and to a socio-
logical anchor of the community of interest, the unification of out-
look and policy, that prevails among the propertied class. Any
detailed analysis of any major piece of business comes upon this
fact, especialy when the business involves politicss As a mini-
mum inference, it must be said that such arrangements permit
an interchange of views in a convenient and more or less formal
way among those who share the interests of the corporate rich.
In fact, if there were not such overlapping directorships, we
should suspect the existence of less formal, athough quite ade-
quate, channels of contact. For the statistics of interlocking di-
rectorates do not form a clean index to the unity of the corporate
world or the co-ordination of its policy: there can be and there is
co-ordinated policy without interlocking directors, as well as inter-
locking directors without co-ordinated policy.™

VII. Most of the thirty-odd billion dollar corporations of today
began in the nineteenth century. Their growth was made possible
not only by machine technology but by the now primitive office in-
struments of typewriters, calculators, telephones, and rapid print-
ing, and, of course, the transportation grid. Now the technique of
electronic communication and control of information is becoming
such that further centralization is entirely possible. Closed-circuit
televison and the electronic calculator put control of an enor-
mous array of production wunitsno matter now decent ralized
such technical units may beunder the control of th e man in the
front office. The intricately specialized apparatus of the corpora-
tion will inevitably be more easily held together and controlled.

The trend within the corporate world is toward larger financial
units tied into intricate management networks far more central-



124 THE POWER
ELITE

ized than is the case today. Productivity has and will increase
fabulously, especialy when automation makes it possible to inter-
lock severa machines in such a way as to eliminate the need for
much of the human control at the point of production that is now
required. That means that the corporate executives will not need
to manage huge organizations of people; rather, in Business
Week’s words, they will be ’'operating great mechancal organiza-
tions using fewer and fewer people.™

All this has not been and is not now inevitable;, certainly the
enormous size of the modern corporation cannot be explained as
due to increased efficiency; many specialists regard the size now
typical of the giants as aready in excess of the requirements of
efficiency. In truth, the relationship of corporate size to efficiency
is quite unknown; moreover, the scale of the modern corporation is
usually due more to financial and managerial amalgamations than
to technical efficiency.* But inevitable or not, the fact is that today
the great American corporations seem more like states within states
than simply private businesses. The economy of America has been
largely incorporated, and within their incorporation the corporate
chiefs have captured the technological innovation, accumulated
the existing great fortunes as well as much lesser, scattered wealth,
and capitalized the future. Within the financia and politica boun-
daries of the corporation, the industrial revolution itself has been
concentrated. Corporations command raw materids, and the pat-
ents on inventions with which to turn them into finished products.
They command the most expensive, and therefore what must be
the finest, legal minds in the world, to invent and to refine their de-
fenses and their srategies. They employ man as producer and they
make that which he buys as consumer. They clothe him and feed
him and invest his money. They make that with which he fights the
wars and they finance the ballyhoo of advertisement and the ob-

* 'At the very least, John M. Blair of the Federal Trade Commission
has contended, 'the widely-held assumption that the ownership and con-
trol of plural production units by single corporate enterprises contrib-
utes to efficiency would seem to rest upon an overwhelming absence of
supportable facts. The only noticeable gain achieved by these large
corporations is in the purchase of materials, which undoubtedly results

more from their superior buying power than any technologica or mana
gerial efficiency.™
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scurantist  bunk of public relations that surround him during the
wars and between them.

Their private decisions, responsibly made in the interests of
the feudal-like world of private property and income, determine
the size and shape of the national economy, the level of employ-
ment, the purchasing power of the consumer, the prices that are
advertised, the investments that are channeled. Not ’'Wall Street
financiers or bankers, but large owners and executves in their
self-financing corporations hold the keys of economic power. Not
the politicians of the visible government, but the chief executives
who sit in the political directorate, by fact and by proxy, hold
the power and the means of defending the privileges of their cor-
porate world. If they do not reign, they do govern a many of the
vitad points of everyday life in Americaa, and no powers effec-
tively and consistently countervail against them, nor have they as
corporate-made men developed any effectively restraining con-
science.*

* Neither the search for a new equilibrium of countervailing power
conducted by the economist, John K. Galbraith, nor the search for a re-
straining corporate conscience, conducted by the legal theorist, A. A.
Berle, Jr., is convincing. Both are concerned to show the restraints upon
the acknowledged powers of the corporation: Galbraith finding it from
without, in a new version of the equilibrium theory; Berle, from within,
in an odd view of the conscience of the powerful.

I. Many exceptions must be noted to any equilibrium that may pre-
vail among the new giants. Some industries are integrated from the
source of supply to the ultimate consumer; and in some industries, such
as residential construction, the individual contractor is squeezed be-
tween strong craft unions and strong suppliers, rather than balancing
with them. Moreover, as is recognized by Mr. Galbraith himself, 'coun-
tervailing power’ does not work in periods of infldion, for then the cor-
poration’s resistance to wage demands is reduced, axd it is easy to pass
on the increased costs to the consumer, whose demands, in turn, are so
strong that the retailer is pressed to satisfy them, and thus cannot wield
his power against the corporate producer. In such times, the big units,
far from being held in countervailance, become a '@adlition against the
public The big power blocs gang up on the consumer, rather than
benefit him by countervailing against one another. It also would seem
that market power does not exactly 'generate’ counervailing power:
with the exception of ralroading, strong unions did not develop in
strong industries, until government backed them up in the ’thirties. Nor
do chain stores prosper in countervailance to automobiles or petroleum
but rather in the relatively unconcentrated field of food suppliers. The
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The corporate world is only two or three generations old, yet
even in this short time, it has selected and created certain types
of men who have risen with it and within it. What manner of men
are they? We are not here interested in the bulk of the corporate
managers, nor in any average executiveif such a co nception is
meaningful and revealing. We are interested in the very top men
of the corporate worldtop according to the criteri a which they
themselves use in grading one another: the controlling positions
they occupy.

The chief, executives are the men who occupy the top two or
three command posts in each of those hundred or so corporations
which, measured by sales and capital, are the largest. If, in any
one year we list these leading corporations, in all industrial lines,

new equilibrium, in short, is not self-regulating. To know that power
does not automatically 'beget’ its countervailing mwer, one has only
to think of farm laborers and white-collar employees. But the weaker
unit, Mr. Galbraith urges, ought to organize an opposition; then perhaps
it will be able to get the aid of government, and government should sup-
port the weaker side of any imbalance. Thus weakness, as well as
strength, is to lead to countervailing power, and the theory of the hig
equilibrium becomes less a theory of the going fact than a suggested
guideline to public policy, a moral proposal for strategic action. More-
over, it is assumed that the government is less an integral element of the
balance than an umpire biased toward shoring up those with weak
market power. When the conceptions of the big balance are laid along-
side the qualifications and exceptions which must be made, they do not
seem so compelling as the bold initial statement of 'countervailing
power.” Like the ’'competition” among little entrepeneurs, which it is
designed to replace, 'countervailing power’ among he big blocs is more
ideological hope than factual description, more dogma than realism.™
II. As for Mr. Berle's search for a corporate consciene, see the re-
mainder of this chapter for an account of the men who have presumably
developed it. In a money-economy, expediency may follow the longer
or the shorter run. Their inclination for longer-run profits, for a stable
take, in an economy integrated with political institutions and shored up
by military purchases, requires that corporations become more political;
and today they are, of course, as much political as economic institutions.
As political institutions, they are of course totalitarian and dictatorial,
although externally, they display much public relation and liberal rhet-
oric of defense. Mr. Berle, in brief, mistakes expedient public relations
for a’corporate soul .*®



THE CHIEF EXECUTIVES 127

and from their top levels select the presidents and the chairmen of
their boards, we shall have listed the chief executives. We have six
or seven careful studies of such executives, covering the period of
the last century.”

Are the top executives of the big corporations a distinct breed
of men, or are they merely a miscellaneous collection of Americans?
Are they what Balzac would have caled a genuine socia type?
Or do they represent a cross-section of Americans who happen to
be successful? The top executives of the big companies are not,
and never have been, a miscellaneous collection of Americans,
they are a quite uniform social type which has had exceptional ad-
vantages of origin and training, and they do not fit many of the
stereotypes that prevail about them.

The top executives of 1950 are not country boys who have made
good in the city: whereas 60 per cent of the population about the
time of their birth, in 1890, lived in rurad areas, only 35 per cent
of the 1950 executives were bom in rural communities. And this
was even more true in 'the good old days: even in 1870, only half
of the executives were farm born, compared with 93 per cent of
the 1820 population.

They are not immigrants, poor or rich, or even the sons oi im-
migrants who have made good in America The families of about
half of the 1950 executives settled in America before the revolu-
tionwhich is not a much different proportion than among the
population at large, and which of course represents a decline from
the 1870 executives, of whom 86 per cent were of colonia fami-
lies. Yet only 8 per cent of the post-Civil-War executives have been
foreign-bornand only 6 per cent of the 1950 set, | ess than half
the 15 per cent foreign-born among the representative population
at the time of their birth. The proportion of sons of the foreign-
bornof the second generationhas increased, especi aly in the
newer industries of distribution and mass entertainment and com-
munication; but it still remains below the representative level.
Over three-quarters of the 1950 executives are American-born of
American-born fathers.

The business executives are predominately Protestant and more
likely, in comparison with the proportions of the population at
large, to he Episcopalians or Presbyterians than Baptists or Meth-
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odists. The Jews and Catholics among them are fewer than among
the population at large.

These urban, white, Protestant Americans were born into fami-
lies of the upper and upper-middle classes. Their fathers were
mainly entrepreneurs;. 57 per cent are sons of businessmen; 14
per cent, of professona men; 15 per cent, of farmers. Only 12
per cent are sons of wage workers or of lower white-collar em-
ployees. This entrepreneurial origin  more emphatically sets the
executives off as a group apart when we remember that at the
time of their start in lifearound 1900only 8 per cent of al the
men a work in America were businessmen, only 3 per cent were
professional men. Some 25 per cent were then 'farmes an am-
biguous termand amost 60 per cent, five times gre ater a pro-
portion than among the executives, were in wage or salary work.

Moreover, apart from a decline in farm boys, the executives of
the entire post-Civil-War era are substantially similar in occupa
tional origin. At any period, over 60 per centusua Ily closer to 70
of American executives have been from the business and profes
sional classes; and never more than 10 or 12 per cent from the
wage worker or lower white-collar employee level. In fact, only
8 per cent of the paternal grandfathers of the 1950 executives were
wage or office workers, while 57 per cent of the mae population
were. Of these grandfathers, 54 per cent were business or profes-
sional, a a time when no more than 9 per cent of the male popula-
tion was, 33 per cent of the grandfathers were farmers or planters,
roughly the same as the general male population.

For at least two generations now, the families of the top execu-
tives of the big American corporations have, as a group, been
far removed from wage work and the lower white-collar ranks. In
fact, their families are in a substantial proportion citizens of good
repute in the local societies of America And only 2 1/2 per cent of
the top executives who were under 50 years of age in 1952 (the
newest crop) come up from the ranks of wage-worker families.*®

Back in 1870, not more than 1 or 2 per cent of adult American
men had graduated from college, but about one-third of the 1870
executives had. Among today’s executives, nine times as great a
proportion (60 per cent) are college graduates as among the com-
parable white males between 45 and 55 years of age (7 per cent).
Moreover, ailmost half of them have had formal educational train-
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ing beyond college, 15 per cent in law, 15 per cent in engineering,
and about the same proportion in miscellaneous courses and
schools.*

The typical executives, today as in the past, were born with a
big advantage: they managed to have fathers on a least upper
middle-class levels of occupation and income; they are Protestant,
white, and American-born. These factors of origin led directly to
their second big advantage: they are well educated in the formal
sense of college and post-college schooling. That such facts of ori-
gin were keys to their educational advantages is clear from the
simple fact that among themas among any group we m ight
study those with the highest origins have had the b est chances for
formal education.

The saaries of the executives vary somewhat by the industry
they are in, but in 1950 the top 900 executives averaged about
$70,000 a year; the chief executive officers among them, about
$100,000° But salaries are not typicaly their only source of in-
come. In the briefcases of virtualy every maor executive there
is a portfolio ready for additionad stock certificates. There are
many places of secure anchorage in the corporate world,* but the
most secure is the position of the owner of big pieces of corporate
property. In the big corporation the fact that the executives do not
own the property they manage means that by their decisions they
do not risk their own property. When the profits are high they con-
tinue to receive high salaries and bonuses. When they don't go so
well, their salaries often continue quite high even though their
bonuses drop. The bulk of executives today, in addition to salary
payments, received bonuses, either in stock or cash, and often in
installments over a period of years® In 1952, among the highest
paid executives were Crawford Greenewalt, President of E. 1. du
Pont de Nemours and Co., with $153,290 in sadary and $350,000
in bonuses, Harlow Curtice, then one of four executive vice-presi-
dents of General Motors, received $151,200 in sadlary and $370,000
in bonuses, Eugene G. Grace, President of Bethlehem Steel Corp.,
received $150,000 as sadlary and $306,652 in bonuses. Charles E.
Wilson, with his much-publicized salary and stockholdings, was
the highest paid executive in American industry: $201,000 in sal-

* See below, SEVEN: The Corporate Rich.
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ay and $380,000 in bonuses, plus an unknown amount in divi-
dends.”

The executives do not constitute a leisure class® but they are
not without the higher comforts. By the time they are fifty or sixty
years of age, most chief executives have impressive houses, usually
in the country, but not too far from 'their cities’ Whether they aso
have places in town depends somewhat on the cityth ey are
more likely to in New York or Boston than in Los Angeles. Now
they are receiving large incomes, from their salaries as well as
from dividends which may amount to as much or more. And so at
about this point they branch out in a variety of ways. Many ac-
quire sizable farms and go in for raising fancy livestock. Wilson, of
Detroit and Washington, has Ayrshire cattle on his Michigan farm
and plans to experiment with a new breed on his Louisiana plan-
tation® Cyrus Eaton has short-horn cattle. Mr. Eisenhower, in
his smaller way, now emulates his models with Aberdeen-Angus.
The executives are definitely numerous among the three or four
thousand people who own boats of over 65 feet or 15 ton displace
ment. They may even ride to hounds, and moreover, like Mr.
George Humphrey, wear pink coats while doing so. The leisure
of many chief executives is taken up by country places and a good
deal of hunting. Some fly by private plane to the Canadian woods,
others have private cabanas at Miami or Hobe Sound.

It is not characteristic of American executives to read books, ex-
cept books on 'management’ and mysteries; 'The maaty of top ex-
ecutives almost never read drama, great fiction, the philosophers,
the poets. Those who do venture into this area . , . are definitely
sports of the executive type, looked upon by their colleagues with
mingled awe and incredulity.”® Executive circles do not overlap
very much with those of artistic or literary interest. Among them
are those who resent reading a report or a letter longer than one
page, such avoidance of words being rather genera. They seem
somehow suspicious of long-winded speeches, except when they
are the speakers, and they do not, of course, have the time. They
are very much of the age of the ’briefing,” of the digest, of the two-
paragraph memo. Such reading as they do, they often delegate to
others, who clip and summarize for them. They are takers and
listeners rather than readers or writers. They pick up much of what
they know at the conference table and from friends in other fields.
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3

If we attempt to draw blueprints of the external careers of the
executives, we find several more or less distinct types:

I. Entrepreneurs, by definition, start or organize a business with
their own or with others funds, and as the busines grows so does
their stature as executives. Less educated than other executives,
this type tends to begin working a an earlier age and to have
worked in several companies. According to the careful tally of Miss
Suzanne |. Keller, a grand total of 6 per cent of the top corporation
executives in 1950 America have followed such an entrepreneurial
route to the top.

Il. Some executives have been placed in companies owned by
their fathers or other relatives and have subsequently inherited
their positions. These men tend to begin work later in their lives
than other types, and frequently never work in companies other
than the one in which they eventually come to the top. In these
companies, however, they often work for considerable periods
before assuming the key posts of command. Some 11 per -cent
of the 1950 executives are such family-managers.

[1l. Another 13 per cent did not begin in business a al, but as
professonal men, primarily lawyers. Their work in their profes-
sion leadsusually after professional successto th er becoming
corporation presidents or board chairmen. As the incorporation of
the economy got under way, William Miller has noted, corpora
tions felt the need, on the one hand, to get in touch with lawyers
in public office and, on the other, 'to have growirg recourse to
private legal advice in the making of day to day business deci-
sions. The demand for such advice, indeed, became so great that
the best paid metropolitan lawyers amost without exception after
1900 made business counseling the focus of their work, at the ex-
pense of traditiona advocacy; and many lawyers yielded to the
blandishments of the corporations to become house counsel and
even regular business executives themselves”® Today, the success
of the corporation depends to a considerable extent upon minimiz-
ing its tax burden, maximizing its speculative projects through
mergers, controlling  government  regulatory  bodies, influencing
state and national legislatures. Accordingly, the lawyer is becom-
ing a pivotal figure in the giant corporation.
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IV. These three types of careersentrepreneurial, f amily, and
professional have been followed by about onethird of the top
1950 executives. The external career-line of the remaining 68 per
cent is a series of moves, over a long period of time, within and be-
tween the various levels and circles of the corporate business
world

Two generations ago, 36 per cent of the executives as compared
with only 6 per cent today were entrepreneurial; 32 per cent were
family-managers, as against 11 per cent today; there were about
the same proportion then of professional men, 14 per cent, as now,
13 per cent. Steadily and swiftly from 18 per cent in 1870 to 68 per
cent in 1950the career of the business executive h as become a
movement within and between the corporate hierarchies.

If we examine the careers of 900 top 1950 executivesthe larg-
est group of contemporary executives whose careers have been
studied we find that the bulk of them began their w ork for large
companies, and that about one-third of them have never worked
for any other company than the one they now head. The greatei
number worked for one or two other companies, and over 20 per
cent worked for three or four. So there is typically some criss-cross-
ing of corporate boundaries in their climb. Even so, their average
age when they were hired by their present company was about
twenty-nine.

About a third, as one might expect on the basis of their origin
and education, started in their present company as executives.
Well over a thirdin fact 44 per centstarted in va rious ’depart-
ments” That leaves about 24 per cent who started @& clerks or
laborers. We must, however, be careful about interpreting such
figures. Low jobs in themselves do not mean anything, espe-
cidly when one considers the backgrounds and higher educa-
tions of these executives. The taking of a clerical or, much better,
a labor job for awhile 'to learn the business is dten a sort of ritua
for some families and some companies. At any rate, more of the
chief executives started on the executive level; more of the younger
men started in the more speciadized departments. For example,
over onethird of those under 50 had a position in 'sales’ just before
their top jobs.?’

Those are the outside facts of the executive's career. But the
outside facts, no matter how added up, are not inside facts. There
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is the bureaucratic crawl and there is the entrepreneuria leap.
But there is also the deal of the fixer, the coup of the promoter, the
maneuver of the cligue. Words like entrepreneur and bureaucrat
are no more adequate to convey the realities of the higher cor-
porate career than of the appropriation of great fortunes. They
are, as we have noted in connection with the very rich, middle-
class words, and retain the limitations of middle-class perspec-
tives.

"Entrepreneur’  suggests the picture of a man with # the risks
of life about him, soberly founding an enterprise and carefully
nurturing its growth into a great company. In 1950, a far more
accurate picture of the ’entrepreneurial’ activity of the corporate
elite is the setting up of a financial deal which merges one set of
files with another. The chief executives of today do less building
up of new organizations than carrying on of established ones. And,
as Robert A. Gordon has indicated, they are less creative, restless,
dynamic individuals than professional co-ordinators of decisions,
"approving decisions that flow up . . . from . . . subordinates,
but doing less and |ess initiation.®

It is usual in studies of business executives to term such a career,
"bureaucratic,” but, dtrictly speaking, this is not correct. The bu-
reaucratic career, properly defined, does not mean merely a climb
up, from one level to the next, of a hierarchy of offices. It does
involve that, but more importantly, it means the setting up of
strict and unilateral qudifications for each office occupied. Usu-
aly these qudifications involve both specified forma training
and qualifying examinations. The bureaucratic career aso means
that men work for salaried advancement without any expectation
of coming to own even a pat of the enterprise, of personaly ap-
propriating a portion of the accumulated property of the enter-
prise, by bonuses or stock options or lavish pension and insurance
plans.*

Just as the word ’entrepreneur,” as used to refer b the career
of the very rich of today, is often miseading, so the word 'bureau-
cratic, as used to refer to corporation executives on the higher
levels, is misleading. Both the advancement of the chief execu-
tives and the accumulations of the very rich, on the higher levels,

* For more on the bureaucratic career, see below ELEVEN: The
Theory of Balance.
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are definitely mixed up in a ’'politica’ world of orporate cliques.
To advance within and between private corporate hierarchies
means to be chosen for advancement by your superiorsadminis-

trative and financial and there are no strict, impe rsonal rules of
gualifications or seniority known to all concerned in this process.
On the higher levels of the corporate world, careers are neither
"bureaucratic’  nor 'entrepreneurial;’ they are a oamposite of pay-
offs, involving speculators, men with great American fortunes, and
executives in jobs with chances to make money. The owners alone
can no longer say with William H. Vanderbilt in 1882, 'The public
be Damned.” Neither can the professiona executives aone. To-
getheras a set of corporate cliquesthey can say w hat they
want, athough today they are usualy too wise in the ways of pub-
lic relations to say it, and besides they do not need to say it.

4

There is, of course, no one type of corporate hierarchy, but one
general feature of the corporate world does seem to preval quite
widely. It involves a Number One stratum at the top whose mem-
bers as individualsand increasingly as committees advise and
counsel and receive reports from a Number Two stratum of oper-
ating managers.”

It is of the Number One stratum that the very rich and the
chief executives are a pat. The Number Two men are individu-
aly responsible for given units, plants, departments. They stand
between the active working hierarchies and the directing top to
which they are responsible. And in their monthly and yearly re-
ports to the top executives, one simple set of questions is foremost:
Did we make money: If so, how much? If not, why not?

Decision-making by individual executives a the top is dowly
being replaced by the worried-over efforts of committees, who
judge ideas tossed before them, usualy from below the top levels.
The technical men, for example, may negotiate for months with
the salesmen over a tubeless tire before the chief executives de-
scend to operation-level conferences® Theirs is not the idea nor
even the decision, but The Judgment. On the top levels this judg-
ment usually has to do with the spending of money to make more
money and the getting of others to do the work involved. The 'run-
ning' of alarge business consists essentially of getting somebody
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to make something which somebody else will sell to somebody
else for more than it costs. John L. McCaffrey, the chief executive
of International Harvester, recently said,’. . . he [a business presi-
dent] seldom lies awake very long thinking about finances or law
suits or sales or production or engineering or accounting problems
. When he approaches such problems the president can bring
to bear on them al the energy and the trained judgment and past
experience of his whole organization” And he goes on to say what
top executives do think about a night: 'the bigges trouble with
industry isthat it is full of human beings.’

The human beings on the middle levels are mainly special-
ists. 'We sit at our desks al day,’ this chief exeutive continues,
'while around us whiz and gyrate a vast number of gecia activi-
ties, some of which we only dimly understand. And for each of
these activities, there is a specidist. . . All of them, no doubt, are
good to have. All seem to be necessary. All are useful on frequent
occasions. But it has reached the point where the greatest task of
the president is to understand enough of all these speciaties so
that when a problem comes up he can assign the right team of ex-
perts to work on it.. How can he maintain the interest of and get
full advantage from the specialists who are too specialized to pro-
mote? On the one hand, the company absolutely requires the
skills of the specidists in order to carry on its complicated opera
tions. On the other hand, he has to get future top management
from somewhere. And that somewhere has to be largely within
the existing company, if he is to have any management morade at
al. . . we live in a complicated worlda world tha t has spiritual
and moral problems even greater than its economic and technica
problems. If the kind of business system we now have is to survive,
it must be staffed by men who can deal with problems of both
kinds.**

It is below the top levels, it is where the management hierar-
chies are specidlized and varied by industrial line and adminis-
trative contour, that the more ’bureaucratic’ types of executives
and technicians live their corporate lives. And it is below the top
levelsin the domain of the Number Two men, that responsibility
is lodged. The Number One stratum is often too high to be blamed
and has too many others below it to take the blame. Besides, if it
isthe top, who isin a position to fix the blame upon its members?
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It is something like the ’'line€ and ’staff’ divisio invented by the
army. The top is staff; the Number Two is line, and thus opera-
tional. Every bright army officer knows that to make decisions
without responsibility, you get on the staff.*

On the middle levels, specidization is required. But the operat-
ing speciaist will not rise; only the ’'broadened” man will rise. What
does that mean? It means, for one thing, that the specidist is below
the level on which men are wholly alerted to profit. The 'broad-
ened” man is the man who, no matter what he may be doing, is able
clearly to see the way to maximize the profit for the corporation as
a whole, in the long as well as in the short run. The man who rises
to the top is the broadened man whose ’'specialty’ o©incides with
the ams of the corporation, which is the maximizing of profit. As he
is judged to have redlized this aim, he rises within the corporate
world. Financial expediency is the chief element of corporate de-
cison, and generally, the higher the executive, the more he devotes
his attention to the financial aspect of the going concern.®

Moreover, the closer to the corporate top the executive gets, the
more important are the big-propertied cliqgues and politica influ-
ence in the making of his corporate career. This fact, as well as
the considerations for co-optation that prevail, is nicely revealed
in a letter that Mr. Lammot du Pont wrote in 1945 in response to a
suggestion from a General Motors executive that General George
C. Marshal be appointed to the board of directors. Mr. du Pont
discussed the proposal: 'My reasons for not favoring his member-
ship on the board are: First his age [The General was then 65];
second, his lack of stockholdings, and third, his lack of experience
in industrial business affairs’ Mr. Alfred P. Soa, chairman of
General Motors, in considering the matter, generally concurred,
but added: 'l thought General Marshal might do us some good,
when he retires, following his present assignmenta ssuming he
continues to live in Washington; recognizing the position he holds
in the community and among the government people and the ac-
quaintances he hasand he became familiar with our  thinking
and what we are trying to do, it might offset the general negative
attitude toward big business, of which we are a symbol and a prof-
itable business, as well. It seems to me that might be some reason,
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and in that event the matter of age would not be particularly con-
sequential.’

In considering other appointments, Mr. Sloan wrote to W. S
Carpenter, a large owner of du Pont and General Motors: ’'George
Whitney [G. M. director and chairman of J. P. Morgan & Co.] be-
longs to the board of directors of quite a number of industria or-
ganizations. He gets around a lot because he lives in New York
where many contacts are easily and continuousy made. Mr.
Douglas [Lewis W. Douglas, a G. M. board member, chairman of
the Mutua Life Insurance Company, former Ambassador to
Great Britain] is, in a way, quite a public character. He seems
to spend a great deal of time in other things. It seems to me that
such people do bring into our councils a broader atmosphere than
is contributed by the "du Pont directors’ and the General Motors
directors.**

Or examine a late case of corporate machination that involved
the severa types of economic men prevailing in higher corporate
circles. Robert R. Youngfinancial promoter and spe culator re-
cently decided to displace William White, chief executive of the
New York Centra Railroad and a lifetime career executive in rail-
road operation. * Y oung won but did it really matte r? Successin

* Qver a luncheon table Young offered White the tide of 'chief operat-
ing officer’ and stock options’an opportunity to b uy Central stock at a
fixed price and without any obligation to pay for it unless it went up.’
White refused, announcing that if Young moved in he would give up
his contract: $120,000-per-year salary until retirement at 65; a $75,000-
ayear consultant fee for the next five years, then a $40,000-a-year
pension for life.

Immediately White hired, out of Central’s funds, a public relations
firm at $50,000 a year plus expenses, turned over the $125 million ad-
vertising budget of the Central to the coming fight, and engaged a pro-
fessional proxy solicitor from Wall Street. From Palm Beach, Young
began maneuvering cligues among the rich and among friends with
contacts to get control of blocks of the property. His side came to in-
clude three important members of the very rich Alle n P. Kirby of the
Woolworth fortune; and two men each worth over $300 million: Clint
Murchison, with whom Young had previoudy done business, and Sid
Richardson, whose ranch Young had visited. The deal shaped up in
such a way that a block of 800,000 shares at $26 a share ($20.8 million
worth) was secured. Of course, the multimillionaires did not have to

put up the cash: They borrowed it mainly from the A llegheny Corpo-
ration, which Y oung is presumably able to treat as his personal property
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the corporate world does not follow the pattern it follows in the
novel, Executive Suite, in which the technologically inclined
young man, just like William Holden, wins by making a sincere
speech about corporate responsibility. Besides the favors of two
friends, each a leading member of the very rich, Mr. Young's in-
come, over the past seventeen yearsmost of it from capital gains
is reported to be well in excess of $10 million. H is yearly income
is well over a million, his wife's, half a million and they manage to
keep, after taxes, some 75 per cent of it¥ But then, no fiction
known to us begins to grasp the realities of the corporate world
today.

5

When successful executives think back upon their own careers,
they very often emphasize what they always cal ’'an element of
luck” Now what is that? We are told that Mr. George Humphrey
makes it a point to have ’'lucky men work with him. What this
means, translated out of the magical language of luck, is that there
is an accumulation of corporate success. If you are successful, that
shows that you are lucky, and if you are lucky, you are chosen by
those up the line, and thus you get chances to be more successful.
Time and time again, in close-ups of the executive career, we ob-

and .07 per cent of which he personally owns. And they borrowed
it in such a way as to cover al risk except 200,000 shares. They were
on the scheduled new board of directors. Young had 800,000 voting
shares.

Chase National Bank, a Rockefeller bank, had had the trusteeship of
these shares and now had sold them to Murchison and Richardson. John
J. McCloy, the Bank's board chairman, arranged for White to meet
Richardson and Murchison, who flew up the next day to New York City.
The Texans, who now owned 12 1/2 per cent of the New York Central, at-
tempted to arrange a compromise. They failed, and a fight for the votes
of the more scattered owners began.®

Young's side spent $305,000. (Later the New York Ceitra repaid it,
thus footing the hills of both the winners and the losers) One hundred
solicitors for White from coast to coast were reaching stockholders, as
well as several hundred volunteer employees of the railroad. Young also
engaged a professional proxy solicitation firm; he also had the services
of Diebold, Inc., a firm manufacturing office furniture which Murchison
owned 250 of its salesmen were hired to solicit pro xies. If Young won,
the offi%% furniture for New York Central might henceforth be made by
Diebold.
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serve how men in the same circles choose one another. For ex-
ample, Mr. Humphrey was on an advisory committee to the Com-
merce Department. There he meets Mr. Paul Hoffman. Later, when
Mr. Hoffman heads ECA, he pulls in Mr. Humphrey to run an ad-
visory committee on German industry. There General Clay notices
him. General Clay naturally knows General Eisenhower, so when
General Eisenhower goes up, General Clay recommends Mr. Hum-
phrey to his close friend, President Eisenhower.®

There is another item that ties in with the network of friends
which people cal ’'luck’: the socia life of the coporation. It is a
reasonable assumption that part of the executive career is spent
"politic-ing.” Like any politician, especially when he is a or near the
top of his hierarchy, the successful executive tries to win friends
and to make dliances, and he spends, one suspects, a good dea oi
time guessing about the cliqgues he thinks oppose him. He makes
power-plays, and these seem part of the career of the managerial
elite.

To make the corporation self-perpetuating, the chief executives
feel that they must perpetuate themselves, or men like themselves
future men not only trained but aso indoctrinated . This is what
is meant when it was truly said recently of a man high in the
world’s largest oil company that he ’'is really as nuch a product of
the company as are the two million barrels of oil products it makes
every day.’ As future executives move upward and towvard the
center, they become members of a set of cliques, which they often
confusedly refer to as a team. They must listen. They must weigh
opinions. They must not make snap judgments. They must fit into
the business team and the social clique. In so far as the career is
truly corporate, one advances by serving the corporation, which
means by serving those who are in charge of it and who judge what
itsinterests are.®

The executive career is amost entirely a career within the cor-
porate world, less than one out of ten of the top men over the last
three generations having entered top position from independent
professional or from outside hierarchies. Moreover, it is increas
ingly a career within one company: back in 1870, more than six
out of ten executives gained the top rung from outside the cor-
poration; by 1950, amost seven out of ten did so from within the
company.®° First you are a vice-president, then you are president
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You must be known well, you must be well liked, you must be
aninsider.

Success in the higher corporate world is obviousy determined
by the standards of selection that prevail and the personal ap-
plication of these standards by the men who are aready at the
top. In the corporate world, one is drawn upward by the apprais-
as of one's superiors. Most chief executives take much pride in
their ability 'to judge men’; but what are the stamlards by which
they judge? The standards that prevail are not clear-cut and ob-
jective; they seem quite intangible, they are often quite subject-
ive, and they are often perceived by those below as ambiguous.
The professors of 'business psychology’ have been lusy inventing
more opaque terms, and searching for ’executive trats, but most
of this ’'research’ is irrelevant nonsense, as can eadily be seen by
examining the criteria that prevail, the personal and social charac-
teristics of the successes, and their corporate style of life.

On the lower and middle levels of management, objective cri-
teria having to do with skillful performance of occupational duties
do often prevail. It is even possible to set up rules of advancement
and to make them known in a regular bureaucratic manner. Under
such conditions, skill and energy do often pay off without what
one may call the corporate character having to be developed. But
once a man of the lower ranks becomes a candidate for higher cor-
porate position, the sound judgment, the broadened view, and
other less tangible traits of the corporate character are required.
"Character,”  Fortune magazine observers have remarled, even
how the man looks as an executive, became more important than
technical ability.*

One often hears that practical experience is what counts, but
this is very short-sighted, for those on top control the chances to
have practicad experience of the sort that would be counted for
the higher tasks of sound judgment and careful maneuver. This
fact is often hidden by reference to an abstract, transferrable qual-
ity caled 'managerial ability, but many of those who have been
up close to the higher circles (but not of them) have been led to sus
pect that there probably is no such thing. Moreover, even if there
were such a generalized ability, only the uninformed would think
that it was what was needed in high policy office, or that one should
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go to the trouble of recruiting $200,000-a-year men for such work.
For that you hire a $20,000-a-year man, or better still, you employ
a management counseling firm, which is what the $200,000-ayear
men do. Part of their 'managerial ability’ consists precisely in know-
ing their own inabilities and where to find someone with the requi-
site ability and the money to pay for it. In the meantime, the most
accurate single definition of abilitya many-sided wordis. useful-

ness to those above, to those in control of one’s alvancement.

When one reads the speeches and reports of executives about the
type of man that is required, one cannot avoid this simple conclu-
son : he must 'fit in" with those already at the bp. This means that
he must meet the expectations of his superiors and peers; that in
personal manner and political view, in socia ways and business
style, he must be like those who are already in, and upon whose
judgments his own success rests. If it is to count in the corporate
career, talent, no matter how defined, must be discovered by one's
talented superiors. It is in the nature of the morality of corporate
accomplishment that those a the top do not and cannot admire
that which they do not and cannot understand.

When it is asked of the top corporate men: 'But didh't they have
to have something to get up there? The answer is, 'Yes, they did.’
By definition, they had ’'what it takes” The real aestion accord-
ingly is. what does it take? And the only answer one can find any-
where is. the sound judgment, as gauged by the men of sound
judgment who select them. The fit survive, and fithess means, not
formal competencethere probably is no such thing f or top execu-
tive positionsbut conformity with the criteria of those who have
already succeeded. To be compatible with the top men is to act
like them, to look like them, to think like them: to be of and for
themor a least to display oneself to them in such a way as to cre-
ate that impression. This, in fact, is what is meant by ’creating’
a well-chosen word’a good impression.” This is what is meant
and nothing else by being a’sound man,’ as sound a sadollar.

Since success depends upon personal or a clique choice, its cri-
teria tend to be ambiguous. Accordingly, those on the lower edge
of the top stratum have ample motive and opportunity to study
carefully those above them as models, and to observe criticaly and
with no little anxiety those who are ill their peers. Now they are
above the approval of technical ability and formal competence,
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business  experience and ordinary  middle-class  respectability.
That is assumed. Now they are in the intangible, ambiguous world
of the higher and inner circles, with whose members they must
come into a specia relation of mutual confidence. Not bureauv
cratic rules of seniority or objective examinations, but the con-
fidence of the inner circle that one is of them and for them, is a
prerequisite for joining them.*?

Of the many that are caled to the corporate management, only a
few are chosen. Those chosen are picked, not so much for dtrictly
personal characteristicswhich many of them cannot really be
said to possessas for qualities judged useful to ' the team.” On this
team, the prideful grace of individuality isnot at a premium.

Those who have started from on high have from their begin-
nings been formed by sound men and trained for soundness. They
do not have to think of having to appear as sound men. They just
are sound men; indeed, they embody the standards of soundness.
Those who have had low beginnings must think all the harder be-
fore taking a risk of being thought unsound. As they succeed, they
must train themselves for success, and, as they are formed by it,
they too come to embody it, perhaps more rotundly than those of
the aways-high career. Thus, high or low origin, each in its own
way, operates to select and to form the sound men with well-bal-
anced judgment.

It is the criteria of selection, it is the power to conform with and
to use these criteria that are important in understanding the chief
executivesnot merely the datistics of origin. It is the structure
of the corporate career and its inner psychological results that form
the men at the top, not merely the external sequence of their career.

So speak in the rich, round voice and do not confuse your supe-
riors with details. Know where to draw the line. Execute the cere-
mony of forming a judgment. Delay recognizing the choice you
have dready made, so as to make the truism sound like the deeply
pondered notion. Speak like the quiet competent man of affairs
and never personally say No. Hire the No-man as well as the Yes
man. Be the tolerant Maybe-man and they will cluster around
you, filled with hopefulness. Practice softening the facts into the
optimistic, practical, forward-looking, cordial, brisk view. Speak to
the well-blunted point. Have weight; be stable: caricature what
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you are supposed to be but never become aware of it much less
amused by it. And never let your brains show.

6

The criteria for executive advancement that prevail are reveal-
ingly displayed in the great corporations recruitment and training
programs, which reflect rather clearly the criteria and judgments
prevailing among those who have aready succeeded. Among to-
day’s chief executives there is much worry about tamorrow's exe-
cutive elite, and there are many attempts to take inventory of the
younger men of the corporation who might develop in ten vyears
or so; to hire psychologists to measure talent and potential talent;
for companies to band together and set up classes for their younger
executives, and indeed to employ leading universities which ar-
range distinct schools and curricula for the managers of tomorrow;
in short, to make the selection of a managerial elite a staff function
of the big company.

Perhaps half of the large corporations now have such programs.*
They send selected men to selected colleges and business schools
for special courses, Harvard Business School being a favorite.
They set up their own schools and courses, often including their
own top executives as lecturers. They scout leading colleges for
promising graduates, and arrange tours of rotating duty for men
selected as potentiadl 'comers” Some corporations, in fact, at times
seem less like businesses than vast schools for future executives.

By such devices, the fraternity of the chosen have attempted
to meet the need for executives brought about by the corporate
expansion of the ’forties and ’fifties. This expanson occurred after
the scarce job market of the ’thirties, when comparies could pick
and choose executives from among the experienced. During the
war there was no time for such programs, which, on top of the
dump, made for a decade-and-a-half gap in executive supply. Be
hind the deliberate recruiting and training programs there is aso
the uneasy feeling among the top cliques that the second-level ex-
ecutives are not as broad-gauge as they themselves: their pro-
grams are designed to meet the felt need for perpetuation of the
corporate hierarchy.

So the corporations conduct their raids among the college se-
niors, like college fraternities among the freshmen. The colleges,
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in turn, have more and more provided courses thought to be
helpful to the corporate career. It is reliably reported that the
college boys are ’'ready to be what the corporation wants them to
be .. They are looking hard for cues® Such 'aertness and recep-
tivity may well be a more important characteristic of the modem
manager than the type of education he received. Luck obviousy
plays a part in the rise of any top executives, and they seem to
manage to meet luck better than halfway.”*

The cues are readily avalablee As corporation trainees, the fu-
ture executives are detached from a central pool and dlated for
permanent jobs, 'only after they have been given a strong indoc-
trination in what is sometimes caled the "management view."
The indoctrination may last as long as two years and occasionaly
as long as seven’ Each year, for example, General Electric takes
unto itself over 1,000 college graduates and exposes them for at
least 45 months, usually much longer, to a faculty of 250 full-time
General Electric employees. Many people are watching them,
even their peers contribute to the judging, for which, it is said,
the trainee is grateful, for thus he will not be overlooked. Training
in 'Human Relations pervades the broad-gauge progam. 'Never
say anything controversial, ’'You can aways get aybody to do
what you wish,’ are themes of the ’effective presetation’ course
worked up by the Sales Training Department of the knowledg-
able corporation.

In this human-relations type of training, the effort is to get peo-
ple to fee differently as well as to think differently about their
human problems. The sensbilities and loyalties and character, not
merely the skills, of the trainee must be developed in such a way
as to transform the American boy into the American executive.
His very success will be an insulation of mind against the ordinary
problems and values of non-corporate people. Like al well-de-
signed indoctrination courses, the socia life of the trainee is built
into the program: to get ahead one must get aong, with one's peers
and with one's superiors. All belong to the same fraternity; al of
one's 'socia needs can be filled within the compay orbit’ To find
his executive dot in this orbit, the trainee must 'take advantage of
the many contacts that rotation from place to place affords”’ This
too is company policy: If you're smart, says one snart trainee, ’'as
soon as you know your way around you start telephoning.®
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There are many arguments pro and con about training pro-
grams for executives, but the Crown-Prince type of program is a
centra argument among the top executives of big corporations.
Nine out of ten young men, even today, do not graduate from
collegethey are excluded from such executive train ing schools,
although most of them will work for corporations. What effects
do such programs have among those who have been called to the
corporation but are not among those chosen as Crown Princes? Yet
there must be some way to inflate the self-images of the future
executives in order that they may take up the reins with the pro-
per mood and in the proper manner and with the sound judgment
reguired.

The magjority view of one small but significant sample of execu-
tives is that the man who knows ’'the technique of managing, not
the content of what is managed,’ the man who knows 'how to elicit
participative consultation . . . how to conduct problem-solving
meetings . " will be the top executive of the fuure* He will
be a team player without unorthodox ideas, with leadership rather
than drive. Or, as Fortune summarizes the argument: 'Their point
goes something like thiss We do need new ideas, a questioning of
accepted ways. But the leader hires people to do this for him. For
this reason, then, the creative qualities once associated with the
line are now qualities best put in staff dots. The top executive's
job, to paraphrase, is not to look ahead himself, but to check the
excesses of the people who do look ahead. He is not part of the
basic creative engine; he is the governor.” Or, as one executive put
it 'We used to look primarily for brilliance . . . Now that much
abused word “character" has become very important. We don’t
care if you're a Phi Beta Kappa or a Tau Beta Phi. We want a well-
rounded person who can handle well-rounded people™® Such a
man does not invent ideas himself; he is a broker for well-rounded
ideas. the decisions are made by the well-rounded group.

Lest al this be thought merely a whimsical fad, not truly reflect-
ing the ideological desert and anxiety of the executive world, con-

* Of 98 top executives and personnel planners recently asked to
choose between the executive 'primarily concerned with human rela
tions' and 'the man with strong personal convictiors . . . not shy about
making unorthodox decisions’ some 63 were willing to_ make the choice:
40 said the human relations man, 23 the man of conviction.*’
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sider sympathetically the style of conduct and the ideology of
Owen D. Younglate president of General Electricwh o0 serves
well as the American prototype of modem man as executive. In
the early twentieth century, we are told by Miss Ida Tarbell, the
typical industrial leader was a domineering individual, offensive
in his belief that business was essentiadly a private endeavor. But
not Owen Young. During World War | and the ’twenties, he
changed al that. To him, the corporation was a public ingtitution,
and its leaders, athough not of course elected by the public, were
responsible trustees. 'A big business in Owen D. Yaung's mind is
not... aprivate business ... it is an ingtitution.’

So he worked with people outside his own company, worked on
an industry-wide basis, and laughed a ’the fear that co-opera
tion of any kind might be construed as conspiracy.’” In fact, he
came to feel trade associations, in the corporate age, performed
one role that once 'the church,’ in a time of small businesses in a
local county, performed: the role of moral restrainer, the keeper
of ’proper business practices” During the war, he became a kind
of ’'general liaison officer between the company and various [gov-
ernment] boards, a kind of general counsel, a probtype of the
many executives whose co-operation with one another during the
wars set the shape of peacetime co-operation as well.

His interest in the properties he managed could not have been
more personal had he owned them himself. Of one company he
helped develop, he wrote to a friend: 'We have worked and
played with it together so much that | feel sure it is not boasting
to say that no one knows the strength and weakness the good and
bad side of this property better than you and |. In fact | doubt
if there were ever such a great property which was known so
well...’

His face was aways ’'friendly and approachable’ and his smile,
one collesgue said, 'his smile aone is worth a milion dollars.” Of
his decison, it was said, 'it was not logical document ... It was
something his colleagues felt was intuitive rather than reasoned
a conclusion born of his pondering, and though you might by
rule and figures prove him wrong, you knew he was right! ™



The Corporate Rich

SIXTY glittering, clannish families do not run the American econ-
omy, nor has there occurred any silent revolution of managers
who have expropriated the powers and privileges of such families.
The truth that is in both these characterizations is less adequately
expressed as 'Americas Sixty Families or 'The Maagerial Revolu-
tiony than as the managerid reorganization of the propertied
classes into the more or less unified stratum of the corporate rich.!

As families and as individuals, the very rich are still very much
a part of the higher economic life of America, so are the chief exec-
utives of the maor corporations. What has happened, | believe,
is the reorganization of the propertied class, aong with those of
higher salary, into a new corporate world of privilege and preroga
tivee. What is significant about this managerial reorganization of
the propertied class is that by means of it the narrow industrial
and profit interests of specific firms and industries and families
have been trandated into the broader economic and politica inter-
ests of a more genuinely class type. Now the corporate seats of the
rich contain all the powers and privileges inherent in the ingtitu-
tions of private property.

The recent social history of American capitalism does not revea
any distinct break in the continuity of the higher capitalist class.
There are, to be sure, accessions in each generation, and there is
an unknown turnover rate; the proportions of given types of men
differ from one epoch to the next. But over the last half a cen-
tury, in the economy as in the political order, there has been a re-
markable continuity of interests, vested in the types of higher eco-
nomic men who guard and advance them. The main drift of the

147
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upper classes, composed of several consistent trends, points un-
ambiguously to the continuation of a world that is quite congenial
to the continuation of the corporate rich. For in this stratum are
now anchored the ultimate powers of big property whether they
rest legally upon ownership or upon managerial control.

The old-fashioned rich were simply the propertied classes, or-
ganized on a family basis and seated in a locality, usualy a big
city. The corporate rich, in addition to such people, include those
whose high ’incomes include the privileges and preogatives that
have come to be features of high executive position. The corporate
rich thus includes members of the big-city rich of the metropolitan
400, of the national rich who possess the great American fortunes,
as well as chief executives of the major corporations. The proper-
tied class, in the age of corporate property, has become a corpo-
rate rich, and in becoming corporate has consolidated its power
and drawn to its defense new men of more executive and more
political stance. Its members have become self-conscious in terms
of the corporate world they represent. As men of status they have
secured their privileges and prerogatives in the most stable pri-
vate institutions of American society. They are a corporate rich
because they depend directly, as well as indirectly, for ther
money, their privileges, their securities, their advantages, then-
powers on the world of the big corporations. All the old-fashioned
rich are now more or less of the corporate rich, and the newer types
of privileged men are there with them. In fact, no one can become
rich or stay rich in America today without becoming involved, in
one way or another, in the world of the corporate rich.

1

During the ’'forties and ’fifties, the nationa shag of the income
distribution became less a pyramid with a flat base than a fat dia-
mond with a bulging middle. Taking into account price changes
and tax increases, proportionately more families in 1929 than in
1951 (from 65 to 46 per cent) received family incomes of less than
$3,000; fewer then than now received between $3,000 and $7,500
(from 29 to 47 per cent); but about the same proportions (6 and
7 per cent) in both 1929 and 1951 received $7,500 or more.*?

* This shift which of course is even more decisive as between say
1936 and 1951 is generally due to several economic  facts:® (1) There
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Many economic forces a work during the war, and the war-
preparations boom that has followed it, have made some people
on the very bottom levels rise into what used to be the middle-
range income levels, and some of those who used to be in the mid-
dlerange of income levels became upper-middle or upper. The
changed distribution of real income has thus affected the middle
and lower levels of the population, with which, of course, we are
not here directly concerned. Our interest is in the higher levels;
and the forces at work on the income structure have not changed
the decisive facts of the big money.

At the very top of the mid-century American economy, there are
some 120 people who each year receive a million dollars or more.
Just below them, another 379 people appropriate between a half
a million and a million. Some 1,383 people get from $250,000 to
$499,999. And below all these, there is the broader base of 11,490
people who receive from $100,000 to $249,999.

Altogether, then, in 1949, there were 13,822 people who de
clared incomes of $100,000 or more to the tax collector.’ Let us
draw the line of the openly declared corporate rich at that level:
$100,000 a year and up. It is not an entirely arbitrary figure. For
there is one fact about the fat diamond that remains true regard-
less of how many people are on each of its levels on the middle
and higher levels especially, the greater the yearly income, the
greater the proportion of it from property, and the smaller the

has been rather full employment which during the wa r and its after-
math brought virtually all who wanted to work into the income-receiv-
ing classes. (2) There has been a great doubling up of income within
families. In 1951, less than 16 per cent of the families at each of the two
extremes, under $2,000 and over $15,000, consisted of families in which
the wife also worked; but in the income range of $3,000 to $9,999, the
proportion of working wives increased progressively with family income
from 16 to 38 per cent.* (3) During the 'twenties and ’thirties, large
proportions of the very poor were farmers, but now fewer people are
farmers and for those on the farm a prosperity has been backed up by
various kinds of government subsidy. (4) Union pressure which since
the late 'thirties has forced a constant increase in wages. (5) Welfare
programs of the government coming out of the ’'thiries have put a floor
under incomesby wage minimums, socia security for aged, and pen-
sions for the unemployed and disabled veterans. (6) Underneath the
whole prosperity of the 'forties and ’fifties, of ourse, is the structural
fact of the war economy.
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proportion from salaries, entrepreneurial  withdrawal, or wages.
The rich of the higher incomes, in short, are ill of the propertied
class. The lower incomes derive from wages.*

One hundred thousand dollars a year is the income level on
which property enters the income picture in a maor way: two-
thirds (67 per cent) of the money received by the 13,702 people in
the declared $100,000 and up to $999,999 bracket comes from prop-
erty from dividends, capital gains, estates, and tr usts. The re
maining one-third is split between chief executives and top en-
trepreneurs.

The higher you go into these upper reaches, the more does prop-
erty count, and the less does income for services performed. Thus
94 per cent of the money of the 120 people receiving a million
dollars or more in 1949 came from property, 5 per cent from entre-
preneurial profits, 1 per cent from saaries. Among these 120 peo-
ple, there was considerable variation in the type of property from
which their money came® But, regardless of the lega arange-
ments involved, those with big incomes receive it overwhelmingly
from corporate property. That is the first reason that al the rich
are now corporate rich, and that is the key economic difference
between the rich and the more than 99 per cent of the population
who are well below the $100,000 income level.

In these tax-declared high-income classes, people come and go;
every year the exact number of people varies. In 1929, when taxes
were not so high as to make it so dangerous as now to declare high
incomes, there were about 1,000 more such declarations than in
1949a total of 14,816 declared incomes of $100,000 or more. In
1948 there were 16,280; in 1939 only 2.921.7 But on the highest
levels there remains throughout the years a hard core of the very
wealthy. Four-fifths of the 75 people who appropriated one million

* Some 86 per cent of the money received by people paying taxes on
less than $10,000 in 1949 came from sdaries and wages; 9 per cent,
from business or partnership profits, only 5 per cent from property
owned.

As a proportion of money received, entrepreneurial withdrawals
bulk largest among those receiving from $10,000 to $99,999 per year
34 per cent of the income gotten by people on this income level is busi-
ness profits;, 41 per cent, salaries and wages, and 23 per cent from prop-
erty. (Two per cent is’miscellaneousincome,” annities or pensions.)
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dollars or more in 1924, for example, got one million or more in at
least one other year between 1917 and 1936. The chances are
good that those who make it in one year will make it in another
year or two.* Farther down the pyramid, only 3 or 4 per cent of
the population during the decade after World War Il have held
as much as $10,000 in liquid assets.’

2

Since virtualy al dstetistics of income are based on declarations
to tax collectors, they do not fully reveal the ’ircome differ-
ences between the corporate rich and other Americans. In fact,
one major difference has to do with privileges that are deliberately
created for the exclusion of ’income’ from tax recods. These priv-
ileges are so pervasive that we find it hard to take seriously the
great publicity given to the ’'income revolution,” which is said to
have taken place over the last twenty years. A change, as we have
just reported, has taken place in the total income distribution of
the United States; but we do not find it very convincing to judge
from declared income tax records that the share the rich receive of
al the wealth in the country has decreased.™

* Such figures are, of course, only crude indications of the meaning
of the big money, as they dp not take into account the element of in-
flation. The number of corporate rich for any given year, as well as the
number of million-dollar incomes, is related to the tax rate and to the
profit level of the corporate world. Periods of low taxes and high profits
are periods in which the declared million-dollar incomes flourish: in the
ideal year of 1929, 513 people, estates, or trusts, told the government
they had received incomes of one million or more. The average of these
million-dollar incomes was $2.36 million, and after taxes the average
million-dollar man had 1.99 million left. In the slump year of 1932,
there were ill 20 people who reported incomes of one million or more;
by 1939, when three-fourths of al the families in the United States had
incomes of less than $2,000 a year, there were 45 such million-dollar in-
comes reported. With the war, however, the number of million-dollar
incomes increased as did the general level of income. In 1949 when both
profits and taxes were high, the average income of the 120 people who
told the government they had received one million or more was 2.13
million; after taxes they were left with $910,000. In 1919, however,
when taxes and profits were high although profits were faling a bit, only
65 people earned one million or more, averaging 2.3 million before
taxes, but only $825,000 after taxes.®
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Tax rates being high, the corporate rich are quite nimble in
figuring out ways to get income, or the things and experiences that
income provides, in such a way as to escape taxation. The manner
in which the corporate rich pay their taxes is more flexible and
provides more opportunities for shrewd interpretations of the
law than is true for the middle and lower classes. People of higher
income figure their own tax deductions, or more usualy have
them figured by the experts they hire. Perhaps those whose in-
come derives from property or from entrepreneuriadl and profes
sional practice are as honestor as dishonestas po orer people
on wages and salary, but they are also economically bolder, they
have greater opportunities and greater skill, and, even more im-
portantly, they have access to the very best skills available for
such matters: accomplished lawyers and skillful accountants who
specialize in taxation as a science and a game. In the nature
of the case, it would be impossible to prove with exactitude, but
it is difficult not to believe that as a general rule the higher the in-
come and the more varied its sources, the greater the likelihood
of the shrewd tax return. Much declared money is tricked, legally
and illegally, from the tax collector; much illegal money is simply
not declared.

Perhaps the most important tax loophole in retaining current
income is the long-term capital gain. When a military man writes
a best-seller or has it written for him, when a businessman sells his
farm or a dozen pigs, when an executive sells his stock the profit
received is not considered as income but as capital gain, which
means that the profit to the individual after taxes is approximately
twice what it would have been if that same amount of money had
been received as a sday or a dividend. Individuas claiming
long-term capital gains pay taxes on only 50 per cent of that gain.
The half that is taxed is taxed a a progressive rate applicable to
a person’s total income; but the maximum tax on such gains is 52
per cent. This means that a no time can the tax paid on these
capital gains be more than 26 per cent of the total gain received,
and it will be smaller if the total income, including the gain, leaves
the individual in a lower income tax bracket. But when the flow
of money is turned around the other way, a capital loss of over
$1,000 (those under $1,000 may be deducted from ordinary income)
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can be spread backward or forward in a five-year span to offset
capital gains.

Aside from capital gains, the most profitable tax loophole is per-
haps the ’'depletion alowance’ on oil and gas wells and minerd
deposits. From 5 to 27/2 per cent of the gross income received on
an oil well, but not exceeding 50 per cent of the net income from
the property, is tax-free each year. Moreover, al the costs of drill-
ing and developing an oil well can be deducted as they occur-
instead of being capitalized and depreciated over the years of the
well's productive life The important point of privilege has less to
do with the percentage allowed than with the continuation of the
device long after the property isfully depreciated.

Those with enough money to play around may also off-set taxes
by placing money in tax-free municipad bonds, they may split their
income among various family members so that the taxes paid are
a a lower rate than the combined income would have required.
The rich cannot give away to friends or relatives more than a life-
time total of $30,000 plus $3,000 each year without paying a gift
tax; although, in the name of both husband and wife, a couple can
give twice that amount. The rich man can aso make a tax-deduct-
ible gift (up to 20 per cent of yearly income that is given to recog-
nized charities is not taxed as income) that will provide him se-
curity for the rest of his life. He can donate to a named charity
the principad of a fund, but continue to receive the income from
it* He thus makes an immediate deduction on his income tax re-
turn; and he cuts that part of his estate that is subject to inheri-
tance taxes.®

There are other techniques that help the rich preserve ther
money after they are dead in spite of high estate taxes. For exam-
ple, it is possible to set up a trust for a grandchild, and stipulate
that the child receive the income from the trust as long as he is
alive, although the property legally belongs to the grandchild. It is

* For example, a man can give $10,000 worth of stock to a theological
seminary, whichbecause of tax savingsactually cos ts him only
$4,268.49. In ten years, let us assume, the stock increases in market
value to $16,369.49, and the man receives $6,629 in income payments

which is 50 per cent more than the cost of his gift. When the man dies,
of course, the seminary will own the stock and receive its earnings.*?
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only at the death of the child (instead of both the origina owner
and the child) that an estate tax is paid.

A family trust saves taxesboth current income tax and estate
tax levied upon deathfor income of the trust fund is taxed sepa
rately. In addition, the trust provides the property holder with con-
tinuous professiona management, eliminates the worries of re-
sponsibility, keeps the property intact in one manageable sum,
builds the strongest possible lega safeguards to property, and, in
effect, enables the owner to continue to control his property after
heis dead.*

There are many kinds of trusts, and the law is rather compli-
cated and strict in their application; but in one type of short-term
trust 'what you do is Indian-give ownership of property to a trus
teeand actualy give away its incomefor some set period (of
more than 10 vyears). Then if the trust meets al other require-
ments, you're clear of tax on that income.™

Twenty-five years ago, there were no more than 250 founda-
tions in the entire United States; today there are thousands. Gen-
erally, a foundation is defined as 'any autonomous, non-profit legal
entity that is set up to "serve the welfare of mankind." It adminis-
ters wedth that is transferred to it through tax-free gifts or be-
quests.” Actualy, the setting up of foundations has often become
a convenient way of avoiding taxes, 'operating as pivate banks for
their donors, not infrequently, the "mankind" they have served
turned out to be afew indigent relatives.” The Revenue Act of

* 'Take the case of a married man,’ a magazine for executives care-
fully explains, 'who has a taxable income of $30,000, including a $1,000
return on a $25,000 investment. After taxes, that $1,000 of income is
worth only $450. Accumulating it each year for 10 years at compound
interest of 4 per cent would produce, at the most, a fund of about $5,650
for his family. But suppose the man transfers the $25,000 investment to
a short-term trust. If the arrangement meets certain requirements, the
trust will pay a tax of about $200 on each $1,000 of income, leaving
$800. In 10 years, that could build up to about $9,600-a gain of 70 per
cent over what could have been accumulated without a trust . .
[This is not allowed in all states] At the termination of the trudt, the
man would get back his $25,000, plus unrealized appreciation. The ac-
cumulated income would 9o to the trust beneficiary, someone within his
family in alight tax status.’
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1950 tried 'to plug up some of the bigger loopholes but 'dubious
foundations still have an advantagethe tax collect or has a hard
time getting information about them . . . revenue men complain
they haven’'t time or manpower to check more than a tiny frac-
tion of the reports aready filed by foundations. They have to steer
largely by instinct in deciding which ones to investigate, and
even the 1950 law does not require that all pertinent data concern-
ing them be furnished to the government.

In recent years, more businesses have been creating founda-
tions, thus making a bid for local and national good will, while en-
couraging research in their own industries. The corporation so en-
gaged does not have to pay taxes on the 5 per cent of its profits that
it yearly gives to its foundation. Very rich families also can keep
control of their business after a death in the family by giving large
shares of the company stock to a foundation (Ford is unusua in this
respect only in the magnitude of the sums involved). The size
of the inheritance tax, which might otherwise force a sde of stock
to outsiders in order to pay the taxes, is reduced. 'If a man's chief
concern is to raise a tax-free umbrella over part of his income and
to give some jobs to needy retainers’ an adert busness magazine
advises its executive readers, 'he should by all mens set up his
own foundation, no matter how smal. Then he may even prefer
to have the overhead eat up all the income.™®

For virtually every law taxing big money, there is a way those
with big money can avoid it or minimize it. But such legal and il-
legall maneuvers are only part of the income privileges of the cor-
porate rich: working hand-in-hand with the rules and regulations
of the government, the corporations find ways directly to supple-
ment the income of the executive rich. These various forms of
feathering the nest now make it possible for executive members
of the corporate rich to live richly on seemingly moderate incomes,
while paying taxes lower than the law seemingly intends as fair
and just. Among such privileged arrangements are following:

Under the deferred pay contract, the corporation signs up for a
given salary for a number of years, and further agrees to pay an
annual retainer after retirement as long as the executive doesn’t
go to work for any competing firm. The executive's loyalty is thus
linked to the company, and he is able to spread his income into the
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years when lower earnings will result in reduced taxes. One Chrys
ler executive, for example, recently signed a contract yielding
him $300,000 a year for the next five years, then $75,000 a year for
the rest of his life A recently retired Chairman of U. S. Steel’s
Board, who was receiving a $211,000 salary, now gets $14,000 a
year as his pension, plus $55,000 a year in ' deferred pay.”’

The classic case of deferred payment is perhaps the one worked
out for a famous entertainer, who was in a position to demand
$500,000 a year for 3 years. Instead, he arranged to take $50,000
a year for the next 30 years. No one serioudy expects him to be
active in show business when he is approaching 80, but by spread-
ing out his income and keeping it in lower tax brackets he was able
to cut the total income tax he will have to pay by nearly $600,000,
according to one estimate™ Such fabulous arrangements are not
limited to the world of show business, even though there they may
be more publicized: Even the most respected and staid compan-
ies are now in many instances taking care of their key people by
such means.

Executives are given restricted options to buy stock at or below
current market value. This keeps the executive with the company;
for he is able to pick up the option only after a specified period of
time such as a year, or he may only be able to use it to buy limited
quantities of stock over a longer period of timesa y five years™
To the executive as riskless entrepreneur, at the time he picks up
his option, there comes an immediate profit (the difference be-
tween the option price previousy set and the market value of the
stock at the time when he buys it). Most of the profit he makes if
he later sells the stock is not considered taxable income by an
obliging government: it is taxed a the lower capital gains rate
Nothing prevents him from borrowing money to pick up his op-
tion, and then selling the stock in six months at the higher market
value. For example, in 1954, the president of an aircraft company
was givenin sdary, bonus, and pension creditsabo ut $150,000,
but after taxes he took home only about $75,000. However, if he
wished to sell the 10,000 shares of stock he had bought on his com-
pany’s option plan severa months before, he could, after paying
al taxes due, have aso taken home $594,375.%° About one out of six
companies listed on the New Y ork Stock Exchange gave stock op*
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tions to executives within a year or so after the 1950 tax law made
them attractive as capital gains. Since then, the practice has
spread.”

3

The corporate rich are a propertied rich, but big property is not
al that they possess; the corporate rich are able to accumulate
and to retain high incomes, but high incomes are not all they ac-
cumulate for keeps. In addition to big property and high income,
they enjoy the corporate privileges that are part of the newer sta-
tus system of the incorporated economy of the United States.
These dtatus privileges of the corporate rich ae now standard
practices, essential, even though shifting, features of business-as-
usual, part of the going pay-off for success. Criticism of them does
not arouse indignation on the part of anyone in a position volun-
tarily to do anything about them, and much less about the cor-
porate system in which they are firmly anchored.

None of these privileges are revedled by examination of the
yearly income or the property holding. They are, one might say,
fringe benefits of the higher circles. The ’'fringe benefits which
lower salaried and wage earners have been givenpri marily pri-
vate pension and welfare plans, social security and unemploy-
ment insurancehave risen from 1.1 per cent of the  nationa
payroll in 1929 to 5.9 per cent in 1953 It is not possible to calcu-
late with suitable precision the ’fringe benefits taken by the risk-
less entrepreneurs of the big corporations, but it is now certain that
they have become quite central to the higher emoluments. It is
because of them that the corporate rich may be considered, in a
decisve way, to be members of a directly privileged class. The
corporations from which their property and incomes derive are
aso the seats of the privileges and prerogatives. The great variety
of these privileges substantialy increases their standard of con-
sumption, buttresses their financial position against the ups and
downs of the economic system, lends shape to their whole style of
living, and lifts them into a security as great as that of the cor-
porate economy itself. Designed to increase the wealth and the
security of the rich in a manner that avoids the payment of taxes,
they also strengthen their loyalties to the corporations.
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Among the accoutrements that often go with the big executive
job but are never reported to tax collectors are such fringe bene-
fits as these: free medical care, payments of club fees, company
lawyers and accountants available for tax, financial and legal ad-
vice, facilities for entertaining customers, private recreation areas
golf courses, swimming pools, gymnasiumsscholarsh ip funds
for children of executives, company automobiles, and dining
rooms for executive use® By 1955, some 37 per cent of al the
Cadillac registrations in Manhattan, and 20 per cent in Philadel-
phia, were in company names® ’'A company dedicated to keeping
its officers happy,’ one reliable observer recently noted, ’'can with
all propriety have a company airplane for business trips and a
yacht and a hunting-fishing lodge in the north woods to entertain
its biggest customers* It can aso arrange to hold its conventions
in Miami in midwinter. The effect, as far as company executives
go, is to provide wonderful travel and vacation facilities without
cost. The company officers go south in the winter and north by
summer; take aong enough work or enough customers to justify
the trip, and proceed to have a very pleasant time of it.. At home
the executives can also ride around in company-owned and chauf-
feured automobiles. Naturally the company is happy to pay their
dues at the best available country club, for the purposes of enter-
taining customers on the golf course, and a the best town club, for
intimate lunches and dinners’ % You name it and you can find it.
And it is increasing: it is free to the executive, and deductible as
an ordinary business expense by the corporation.

These higher emoluments may also extend to lavish gifts of
wonderful toys for adults, like automobiles and fur coats, and con-
veniences like deep freezes for the purchasing agents and busi-
ness contacts not directly employed by the company. All this has
been widely publicized and decried in the political field,** but, as

*Businessmen now fly nearly four million hours a year in private
planes more than all scheduled, commercial airlines put together.?®

** For example: 'Over the past two years more than 300 Congressmen
have taken trips abroad at a cost to the U.S. taxpayer estimated unoffi-
cidly a over $3,500,000. Many of the junkets were unquestionably
useful and legitimate fact-finding tours and inspections. Others unques-
tionably represented some fancy free-loading. Last week the House of

Representatives Rules Committee served notice that the lid was on
junkets.



THE CORPORATE 159
RICH

any business executive of stature well knows, such gifts of business
friendship are standard practice within and especially between big
firms.

Back in 1910, for example, White Sulphur Springs in the hills of
West Virginia was on the same social circuit as Bar Harbor and
Newport. In 1954, the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad, which
owns the Greenbrier resort hotel in White Sulphur Springs, in-
vited as guests top level executives who are, in fact or potentialy,
important shippers and who feel honored to be invited. In 1948,
the C & O paid for everything, but the response was so great
from the business, social, and political celebrities who accepted
the invitation that they now come on their own expense accounts.
The resort operates year-round but the Spring Festival is the big
social-business event.®

In Florida, there is now being constructed an entire resort town,
with an average population of 3,000, which will be rented to exec-
utives and their guests on a year-round basis. The companies in-
volved can either sublet it to their employees or write off the cost
as a business-expense deduction during the times it is used for
entertaining customers, holding conventions or important confer-
ences.®

The Continental Motors Corporation operates duck-hunting ex-
peditions a Lost Idand, Arkansas. Assuming that the golf, cock-
tail, dinner, and night club routine is ’old-hat’” b any executive by
the time he is big enough to be an important customer, Continen-
tal set up a ’'customer relations program’ which has been going
some fifteen years. Such ’lodge-type’ selling retraéts are concen-
trated in the primary goods industries, where the big sales are
made, president to president, rather than in consumer goods.
Everyone on the hunt is 'a president or a vice-presdent, or maybe
a genera or an admiral.’ In the same vicinity, at least three other
corporations aso operate exclusive duck-hunting clubs. Top em-
ployees as well as clients are usually among the guests a such
duck, deer, and trout facilities.>

"The Committee, which must approve all investigatirg authority, said it
planned to approve free foreign travel only for members of the Foreign
Affairs, Armed Services, and Insular Affairs Committees. Around Con-
gress the gag last week,” The New York Times concluded, 'was that it
would be tough to muster the usual quorum in Paris this summer.””®
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More widely recognized, but still not seriously studied is the
wide-ranging and far-reaching fact of the expense account. No
one knows, and there is no way to find out for sure, just how much
of high living and exciting entertainment is made possible for the
new privileged classes solely because of the expense account. The
vice-president of one firm, economist Richard A. Grard recently
reported, ’'is assigned a flat $20,000 each year to cover any enter-
taining he may decide to do. His contract specifies that he does
not have to account for the money.** Tax officials play a continual
game with members of the corporate rich over expense-account
deductions but generally insist that each case is uniquewhich
means there are no set rules and the revenue agent has wide re-
sponsihility.

'Theatre people estimate that thirty to forty per cent of the
New York theatre audience is an expense-account audience, and
that this is the percentage between life and death.*®* Moreover,
'in cities like New York, Washington and Chicago,” one investiga-
tor feels it 'safe to say that a any given moment well over half of
al the people in the best hotels, the best nightclubs and the best
restaurants are charging the bill as an expense account item to
their companies, which in turn are charging it to the government
in the form of tax deductions’ and goes on to asser t what is well
known: ’'There is something about an expense account that brings
out the latent rascality, rapacity and mendacity in even the other-
wise most honorable man. Expense account forms have long been
known affectionately by their fond possessors as "swindle sheets."
Filling out an expense account itemization has been regarded as
a kind of contest of wits with the company auditor, in which it is
perfectly judtifiable to use the most outrageous half-truths, little
white lies and outright fantasies, anything at all which the auditor,
regardless of how outraged he might be, cannot absolutely prove
to be false®

We have by no means reported al of the privileges of the cor-
porate rich, confining ourselves mainly to legally and officidly
sanctioned types. Many of the new privilegesespeci aly the
higher emolumentshave long been known and are quit e ac-
cepted by heads of state and by higher officials of public office.
The governor is given 'the governor’s mansion’ invkich to live






