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Bobos in Paradise

The New Upper Class and How They Got There

The Rise of the Educated Class

I'm not sure I'd like to be one of the people
featured on the New York Times wedding
page, but I know I'd like to be the father of
one of them. Imagine how happy Stanley J.
Kogan must have been, for example, when
his daughter Jamie was admitted to Yale.
Then imagine his pride when Jamie made
Phi Beta Kappa and graduated summa cum
laude. Stanley himself is no slouch in the
brains department: he’s a pediatric urologist
in Croton-on-Hudson, with teaching posi-
tions at the Cornell Medical Center and the
New York Medical College. Still, he must
have enjoyed a gloat or two when his daugh-
ter put on that cap and gown.

And things only got better. Jamie breezed
through Stanford Law School. And then she
met a man— Thomas Arena—who appeared
to be exactly the sort of son-in-law that pedi-
atric urologists dream about. He did his un-
dergraduate work at Princeton, where he,
too, made Phi Beta Kappa and graduated
summa cum laude. And he, too, went to law
school, at Yale. After school they both went
to work as assistant U.S. attorneys for the
mighty Southern District of New York.

These two awesome résumés collided at a
wedding ceremony in Manhattan, and given
all the school chums who must have at-
tended, the combined tuition bills in that
room must have been staggering. The rest of
us got to read about it on the New York

Times weddings page. The page is a weekly
obsession for hundreds of thousands of
Times readers and aspiring Balzacs. Un-
abashedly elitist, secretive, and totally hon-
est, the “mergers and acquisitions page” (as
some of its devotees call it) has always pro-
vided an accurate look at at least a chunk of
the American ruling class. And over the
years it has reflected the changing ingredi-
ents of elite status.

When America had a pedigreed elite, the
page emphasized noble birth and breeding.
But in America today it’s genius and geniality
that enable you to join the elect. And when
you look at the Times weddings page, you
can almost feel the force of the mingling SAT
scores. It’s Dartmouth marries Berkeley,
MBA weds Ph.D., Fulbright hitches with
Rhodes, Lazard Fréres joins with CBS, and
summa cum laude embraces summa cum
laude (you rarely see a summa settling for a
magna—the tension in such a marriage
would be too great). The Times emphasizes
four things about a person—college degrees,
graduate degrees, career path, and parents’
profession—for these are the markers of up-
scale Americans today. . . .

The Fifties

The Times weddings page didn't always
pulse with the accomplishments of the Ré-
sumé Gods. In the late 1950s, the page pro-
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jected a calm and more stately ethos. The
wedding accounts of that era didn’t empha-
size jobs or advanced degrees. The profes-
sion of the groom was only sometimes men-
tioned, while the profession of the bride was
almost never listed (and on the rare occa-
sions when the bride’s profession was noted,
it was in the past tense, as if the marriage
would obviously end her career). Instead,
the Times listed pedigree and connections.
Ancestors were frequently mentioned. The
ushers were listed, as were the bridesmaids.
Prep schools were invariably mentioned,
along with colleges. The 7imes was also care-
ful to list the groom’s clubs—the Union
League, the Cosmopolitan Club. It also ran
down the bride’s debutante history, where
she came out, and whatever women’s clubs
she might be a member of, such as the Ju-
nior League. In short, the page was a galaxy
of restricted organizations. . . .

The section from the late fifties evokes
an entire milieu that was then so powerful
and is now so dated: the network of men’s
clubs, country clubs, white-shoe law firms,
oak-paneled Wall Street firms, and WASP
patriarchs. Everybody has his or her own
mental images of the old Protestant Estab-
lishment: lockjaw accents, the Social Regis-
ter, fraternity jocks passing through Ivy
League schools, constant rounds of marti-
nis and highballs, bankers’ hours, starched
old men like Averell Harriman, Dean Ache-
son, and John J. McCloy, the local bigwigs
that appear in John Cheever and John
O’Hara stories. . . .

It really was possible to talk about an aris-
tocratic ruling class in the fifties and early
sixties, a national elite populated by men
who had gone to northeastern prep schools
like Groton, Andover, Exeter, and St. Paul’s
and then ascended through old-line firms on
Wall Street into the boardrooms of the For-
tune 500 corporations and into the halls of
Washington power. The WASPs didn’t have
total control of the country or anything like
it, but they did have the hypnotic magic of
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mous 1962 essay entitled “The American Es-
tablishment,” “It has very nearly unchal-
lenged power in deciding what is and what is
not respectable opinion in this country.”. . .

This was the last great age of socially ac-
ceptable boozing. It was still an era when fox
hunting and polo didn’t seem antiquarian.
But the two characteristics of that world that
strike us forcefully today are its unabashed
elitism and its segregation. Though this elite
was nowhere near as restrictive as earlier
elites—World War Il had exerted its leveling
influence—the 1950s establishment was still
based on casual anti-Semitism, racism, sex-
ism, and a thousand other silent barriers that
blocked entry for those without the correct
pedigree. Wealthy Jewish and Protestant boys
who had been playing together from child-
hood were forced to endure “The Great Di-
vision” at age 17, when Jewish and Gentile
society parted into two entirely separate or-
bits, with separate debutante seasons, dance
schools, and social secretaries. A Protestant
business executive may have spent his profes-
sional hours working intimately with his
Jewish colleague, but he never would have
dreamed of putting him up for membership
in his club. When Senator Barry Goldwater
artempted to play golf at the restricted Chevy
Chase Club, he was told the club was re-
stricted. “I'm only half Jewish, so can’t I play
nine holes?” he is said to have replied.

The WASP elite was also genially anti-
intellectual. Its members often spoke of
“eggheads™ and “highbrows” with polite dis-
dain. Instead, their status, as F. Scott Fitzger-
ald had pointed out a few decades before, de-
rived from “animal magnetism and money.”
By contrast with today’s ruling class, they
had relatively uncomplicated arttitudes about
their wealth. They knew it was vulgar to be
gaudy, they tended toward thriftiness, but
they seem not to have seen their own money
as an affront to American principles of equal-
ity. On the contrary, most took their elite sta-
tus for granted, assuming that such position
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was simply part of the natural and beneficent
order of the universe. There was always going
to be an aristocracy, and so for the people
who happened to be born into it, the task
was to accept the duties that came along with
its privileges. . . .

The Hinge Years

Then came the change. By 1960 the average
verbal SAT score for incoming freshmen at
Harvard was 678, and the math score was
695—these are stratospheric scores. The av-
erage Harvard freshman in 1952 would have
placed in the bottom 10 percent of the Har-
vard freshman class of 1960. Moreover, the
1960 class was drawn from a much wider so-
cioeconomic pool. Smart kids from Queens
or lowa or California, who wouldn’t have
thought of applying to Harvard a decade ear-
lier, were applying and getting accepted.
Harvard had transformed itself from a school
catering mostly to the northeastern social
elite to a high-powered school reaching more
of the brightest kids around the country.
And this transformation was replicated in al-
most all elite schools. . . .

History, as Pareto once remarked, is the
graveyard of aristocracies, and by the late
fifties and carly sixties the WASP Establish-
ment had no faith in the code—and the so-
cial restrictions—that had sustained it.
Maybe its members just lost the will to fight
for their privileges. As the writer David Frum
theorizes, it had been half a century since the
last great age of fortune making. The great
families were into at least their third genteel
generation. Perhaps by then there wasn't
much vigor left. Or perhaps it was the Holo-
caust that altered the landscape by discredit-
ing the sort of racial restrictions that the
Protestant Establishment was built on.

In any case, in 1964 Digby Baltzell as-
tutely perceived the crucial trends. “What
seems to be happening,” he wrote in The
Protestant Establishment, “is that a scholarly

hierarchy of campus communities governed
by the values of admissions committees is
gradually supplanting the class hierarchies of
local communities which are still governed
by the values of parents. . . . Just as the hier-
archy of the Church was the main avenue of
advancement for the talented and ambitious
youth from the lower orders during the me-
dieval period, and just as the business enter-
prise was responsible for the nineteenth cen-
tury rags-to-riches dream (when we were
predominantly an Anglo-Saxon country), so
the campus community has now become the
principal guardian of our traditional oppor-
tunitarian ideals.”

The campus gates were thus thrown open
on the basis of brains rather than blood, and
within a few short years the university land-
scape was transformed. Harvard, as we've
seen, was changed from a school for the well-
connected to a school for brainy strivers. The
remaining top schools eliminated their Jewish
quotas and eventually dropped their restric-
tions on women. Furthermore, the sheer
numbers of educated Americans exploded.
The portion of Americans going to college
had been rising steadily throughout the 20th
century, but between 1955 and 1974 the
growth rate was off the charts. Many of the
new students were women. Between 1950 and
1960 the number of female students increased
by 47 percent. It then jumped by an addi-
tional 168 percent between 1960 and 1970.
Over the following decades the student popu-
lation kept growing and growing. In 1960
there were about 2,000 institutions of higher
learning. By 1980 there were 3,200. In 1960
there were 235,000 professors in the United
States. By 1980 there were 685,000. . . .

The Sixties

The educated-class rebellion we call “the six-
ties” was about many things, some of them
important and related to the Civil Rights
movement and Vietnam, some of them en-



tirely silly, and others, like the sexual revolu-
tion, overblown (actual sexual behavior was
affected far more by the world wars than by
the Woodstock era). But at its core the cul-
tural radicalism of the sixties was a challenge
to conventional notions of success. It was not
only a political effort to dislodge the estab-
lishment from the seats of power. It was a
cultural effort by the rising members of the
privileged classes to destroy whatever prestige
still attached to the WASP lifestyle and the
WASP moral code, and to replace the old
order with a new social code that would cel-
ebrate spiritual and intellectual ideals. The
sixties radicals rejected the prevailing defini-
tion of accomplishment, the desire to keep
up with the Joneses, the prevailing idea of so-
cial respectability, the idea that a successful
life could be measured by income, manners,
and possessions. . . .

And Then Comes Money

The hardest of the hard-core sixties radicals
believed the only honest way out was to re-
ject the notion of success altogether: drop
out of the rat race, retreat to small communi-
ties where real human relationships would
flourish. But that sort of utopianism was
never going to be very popular, especially
among college grads. Members of the edu-
cated class prize human relationships and so-
cial equality, but as for so many generations
of Americans before them, achievement was
really at the core of the sixties grads’ value
system. They were meritocrats, after all, and
so tended to define themselves by their ac-
complishments. Most of them were never
going to drop out or sit around in com-
munes smelling flowers, raising pigs, and
contemplating poetry. Moreover, as time
went by, they discovered that the riches of
the universe were lying at their feet.

At first, when the great hump of baby
boom college graduates entered the work-
force, having a college degree brought few fi-
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nancial rewards or dramaric life changes. As
late as 1976, the labor economist Richard
Freeman could write a book called The
Overeducated American, arguing that higher
education didn’t seem to be paying off in the
marketplace. But the information age kicked
in, and the rewards for education grew and
grew. In 1980, according to labor market
specialist Kevin Murphy of the University of
Chicago, college graduates earned roughly
35 percent more than high school graduates.
But by the mid-1990s, college graduates
were earning 70 percent more than high
school graduates, and those with graduare
degrees were earning 90 percent more. The
wage value of a college degree had doubled in
15 years.

The rewards for intellectual capital have
increased while the rewards for physical cap-
ital have not. That means that even liberal
arts majors can wake up one day and find
themselves suddenly members of the top-
income brackets. A full professor at Yale who
renounced the capitalist rat race finds himself
making, as of 1999, $113,100, while a pro-
fessor at Rurgers pulls in $103,700 and su-
perstar professors, who become the object of
academic bidding wars, now can rake in
more than $300,000 a year. Congressional
and presidential staffers top out at $125,000
(before quintupling that when they enter the
private sector), and the journalists at national
publications can now count on six-figure
salaries when they hit middle age, not in-
cluding lecture fees. Philosophy and math
majors head for Wall Street and can make
tens of millions of dollars from their quanti-
tative models. America has always had a lot
of lawyers, and now the median income for
that burgeoning group is $72,500, while in-
come for the big-city legal grinds can reach
seven figures. And super-students still flood
into medicine—three-quarters of private
practitioners net more than $100,000.
Meanwhile, in Silicon Valley there are more
millionaires than people. . . .
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The Anxieties of Abundance

Those who want to win educated-class ap-
proval must confront the anxieties of abun-
dance: how to show—not least to them-
selves—that even while climbing toward the
top of the ladder they have not become all
the things they still profess to hold in con-
tempt. How to navigate the shoals between
their affluence and their self-respect. How to
reconcile their success with their spirituality,
their elite status with their egalitarian ideals.
Socially enlightened members of the edu-
cated elite tend to be disturbed by the widen-
ing gap between rich and poor and are there-
fore made somewhat uncomfortable by the
fact that their own family income now tops
$80,000. Some of them dream of social jus-
tice yet went to a college where the tuition
costs could feed an entire village in Rwanda
for a year. Some once had “Question Author-
ity” bumper stickers on their cars but now
find themselves heading start-up software
companies with 200 people reporting to
them. The sociologists they read in college
taught that consumerism is a disease, and yet
now they find themselves shopping for
$3,000 refrigerators. They took to heart the
lessons of Death of a Salesman, yet now find
themselves directing a sales force. They
laughed at the plastics scene in 7he Graduate
but now they work for a company that man-
. plastic. Suddenly they find
themselves moving into a suburban house

ufactures . .

with a pool and uncomfortable about admit-
ting it to their bohemian friends still living
downtown. . . .

The Reconcilers

The grand achievement of the educated
elites in the 1990s was to create a way of liv-
ing that lets you be an affluent success and at
the same time a free-spirit rebel. Founding
design firms, they find a way to be an artist
and still qualify for stock options. Building

gourmet companies like Ben & Jerry’s or
Nantucket Nectars, they've found a way to
be dippy hippies and multinational corpo-
rate fat cats. Using William S. Burroughs in
ads for Nike sneakers and incorporating
Rolling Stones anthems into their marketing
campaigns, they've reconciled the antiestab-
lishment style with the corporate impera-
tive. Listening to management gurus who
tell them to thrive on chaos and unleash
their creative potential, they've reconciled
the spirit of the imagination with service to
the bottom line. Turning university towns
like Princeton and Palo Alto into entrepre-
neurial centers, they have reconciled the
highbrow with the high tax bracket. Dress-
ing like Bill Gates in worn chinos on his way
to a stockholders’ meeting, they've recon-
ciled undergraduate fashion with upper-
crust occupations. Going on eco-adventure
vacations, they've reconciled aristocratic
thrill-seeking with social concern. Shopping
at Benetton or the Body Shop, they've
brought together consciousness-raising and
cost control.

When you are amidst the educated up-
scalers, you can never be sure if you're living
in a world of hippies or stockbrokers. In real-
ity you have entered the hybrid world in
which everybody is a little of both.

Marx told us that classes inevitably con-
flict, but sometimes they just blur. The val-
ues of the bourgeois mainstream culture and
the values of the 1960s counterculture have
merged. That culture war has ended, ar least
within the educated class. In its place that
class has created a third culture, which is a
reconciliation between the previous two. The
educated elites didn’t set out to create this
reconciliation. It is the product of millions of
individual efforts to have things both ways.
But it is now the dominant tone of our age.
In the resolution between the culture and the
counterculture, it is impossible to tell who
co-opted whom, because in reality the bo-
hemians and the bourgeois co-opted each



other. They emerge from this process as
bourgeois bohemians, or Bobos.

The New Establishment

Today the New York Times weddings section
is huge once again. In the early 1970s the
young rebels didn’t want to appear there, but
now that their own kids are in college and
getting married, they are proud to see their
offspring in the Sunday paper. For a fee the
Times will send you a reproduction of your
listing, suitable for framing,

And the young people, the second-gener-
ation Bobos, are willing to see their nuptials
recorded. Look at the newlyweds on any
given Sunday morning, beaming out at you
from the pages of the 7Times. Their smiles
seem so genuine. They all look so nice and
approachable, not dignified or fearsome,
the way some of the brides on the 1950s
pages did. Things are different but some-
how similar. . . .

Today’s establishment is structured differ-
ently. It is not a small conspiracy of well-
bred men with interlocking family and
school ties who have enormous influence on
the levers of power. Instead, this establish-
ment is a large, amorphous group of meri-
tocrats who share a consciousness and who
unself-consciously reshape institutions to
accord with their values. They are not con-
fined to a few East Coast institutions. In
1962, Richard Rovere could write, “Nor has
the Establishment ever made much head-
way in such fields as advertising, television
or motion pictures.” Today’s establishment
is everywhere. It exercises its power subtly,
over ideas and concepts, and therefore per-
vasively. There are no sure-fire demographic
markers to tell who is a member of this es-
tablishment. Members tend to have gone to
competitive colleges, but not all have. They
tend to live in upscale neighborhoods, such
as Los Altos, California, and Bloomfield,
Michigan, and Lincoln Park, Illinois, but
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not all do. Whar unites them is their shared
commitment to the Bobo reconciliation.
People gain entry into the establishment by
performing a series of delicate cultural
tasks: they are prosperous without seeming
greedy; they have pleased their elders with-
out seeming conformist; they have risen to-
ward the top without too obviously looking
down on those below; they have achieved
success without committing certain socially
sanctioned affronts to the ideal of social
equality; they have constructed a prosper-
ous lifestyle while avoiding the old clichés
of conspicuous consumption (it’s OK to
hew to the new clichés).

Obviously, none of this is to suggest that
all members of the new Bobo establishment
think alike, any more than it’s true to say
that all members of any establishment think
alike. Some of the bourgeois bohemians are
more on the bourgeois side; they are stock-
brokers who happen to like artists’ lofts.
Some are on the bohemian side; they are art
professors who dabble in the market.
Nonetheless, if you look at some quintessen-
tial figures of the new establishment—such
as Henry Louis Gates, Charlie Rose, Steven
Jobs, Doris Kearns Goodwin, David Geffen,
Tina Brown, Maureen Dowd, Jerry Seinfeld,
Stephen Jay Gould, Lou Reed, Tim Russert,
Steve Case, Ken Burns, Al Gore, Bill
Bradley, john McCain, George W. Bush—
you can begin to sense a common ethos that
mingles 1960s rebellion with 1980s achieve-
ment. You can feel the Bobo ethos, too, in
the old institutions that have been taken
over by the new establishment, such as the
New Yorker, Yale University, the American
Academy of Arts and Letters (which now in-
cludes people like Toni Morrison, Jules Feif-
fer, and Kurt Vonnegut among its mem-
bers), or the New York Times (which now
runs editorials entitled “In Praise of the
Counterculture”). You can sense the ethos
with special force in the new establishment
institutions that would have been alien to
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the old elite: NPR, DreamWorks, Microsoft,
AOL, Starbucks, Yahoo, Barnes & Noble,
Amazon, and Borders.

And over the past few years, this new edu-
cated establishment has begun to assume the
necessary role of an establishment. That is to
say, it has begun to create a set of social codes
that give coherent structure to national life.
Today, America once again has a dominant
class that defines the parameters of respectable
opinion and taste—a class that determines
conventional wisdom, that promulgates a
code of good manners, that establishes a peck-
ing order to give shape to society, that ex-
cludes those who violate its codes, that trans-
mits its moral and etiquette codes down to its
children, that imposes social discipline on the
rest of society so as to improve the “quality of
life,” to use the contemporary phrase. . . .

Class Rank

This has got to be one of the most anxious
social elites ever. We Bobos are not anxious
because there is an angry mob outside the
gates threatening to send us to the guillotine.
There isnt. The educated elite is anxious be-
cause its members are torn berween their
drive to succeed and their fear of turning
into sellouts. Furthermore, we are anxious
because we do not award ourselves status
sinecures. Previous establishments erected so-
cial institutions that would give their mem-
bers security. In the first part of the 20th cen-
tury, once your family made it into the upper
echelons of society, it was relatively easy to
stay there. You were invited on the basis of
your connections to the right affairs. You
were admitted, nearly automatically, to the
right schools and considered appropriate for
the right spouses. The pertinent question in
those circles was not what do you do, but
who are you. Once you were established as a

Biddle or an Auchincloss or a Venderlip,
your way was clear. But members of today’s
educated class can never be secure about
their own future. A career crash could be just
around the corner. In the educated class even
social life is a series of aptitude tests; we all
must perpetually perform in accordance with
the shifting norms of propriety, ever advanc-
ing signals of cultivation. Reputations can be
destroyed by a disgraceful sentence, a lewd
act, a run of bad press, or a tetrible speech at
the financial summit at Davos.

And more important, members of the edu-
cated class can never be secure about their
children’s future. The kids have some domes-
tic and educational advantages—all those tu-
tors and developmental toys—but they still
have to work through school and ace the
SATs just to achieve the same social rank as
their parents. Compared to past elites, little
is guaranteed.

The irony is that all this status insecurity
only makes the educated class stronger. Its
members and their children must constantly
be alert, working and achieving. Moreover,
the educated class is in no danger of becom-
ing a self-contained caste. Anybody with the
right degree, job, and cultural competencies
can join. Marx warned that “the more a rul-
ing class is able to assimilate the most promi-
nent men [or women] of the dominated
classes, the more stable and dangerous its
rule.” And in truth it is hard to see how the
rule of the meritocrats could ever come to an
end. The WASP Establishment fell pretty
easily in the 1960s. It surrendered almost
without a shot. But the meritocratic Bobo
class is rich with the spirit of self-criticism. It
is flexible and amorphous enough to co-opt
that which it does nor already command.
The Bobo meritocracy will not be easily top-
pled, even if some group of people were to
rise up and conclude that it should be.



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

