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“The Media Mogul and the American Century”

Around the turn of the twentieth century, a peculiar personality appeared on the 
American scene: the media mogul. He was born at the moment when the newspaper 
publisher expanded into magazines, films, and radio, forming a multimedia conglomerate 
with enormous control over American communications. His arrival first impacted the course 
of history during the Pulitzer-Hearst circulation wars of the 1890s, when their battle of 
sensationalist front pages pushed the United States into war with Spain in Cuba. Emerging 
within the chaotic world of the modern city, he was a different sort of character than the 
industrialists of the Gilded Age. Such robber barons as Rockefeller and Carnegie manifested 
Max Weber’s Protestant ethic: they were ruthless businessmen “striving systematically for 
profit for its own sake,” before their piety brought them to philanthropy in old age.1 The 
media mogul shared the monopolistic drive of his predecessors, but he adapted a personality 
that better suited his enterprise. He competed not on his ability to offer a commodity at the 
lowest price, but on his capacity to capture the attention of consumers. This market 
imperative rewarded charming, outsized personalities, megalomaniac egos who sought to 
remake the world in their own image. Such a penchant for performance made the media 
mogul not merely a purveyor of representations but also a constant object of publicity. By 
virtue of performing such a dual role, he came to possess a strange power over the 
imaginations of the masses. In spite of the lurid broadcast of his personal flaws, he attracted 
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the deep admiration of consumers, and his wealth and fame seemed to attest to the strength 
of his character and the power of his vision. Even as he grew increasingly alienated and 
strange later in life, he nevertheless remained fascinating.

The distinctiveness of the media mogul lies in the personality which emanates from 
every corner of his empire. The media products manufactured by his vast industrial 
conglomerate were indelibly marked by his face, his signature, his imagination, his 
ideologies, and his emotional eccentricities. Suffering some devastating loss or lack in 
childhood, of a parent’s love or of an idyllic childhood home, he was driven by an insatiable 
ego to seek control over markets, public opinion, and the dream worlds of mass culture. 
Through the channels of television and the picture magazine, his image, authority, and 
psychological tics were projected continuously into the sphere of our intimate feelings. He 
was not a sober, reserved bourgeois but the absolute monarch of his own magnificent 
kingdom. By virtue not only of his charisma but eventually by prolonged exposure, viewers 
desired immersion in their worlds, to escape into them and find connection and experience. 
Because of the importance of the media in constructing twentieth-century America, media 
moguls were in many ways as powerful as presidents. They have left lasting imprints on the 
national consciousness, certainly with their personal obsessions and fantasy worlds, but even 
more so in their redefinition of power as the capacity to attract a mass audience, and in their 
successful inculcation of a submissive, acclamatory disposition in the masses.

The media mogul was not created ex nihilo; he emerged gradually out of a centuries-
long American tradition of prominent printers and newspapermen. These men weren’t 
always rich, but they had important political connections, and because they personally 
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oversaw so many aspects of the business, from printing to information gathering, they 
possessed a certain degree of social influence. The first such figure was the colonial printer, 
who appeared in the early eighteenth century. Benjamin Franklin rose to fame as one of their 
ranks. He not only performed the artisan labor of running the presses, but also wrote, edited, 
managed, and risked his own capital as publisher.2 At the center of an information network 
conveying commercial, religious, and government communications, he was a hub of newly 
founded settlements. The style of his early newspapers was shaped by colonial 
communication with the metropole, which exposed Americans to London journals such as 
the Tatler and the Spectator. Mass literacy and colonial print culture had first been developed 
in New England, where schools prepared young people to read for religious and 
administrative purposes — to build the city on a hill. Thus even the ancestors of the media 
mogul were steered to some degree by the drive to create a private paradise, one which 
attracted the admiring eyes of the outside world.

The power of the colonial printer expanded dramatically during the revolutionary 
period. After its 1763 defeat of France in the Seven Years’ War, Britain leaned on its American 
colonies for revenue, passing taxes and mercantilist regulations which sparked a settler 
decolonization movement. A coalition of propertied lawyers, merchants, and clergymen 
assumed leadership of this movement, and they worked to triangulate between colonial 
administrators and radical groups of artisans and farmers. To hold this middle ground, they 
produced a stream of public letters, resolutions, and polemics which clothed revolution in 
the bourgeois apparel of “rights” and “representation”. Printers were crucial to this effort, 
effectively orchestrating a multiplatform media campaign which included broadsides, 
pamphlets, newspapers, and books.3 They were tasked not only with producing and 
distributing content but also with protecting the identities of pseudonymous revolutionary 
correspondents. In their fight to define legitimate state power as resting upon the consent of 
the governed, leadership was largely able to avoid thorny questions of economy and labor, 
whose consideration may have threatened a fragile thirteen-colony coalition and given voice 
to an unruly mob of popular radicals.

Newspapers were essential to the functioning of the young federal republic, and the 
new government spent much of its limited resources supporting them. Around the same time 
as it passed the Bill of Rights, the United States Congress enacted the Post Office Act of 1792. 
This legislation expanded postal service along a network of roads that bound the nation 
together, facilitating exchanges of commercial information and political communication.4 It 
provided enormous subsidies to newspapers, first with a distribution subsidy that made them 
cheaper to mail than personal letters, and second with an information subsidy in the free 
exchange of newspapers between editors.5 These subsidies not only supported the growth of 
newspapers in rural and frontier areas, but gave printers the power to spread local stories to 
regional and national audiences. This “distributed network”6 of local printers linked by a 
well-funded postal service connected citizens to state and federal governments, and it 
facilitated westward expansion driven by both economic and cultural-religious imperatives. 
Newspapers were thus crucial to the integration of a widely dispersed settler population into 
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a coherent political entity.
The rise of the second party system after the Era of Good Feelings supported a 

contentious partisan press led by a new figure: the editor. After the “corrupt bargain” of 1824 
handed the presidency to John Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson and Martin Van Buren 
founded the Democratic Party. To build popular support, they patronized a group of 
newspapers charged with unifying Jackson’s diverse national coalition — by whatever 
partisan means necessary. Such a task relegated the printer to an artisan laborer, with 
newspaper leadership now undertaken by the editor, who typically had trained and worked as 
a lawyer. Verbose, argumentative, and instinctively political, editors such as Amos Kendall 
and Duff Green honed techniques of driving wedges between opposition groups and 
representing political movements as choices of the people. Their fingerprints were 
everywhere, from their own personal commentary in a prominent column to their 
extracurricular coordination of party committees and public demonstrations. This 
contentious politicized press helped voter participation grow exponentially, from 27% in 
1824 to 80% in 1840, despite the relatively unmemorable politics of that time. This was the 
America captured by Tocqueville. Editors played fast and loose with the facts, but their 
appeal to the white male masses as voters and their zeal for public conflict and debate made 
society more democratic.

New economies of scale in cheap print, the product of revolutions in papermaking, 
printing, and stereotyping, soon facilitated the growth of a popular press independent of 
political patronage. The publisher of this “penny press” founded his enterprise on a 
commercial basis: at a sufficiently high circulation, the value of advertising space could 
support a profitable penny paper. Several businessmen developed the same idea in the early 
1830s, including Benjamin Day of the New York Sun and James Gordon Bennett of the New 
York Herald. The commercial imperative drove the distinctive dynamic of the penny press: its 
reliance on advertising income compelled a ravenous pursuit of circulation, and in their 
venture publishers offered not only low prices but a livelier, more sensational product. 
Taking a broadened view of their readership, penny publishers utilized a more direct style 
with vivid language, and they expanded beyond the hard news of the six-penny papers by 
writing scandalous human interest stories. Despite generally maintaining a moralizing tone, 
these tales of crime and romance plumbed the lurid dark side of human nature. They were a 
distinct influence on the literary culture of the mid-nineteenth century, especially on Poe, 
Melville, and Hawthorne.
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As industrialization remade the conditions of news production, the publisher 
increasingly resembled a captain of industry, and his newspapers factories. One crucial 
development was the introduction of the electric telegraph in the 1840s, which enabled near-
instantaneous communication across long distances. Beginning with the Mexican-American 
War, the telegraph transmitted flows of news to newspapers. The May 31, 1844 issue of the 
Baltimore Sun opined, “Prof. Morse’s Telegraph has already … proven to be of the greatest 
public importance. Time and space have been completely annihilated.”7 Because its 
infrastructure of wires and utility poles was so expensive to build, it was erected primarily 
along railroad lines, creating strategic information hubs in urban centers. This centralized 
telegraphic news gradually replaced much of the reciprocal local newspaper exchanges which 
had linked the young republic together. Such centralization incentivized cooperative news 
gathering. Beginning with its collusive capture of the Halifax line carrying European news, 
the Associated Press grew into a virtual monopoly on national and international wire service 
news by the late 1860s. Further centralization of media infrastructure included the 
development of features syndicates and advertising agencies, which further eroded the 
autonomy of local papers.

Another crucial development was the industrial restructuring of media firms 
themselves. New printing technologies such as steam, cylinder, and rotary presses and paper-
folding machines greatly increased material production capacity. The mechanization of 
printing reduced ranks of artisan printers to a handful of machine attendants, drastically 
cutting publishers’ production costs. Furthermore, local news gathering was reorganized in 
accordance with industrial rationality and specialization. Borrowing jargon from newly 
professionalized police forces, individual reporters were tasked with covering particular 
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“beats” such as city hall, the courthouse, or the docks. They mechanically recorded objective 
facts and events, which were typed up in newsrooms so crowded they resembled sweatshops.8 
Unlike correspondents, who were allowed independent voices and attitudes, reporters were 
proletarian workers subject to managerial discipline and paid only per line of copy.9 This 
combination of industrial technology and organization greatly expanded the scale at which a 
single newspaper could operate. After the Civil War, publishers such as Joseph Pulitzer and 
E.W. Scripps became national figures, as powerful and profit-obsessed as any other industrial 
tycoon.

These papers reported on mass industrial society, the product of railroads, factories, 
migrations, and commodities. Characteristic of this modern urban world was not merely its 
novelty, its radical departure from rooted agrarian life, but its vastness, which seemed to 
place it beyond the bounds of human agency and understanding. The atomized individual 
existed within a mechanized world operating at a super-human scale, about which the 
traditional wisdom of the family and the church offered little counsel. The built environment 
was the product of the alienated labor of workers in factories and on construction sites, 
subject to the routines, discipline, and low wages imposed by a small capitalist elite. And the 
city street, teeming with strangers, was chaotic and overwhelming. Nevertheless, there lay an 
alluring spectacle within the heart of this strange alien world. In his 1840 story “The Man of 
the Crowd”, Edgar Allan Poe tells the story of a convalescent man in a coffee shop who grows 
increasingly fascinated by the varied masses walking past his window: “By the time the lamps 
were well lighted, two dense and continuous tides of population were rushing past the door 
… the tumultuous sea of human heads filled me … with a delicious novelty of emotion.”10 
Such pleasure in the contemplation of this protean urban crowd contains the germ of modern 
spectatorship.

As the news industry ossified into an established oligopoly, journalism became an 
institutionalized profession. Reporters became experts, tasked with documenting and 
interpreting an increasingly complex and dynamic world. The muckraker was the most 
infamous and influential of these experts. He emerged out of the middle-class reformer 
milieu which propelled the Progressive era. Upton Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, and 
others ventured beneath the surface of industrial society to expose the ugly secrets kept by 
coal mines, meatpacking plants, and slum housing. In many respects, the muckraker 
represented a democratic advance over the antebellum partisan press. He made his case 
using hard facts, and he spoke to his readership as a critical-rational public which held 
institutions of power to account. Her exposés helped break trusts and political machines, a 
testament to the “disinfectant” power of publicity.11 At the same time, however, the 
muckraker was part of a rising professional class whose privileged knowledge and access 
qualified it to administer the bureaucracies which organized society. Such administration by 
experts left little need for politics as a sphere of contention, which had invited the 
participation of the “common man”. The ordinary person increasingly became a passive 
follower of the great national dramas of “the economy”, “Washington”, and other 
abstractions over which she had little influence.
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The media mogul emerged in dialectical opposition to this muckraker. He understood 
intuitively that whatever the liberal aspirations of reform-minded journalists, ordinary 
readers, by virtue of their marginal position in relation to the mega-institutions of 
modernity, were spectators first and foremost, understanding themselves as citizens or 
workers only under specific circumstances. They read newspapers because they enjoyed 
following the goings-on of a world of which they believed to be a part but possessed little 
direct acquaintance. Thus bourgeois assumptions about publicity which had supported the 
concept of the “public sphere” — that publicity served to submit ideas to rigorous debate and 
expose the affairs of governments and corporations — proved unfounded on a mass scale. 
The task of acquiring a mass audience demanded not journalistic objectivity but performance 
and imaginative world-building. William Randolph Hearst’s adoption of the muckraker’s 
reformist zeal was therefore all the more pleasing for its falseness; he offered a performance 
of moral indignation without the rigorous demands of learning or the uncomfortable 
prospect of social change. This insight drove the media mogul’s expansion into the new 
media of radio, film, and the magazine, for these enabled the creation of a more immersive 
and stimulating viewing experience. With his control over the world of appearances, the 
media mogul became a central figure in America’s burgeoning empire of mass consumption.

Because his work demanded theatricality and imagination, the media mogul swam 
against the rationalizing tide brought by professional-managerial capitalism. He did utilize 
the efficiencies offered by the factory and the vertically-integrated corporation, but in both 
his manner and his operations, he always retained a trace of the family-firm proprietor. He 
refused to outsource decision-making to professional managers, and he resisted the methods 
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of data-driven bureaucracy. His enterprise was guided instead by a certain maverick pioneer 
ambition and idiosyncratic personal vision. With relative independence from boardroom 
deliberations and bean-counting rationalism, the media mogul could assert a patriarchal 
dominance over the new communications networks. Such authority freed him to indulge his 
quirks and eccentricities, which supported him in his production of dream worlds that 
inspired wonder among consumers: Hearst’s sumptuous, glamorous Hearst Castle; Walt 
Disney’s plucky small-town Main Street, USA; Henry Luce’s triumphant, gee-whiz postwar 
America; Hugh Hefner’s sophisticated sybaritic Playboy Mansion; Oprah Winfrey’s television 
spirituality of confession and overcoming; and Martha Stewart’s sociable property-owning 
domesticity. By virtue of the deep affective investment that audiences made in these virtual 
realms, the media mogul cemented a decades-long dominance over the culture industry.

The appeal of the media mogul’s flamboyant personality originated in the traumatic 
character of America’s transition to modernity. The industrial boom of the late nineteenth 
century drove migrants from Great Plains settlements, southern plantations, and European 
countrysides to northern factory cities. In the span of mere decades, the Puritan frontier 
republic of Lincoln dissolved into godless polyglot modernity. In these urban industrial 
environments, traditional social institutions disintegrated, leaving increasingly anonymous 
individuals clawing for footholds in a hostile new world. Despite the pervasiveness of Horatio 
Alger rags-to-riches stories, opportunities for real economic success were limited. What was 
widely available, and at low cost, was entertainment consumed privately in the comforts of 
one’s home. It was this social fact which the media mogul understood intuitively, for he built 
his empire upon reaching people in that most intimate, receptive posture. By disclosing his 
personality and his fantasies to viewers in their cozy living rooms, in the quiet yearning of 
their evenings, he unlocked the pleasures of spectatorship. He understood the isolation and 
bitter disappointment that pervade American life, and as compensation he channeled warm 
anti-modern feeling: frontier nostalgia, white suburban community, despotic sexuality, and 
spiritual redemption.

It is no coincidence that these dream worlds revolved around some form of private 
property, from the humble frontier homestead to the palatial estate in the hills, for visceral 
attachment to private property was a characteristic feature of twentieth-century American 
life. Postwar prosperity famously supported mass access to suburban homeownership, 
sanctifying the common aspiration to the “dream house”. At the same time, it destroyed 
existing petty-proprietor institutions, tearing people from generations-long relationships to 
land and urban space. The rise of consolidated agribusiness, for instance, threw the white 
yeoman farmer off his land and into dead-end wage labor. And chain commerce replaced the 
ethnic enclave family business, which had anchored urban immigrants in a foreign world. 
The media mogul, by virtue of the traumatic dislocation he suffered as a child and the 
staggering wealth he accumulated in adulthood, experienced both extremes of twentieth-
century capitalist development. The tension between such extremes drove him to build his 
Xanadu. In Orson Welles’s 1941 film Citizen Kane, Xanadu is the opulent mountaintop estate 
built by newspaper tycoon Charles Foster Kane. With its ornamented facades, vast collection 
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of precious artworks, and the “biggest private zoo since Noah”, Xanadu is an awe-inspiring 
monument to Kane as capitalist and opinion-maker. But such grandeur also expresses his 
isolation: with unlimited wealth, Kane can endlessly indulge his egomania and avoid 
relationships with other people. Kane’s college friend Leland explains, “He was disappointed 
in the world, so he built one of his own, an absolute monarchy.” He could have been speaking 
about any American media mogul.

For many twentieth-century consumers, there was no greater thrill than the experience 
of these Xanadus. For the media mogul resonated with the distinctly American equation of 
wealth and moral virtue. Rather than being seen as the product of an exploitative power 
dynamic, wealth was perceived as the mark of a life bravely and shrewdly lived. And indeed 
the talent, vigor, and charisma of these moguls were undeniable. However ruthlessly they 
retained their market dominance, and however corrupt and reactionary they became in old 
age, their rises to power were fueled by a certain ethical sincerity, some insight about good 
living and what it all really means. And each conveyed such sentiment through an innovative 
use of their chosen medium. The pleasure for the masses lay in spectatorship: in enjoying the 
bold, outlandish actions of media moguls and immersing themselves in their vivid, detailed, 
and idiosyncratic worlds. Such enthusiasm for elite spectacle contradicts the common notion 
of the twentieth century as a democratic age. It recalls instead Jürgen Habermas’s description 
of the “representative publicness” of the feudal lord, who on important occasions displayed 
himself in full regalia before a rapturous audience, as an embodiment of some higher 
power.12 Perhaps the media mogul is best understood in this feudal sense: in a society riven 
by the contradiction between the egalitarian principles of democracy and capitalist 
concentration of wealth, legitimacy was maintained by a cultural elite whose magisterial 
embodiment of American values demanded the respect and submission of the masses.

Even during his slow decline into irrelevancy, the media mogul remained an object of 
public curiosity. With his sustained control over the communications industry, he was 
present in American life for decades: in the home more frequently than friends, neighbors, 
and family, and in the public eye longer than most political figures. But because his rise 
coincided with some fortuitous intersection between his personality and the spirit of history, 
his reign was always temporary. As history’s passing made his own obsessions and his own 
universe less relevant, the media mogul lived to become history, stripped of his powers to 
make it. And this transition was rarely graceful; he would often rebel against the dying of the 
lights of fame, retreating into egomaniacal isolation to soothe the pain of his loss of public 
power. The media mogul became a tragic figure, reduced dramatically from his once-grand 
status, but such a tragic fall in fact constituted his final consecration as a cornerstone of 
American life. For the suffering of the tragic figure, whether Oedipus, Antigone, Lear, or 
Othello, arouses sympathy that helps us recognize what we care for and cherish — in our 
case, the dynamism and talent of the conqueror of the economic and cultural terrain of our 
entrepreneurial capitalist society.
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At this point, the reader may raise an objection: why study the media mogul? Even if 
she is indeed a compelling cultural figure, would not a history of the media mogul constitute 
a simplistic, outdated “great man” narrative? Or perhaps an ill-conceived inquiry into 
nebulous abstractions like “the American character”? Why not a more impersonal, 
materialist history of the media, one which comprehensively examines the complex web of 
actors and institutions driving economic and social change? Does not a focus on individuals 
detract from an understanding of the structural, systemic nature of power? Certainly, with its 
limited scope, this book contains simplifications and omissions. But such character-driven 
history does have a purpose: it reveals the ways in which a particular personality impacted 
the course of American history. For the media mogul produced a radical innovation in the 
history of capitalism. Her products were not material use-values but highly personalized 
representations of worlds real and imagined, and her power came from the deep affect which 
these dream worlds generated in her audience. In short, she was the creator of a virtual 
sphere of influence that changed the way people lived and saw themselves and the world. 
Thus an examination of the media mogul illuminates the intimate spheres of the masses 
which shaped the course of twentieth-century America.

The media mogul’s influence had political consequences. It helped legitimize 
capitalism in the postwar period, despite the experience of the Depression and the wartime 
strength of organized labor, and in the neoliberal period, despite the rapid decline in living 
standards it entailed for the vast majority. And it played no small part in vaulting Donald 
Trump, himself something of a media mogul, to the presidency. This political influence 
manifested itself in a curious way. The media mogul was not so much a propagandist, 
exploiting the techniques of advertising and public relations to manipulate the masses, as a 
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myth-maker, creating stories of exemplary deeds which express deeply-rooted social values 
and behavior patterns. Such myths helped define the balance of power in the class struggle 
between capital and labor. In Prisoners of the American Dream, his investigation into the 
historical weakness of the American labor movement, Mike Davis notes the consistent 
allegiance of the middle classes to capitalist interests and attitudes: “The ballast of capital’s 
hegemony in American history has been the repeated, autonomous mobilizations of the mass 
middle strata in defense of petty accumulation and entrepreneurial opportunity.”13 By 
dramatizing entrepreneurial individualism and accomplishment, the media mogul provided 
cultural support for such an allegiance. Throughout the twentieth century, business owners 
and professionals alike repeatedly abandoned modernist dreams of a planned, integrated, 
and egalitarian society to bask in the glory of the visionary, conquering entrepreneur.

The media mogul engendered this upward identification with social elites by replacing 
a public media experience with a private one. The public experience afforded by newspapers 
contributed to the development of liberal democracy. Beginning in seventeenth-century 
England, the rising bourgeoisie captured political power by replacing one principle of 
sovereignty, the will of princely authority, with another, the reason of property-owning men 
engaged in public debate.14 The capitalist classes would not rule directly; they would instead 
regulate public authorities in accordance with public reason. Newspapers not only 
disseminated information needed for rational decision-making but also inculcated the sense 
that one existed as part of a critical public: “Once a newspaper circulates … no one ever truly 
reads it alone. Readers know that others are also seeing it at roughly the same time, and they 
read it differently as a result, conscious that the information is now out in the open, spread 
before a public that may talk about the news and act on it.”15 The media mogul, by contrast, 
was skilled at dissolving such public experience and keeping the viewer within the confines 
of her own private intellectual property domain. Watching a Disney film or reading a Playboy 
magazine was an essentially private and escapist experience; the pleasure lay in lingering in 
a vivid virtual world, swaddled in the soft silk sheets of fantasy. Even Luce’s Life magazine 
and Oprah’s The Oprah Winfrey Show, which at times featured incisive social reporting, were 
stamped by alluring personal styles which obscured the viewer’s consciousness of the 
broader viewing public.

The media mogul’s spectacle not only restricted the scope of one’s social vision, but 
also progressively undermined the plausibility of a democratic politics built through speech. 
Criticism of the media mogul typically centered on her tenuous relationship with facts — 
yellow journalism, editorial bias, and invented stories featured prominently on her rap sheet 
— but more fundamentally degrading was her broader mode of sensationalism. Lurid tabloid 
fodder, television confessions, and male-fantasy magazines all provided intensely 
stimulating aesthetic and affective experiences. Their vivid, saturated images would not only 
grab the attention of readers but gently coerce them to relinquish the objections of 
conscience and taste. They privileged the aesthetic over the ethical: not in the classical sense 
of prioritizing beauty over morality, but by luxuriating in the frisson of scandal and mocking 
any pretense toward sober, serious, and high-minded thinking. Sensation suggested that 
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vanity, instant gratification, and personal ambition were the ultimate motivating forces of 
human behavior and thus constituted the limits of human endeavor. Any aspiration toward 
democracy and collective success was, by contrast, a fool’s errand. The abstract concept of 
the human being endowed with inalienable rights, and the citizen’s business of reading, 
discussing, and organizing, relied upon an unnatural and unsustainable self-abnegation.

Furthermore, the media mogul created narrative structures which naturalized 
individualist modes of social existence and sacralized a hierarchy of the talented and the 
successful. Both in their consumer products and in their own lives, media moguls utilized the 
triumphant motif of overcoming — overcoming hardscrabble poverty, or oppressive social 
conventions, or some other adversity. While good fortune inevitably contributed to the 
protagonist’s dramatic rise, her success was portrayed as ultimately resulting from staying 
true to herself. She persevered through the initial skepticism of others, and she drew upon 
her own experiences and idiosyncrasies to create something which garnered wealth and 
respect. Thus her eventual success was well-deserved, a testament to her hard work as much 
as her talent, and the entrepreneur, with her private estate and private business empire, 
became the human subject par excellence. Her influence helped popularize a curious 
egotism: an inward preoccupation with personal obstacles and personal accomplishments, 
and a lingering antagonism toward a society perceived as hostile. In this way, the media 
mogul aided the slow transformation of society into a network of atomized individuals 
connected by mass media, which in the neoliberal period could be strip-mined by global 
financial institutions to extract unproductive capital from industrial manufacturing and the 
welfare state.
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This book constitutes an inquiry into the character of the media mogul — as it emerges 
from a particular set of historical and sociological developments, as it comes to influence the 
American personality and imagination, and as it constrains the future trajectory of American 
history. The following six chapters will examine the lives and work of six American media 
moguls: William Randolph Hearst, Walt Disney, Henry Luce, Hugh Hefner, Oprah Winfrey, 
and Martha Stewart. Each chapter will examine an individual mogul, situating their 
biography in the context of the economic, technological, social, and cultural developments to 
which they responded and contributed. At the same time, by virtue of the remarkable 
similarities in their personal upbringings and professional lives, each chapter will develop 
and solidify the general type of the media mogul, a peculiar American cultural institution. It 
will probe their deceptive, exploitative, and corrupt behavior, while at the same time 
acknowledging how fascinating their personalities and exploits could be. In a final chapter, I 
will provide a general theory of the media mogul, which aims to address the broader question 
of how capitalism so successfully conquered the American consciousness in the twentieth 
century. It will emphasize how its legitimacy rests not so much on empirical evidence of 
collective material benefit as on individual fantasy and moral conviction. Finally, in 
illuminating the historical influence of this personality, this book highlights the urgent need 
for a new ownership structure of mass media networks, one which creates new decentralized 
public institutions which cultivate the imagination and public consciousness necessary for 
building a vibrant, democratic society.

Chris Marino
14 February 2021

New York, NY
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