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The American Business Elite: A Collective Portrait* 

I 
THE Dictionary of American Biography contains I,464 biographies of 

eminent American businessmen. Among them are most of the well- 
known financial and business figures, as well as many others never widely 
known or else long forgotten. The announced criterion for inclusion in the 
D.A.B. is that the person "did something notable in some field of American 
life." Over ico "consulting specialists" handled the various lists of can- 
didates for inclusion; these specialists included economic and business 
historians. 

The businessmen in the D.A.B. were not necessarily "rich," although on 
the average they were well above the middle ranges of income and property 
for their respective generations. Some were "founders" of companies which 
became huge enterprises only after their deaths. Their specific occupations 
ranged from fur trader to international banker; I4.8 per cent of them were 
in finance; 27.9 per cent, trade; 39.5 per cent, manufacturing; 4.0 per cent, 
extractive; and I3.8 per cent, transport and communication. 

In a certain sense the persons who appear in the Dictionary of American 
Biography may be considered the historical elite of the United States. The 
businessmen born between I570 and i879 who make up ii per cent of that 
total will here be called "the American business elite."' Admittedly the term 
as applied to the D.A.B. data is open to some objection. The D.A.B. omits 
some persons who were outstandingly wealthy in their day and were in that 
sense part of the business elite. Many persons who are included in the 
D.A.B. and indexed as "businessmen" were probably selected because of 
their political importance rather than primarily because of their success in 
business. Yet, this list does form a convenient point of departure for an 
over-all view of the social characteristics of eminent American businessmen. 

In the absence of any other convenient basis for historical statistical 
treatment, we have codified certain biographical information in the D.A.B. 
that bears upon commonly held opinions concerning the careers of eminent 
businessmen.2 Biographical information about each member of the business 

' Briefly, the D.A.B. includes persons who died before I927-1935, the exact date depending 
upon the alphabetical position of the name in question. The present study includes the original 
twenty volumes of the D.A.B. It does not include the one supplementary volume, which was 
issued too late for inclusion in these tabulations. 

2Members of the author's seminars at the University of Maryland, A. B. Conner, C. R. 
* It was planned that this paper would be presented at the Annual Meeting, September 

I945, which was canceled because of the regulations of the Office of Defense Transportation. 

20 
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The American Business Elite 2 I 

elite was placed on a thirty-five-item schedule. Most of the items were rather 
standard indicators of class and status, career and character, but for most of 
them our information from the D.A.B. was not deemed sufficient to permit 
reliable statistical presentation.' The information obtained bears mainly 
upon four questions: (i) What has been the relevance of regional migra- 
tions, especially westward migration, for upward movement among the 
American business elite? (2) What have been the class levels of the parents 
of the business elite of each generation? (3) What have been the education 
and (4) the participation in politics of the members of this elite? 

In order to answer these questions for various periods, we have divided the 
men studied into seven generations.' The first generation, born between I570 

and i699, was Colonial. In the second generation many members outlived 
the Revolution, but as a group the generation was mainly pre-Revolutionary. 
During the Revolutionary years they ranged from their forties to their 
seventies. The third generation, born I 730-I759, was the younger Revolu- 
tionary generation. At the time of the Revolution, they ranged from pre- 
adolescence to their forties. The men of the fourth generation, born I760- 

I 789, were from twelve to forty-one years of age when Jefferson took office. 
This generation apparently profited from American neutrality during the 
Napoleonic wars. The men of the fifth generation, born I790-i8i9, were 
among those who began the first large migrations beyond the Alleghenies; 

Ecker, R. Kolodner, A. B. Levin, Freya Mills, C. C. Packman, M. 0. Shumate, L. C. Stein, 
P. S. Ward, M. K. White, R. Wolfson, A. I. Biggs, B. M. Biron, M. P. Conklin, S. Feldman, 
J. K. Freeze, N. F. Garman, L. M. Glenn, M. L. Isaacs, F. M. Kohout, P. Kolodner, R. S. 
Lamond, B. Margolis, E. M. Medwedeff, H. N. Miller, F. Pfeiffer, E. C. Reid, B. A. Richards, 
C. J. E. Servin, M. D. S. Shea, R. D. Shur, V. P. Stortz, M. Whitlow, coded and tabulated the 
data to be presented. We wish to thank Dumas Malone and Harris Starr, who supplied re- 
quested information about the editing of the D.A.B., and Richard Hofstadter, Frank Freidel, 
and Kenneth Stampp for their generosity during frequent consultations. For any deficiencies 
or errors in the design or presentation of the study, I am responsible. 

'This does not necessarily imply criticism of the D.A.B. as a source for sociological work 
on collective biographies. It is not known how many of these deficiencies are due to the 
schedulers' lack of persistence and how much relevant information was actually not in the 
D.A.B. On many items which we have run, the schedules were rechecked against the biog- 
raphies for that one item. In several cases this slightly increased our usable returns. 

'These generations were determined in conference with three professional historians, each 
of whom was requested to set up a periodization for the American social structure. Approxi- 
mately thirty to thirty-five years were then subtracted from the middle years of these pivotal 
eras and treated as the middle year of birth for each of our generations. These units were 
checked for each of the tables: all data were tabulated by decades, and each three decades 
making up a single generation were inspected. The decade structure of each generation ap- 
peared to be satisfactorily homogeneous in each of the tabulations. The first period, 157o- 
I699, was rather arbitrarily determined by the distribution of our data and the range of the 
earlier generations. The births occurring during this period are evenly distributed over the 
I20 years. The seventh generation is somewhat biased in favor of short-lived persons and any- 
thing associated with this fact: it contains more persons born in the fifties than in the sixties 
and more born in the sixties than in the seventies. 
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The American Business Elite 23 

this group also includes the first "industrial" generation of American busi- 
nessmen. The sixth generation, born i82o-i849, fought the Civil War and 
earned such fortunes as it provided. Among its members were many of the 
so-called robber barons. The seventh generation, born I85o-i879, largely 
escaped the Civil War but rose to eminence during its economic aftermath. 
This last generation was somewhere between the ages of forty and seventy 
during the First World War. 

II 

Regional movement was studied by comparing in the careers of the elite 
their place of origin' and the place of their success. "Success" has been de- 
fined as the first upward move from the level of the first regular jobs.6 This 
rather broad conception was used in order to give full play to the migrations, 
in order not to cut down our usable sample, and because a good many of 
those extracted from the upper class took rather low first "regular" jobs. 

Table I gives an over-all picture of the places of origin and success by re- 
gional divisions. Thirty-two per cent of the business elite originated in New 
England, whereas 22.2 per cent succeeded there. A great many of the New 
Englanders migrated to the Middle Atlantic states, where a total of 38.7 
per cent succeeded but where only 29.2 per cent originated. In the Middle 
Atlantic area there were always more successes than origins.' It is the modal 
locality of success for the American business elite. 

When regional movement is examined for each of the seven generations, 
changes in the pattern of migration become apparent. See Tables II, III, IV. 
In Tables II and III, East includes New England, the Middle Atlantic, 
and South Atlantic states; all others of the ten census divisions are defined 
as West. 

The only two patterns of migration and upward mobility that show a con- 
tinual rise in the proportions of origins are West-West and West-East 
(Table II). Were we able to correct our figures for general population 

6 "Place of origin" means the place of birth unless (a) the family of the subject moved 
before the subject was ten years of age, or (b) before the subject's dependence upon the fam- 
ily was terminated; occasionally, (c) locality of elementary schooling was taken as the indi- 
cator of place of origin. The decisive idea which guided us in all doubtful cases of origin was 
where the subject "grew up." "Place of origin" thus means the locality of the major preoccu- 
pational biography. 

6 This does not preclude the possibility that these first jobs were already high. Ascent or 
success does not necessarily mean "from poor to rich," but is relative to the beginning levels. 
See Table III, however, for cross tabulations of class origin, migrations, and upward mobility. ' The data on Table I, like the other tables in this report, are broken down by generations, 
as defined in footnote 4 above. 
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24 C. Wright Mills 

TABLE II 

THE AMECAN BUSINESS ELITE: PLACE OF ORIGIN AND OF SUCCESS, 

BY TIME oF BIRTm, I57o-i879 

MOVEMENTS EAST AND WEST* 

Place of Generations by Time of Birth Total 
Origin and 

Success 
1570- 700- I730- i76o- i790- i8oo- i8go- 

0 S i699 I729 I759 i789 i8i9 i849 i879 

East East 20.4% 7I.7% 70.3% 65.6% 64.I% 5o.6% 43.6% 56.5% 
East West I.7 8.8 I7.0 I7.0 I0.4 I3.0 

West West o.8 4.7 7.6 Ii.6 25.8 9.7 
West East 0.7 I.0 3.2 9.2 2.5 

Foreign East 77.6 26.i 23.I I2.8 7.4 8.3 6.i I2.4 

Foreign West 2.0 2.2 4.I 7.4 2.9 9.3 4.9 5.9 

Total Ioo.o Ioo.o I00.0 Ioo.o I00.0 I00.0 I00.0 10.0 

* East includes New England, the Middle Atlantic, and the South Atlantic. All others of 
the ten census divisions are defined as West. The totals in this table are less than those in 
Table I because the few "foreign successes" are not here included. The table comprises 98.4 
per cent of the total elite from the D.A.B. 

growth, these two patterns would, in part, be explained by the rising propor- 
tion of population in the West.8 

Inspection of the first two generations reveals a rather sudden drop in the 
proportion of foreign origin and a quick monopoly of elite chances for 
eastern-originated American businessmen (Table II). This might have been 
due to the fact that the time span for the first "generation" is I20 years, 
whereas the second generation covers only 29 years. But on examining the 
distribution of cases by decades in these two time units, we find that they 

'The population and the economic character of the divisions and regions used in the tables 
changed greatly during the time span with which we are concerned. Ideally, these difficulties 
of changing and heterogeneous categories might be overcome by progressive redefinitions of 
the regions in terms of such factors as population density. Such a refinement would lower the 
proportions of origins and successes in "the West." In view of the small numbers in our sample 
and the chaotic and unreliable conditions of population statistics for the earlier periods, such 
precision is not entirely possible, and the attempt would seem mislocated. But we have com- 
pared the percentage of total successes in the West with the percentage of total population in 
the West. The resulting figures show that the former exceeded the latter only from around 
i780 to i8Io (for the generation, that is, born i760-i789); thereafter the latter exceeded the 
former. 
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The American Business Elite 25 

are very evenly distributed in this respect. The very large proportion of 
foreign-originated businessmen which the D.A.B. includes for our first gen- 
eration lowers the probability of a bias in favor of American-originated men 
for our second generation, since we have no reason to suppose a sudden shift 
in the criteria for inclusion. Nor is there evidence of any uneven bias in the 
availability of domestic and foreign records. Therefore, the quick develop- 
ment of such large differences is probably not due to the bias of our cate- 
gories, to the bias of the D.A.B. selection, or to sampling errors.9 They appear 
to be characteristics of historical reality. 

In Table III we present the fragmentary results which our data allow us 
of a cross tabulation of class of origin' and migration pattern of success. For 

TABLE III 

TEm AFzRicAN BUSINESS ELITE: PLACE OF ORIGIN AND OF SUCCESS, 
AND EXTRACTION BY SOCIAL CLASS, 1570-i879 

Extraction by Social Class 
Place of i760-i849 i850-i879 

Origin and Success Upper Lower Upper Lower 
O S Class Class Class Class 

East East 65.2% 52.3% 50.5% 4I.9% 

East West I3.3 i8.6 I0.3 9.3 
West West 8.7 8.7 23.7 25.6 
West East 2.2 I.2 8.3 4.7 
Foreign East 6.2 I0.2 3.I I I.6 
Foreign West 4.4 9.0 4.I 6.9 
Total * I00.0 I00.0 100.0 IO.0 

* This table comprises 78.9 per cent of the elite born in the periods involved. 

the period from 1570 to I759, our sample is so cut down by this cross tabula- 
tion that we can furnish no statistically reliable information. If we combine 
the next three generations, which altogether cover the period from I 760 to 
i849," we see that i8.6 per cent of these men originated in the eastern lower 
class and migrated West to success; whereas only I3.3 per cent of eastern 

9The critical ratio, C.R., = Dplp2, of 20.4% and 7i.7% is I8t4. 

0p1-p2 
For a more adequate conception of class of origin, see Table V. 

" The three generations composing this time period are homogeneous with' regard to the 
items considered here. 
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26 C. Wright Mills 

upper-class extraction migrated to western success.' For this middle period, 
9.0 per cent originated outside the United States in lower classes and went to 
the West for their success; whereas only 4.4 per cent originated outside the 
United States in the upper classes and migrated to western areas. If these 
proportions are compared with those for the last generation, the members of 
which came to the approximate age of thirty-five around the year i900, we 
see that the eastern lower-class subjects did not migrate to the West in quite 
so high a proportion (9.3 per cent) as did the eastern upper-class subjects 
(10.3 per cent); and, furthermore, that the West was no longer so much a 
cradle of lower-class foreign-born successes as it appears to have been during 
the middle period. Six and nine-tenths per cent of the generation was lower- 
class foreign born who succeeded in the West, whereas 4.I per cent was 
upper-class foreign born who migrated to western areas and there achieved 
success. 

Tables II and III suggest that for only a relatively small proportion of the 
business elite was migration to the West relevant for success. In this small 
group, more of those who were born in the eastern lower classes during the 
years I760-i849 took the journey than did those who were born in the east- 
ern upper classes. At all times for which we have information, these latter 
show more of a tendency to remain in the East, clustered around the estab- 
lished centers of economic power and manipulation. 

Table IV displays a pattern in the movements of those who originated and 
those who succeeded in the South as well as in the movements of those who 
originated and those who succeeded in the North. Those originating in the 
South and succeeding in the North form a similar proportion of the total as 
do those originating in the North and succeeding in the South. However, 
since the total number originating in the South, regardless of place of suc- 
cess, is much smaller than the number originating in the North, the migra- 
tions out of the South and to success in the North form, for the entire his- 
torical period, a much higher ratio of migration to origin base. Half as many 
originating in the South migrated to northern success as originated in the 
South and succeeded there; whereas only one in every eighteen of those who 
originated in the North migrated to southern success. Contrary to the gen- 
eral trend, both the North-South and the South-North patterns of upward 
mobility decline for the sixth generation, i820-i849. This is apparently due 
to the Civil War, as the members of this generation were approximately 
twenty-five to thirty years of age during the war. Contrary to expectations 
of the time, these figures indicate that very few of the northern-originated 

12 The critical ratio of these two proportions indicates that the chances are 98 in ioo that 
this difference is statistically significant. 
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The American Business Elite 27 

TABLE IV 

Thn AFIRICAN BusINss ELITE: PLACE OF ORGIT AND SUCCESS 
BY Tim OF BnmT, i570-i879 

MOVEMENTS NORT= AND SouTH* 

Place of Generations by Time of Birth Total 
Origin and 

Success 
I570- I700- I730- i76o- i79o- i820- i85o- 

0 S i699 I729 I759 i789 i8i9 i849 i879 

North North i8.4% 65.2% 64.7% 64.5% 7I.5% 70.4% 64.4% 66.8% 
North South - - 3.6 4.6 3.8 6.7 3.7 

South South - 6.5 6.7 9.2 8.8 7.9 8.7 7.9 
South North 2.0 2.6 2.8 4.6 2.2 8.7 3.7 

Foreign North 67.4 23.9 19.3 12.I 9.5 13.7 10.7 I4.8 
Foreign South 312.2 4.4 6.7 7.8 31.0 2.0 o.8 3.1 

Total o00.0 I00.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 I00.0 100.0 100.0 

* North includes New England and the Middle Atlantic, East North Central, and West 
North Central states. South includes the South Atlantic, East South Central, and West South 
Central states. Cases involving the remaining divisions are omitted in this tabulation. The 
table comprises 91.5 per cent of the total elite from the D.A.B. 

business elite made the first major step up by going south during re- 
construction. 

Although we have plotted the movements, the information which has been 
presented does not enable us to satisfy our interest in the causal relevance of 
westward migration for upward mobility among the business elite. Certainly 
we are not entitled to answer the even more general question of the relevance 
of the "frontier" for success patterns in the United States. There are three 
general reasons for this: 

i. Our sample includes only "elite" businessmen. From it we cannot learn 
anything directly about other fields of success, such as farming, nor about 
the middle and lower ranges of success in any field, including business. Nor 
do we know how much more successful, or how much quicker, if at all, the 
successes of those who went west would have been had they remained in the 
East. 

2. We cannot present the total demographic picture with which to "cor- 
rect" our portrait of the migrations of businessmen. By relating the propor- 
tion of the total population in the West at the approximate year of each 
generation's success with the proportion of East to West migrants among 

This content downloaded from 119.15.93.148 on Wed, 16 Jul 2014 05:33:39 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


2 8 C. Wright Mills 

the business elite, we can obtain a comparison of total western successes with 
total western population. Such a procedure does not, however, differentiate 
the sources of the total western population, whether migrants from the East 
or abroad, or whether of western origin. Only the total western successes, 
regardless of origins, may be very crudely compared with the proportion of 
the general population in the West at the times of their successes. 

3. Our data permit us to determine only something of the direct effects of 
westward migration upon the careers of members of the business elite. They 
do not enable us to say anything about the indirect effects of "the West" 
upon their upward mobilities. These indirect effects-the influence on busi- 
ness prosperity of an expanding market open for domestic exploitation, 
of governmentally cheap natural resources, of the unorganized generosity of 
immigrant labor-these may very well have been more crucial than any 
personal migration in the upward reach of the business elite. These tables 
focus upon businessmen. We are not studying business, nor are the data 
thus far presented necessarily adequate indices of the economic mechanics 
of the upper-class situation. For such matters, analyses of mass economic 
data are more appropriate than analyses of the careers of the elite. 

We cannot, for example, infer from the very small number of successes 
made outside the United States (see Table II) that this small a proportion 
of business successes has been due to economic activities and conditions 
abroad. Rather, the figures indicate that the business elite as persons did not 
travel abroad and there experience their first major upward mobility. The 
same caution applies to the domestic patterns of migration. As Thomas 
Jefferson wrote, "Merchants have no country. The mere spot they stand on 
does not constitute so strong an attachment as that from which they draw 
their gains.' 

III 

From what class and occupational levels did the business elite originate? 
Were there higher proportions of "self-elevating" men in some generations 
than in others? Did the "self-elevating" men employ education as a vehicle 
for their ascent, or were educational advantages monopolized by those born 
in the upper classes? What were the types and levels of education attained 
by various generations of American businessmen? What were the political 
connections of the business elite? Are class of origin, education attained, 

'Quoted by A. J. Nock, Jefferson (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1926), 
p. io8. 
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The American Business Elite 29 

occupation of father, and political office held interrelated? Are the different 
generations characterized by significantly different constellations of these 
attributes? Tentative answers to these questions may be discerned from 
Tables V-X. 

The class of origin of the American business elite is consistently upper, 
both absolutely and in proportion to the number of fathers in the various 
class levels of the population. Table V suggests that of the total elite only 
I0.4 per cent came from the lower class, while an additional 25.9 per cent 
were born in families of the lower-middle class. 

These figures, and all those presented here which involve class origins, 
drastically understate the fact of the overwhelmingly upper-class production 
of upper-class businessmen; for at all times in the history of the United 
States there have been, of course, vastly more lower- than upper-class 
families. We cannot compute the relative contributions to the business elite 
of the several economic levels, for no adequate occupational statistics are 
available before the latter nineteenth century. When we consider, however, 
that probably over go per cent of the eighteenth-century population con- 
sisted of quite small farmers, laborers, indentured servants, and slaves,' 
that probably the nineteenth-century population contained a similar pro- 
portion consisting of small farmers, native and immigrant laborers, and 
slaves, the meaning of these figures on the class extraction of elite business- 
men stands out quite clearly. The best statistical chance of becoming a mem- 
bet of the business elite is to be born into it. 

Although this general result contradicts various myths and propaganda, 
it further confirms data previously gathered on various elite groups and is 
quite in line with expectations derived from competent economic analyses.' 

A pilot study of 328 D.A.B. capitalists, financiers, and bankers indicates 
that only during one period of birth, i800-i839, did the chances of lower- 
class boys to enter the business elite approach those of boys born in the 
upper classes.'6 During this middle period, about one third of the business 
elite were from the lower class, whereas about one third were from each of 
the two remaining classes used. Before and after this early nineteenth- 

14 In i763, probably about -one third of the people of North America were "legally unfree." 
Evarts B. Greene, The Revolutionary Generation, 1763-z790 (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, I943), p. 75. 

' See P. Sorokin, Social Mobility (New York and London: Harper and Brothers, I927), 
for various references to this literature. 

16 Prepared by Miss M. G. Stavropoulos and Miss K. M. Wood in "The Sociology of Pro- 
fessions" at the University of Maryland, I943; unpublished. 
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The American Business Elite 3 I 

century period of birth, well over half of the elite businessmen were from 
the upper of the three classes. 

A more sweeping picture of the trends suggested by Table V may be ob- 
tained by combining the two upper classes into "upper"; the two lower 
classes into "lower"; combining generations one, two, and three; genera- 
tions four, five, and six; and comparing these two periods with the last gen- 
eration. Of the men born between I570 and I759, 8o.6 per cent were from 
upper-class homes. Of the men born between I760 and i849, only 59.5 per 
cent were from the upper classes; whereas of those born between i850 and 
i879, 70.7 per cent originated in the upper economic levels of the American 
social structure. 

The primary indicator of "class of origin," if more definite information 
was not available, was the "occupation of father." This was not, however, the 
only basis of classification. Other subsidiary indicators included: inherit- 
ances of property, class level of mother if it involved business holdings later 
used by the future elite, and the financial aid of other relatives. Education 
was taken as an indicator only if private schools known to be expensive were 
attended or if private tutors were employed for considerable lengths of time. 
Cases of the dead father and the struggling mother were tallied lower class. 
If a member of the textile elite was the son of a poor father but went to work 
with an uncle who owned several large textile factories, we tallied upper 
class. The first position held by the subject was sometimes used as a sub- 
sidiary indicator but only if it was taken during youth and involved the 
ownership of large property. For each of the I,I55 cases for which sufficient 
information was available, the class of origin was discerned by the pattern 
of the primary and the several secondary indicators.' The schedules were 
edited twice-each time independently-for this item. 

Table VI shows the occupations of the fathers of members of the business 
elite. We are able to add information on an eighth generation, i879-I907, 
which practically completes these materials for the total span of United 
States history. Most of the qualifications made in connection with class ex- 
traction are also relevant for this table on the occupations of fathers. We 
must emphasize that figures on the occupational composition of the total 
population at the varying times of birth of members of the elite are not 
available for the first six generations. This table undoubtedly overstates the 
relative productivity of the laboring and farming occupations and under- 

17 For the technique of "discernment," see Mirra Komarovsky, The Unemployed Man and 
His Family (New York: The Dryden Press, 1940), Appendix i. 
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TABLE VI 

THE APmicA BusINEss ELITE: OCcUPATIoNS oF THE FATHERS, i570-i879 

Generations by Time of Birth 
Occupation 1570- 1700- 1730- i760- i790- i820- i850- i879- 
of Father i699 I729 1759 1789 i819 i849 I879 i907* Totalt 

Profession 29.2% I4.8% 6.5% I4.19% I8.I % 22.6% i8.7% I2.6 % i8.79% 

Business 33.3 63.o 67.7 53.3 29.3 35.5 47.7 63.I 40.4 

Public Official 12.5 i8.5 9.7 6.5 7.6 3.9 4.7 6.4 

Farming 4.2 3.7 12.9 i8.5 34.9 23.2 2I.5 7.6 23.8 

Skilled Craft 20.8 3.2 7.6 5.5 io.6 2.8 7.9 7.3 

Unskilled and 
Semiskilled - - - - 3.8 2.6 3.7 2.7 2.5 

Clerical and 
Salesmen o.8 i.6 0.9 6.i 0.9 

Total io0.0 I00.0 I00.0 I00.0 I00.0 I00.0 100.0 I00.0 100.0 

* Recomputed from Taussig and Joslyn, American Business Leaders, p. 312, Table A-IV. 
Our category, "public official," was not used by Taussig and Joslyn. We have computed 
"business" from their "minor executive," "major executive," "owner of large business," and 
"owner of small business." Carl Joslyn has kindly examined these operations made on his 
data. It will be noticed that only in the cases of "farming" and "clerical" do the Taussig and 
Joslyn data perhaps violate the trends in our own figures, and these cases are certainly the 
ones most likely to be drastically influenced by shifts in the total occupied population. This 
table comprises 58.6 per cent of the total elite from the D.A.B. 

t This total column does not include the Taussig and Joslyn data in the eighth generation. 

states the proportions from business and the professions. We may, however, 
inspect the internal composition of the occupational origins of the business 
elite by the various generations. 

These figures tend generally to confirm our findings on class of origin. In 
each of the generations, except one, I790-i8i9, business and the professions 
produced the majority of the business elite. 

For all generations, 40.4 per cent of the elite are derived from business- 
men alone. For those born between I790 and i8i9, however, only 47.5 per 
cent were derived from business and the professions. This generation at- 
tained the average age of thirty-five at the approximate year i840. This and 
the preceding and the following generations (comprising the total span 
I760-i849) contain the modal proportion of the sons of farmers and skilled 
laborers. This span of years also contains the highest proportion of men of 
lower-class origin to enter the elite. 

The drop in the proportions of farmers and laborers after the i840's is 
apparently absorbed, directly or intermediately, by the business strata. Of 
those business elite born between i879 and I907, only i8.2 per cent origi- 
nated in farming and laboring families. 
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34 C. Wright Mills 

In Table VII it may be seen that i8.2 per cent of all members of the 
American business elite have been graduates of colleges and that a total of 
33.3 per cent have been enrolled for some period of time in some college. 
When we consider that in I940, when the proportion of persons over twenty- 
five years of age who had been enrolled in college was at its historical peak, 
only i0.0 per cent of these adults had been enrolled in college,' it is clear 
that the business elite has been educated well above the level of the general 
adult population, If the top five educational categories in Table VII are 
summed and called "high" and the total of the last four categories are 
summed up to "low," it appears that 46.6 per cent of the total business elite 
was "highly educated."' 

Table VII shows that the least well-educated members of the business 
elite were of the two generations which cover the birth years 1760-i8ig. 
These individuals came to the approximate age of thirty-five from around 
i8io to i840. A higher proportion of the members of these "middle period" 
generations received only a "negligible" education, were apprentices only, 
attended only grammar school, high school, or academy. 

The categories used in these tables are certainly not of the best; they were 
more or less determined by the condition of the biographical accounts. The 
categories are geared closely enough to these data to permit reliable tallying 
and yet are abstracted enough to permit comparisons and allow a general 
picture of the changing educational situation of the American business elite. 

If we cross tabulate the class of origin with the education attained 
(Table VIII), we are able to find out the extent to which the lower-class 
subjects were able to use education as a vehicle for their upward climb. 

Of those business elite who originated in upper-class homes 65.7 per cent 
obtained a "higher education." The range across the various generations is 
from 50.0 per cent to 79.2 per cent. Only i9.8 per cent of lower-class extrac- 
tion were during their youth educated to the same high level, the range of 
the various generations being from none to 37.5 per cent. This highest. pro- 
portion of the lowly born who received a higher education occurred in the 

18Sixteenth Census, "United States Summary" (Washington, 1943), Table VI. ' That the D.A.B. sample is not biased toward including businessmen of higher education 
is perhaps suggested by the Taussig and Joslyn educational figures.In their sample, big busi- 
nessmen actually in the higher offices of business organizations in 1928 were educated as 
follows: 3I.9 per cent, college graduates; I3.4 per cent, college nongraduates; 28.o per cent, 
high school or equivalent; 25.7 per cent, grammar school; and i.o, per cent, none. F. W. 
Taussig and C. S. Joslyn, American Business Leaders (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
I932), p. 162, Table 37. 
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3 6 C. Wright Mills 

generation which came to the approximate age of thirty-five in I 78o.2' 
Table VIII suggests that about one fifth of the lower-class men used higher 
education in their upward climb, that those from the upper class were better 
educated during the Colonial period and the latter nineteenth century than 
during the middle years of United States history, and that there is a trend in 
the later generations for a greater proportion of those originating in the 
lower or the upper classes to obtain a higher education. Those of upper-class 
extraction have had better educational chances, whereas at all times the 
majority of those born poor who became business elite rose without benefit 
of higher education. 

IV 
Eminent American businessmen have participated quite heavily in the 

political life of the United States. They have held public offices in local, 
state, and federal administrations. These offices range from sheriff of a small 
county to Secretary of State. Two facts stand out in Table IX: first, that 
45.7 per cent of the eminent businessmen in the Dictionary of American 
Biography held political offices during the course of United States history; 
second, that after around I 780 the proportion of business elite holding office 
dropped very sharply and remained on a lower level. 

The number of offices held is not, of course, an adequate measure of politi- 
cal influence or participation. We included in "office" party posts of conse- 
quence, but no distinction was made in our tabulations between elected and 
appointed positions. Most of the offices appear to have been of rather high 
importance. Because these tabulations omit entirely pressure-group activity, 
lobbying, the hiring and financial backing of political agents, and other less 
obvious forms of political activity, our figures underestimate the extent of 
"political participation" of the business elite. This fact makes all the more 
impressive the high proportion of business elite who actually held offices. 

The political elite and the business elite have apparently overlapped to a 
large degree, and "laissez faire" has not at any time worked in reverse. Elite 
businessmen have intervened in the political process in decisively high 
proportions.' 

An explanation of the trends in office holding across the various genera- 
tions has to account for the sharp drop between the third and fourth gen- 

o The total number of cases from which this 37.5 per cent was computed is rather small; 
the figure is quite unstable. 

a Our schedules on "The American Political Elite" are not yet complete enough to permit a 
cross check on this. We are particularly interested in the type and number of governmental 
officials whose departments have to do with the regulations of business and who are mobile 
between public and private structures. 
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38 C. Wright Mills 

erations (birth date I760) and the lower plateau for the latter three or four 
generations (since around I790). This drop seems to occur about the time of 
the Revolution, when the composition of the political elite probably shifted 
from foreign born to native born. Since businessmen are reported to have 
played a large role in setting up the new political institutions, the drop in the 
proportion of office-holding businessmen seems difficult to understand-if, 
indeed, our sample is adequate on this point. It may be suggested that dur- 
ing the Colonial period a considerable proportion of the governors' councils 
were members of the business elite.' These councils ignored territorial rep- 
resentation. The new state upper houses, which were based on territorial 
representation, tended to include fewer of the business elite, who were clus- 
tered in the urban centers. Our data do not allow us to verify this. 

If the agents of political institutions intervened in business contexts more 
frequently during the lifetime of the last generation, i859-i879, we might 
expect more counterintervention in political institutions by the business 
elite. We do not have career data with which to verify this, but on the basis 
of other analyses for the latter periods we suppose that such data would in- 
dicate an upward trend in political participation.' Our figures fail to catch 
this because they do not include a good sample of businessmen active in the 
twentieth century and because the mode of relation between business and 
politics has changed from old-fashioned office holding to less explicit ar- 
rangements. 

We do not know how many of these political offices held were occupied 
after the business career was more or less terminated or whether they oc- 
curred between business jumps. Therefore, we cannot definitely say whether 
this office holding indicates "honors" or an instrumental use of political 
offices within the careers of members of the business elite. 

In all generations, except one, i820-i849, members of the business elite 
originating in the upper class have held political offices in greater propor- 
tions than those who sprang from the lower class. Table X suggests that be- 
fore I780 and after i900 the proportions from the upper class who held 

= Cf. C. P. Nettels, The Roots of American Civilization (New York: F. S. Crofts and Com- 
pany, I938), pp. 3II-I2. In connection with our data on political office holding among the 
business elite, there is the possibility that the D.A.B. is biased toward including those eminent 
businessmen who were also eminent in other contexts, including the political. We have no way 
of checking this for certain. If, however, such a bias does exist, it would distort only the fig- 
ures on the proportions at any given time; if we may assume that it operated constantly across 
the generations, the trends we have indicated might still be correct. 

2' Donald C. Blaisdell, Economic Power and Political Pressures (Temporary National Eco- 
nomic Committee, Monograph No. 26. Washington: Government Printing Office, I94I), is 
the latest factual account of the matter. 
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offices definitely exceeded those from the lower class. During the middle 
periods, from about i8io to i870, the proportions of businessmen from the 
lower class who held offices are almost as high as those from the upper class. 
For the entire historical elite, it appears that members of lower-class extrac- 
tion did not gain whatever advantages or honors were available through 
personally holding political offices to the same extent as did those from the 
upper class. Regardless of class extraction, however, the American business 
elite have held offices in considerable proportions. 

V 

The problem of social mobility among businessmen is so complex that no 
solution could be offered without data on credit institutions, on marriages 
into the upper classes, on the relevance of wars and tariffs for given lines of 
business, and so on.' We have not been able to gather these data for a suffi- 
cient proportion of our i,464 members of the business elite to handle them 
statistically. 

If further investigation could round out the picture of opportunities for 
success in business, we might be able to give new meanings to "mercantil- 
ism," "laissez faire," and "monopoly capitalism." Assuming that these words 
refer to social structures, one might view them in terms of the careers of 
successful businessmen. 

For the mercantilist elite, the pattern of success might include political 
influence (indicated by offices, charters, and associates) via social status (by 
descent or intermarriage), and business success via political influence. 

For laissez faire, the pattern of success might involve a larger proportion 
of -upwardly mobile persons, less (direct) political connections, and less em- 
phasis upon social status or ancestry. Laissez faire might also mean that 
there is a split between the economic and the political elite, that they are no 
longer identical persons, that the economic elite rises somewhat at the ex- 
pense of the political elite, and that connections between the two become 
attenuated and surreptitious. 

In monopoly capitalism the pattern of success might indicate decreased 
chances for members of the lower classes and a return to political influence 
(perhaps indirect). At the top, the political and economic elite might come 
closer together with the common purpose of buttressing existing bureau- 

24 Our schedule contained detailed requests for these items as well as for religious affilia- 
tions, indications on status, membership in voluntary associations, etc. The information ob- 
tained is not adequate for statistically reliable use. 
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cratic structures. However, for men trained for several, generations in 
laissez-faire ideology, this coming together might be less obvious than the 
structural result might lead us to expect. During crises the power connec- 
tions might become stronger and more obvious; they may be legitimated in 
terms of the alleged "know-how" of the business elite, their lack of com- 
pensation ("dollar-a-year"), and their patriotism. 

These and other items in the careers of the elite which may be hypotheti- 
cally inferred from the changing political economy are supported only in a 
tenuous manner by the data we have available; more thorough verification 
cannot be made with the data we have been able to gather from the D.A.B. 
None of our findings, however, seems to contradict this general picture. 

VI 

If we disregard the methodological qualifications which have been ad- 
vanced, we may derive the following assertions about the American business 
elite during the several stages of its history: 

The business elite of the earlier Colonial period came from abroad (78.8 
per cent) and from the upper classes (8o.6 per cent). Their fathers were in 
business (33.3 per cent), the professions (29.2 per cent), or held public office 
(I2.5 per cent). Remaining clustered in the young cities of the northeastern 
coast, they also held political office (68.6 per cent) and were typically (83.3 
per cent) well educated. The minority among them which came from the 
skilled-craft stratum (20.8 per cent) were less well educated and did not 
hold political office so frequently as did those from the upper classes. 

The generation coming to maturity during the second third of the eight- 
eenth century was predominately of American origin; quite abruptly Ameri- 
can businessmen monopolized the elite positions in this country, and the 
first native generation of top businessmen, along with their sons, were among 
the Revolutionists. They continued to originate in New England, but many 
of them began the pattern of migrating to the Middle Atlantic states. These 
first Americans were of upper-class origin (85.7 per cent), and 63.0 per cent 
of them were born of fathers in business, whereas i8.5 per cent had fathers 
who held public office. They were not quite so well educated (66.7 per cent) 
as their foreign-originated predecessors (83.3 per cent), but they were, of 
course, far above the average American in this respect. They held political 
office in the same proportion as the earlier men, and the minority among 
them from the lower classes (14.5 per cent) were less well educated and 
were slightly less likely to hold political office (66.7 per cent) than were the 
upper-class majority (72.2 per cent). 
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The younger Revolutionary generation, men whose ages ranged from 
their teens to around forty when the Revolution occurred, was similar to the 
preceding generation in locality and in pattern of migrations. From one 
fourth to one third of them were foreign born; the vast majority were from 
New England and the Middle Atlantic area, but almost twice as many suc- 
ceeded in the Middle Atlantic states as originated there. A few of the native 
Americans trickled westward, and there were proportionately twice as many 
businessmen of foreign origin who went beyond the Alleghenies for their 
success as in the preceding generation. 

Compared with our preceding generation, a slightly smaller proportion of 
the younger Revolutionary men were from the upper classes (77.9 per cent) 
but a higher proportion were from the homes of businessmen (67.7 per cent). 
There was also a larger proportion from farming families (I2.9 per cent) and 
fewer from professional families (6.5 per cent) and from the families of 
public officials (9.7 per cent). It may be that a few of the sons of yeoman 
farmers of New England now began to succeed as businessmen in the Middle 
Atlantic states. This Revolutionary generation was definitely less well edu- 
cated than were their predecessors; 54.7 per cent of them were "highly edu- 
cated." As in all generations, those from the upper classes were definitely 
better educated than those of lower-class extraction. However, for almost 
the last time in the history of the United States, over one half (58.8 per cent) 
of the lower-class boys who entered the business elite came to hold political 
offices, although the upper-class boys still were much more likely to attain 
political position (8i.i per cent). As a group, the members of this generation 
reached the peak of all generations of American business elite in the propor- 
tion who held political office (7I.2 per cent). 

The members of the next three generations came to maturity during the 
first three quarters of the nineteenth century. They reached the age of 
thirty-five around i8io, i840, and i870. During the first two of these three 
generations, about 43.0 per cent originated in New England, but a high 
proportion of these migrated from that region; they went in large numbers 
to the Middle Atlantic area, and they also began to follow the population 
movements westward: from 8.o per cent to I 7.0 per cent of them went west 
to their success. The peak years in the history of the elite for success in the 
West of eastern migrants are i840 and i870. Naturally, more of the nine- 
teenth-century elite were born in the West (ii.6 per cent) in the last three 
generations, yet even so the proportion of western population is larger than 
the proportion of western successes, regardless of their origins. More of those 
from lower-class homes went west to success (i8.6 per cent) than did those 
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of upper-class extraction (13.3 per cent). Also, proportionately more of the 
relatively few originating abroad and in the lower classes went west to busi- 
ness success (g.o per cent) than did those who were from foreign upper 
classes (4.4 per cent). Very few of the business elite of northern origin 
achieved their success by going south during reconstruction. 

In the nineteenth century the business elite was composed of significantly 
more men from the lower classes than was the case previously or than has 
been the case since. The peak year in the history of the United States in this 
respect was i870. Not only were 43.0 per cent of the elite who then came to 
approximately thirty-five years of age born in the two lower classes, but 
there were also more from the upper-middle class, than from the upper. This 
had not been the tendency in previous generations. These three nineteenth- 
century generations were the first and, so far, the last generations of busi- 
ness elite in the history of the United States to contain more than 25 or 30 

per cent from the lower classes. Charles Beard has examined a "super-elite" 
of eleven men who performed immense business operations from i865 to 
i900; he finds that only two of the eleven built their fortunes on family in- 
heritances and that only one obtained a higher education.' But this was not 
the proportion among the broad elite we are studying. Our tabulations fully 
confirm the general view that the early nineteenth century was the histori- 
cal cradle of business success for those of lower-class origin. It is perhaps a 
comment on how much can be made from a small taste of such experience to 
realize that even during this peak of upward mobility, only about one third 
of the business elite came from the lowest of three classes, whereas this class 
probably contained nine tenths of the employed population. 

More of the fathers of the generation coming to success around i840 were 
farmers (34.9 per cent) than previously. The historical peak for the propor- 
tion whose fathers followed skilled laboring jobs (io.6 per cent) occurs 
around i870. 

Definitely fewer of these nineteenth-century elite were "highly educated." 
The low point for the businessmen's entire history is the 31.6 per cent who 
were highly educated: this group came to the approximate age of thirty-five 
in i8io. Even during this period, however, about three times as many of 
these from upper-class homes were highly educated than were those of 
lower-class extraction. 

The nineteenth-century elite did not hold political office in the same high 
proportion as did the business elite of the eighteenth century. Yet the per- 

a Charles A. and Mary R. Beard, Rise of American Civilization (New York: The Macmil- 
lan Company, I936), II, I73 ff. 
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centages who did hold political office range from 38.3 to 46.4 per cent. The 
differences between the office holding of those from the upper classes and 
those from the lower classes are not very great: in the early nineteenth cen- 
tury slightly more from the upper classes held office; in the latter part of 
that century, however, those from the lower classes began to hold office in 
higher proportions and in i870 those from the lower classes (37.6 per cent) 
had a slight lead over these from the upper classes (35.9 per cent). It is 
generally held that the southern planters were more prone to enter Congress 
personally; whereas members of the business elite relied on lawyers to speak 
for them.' This may be true, but if one includes party and state offices, 
appointive as well as elective, it is clear that quite a high proportion of the 
business elite personally held office in the various phases of the governing of 
America. 

Between the times of Jackson and Lincoln, the social status of the business 
elite was considerably improved. Although it is true that no class pattern of 
national consequence was deeply entrenched, there was a competition for 
status between the planter of good family and the rising merchant. Hunt's 
Merchants' Magazine, published during the middle years, glorified the "self- 
made merchant" as equally respectable with "the luxurious planter, the time 
serving politician, or the cringing office seeker."27 A rough analysis of the 
content of such publications as Hunt's indicates that the nineteenth century 
was a period in which the status of the business elite rose. This competition 
for status, among other perhaps more material questions, was settled practi- 
cally and in blood by the Civil War. 

The last generation for which we have presented data came to the approxi- 
mate age of success around i900. Only 10.4 per cent of this generation mi- 
grated from the East to western success, although, naturally, more of them 
originated in the West and succeeded there than was previously the case. 
Proportionately more originated in the West and went east to success than 
originated in the East and succeeded in the West. A slightly higher propor- 
tion from the upper classes went west from the East (10.3 per cent) than 
was the case for those from the lower classes who made the trip (9.3 per 
cent); this reverses the nineteenth-century trend of upward mobility and 
migration westward. 

This last generation is, in many respects, more comparable to the seven- 
teenth- and eighteenth-century patterns than to those of the nineteenth 

' See Beard, Rise of American Civilization, I, 635. 
2 Hunt's Merchants' Magazine, I (September I839), 201. Quoted by Jerome Thomases, in 

Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXX (December I943), 398. 
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century. A similarly high proportion came from the upper classes (70.7 per 
cent), and a member of the lower class had diminished chances of rising to 
the business heights. The fathers of this generation were overwhelmingly 
businessmen (47.7 per cent) or professional men (I8.7 per cent) or farmers 
(2I.5 per cent). Only 6.5 per cent of them were from homes of laborers. 

They were a good deal better educated than the nineteenth-century elite, 
63.1 per cent of them having obtained "higher education." Only 28.2 per 
cent of those from the lower classes, however, went above, the high-school 
level, whereas 79.2 per cent of the upper classes did. 

In one respect they followed the long trend of United States history: 39.2 

per cent held political office. This proportion is quite in line with the gradual 
dropping of this trait by the nineteenth-century business elite. Those who 
did hold office, however, were more likely to be from the upper classes (43.6 
per cent) than from the lower (31.1 per cent). 

The best time during the history of the United States for the poor boy 
ambitious for high business success to have been born was around the year 
i835. Since then the proportion of those in his position who realized their 
hopes has definitely declined, despite the steady growth in the total numbers 
of the elite. The best time for a boy not able to attend college, but wishing 
big business success, to have been born was around 1 775. Since then the pro- 
portion of his type in the business elite has declined. The eastern boy wish- 
ing business success of the higher type and going west to find it should not 
have been born after around i835 if he was to have the best statistical 
chances. 

For the whole of United States history: the typical member of the Ameri- 
can business elite is of northeastern origin (6i.2 per cent). He did not 
migrate westward to success. He was definitely of the upper classes by birth 
(63.7 per cent) and was educated well above the level of the general popula- 
tion (46.6 per cent being in the "higher" category). The father of the busi- 
ness elite has typically (40.4 per cent) been a businessman. And 45.7 per cent 
of the business elite of America have held office in its various political 
structures. 

Bureau of Applied Social Researck C. WRIGHT MILLS 

Columbia University 
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