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1970s�2000: Savaging the American Dream:
Inequality, Corruption in Politics, the Media

�
As the crimes and misdemeanors of the USA discussed in this chapter now run 

amok, it is understood that they are, of course, not unique to our country. But 

the USA has more to answer for than any other nation. What is unique is that we 

have and do see ourselves and our �American dream� as the model society, which 

others should, even must, strive to emulate.

The subjects of this chapter will be taken up separately. But they are not 

separate. As always in this work�s analyses, it needs emphasizing that they work 

together. As a group, they operate dynamically, strengthening each other and 

multiplying, strengthening, and exacerbating the effects that each individual 

process would have in isolation. In combination, as the concluding chapter will 

show, they have taken us to a truly perilous stage.

Section 1: Inequality, �e Root of All Evil

BU T ISN ’ T I N E QUA L i T Y N A T U R A L A N D NOR M A L?

The �rst matter to be examined will be inequality. It may be seen as the overriding 

defect, the root of all evil of our capitalist society � and, at the same time, indis-

pensable to the �satisfactory� functioning of this and all other capitalist 

societies.

Inequality has doubtless always existed and probably existed everywhere � 

inequalities in condition, power, and status between men and women, perhaps 

even beginning in prehistoric times with that between men and women. Women, 

when captured in battles, were usually enslaved. Over millennia, with the com-

ing of a settled agriculture and its superior productivity, cities � or what we 

call civilization � came into being; and with them, class societies, ruled over by 

priests or warriors. (Childe; Veblen, 1899)
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Ideology: Justifying Inequality
Side-by-side with the relative sophistication of multi-class, unequal societies, 

there soon developed what is now called ideology, a set of cultivated beliefs and 

principles, as distinct from the mere brute force of slavery. Throughout its exis-

tence, ideology has always served to justify (among other matters) inequalities in 

income and wealth, in status and prestige, and in opportunity and diverse levels 

of well-being. Ideology serves the purposes of inequality�s main bene�ciaries in 

insisting that such inequalities are natural and normal, that both its bene�ciaries 

and its victims deserve their conditions. R. H. Tawney, a most careful thinker on 

this question, put it this way, in 1931, in his Equality:

One of the regrettable, if diverting, e�ects of extreme inequality is its tendency to 
weaken the capacity for impartial judgment. It pads the lives of its bene�ciaries 
with a soft down of consideration, while relieving them of the vulgar necessity of 
justifying their pretensions, and secures that, if they fall, they fall on cushions...; 
causes them to apply di�erent standards to di�erent sections of the community, as 
if it were uncertain whether all of them are human in the same sense as 
themselves....[And]

it seems natural to those who slip into that mood of tranquil inhumanity that 

working-class children should go to the mill at an age when the children of the 

well-to-do are just beginning the serious business of education; and that 

employers, as the history of coal reveals, should be the sole judges of the manner 

of conducting an industry on which the welfare of several hundred thousand 

families depend...and that different sections of the community should be dis-

tinguished not merely by differences of income, but by different standards of 

security, of culture, and even of health.

That was written about 75 years ago. Since then, working-class children in 

the strongest economies go to school, but (as noted in the preceding chapter), 

mostly to get an education that serves the needs of business rather than human 

needs and possibilities. Today the disdainful attitudes of the fortunate toward 

the rest, if anything, are stronger in the USA than in Tawney�s Britain. (How 

they function in the USA now was summed up well by Ryan in the title of his 

previously discussed book, Blaming the Victim.)

Accepting the Ideology of Tyranny
Such attitudes may be seen as a major instance of the functional relationship 

between inequality and ideology. And it is made all the more evident when it 
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is realized that the victims themselves, more often than not, develop the same 

attitudes. Here�s Tawney again, who points out that:

[C]apitalism is maintained, not only by capitalists, but by those who, like some 

of themselves, would be capitalists if they could[;] and the injustices survive, 

not merely because the rich exploit the poor, but because, in their hearts, too 

many of the poor admire the rich. They know and complain that they are 

tyrannized over by the power of money. But they do not yet see that what makes 

money the tyrant of society is largely their own reverence for it. (Ibid.)

Tawney�s focus was principally on early twentieth century Britain. As time 

went on, Britain developed a labor movement aimed toward democratic social-

ism (for which Tawney�s ideas were pivotal). It was such movements in Western 

Europe that, after World War II, went far to decrease much of the inequality of 

their countries, if only for a while.

As U.S.-inspired and dominated globalization has taken hold, those countries 

in Europe are sliding toward greater inequalities. But, as will be seen, the USA 

remains the world champ in the �eld of inequality.

T H E L A b OR T H E ORY OF VA LU E — A N D P OW E R

The political economy of capitalism is incomprehensible without an under-

standing of the central role played by its sharply unequal distributions of income, 

wealth, and associated power; without those inequalities it could not survive, let 

alone prosper. Therefore, the existence, dimensions, functions, and consequences 

of inequality should be seen as at the heart of our socioeconomic processes.

Unbeknownst to most of today�s army of mainstream economists, such was 

the position of David Ricardo, the original source of what has since the nine-

teenth century constituted both the principles of free trade and the method of 

economic theory.

Note this opening paragraph of the Preface to his Principles of Political 

Economy and Taxation (1817) � a work which, along with Smith�s Wealth of 

Nations (1776) is still exalted, but seldom if ever read by today�s economists:

�e produce of the earth � all that is derived from its surface by the united 
application of labour, machinery, and capital, is divided among three classes of the 
community, namely, the proprietor of the land, the owner of the capital necessary 
for its cultivation, and the labourers by whose industry it is cultivated.

But in different stages of society, the proportions of the whole produce of the 

earth which will be allotted to each of these classes, under the names of rent, 
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pro�t, and wages, will be essentially different....To determine the laws which 

regulate this distribution is the principal problem of Political Economy. 

(Emphasis added)

At the center of Ricardo�s own attempts to determine those laws was his re-

�nement of what Smith had �rst termed the labor theory of value. Marx, asking 

different questions, took Ricardo�s argument and logic into unfriendly territory 

and, continuing to use Ricardo�s assumptions, transformed the labor theory of 

value into a theory of exploitation.

The emerging and already staid economics profession, as though breathless 

from a punch in the stomach, rather than seeking to refute Marx, simply aban-

doned the labor theory (and its focus on production and supply and income 

distribution) and projected itself up into the wispy clouds of marginal utility 

(with its focus on consumption and demand). (See Hunt.)

Marx (in Capital, Vol. I) showed that Ricardo�s theory of value is just as much 

a theory of power; that those who own the means of production (land and equip-

ment) therefore also control the means of life; therefore, they would naturally 

be the ones who determine how the produce of the earth would be distributed 

among the three classes.

Given that workers have nothing to offer but their labor, their share would be 

proportionate not to their contribution but to their lack of power:

TAKE W H AT YOU C AN GET OR STARV E
(This is a dictum that could almost be a loose translation of the heinous Arbeit 

Macht Frei. It could be pinned on the door of the mines and mills and factories.) 

Inequality is tattooed all over the body of capitalism.

E QUA L i T Y:  W H A T I T IS A N D IS NO T

Before moving into the complex issues of inequality, it is desirable to discuss 

what here is and is not meant by equality.

The equality held up as a standard in what follows takes as its starting points:

At birth we are essentially equal in terms of our physical and social 

needs for adequate nutrition, shelter, education, and opportunities.

Such needs should be met at a speci�ed minimum level for all, from 

cradle to grave.

All should have equal opportunity to study and to work toward the 

ful�llment of their possibilities.

1.

2.

3.
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If and when those needs are met for all, everything else can decently be up for 

grabs. Under capitalism, however, everything is always up for grabs.

As the term equality as used here, it is not meant to suggest that all of us could 

or should live in the same manner, whether qualitatively or quantitatively; nor 

that incomes and wealth should be the same for all.

There is a huge difference between needs and wants. Contemporary economics 

focuses upon wants and, as such, never discusses needs � just what the capitalist-

doctor ordered, but not what a sane society requires. (See Dowd, Capitalism and 

Its Economics; Fromm, Sane Society.)

However, if total equality is something that would combine unattainability 

with undesirability, the substantial reduction of all kinds of inequality is both 

attainable and desirable.

When the data on income inequality are examined below, it will be seen that, 

for example, the ratio of the average worker�s income in 1997 in the U.S. to the 

average CEO�s was 1:350. (It is now worse.) In sharp contrast, in Japan the ratio 

in the same year was 1:7. At least as interesting is that even in the U.S. military, 

the ratio of the �lowly private� to the �highly general� is 1:10 (as is also true in 

most universities, as between beginning and full professors). (See Daly.)

R AC E , GE N DE R , A N D T H E S T RUC T U R E OF P OW E R

The USA prides itself on the principle of one man, one vote (reluctantly changed, 

about a century ago, to one person one vote � except in the South, where all but 

whites had to wait and struggle for at least another half century).

Also, the structure and functioning of power ensure that our votes are largely 

for people selected by those at the top of that same structure. A society dedicated 

to equality would strive to see that in addition to the vote, each person would 

have the same amount of power, if all people�s needs and possibilities are to be 

realized: one person, one unit of power.

The reality in all societies, of course, has been and remains that inequalities 

are the rule regarding income, wealth, and power, status, prestige, and author-

ity. Thus, perceived needs and possibilities are met or not met to one degree or 

another dependent upon where and when we are born, our gender and �color,� 

and the income and wealth of our parents.

The structure of power is always pyramidal in varying degrees of steepness, 

depending upon which society, and when. A probing and readable study of 

inequality, especially as regards gender and color, is Albelda, Drago, and Shulman, 

Unlevel Playing Fields. (And see Mishel, et al.)
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In the USA in the past and still today, gender and color and parentage have 

established the very de�nition of both our needs and our possibilities, and the 

associated structure of power determines who makes the de�nition. Let�s see in 

what ways.

Let us begin with some simple � if controversial � questions:

SiMpL E QU E S T iONS

Do black children have the same educational needs as white children?

Do girls have the same educational needs as boys?

Do the children of poor white parents have the same educational needs as 

the children of rich white parents?

Those and other such questions, if raised, will be answered in the negative by 

people accustomed to taking racial and gender oppression for granted, and also 

by those who have learned to blame the victim.

The result has been and remains a bottomless tragedy. Ponder again for a mo-

ment the comment by the scientist Stephen Jay Gould�s about Einstein�s brain: �I 

am in the near certainty that people of equal talent have lived and died in cotton 

�elds and sweatshops.�

Questions similar to those just asked about education may also be posed 

in other areas: nutrition, health, shelter, and opportunity. These, along with 

education and (especially in the poor countries) clean water, constitute our basic 

needs. (See Streeten; Sen.) One last question: Don�t we all have the same basic 

needs?

The Martian View
The USA is, of course, far from unique in such matters. But! Even as we continue 

to pride ourselves on being the free and equal people of the world, we also remain 

the world�s leader in multiple racism and (more than coincidentally) poverty. 

That is so not only as measured by the broad variety of those discriminated 

against and the length and depths of their mistreatment, but to the point of his-

torical genocide for people we call �Indians.� In addition, in comparison with the 

other rich economies � and we are the richest � there is our shameful treat-

ment of children, the disabled, the old, and the poor, and ongoing discriminations 

against women.

A man from Mars (especially if �he� were �nonwhite� and a woman) would 

�nd it dif�cult to equate our national smugness with our realities. To our 

�

�

�
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interplanetary visitor, we would be dangerously delusional (and perhaps a �tting 

subject for a horror movie back home on Mars).

Today vs. a Century Ago
There have been notable changes for the better in the last century or so. Women 

and blacks have fought for and gotten the vote. Blacks can legally live and eat and 

relieve themselves where once they could not. A signi�cant percentage has got-

ten much better jobs and can hold public of�ce. Through af�rmative action and 

other legislation, �people of color� and women have greater access to equal 

education and better jobs in signi�cant numbers. All that and more is true.

Regarding the current state of affairs � keeping in mind the standard of 

equality and its relationship to the meeting of basic needs and possibilities � it 

is important to note two conditions:

1. The number of people bene�tting from the reforms of the early post-

World War II decades represents a declining percentage of their groups. 

Although many are less poor and some are even well off, there are many 

more who are poor � and poorer than ever. Blacks and Hispanics able 

to enter universities are in decline, poverty is rising, health care and 

housing are worsening.

2. Even sorrier, the political processes and legislation enabling those 

reforms, already weakened since the 1980s, now face an always bleaker 

future.

Consider the following:

Item �The number of black Americans under 18 years old who live in extreme 

poverty [i.e., at less than half the of�cial poverty level] has risen sharply since 

2000 and is now at its highest level since 1980 [when the government began to 

collect such data].� (NYT, �Report Finds Deep Poverty on the Rise.� [2003-04-

30])

Item In that same month it was also reported that the number of black men 

behind bars in the USA rose to 2.3 million, the highest ever (and the highest 

in the world � except perhaps for China, whose population is more than four 

times ours).

Item In 2004, as workers put in more hours per day, hourly wages (adjusted 

for 3 percent in�ation) fell 0.8 percent, worst since the recession of 1990. (IHT, 

�More jobs, squeezed pay,� 2005-02-22)

Moreover, as U.S.-led globalization � a euphemism for an always more 

capitalist world economy � spreads and deepens, so does inequality. Today at 
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least two-thirds of the world�s 6 billion people live in one degree or another of 

poverty � the worst off seeking to survive on $1 a day, the better off on $2 a day, 

as millions of their children die of malnutrition each year.

GL Ob A L I N E QUA L i T Y — C OME F LY W i T H ME

The concentration of global wealth is staggering.

The Top 10 The ten richest people on earth � that�s one person for each 

�nger of your hands � have a combined net worth of $255 billion. This is 

roughly 60 percent of the income of sub-Saharan Africa.

The Global 500 The world�s 500 richest people � all of whom could �t 

in one superjumbo airliner � have more money than the total annual 

earnings of the poorest 3 billion. These poorest of the poor (if they 

could but afford it) could be shoehorned into airplanes, too � if some-

one had a �eet of 6 million superjumbo jets. (Guardian [UK], 2005-01-

11)

C A pi T A L iS T I N E QUA L i T Y

Inequality is both a basis for and consequence of capitalism narrowly 

de�ned � that is, as an economic, rather than as a socioeconomic, system. The 

inequality that is intrinsic to capitalism has exploitation as its hard core. As has 

been noted, just as inequality has several dimensions (such as income and 

wealth), it also has more than one root (such as racism and sexism).

Worker exploitation has been central to capitalism for its entire history; more 

recently what has also become essential for a buoyant capitalism are the always 

increasing degrees of consumer and taxpayer exploitation � via consumerism and 

the replacement of progressive income taxes by regressive consumption taxes.

In practice, capitalist inequality has varied over time and place. For example, 

it is considerably deeper and broader in the USA than in Sweden (among other 

rich societies). (See Osberg.) But it has been decisively present in all capitalist 

societies.

The differences are a response to culture and history, time and place. The 

principal factor explaining the U.S. position as the worst is that we are the least 

tradition-bound of any society � rich or poor, developed or not.

Wealth and Income
The economic inequality initially referred to here is that regarding two different 

�

�
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but closely related patterns: wealth and income. Economists customarily portray 

wealth as being like a lake and income like a stream that �ows into and out of 

that lake; �wealth is a stock, income a �ow.�

That is a suggestive but insuf�ciently dynamic metaphor. Wealth does result 

from and creates income, and income can both come from and create wealth.

Well over half of those who are wealthy inherited their wealth; and even that 

minority that do inherit their families� wealth are very likely to have lives provid-

ing them with high incomes (via privileged education and good jobs because of 

family contacts).

There are all too many instances of very wealthy and powerful men who have 

been mentally weak � heads of corporations, and in at least one contemporary 

instance, President of the United States of America. (Were he still alive, R. W. 

Reagan would also qualify in this regard.) Now some numbers.

There have many important studies of wealth and income. The most acces-

sible authors to consult for recent and ongoing statistical data are Edward Wolff 

for wealth, and Lawrence Mishel, et al., for income and wealth. Also, the latest, 

most comprehensive, and readable historical and analytical study of income and 

wealth in the USA (among other important matters) is that of Kevin Phillips 

(2002).

Phillips pays particular attention to one very important source of wealth: 

inheritance. His numerous tables and charts from the eighteenth century up 

to the present are excellent in showing its importance. Phillips takes snapshots 

of the wealthiest families (and the origins of their wealth) � oil, railroads, cars, 

chemicals, etc. � at seven points: 1901�14, 1928, the 1930s, 1957, 1968, 1982, 

and 1992. (Those are but a few of the many dozens of tables and charts concern-

ing income and wealth, among other matters.)

�Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations�? That is, does the second 

generation spend the �rst generation�s riches, leaving nothing for the third, who 

then has to start over? Don�t count on it for a second. The Rockefeller, DuPont, 

Ford, Morgan, Mellon, Hearst, and Bush kids of any generation didn�t have to be 

smart or hard-working. And most were neither. So what did they have to do to 

keep from being the back-to-shirtsleeves generation? They just had to show up. 

Wealth begets wealth.

Phillips draws the unavoidable conclusion: The USA had a short �irtation with 

a fuller democracy in the late nineteenth century, but that withered away (most 

critically because of racism). As giant business came to rule in the twentieth 

century, we have become an always tighter plutocracy.
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Given the immense amount of technological and related changes of the past 

century, it is not surprising that the membership in the rich man�s club has 

changed markedly since 1914; however (as Phillips shows), it has also retained a 

hard core of virtually permanent members. Wealth creates and sustains wealth. 

Period.

For capitalism, the initial wealth was derived from trade � in slaves, rum, 

spices, sugar, cloth...It provided the �seed corn� for capitalist development in 

what became the �rst industrial nations, via trade with distant societies, and 

their pre-industrial production.

Given the accumulating gains from centuries of that trade, what enabled 

Britain�s young industrial capitalism to function and to expand was the com-

modi�cation of land and labor by its eighteenth century enclosure movement, 

the original source of modern worker exploitation.

As discussed at length in the chapter on capitalism, hundreds of thousands 

of families who were swept off the land by the enclosure movement were trans-

formed into laborers. Those who had previously worked for themselves on their 

own and nature�s terms had no alternative but to labor for others. The when, 

where, how long, how, and why they worked were, of course, decided by the 

purposes of those others. (See Mantoux.)

In our era, we no longer distinguish between worker and laborer; in the pre-

capitalist world, going back to the ancient Greeks, those who labored were slaves; 

those who worked were free. As capitalism moved toward industrialization, 

workers became laborers: wage slaves. (Hammond)

Accumulate! Accumulate!
Let�s look at production.

Question:  Where does the equipment of a textile factory comes from?

Answer:  It must be created, for which capital is required. The �rst cotton mill 

in England involved a steam engine, spinning and weaving machines, and a 

building. These did not fall from the skies. They themselves had to be produced 

and paid for � �nanced.

Follow-Up Question:  But where did the capital itself come from?

Answer:  It came from the economic surplus � that is, from what the economy 

has produced but not consumed � from savings. Savings (or borrowing) thus 

de�ned are essential for real investment (i.e., additions to productive capacity). 

The economic surplus may be seen as the measure of an economy�s possibilities 

for change and growth.
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How it will be used is decided by the wealthy, who � in a capitalist society � are 

those who possess the capital. They control the economic surplus and, ultimate-

ly, the means of production. And the means of production are the means of life. 

(Baran, 1957)

In the days of the incipient industrial revolution, in addition to long-stand-

ing landed lords, the wealthy increasingly became the merchants and �nanciers 

of Britain. Their wealth had accrued from colonialism abroad and the land at 

home � the latter, as noted earlier, from the pro�table agriculture associated 

with the enclosures of the eighteenth century.

When in 1815 the �rst factory was built (and for decades afterward), there 

were no corporations as we mean the term � that is, would-be industrial com-

panies could not sell shares in their projects; their factories had to come out of 

their (or their partners�) savings. The modern corporate form was brought into 

being simultaneously in Britain and the USA in the 1850s, to meet the needs of 

what was coming to be mass production.

Given that as a beginning, the always more rapidly accumulating wealth of 

industrial capitalism came from the unpaid labor of the working class � the 

income they had earned but did not receive. Some elaboration is in order.

The production process may be viewed as having two kinds of personnel 

involved, owners and workers. The owners have the capital to invest in the engines 

and other equipment, while the workers do the work. If the workers are doing all 

the work � that is, the production � and if they are paid in terms of the value of 

what they had produced, whence the pro�ts? Whence capital accumulation?

The basis for the answer was provided from the beginning by Smith and 

Ricardo in their labor theory of value. The �rst page of Marx�s Capital, under the 

heading �Commodities,� begins with that theory and its ugly implications.

Smith, Ricardo, and Marx all agreed that the workers did not receive a return 

equal to their production (their use value); rather, they received a money wage 

equal to their subsistence needs (their exchange value); just enough to keep them 

alive. But, as pointed out elsewhere, in the decades of early industrialization, 

1821�1850, the average worker�s life span in fact decreased markedly: that is, 

wages were less than subsistence. (Hobsbawm)

Marx carried the logic of the labor theory of value to its full meaning: The 

pro�ts of business were equal to the surplus value of workers, the difference 

between the value of what they produced and what they received. This was the 

source of capitalist wealth and, more importantly, of the capital for use in further 
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investment: capital accumulation. �Accumulate! Accumulate! That is Moses and 

the Prophets!� proclaimed Marx.

Changes — For Better, For Worse
But didn�t things change once industrialization deepened and spread, corpora-

tions were born, and political democracy took hold, and so on? Things did 

indeed change, for better and for worse. What also changed was what we have 

learned to mean by better and by worse � and who and what belongs in which 

category.

In the midst of this long discourse, it may be useful to recall that the subject 

here is the inequality of wealth. Let�s look at the changes for the better �rst.

Certainly, looking only at the past century (and what it inherited), the societies 

that are now industrial and capitalist have been able to provide much to many 

of their citizens that was available to very few (or nobody) in earlier periods...

health care, housing, education, and adequate nutrition � plus political democ-

racy, with all its seeming possibilities, including what may be called democratized 

culture.

However, let us recall the role of inequality. Access to all of the above has been 

highly unequal, both quantitatively and qualitatively (whether and how much). 

It is unequal both within and, even more unequal outside the rich nations, and 

the riches of rich people and rich nations depend in important part on just that 

disparity. As Paul Baran put it in his Political Economy of Growth (noted earlier), 

�It is precisely the relationships between the poor and the rich peoples of the 

world that keep both the poor and the rich that way.� (1957)

Baran in the 1950s had in mind the horri�c history of what capitalism had 

done to the peoples both of their own and other nations and what it was on its 

way to doing as the postwar era unfolded. Baran rightly expected all hell to break 

loose but, if anything, he underestimated what later decades would bring both 

at home and abroad.

Now a closer look at the changes for the better at home.

Whatever is meant by better within the USA, access to it has of course been 

highly lopsided. For a moment, however, assume equal access to whatever 

is meant by better. What does it mean, and to what does it apply? To be brief, 

we refer to a higher level of material well-being and its �basket of goods� � 

including food, clothing, shelter, consumer durables, health care, transportation, 

shorter working day, vacations, pensions...

Food People today are generally able to eat more and better than ever before 
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in history. We do eat more, on average, but do we eat better in our fast food 

nation? Not if we take into account that more than one-half the U.S. population 

is considered to be overweight and more than one-�fth obese.

Shelter There are more families seeking and unable to �nd affordable (or any) 

housing now than ever before (including the 1930s); some of them are mentally 

ill, and some are unemployed, but just as many have full-time jobs.

Consumer durables We are dominated by things. We are indebted to (and in 

debt for) them...kitchen things (stoves, microwaves, fridges, toasters)...TVs...

DVD players...CD players...MP3 players...VCRs...computers...radios...cell 

phones...cordless phones...picture phones...camera phones...washers...dryers...

furniture...boats...campers...motorcycles...airplanes...and most of all, cars. But 

just who, we wonder, could get along without all those� those things? But do we 

really get along with them?

And then we drop the assumption of equality for this �basket of goods and 

services� and paid vacations and pensions and just about everything else. (See 

Mishel, et al.) Now a good half of our people are partially or wholly fenced out 

from most of that bounty. And, although the consumeristic life may be tinged 

with negativity, it is the way one is supposed to live in this promised land. (Just 

listen to your kids yelling for more stuff.) Or examine your own conditioned 

yearnings. For those who work very hard for very low wages, it is surely very hard 

to be fenced out, especially in the TV era of continuous display.

A �nal word on the distribution of wealth, which naturally affects the dis-

tribution of income: If wealth were equally distributed, each 1 percent of us 

would have 1 percent of the nation�s wealth. Instead in the year 2000, the top 1 

percent owned more than 40 percent of all assets (including homes and �nancial 

investments), the most unequal distribution of wealth since � guess when? � the 

1920s. (Phillips) And there�s more:

The bottom 80 percent held 17 percent of national wealth. The ownership of 

stocks, touted now as being �democratic,� is quite the opposite: The top 1 percent 

of stock owners hold almost half (47.7 percent) of all stocks, while the bottom 

80 percent own just 4.1 percent of all stock holdings. (Mishel, et al.) And then 

there is this article from The Wall Street Journal (2004-12-14), by Robert Frank, 

concerning what are termed �the Super-Wealthy.�

[In 1983] 250,00 U.S. households had a net worth of $5,000,000 (that�s �ve 

million) or more...in 2001 there were almost �ve times that many. The wealth 

controlled by individuals in North America with more than $30 million in 
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�nancial assets (not including real estate) in 2002 had jumped 45% by 

2003 � i.e., in one year � from $2.1 trillion to over $3 trillion.

In 2004, according to Forbes, the richest 400 households (each with assets of 

more than $1 billion) had a total net worth of $1.25 trillion. The poorest 56 

million households had a total net worth of $1.29 trillion. The richest house-

holds will �t into one jumbo jet. Their equivalent in wealth will �t (in economy 

class) into 140,000 jumbo jets.

Item Forbes also reports (in 2006) that for the last 2 years one certain U.S. 

magnate�s fortune has been growing at the astounding rate of $1 million an 

hour.

So what do these people do with all those dollars? (If you�re thinking �hard-

earned� should precede the word dollars here, you�ve been socialized in the USA.) 

These people expend considerable energy letting others � particularly other very 

rich guys (it�s a guy thing) � know who�s in the lead. They work very hard at buy-

ing really expensive things, from Patek Philippe watches at more than $200,000 

each to cars costing more than $450,000 (the Mercedes Maybach � �de�nes the 

standards at the very peak of the passenger car market�). And that�s not even 

the top of the line. If it�s not a joke, there�s even a new and more expensive 

production car, the recently announced Dimora Natalia SLS 2 � $2 million.

For those who think the sky�s the limit, there are biz jets costing tens of mil-

lions of dollars each. (And some are naturally more prestigious than others. 

Details, details...) And as we plunge into the twenty-�rst century, space ships 

(with appropriately stratospheric prices) and rides on space ships are being 

rolled out for the Super-Rich.

Of course, chief among the other dire necessities for the very rich is the 

obvious need for ever-larger yachts. Consider what yacht owner Paul Allen (of 

Microsoft) did to keep from being deprived. As one report had it:

He �rst went real big with his 354-foot Le Grand Bleu which has its own 72-

foot sailboat on board...When others outdid him, he commissioned the largest 

yacht builder to produce the 414-foot Octopus...price tag, $200 million. 

(Emphasis added)

Then there is this bit of keeping up with the Jones III: A builder of large yachts 

recounts that one of his clients �ordered a yacht and saw one of his business 

competitors with a larger boat. He asked us to make his one meter larger.� (Ibid.) 

Crazy, man. Make that, crazed man.

When Veblen coined the phrases conspicuous consumption and conspicuous 
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display in 1899, he was describing people who were seen as very rich then, but 

today wouldn�t be rich enough to be invited to the party. In Veblen�s time there 

weren�t so many of them, and they were only slightly demented, compared with 

the utterly deranged Super-Wealthy of our time.

R E S T S T Op

Here�s a little game � with no winners and no losers. Guaranteed. It�s really a 

kind of thought experiment. So take a break for a moment...

No matter how long your life has been (whether you are starting high school 

or retired long ago), take a few seconds right now and re�ect. Think about the 

past � your past. Life was somehow different in your earlier years, wasn�t it?

Now ask yourself these questions. (You may want to write down your 

answers.)

Was life better or worse then?

Was it more or less tense?

Was it more demanding or less demanding?

Was it more dull and stupid or less so?

Was it easier or harder to get around?

Was it better or worse for kids?

Was there more or less pleasure?

Think about it for a bit. Now, when you�re ready, take a breath and continue...

What did you come up with? Dollars to donuts, this:

� The younger you are, the worse life will seem in the past, the more pleasant 

it is in the present.

� The older you are, the better life will seem in the past; the present is more 

a matter of �Where am I going and why am I in this handbasket?�

The younger members of our species are trapped. They are angry (and 

should be) at their progenitors for creating a world that offers little or no hope, 

diminished opportunity, dreadful socialization, lousy education, poor health 

care, consumer junk everywhere, and excellent chances of a shortened, sickened, 

and utterly miserable life. Ultimately, they care neither for the past, with which 

they have very little experience, nor the present, which has so little to offer. Lack-

ing the perspective of history, the young also tend to see what is now as natural, 

and what is natural is obviously normal, somehow palatable. (See Scitovsky, The 

Joyless Economy.) And the present transforms the past. (�Jefty Is Five,� Harlan 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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Ellison�s wonderful and tragic short story [1977], among other things, re�ects on 

how the present ultimately squashes the past.)

So the young have no reason to treasure a past that was never theirs. And the 

wild and unobtainable prizes of the present, available only to a tiny handful, 

merely exacerbate their frustration. (See Finnegan, Cold New World.)

The older members of the species are more fortunate. They have the glow of 

memory to burnish their recollections, to round off the edges of their harsher 

experiences. They can recall a slower-paced way of life. (And life is always slower 

back then, just as computers were slower back then � if they existed at all.) They 

can probably recall better human bonding, a different socialization. The present 

appears disgusting, destructive, and very vulgar.

Some older members of society may do a dance of youth and claim to adore 

the present. The technology � Ah! The razzle-dazzle medical care � Aaaah! 

The instant grati�cation of television, consumer goods, of more, more, 

more � Aaaaaah! If this could be you, look at the objective measures of the pres-

ent, like what is happening to traf�c, to the air, to your indebtedness, to children 

and teens, to your health care bills, to your own weight and girth.

While probably not disagreeing on the facts, young and old have understand-

ably different appreciations and memories of the path to the cliff �s edge. But 

unless a second home and biz jet are already in the family, it is probable, though, 

that nearly everyone, young and old alike, sees the prospects for the future as 

chancy.

I NC OME

Since �them what has, gits,� it is incumbent upon us to examine the other half of 

the economics of inequality under capitalism. The distribution of income is not 

just a table or a chart. It is best seen as answering a long list of different and over-

lapping questions concerning different groups, time periods, and processes, all 

of them important in their way. What follows will refer principally to matters of 

inequality as revealed by the levels and movement of family incomes, wages, and 

jobs. Unless otherwise indicated, all data are from Mishel, et al.

Census data show that since the mid-1980s the share of the national income 

going to the top 20 percent of families has risen. Now note also the inequality 

within that 20 percent:

It�s not simply that the top 20 percent of families had bigger percentage gains 

than families near the middle; the top 5 percent have done better than the next 
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15, the top 1 percent better than the next 4, and so on up to Bill Gates. In turn, 

60 percent of the gains of that top 1 percent went to 0.1 (its top ten) percent, 

those with incomes of more than $790,000 [in 1998]. And almost half of those 

gains went to a mere 13,000 taxpayers, the top 0.01 [i.e., one-hundredth of one 

percent] who had an income of at least $3.6 million and an average income of 

$17 million. (Krugman)

OK, it might be said, even if the other 80 percent aren�t getting as big a slice of 

the pie as those in the catbird seat, still, the 1990s gave them more jobs, higher 

wages, and a higher income than ever, no? Yes and no. Yes for a while, but now 

the absolute and relative amounts (for the fully employed) are shrinking; this is 

a return to the trend that began in the 1970s. The late 1990s were not a reversal 

of that trend, but a hiccough.

Between 1947 and 1973 real median family income grew 2.8 percent annually, 

then dropped to 0.4 percent from 1973 to 1995. In the boom of late 1990s, it 

sped up again to 2.2 percent annually. But when recession took hold in 2001, 

the median family income decreased at an annual rate of 1.4 percent (equal to 

$741 in 2001 dollars) � and it has been falling more rapidly since then, as 

recession has continued and unemployment has risen. (Mishal, et al.)

Among the bottom 80 percent, those who gained most relatively were the 

normal objects of discrimination: blacks and Hispanics and women. The boom 

meant a sharp drop in unemployment, and businesses competing for workers. 

What was good for that bottom group was good for the other 60 percent as well, 

for an important key to all workers� incomes is the level of unemployment.

But there was another not entirely positive element. The 1990s also saw a step-

up in the employment not just of more women, but of more married women. 

That was just as much a consequence of need as of opportunity. The need arose 

from the mountainous debts of the average family � which now faces a monthly 

debt (credit cards plus mortgage debt) exceeding monthly average household 

income.

Again, Mishel: As the long-term convergence of wages for men and women 

stalled, the gap between them at the end of the 1990s was as wide as at their 

beginning � at the same time as health care and pension bene�ts declined in the 

late 1990s. He notes, however, that

[a]s wages fell for the typical worker, executive pay soared. From 1980 to 2000, 

the salary of the typical (i.e., median) chief executive grew 79 percent, and 

average compensation grew 342 percent. In 1965, CEOs made 26 times more 
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than a typical worker; this ratio had risen to 72-to-1 by 1989 and to 310-to-1 by 

2000. U.S. CEOs make about three times as much as most of their counterparts 

abroad. (Ibid., emphasis added)

A recurring theme in Phillips is the similarity between the 1920s and the 1990s, 

in more ways than one. The 1920s featured the following:

The control over the economy by a very small and always greedier bunch 

of CEOs and �nanciers, with the eager cooperation of governments at 

all levels

The fragility of the U.S. economy, due to the �nancial shenanigans 

dominating it in the late 1920s

The growing weakness of a good majority of the rest of the economy at 

home � and abroad

Weakness in the agricultural sector and in much of industry and 

construction

Not least, the condition of poverty of at least half of the population in 

the 1920s � as calculated by a long-time U.S. Census of�cial (See 

Miller.)

Things are different now. These are not the 1920s. Nowadays (as will be stressed 

in the �nal chapter) the economic-political-social-military world may well be 

teetering on the edge of something that, although very different, may be just as 

worrisome as the 1920s should have been � but were not. When in the 1920s over 

half of the U.S. population lived in poverty, little help was expected from the 

government; unions were few and weak and the government was controlled by 

Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover � all beholden to the business world.

A major impact in terms of inequality was that from the 1930s on, unions 

began to take hold; as they did, so did FDR�s New Deal. Its policies (and those 

up through the 1960s) reduced inequalities � increasing real wages while also 

improving working conditions, social security, public housing, improved access 

to education on all levels, and providing at least some access to health care for 

the aged, disabled, and poor.

However, as discussed at length before, beginning in the 1970s and accelerat-

ing since then, such reforms have been weakened or abolished, thus increasing 

inequalities � and we turn backward to become always more like the 1920s and 

its so-called �rugged individualism� � more purely capitalist.

The rich countries of Western Europe (and Japan) have considerably fewer 

inequalities than we in all of the terms noted above � income, the meeting 

�

�

�

�

�
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of basic needs, and the like. And despite their descent into a more �exible (i.e., 

weaker) labor force and more inequality, they remain more decent than us � at 

least for now.

In conclusion, we ask once more: What do we mean by equality? It is a prin-

ciple easy to deride, for we are so accustomed to numerous and deep inequalities 

that the very term has the quality of a dream � even, for many, a bad dream.

That is, we have much to unlearn as well as much to learn. It is more dif�cult 

to unlearn than to learn, whether it�s a habit, a stereotype, or an ideology. The 

task is particularly dif�cult in the USA. What one has to unlearn � most thor-

oughly � is a large set of racist views plus a deeply entrenched capitalist ideology, 

both of which in working together have done so much to give U.S. capitalist class 

more staying power than any capitalist country in history.

IDE OL O g Y: A W E A p ON F OR T HO SE i N P OW E R

Ideology is a word whose very utterance can initiate heated debate; but it is not 

just a word. Today, as ideology is more broadly and deeply and consciously 

implanted by those in power, general understanding of its form and substance 

becomes always more vital. Here the attempt will be made to contribute to that 

understanding by a presentation of some mutually helpful approaches, begin-

ning with that put forth by Karl Mannheim in his classic treatise Ideology and 

Utopia (1936).

There is implicit in the word �ideology� the insight that in certain situations the 

collective unconsciousness of [ruling] groups obscures the real condition of 

society, both to itself and to others, and it thereby stabilizes it...they are simply 

no longer able to see certain facts which would undermine that sense of 

domination. (Emphases added)

Mannheim�s de�nition served as his book�s starting-point. About a century 

earlier, Marx and Engels (in The German Ideology) saw how ideology served as 

one more weapon for those in power. In their era, most people were illiterate 

and modern communications were in their infancy; the analysis therefore has 

even more force in our more educationally advanced and technological time 

than theirs.

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas; that is, the class 

which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intel-

lectual force. The class that has the means of material production at its disposal 

has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that 



2 76     |     S AVA G I N G  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M

thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 

production are subject to it. (Reprinted in Tucker; their emphases)

That is a profound observation. But Marx was soon to be caught up with 

trying to create the three volumes of Capital � only one of which he could �nish 

before his death in 1883 � and did not pursue the matter. But Antonio Gramsci 

did. 

Gramsci: Ideological Hegemony
As the 1920s began in Italy, Antonio Gramsci was both its leading Marxist and 

the leader of Italy�s workers� movement, at the time the strongest in all of Europe. 

Then, in 1922, Italy also became the �rst nation ever to be overcome by fascism. 

A few years later, Gramsci was imprisoned by Mussolini. While in prison he 

became fatally ill; he died in 1937. He wrote continuously in prison; subsequently 

those writings were published as his Prison Notebooks. (Hoare/Smith)

Among the many matters pondered by Gramsci in his prison cell, most circled 

around this question: How had the powerful Italian workers� movement been 

so easily overcome by the fascists? His answer focused squarely on what is being 

called ideology here. Gramsci remained very much a Marxist, but his time and 

place spurred him to face questions only barely treated by Marx.

In doing so, Gramsci succeeded in broadening the scope of Marxian analysis 

from its almost total concentration on political economy so as to directly con-

front the related and interacting social, cultural, and political spheres. His main 

instrument for doing so was the concept and analysis he termed ideological 

hegemony.

Ideological hegemony is an order in which a certain way of life and thought is 

dominant, in which one concept of reality is diffused throughout society in all 

its institutional and private manifestations, informing with its spirit all taste, 

morality, customs, religiosity and political principles, and all social relations, 

particularly in their intellectual and moral connotations. (Hammett, p. 204)

Those are the ruling ideas of Marx and Engels, but pursued very much further. 

Gramsci saw that it was essential to understand the great power of capitalism 

over what we have come to call the hearts and minds of the people. Because of 

that, he also saw the anticapitalist movement�s urgent need to develop a quali-

tatively different and comprehensive societal alternative, based upon a radically 

distinctive view of the needs and possibilities of human beings in society.

Gramsci understood that to displace capitalism also required the displacement 
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of the capitalist view of economics, politics, culture, and morality. In contrast 

with much of left thought in his day (and still too much of ours today), Gramsci 

argued that social power and a different State system cannot be achieved by 

smashing the State or any such abrupt or violent process; instead, what was 

needed is a long and always more inclusive effort to �clear the jungle�: more like 

trench warfare than aerial bombardment. (See Boggs.)

Gramsci�s concept of ideological hegemony has relevance in all modern 

societies, but most especially for that of the USA. Here the most important 

ruling groups have been in the business world; however, as often noted in this 

work, their ideology and power have meshed easily with those energized by mili-

tarism and racism, or by anti-abortion, anti-gay, and pro-gun campaigns � all 

much aided and abetted by the bewitchments of contemporary consumerism 

and evangelical Christianity.

Taken together, that set of mutually strengthening politics has become as 

potent as it is irrational. Its principal bene�ts accrue to those who control and 

own the giant corporations. Its serious damages fall upon the majority of the 

citizenry who, irrationally, more often than not, foolishly support those who 

are using them. Meanwhile, our (and their) basic needs, humanity, peace, and 

the environment are all wounded � or worse. (See Chapter 14; also see Phillips, 

2006.)

The Corporate Counterattack
Where we stand today as a nation is a product of our entire history, of course; but 

the most recent set of shaping stimuli began their current vault to potency in the 

mid-1970s, spurred on by the corporate counterattack:

[It] was de�ned by the tightening of the constraints of accelerating in�ation led 

by energy and food prices, expectations of annual wage and bene�t increases in 

the face of pressure on corporate pro�tability, more frequent intervention by 

government in ways that threatened freedom of action by business, an emerg-

ing penetration of consumer goods markets, and the seemingly sudden loss of 

international hegemony symbolized by military defeat in Vietnam in 1975 in 

the longest, costliest, and least successful of a series of postwar interventions 

against the socialist and communist left all over the world. (Du Boff)

The substance and successes of that counterattack were detailed; its effects have 

been to realize Prof. Friedman�s dream of ridding business of any constraints 

whatsoever except those of their own invention.



2 7 8     |     S AVA G I N G  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M

Lost Bearings
Let us assume that the peoples of all societies have in one way or another always 

been manipulated at the will and to the prime bene�t of their rulers. Maybe so. 

But today is something else. Not only are there more tools of manipulation avail-

able today than in the past, but whether separately or taken together, those of the 

past compared with those of the present are like the difference between a sword 

and a machine gun.

Examples are all too abundant. It should be suf�cient merely to note the 

difference between the impact of the media of 1900 with those of 2000 (and 

beyond). Compare the impact of newspapers, a few periodicals, and the theater 

of the year 1900 with the radio, �lms, and TV of today. Then, adding insult to 

injury, compare the consumption of then and now. In 1900, at least 80 percent 

of people were buying the things they needed � food, clothing, shelter, a bit of 

medical care, plus a bit of pleasure. And never borrowing (except a minority, for 

a home).

Today, almost everyone is in debt, most dangerously so, with most of that debt 

having very little to do with meeting needs, rather than the wants created by 

advertising. In this context it is worth adding that the same mentality and often 

the same persons leading us to buy SUVs, also create political advertising. And 

why not?

This is another way of saying that we have lost our bearings as a people; or, 

more accurately, we have been hornswoggled into doing so.

Whatever ideals, values, ethics, standards, and personal and social principles we 

may have had, living in today�s world � especially that of the USA � has caused 

them to become contaminated, diluted, even forgotten. Which takes us to the 

next, closely related subject. It will be seen that the deadly interaction between 

corruption, lobbyists, politics, and the media is something new in history.

Section 2: Corruption and Politics

A N I N T RODUC T iON T O C OR RU p T iON: 
R E Ag A N A S PR E C U R S OR T O BUSH II

An early success was the election (and re-election) of Reagan, who not only gave 

vigor to wiping the slate clean of desirable regulations but, with the same smiles, 

wisecracks, and thinly veiled racism, erased the sickening memories of Vietnam, 
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renewed high levels of military expenditures, and once more gave militarism a 

happy face.

Reagan was elected easily (especially after Carter�s bumbling and Reagan�s 

guns-for-hostages deal; see Chapter 9).  What had begun as a grumbling cam-

paign by business and its cohorts then took on the qualities of a frat party. It 

brought together all the elements noted above: militarism, racism, consumerism, 

religiosity, and not least, our deference to big business. All of that was much 

facilitated by most of the media. But that is not the whole story: Reagan�s persona 

was vital; his bearing and personality, combining the fearless cowboy with the 

sweet and funny kid next door, were just what a solid majority of good Americans 

go for. And he set the stage the way for a George W. Bush.

C OR RU p T iON: T H E BE T R A Y A L OF F U NC T iON

The chickens, never very far away, have now come home to roost. Politics in the 

USA � and not only here � is almost by de�nition controlled by dirty hands. 

That has been true for us from at least the writing of our Constitution and to a 

substantial degree in all the administrations from George Washington on.

To make my point as brie�y as I can, let me say that in my 80-plus years 

there has only been one U.S. president � FDR � for whom I have felt substan-

tial affection and respect. When he died in 1945, I wept. But, along with others 

who held those attitudes, not only were we critical of him on a whole range of 

domestic and foreign matters, but well aware that his reign was by no means ever 

one of clean hands.

But the past two or three decades require us to �nd a new word for dirty. Soon 

below the focus will be upon corruption and politics and then the media. The 

totalitarian societies of the twentieth (and this) century have manipulated and 

intensi�ed the hold of their chosen ideology on �their� people � but never with 

the thoroughness or the easy success of what now exists in the USA.

The term corruption refers to the betrayal of function � betrayed either by 

one person or a group of people. The corruption itself may relate to or a pub-

lic or private of�ce: It may be the perversion of a process or the hollowing out 

of an institution. Corruption is succumbing to the temptation to sell out for 

anticipated advantage; or for fear of punishment for not going along.

So de�ned, corruption has of been eternal, ubiquitous, and multidimen-

sional � in a word (statistically) normal. Should that persuade us to shrug it 

off? Hardly. As with our always more polluted air, unless we try to contain and 
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reduce the contamination, we are likely to be done in by it � sooner or later. 

These days, probably sooner.

Although corruption has marked all societies, its intensity, spread, breadth, 

depth, and consequences have differed greatly over time and place. The raw 

capitalism of the USA has offered the least obstructions, the most opportunities, 

and the highest rewards and the mildest of punishments: in word, a veritable 

paradiso for corruption. About a century ago, in his Theory of Business Enterprise, 

Veblen gave the corruption of that time his customary ironic twist:

It seldom happens, if at all, that the government of a civilized nation will persist 

in a course of action detrimental to or not ostensibly subservient to the inter-

ests of the more conspicuous body of the community�s businessmen. There is 

a naive, unquestioning persuasion among the body of the people that, in some 

occult way, the material interests of the populace coincide with the pecuniary 

interests of those businessmen who live within the same set of governmental 

contrivances. In the nature of the case, the owner alone has any standing in 

court. All of which argues that there are probably very few courts that are in any 

degree corrupt or biased...Efforts to corrupt them would be a work of 

supererogation, besides being immoral. (1904)

Even as Veblen wrote, however, the structure of business power was only in 

the �rst stages of becoming the domain of a few giant companies.

By the 1920s that gigantism was clearly in the ascension, aided by the 

emerging early twentieth century technologies and the economic boost for 

big industry from World War I. As a result, business power and prestige � and 

corruption � reached new heights. By 1923, in Absentee Ownership, Veblen�s irony 

had become despair. It was also expressed by the poet Robinson Jeffers, if more 

softly. Here is his lament, as put forth in �Shine Perishing Republic.� (1925)

While this America settles in the mould of its vulgarity, heavily 

thickening to empire,/ 

And protest, only a bubble in the molten mass, pops and sighs out, and 

the mass hardens,/ 

I sadly remember that the �ower fades to make fruit, the fruit rots to 

make earth,/ 

Out of the mother, and through the spring exuberances, ripeness and 

decadence, and home to the mother./ 

You making haste on decay: not blameworthy; life is good, be it 

stubbornly long or suddenly/ 
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A mortal splendor: meteors are not needed less than mountains; shine, 

perishing republic./ 

But for my children, I would rather have them keep their distance/ 

from the thickening center; corruption/ 

Never has been compulsory, when the cities lie at the monster�s feet 

there are left the mountains...

Corruption never has been compulsory, true. But in our time the mountains 

of Jeffers�s poem are much harder to �nd � and much slippier.

In the ancient and medieval worlds, few indeed were those who had an 

opportunity to be corrupted; such possibilities were con�ned largely to those at 

or near the peak of power: political, military, or religious functionaries.

On the other hand, whatever were the rewards for corruption then, the real or 

imagined punishments were at least as severe: beheading, burning at the stake, 

being torn asunder, condemned to Hell. Nowadays, punishments for corruption 

are far fewer and certainly less daunting; and the rewards are more substan-

tial � especially for those near the top. (Steal a couple hundred million, be �ned 

six or seven...)

T H E DE MO C R A T i Z A T iON OF C OR RU p T iON

In addition, in our time the opportunities and temptations have been 

democratized � that is, no longer con�ned to the powerful.

Almost all of us are tempted to corrupt ourselves

Police � in many ways

K�12 teachers and university profs who temper their criticisms or adjust 

their curricula to �suit the times�

Athletes who use drugs

Doctors who prescribe medications or surgery for �nancial rather than 

medical reasons

Scientists with carefully massaged data and industry-friendly conclusions 

for rent or sale

Pharmaceutical companies � jacking up prices in order to increase 

their already obscenely high pro�ts, inventing diseases, hijacking 

research protocols, peddling drugs that make people sicker

Auto and computer producers who practice deliberate obsolescence to 

maintain and increase sales over time

Insurance companies who deny or delay claims because their clients are 

�
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too befuddled, enfeebled, or impoverished to assert their rights (and 

who, under ideal circumstances, will expire before the company has to 

lay out the �rst dime)

The listing could go on and on, and would have to include those of most 

concern here: politicians, those elected or appointed to public of�ce, bottom 

to top � city supervisors and mayors, state legislators, judges, governors, the 

national congress and presidents and vice presidents. Of course, exceptions (past 

and present) exist; but they do not take up much room in the house of politics.

Our attitudes toward such behavior have been much shaped by capitalism�s 

successes in commodifying all aspects of our lives. Especially in the USA, every-

thing and everybody has a price. Also especially here (in the USA), we have been 

more fully socialized to see competition as the best and only acceptable basis for 

social relations and to see each other as opponents, whether in the of�ce, the 

classroom, business, sexually, in politics...whatever, wherever, whenever.

The corruption of doctors, teachers, police, and others who are assumed to be 

serving the public more than themselves is of course of vital importance. But the 

corruption of governments � institutions presumed to represent the interests 

of all � provides the framework. What should be seen as disgraces come to be 

thought of as excusable, making it sensible for almost everyone to shrug their 

shoulders, sigh, and say to oneself, �Well, If I don�t do it, someone else will.� (See 

Kuttner.)

Most relevant to our discussion is the commodi�cation of politics, through 

(1) the campaign �nancing that has become essential to gain and keep a political 

of�ce, and (2) the prevalence of lobbyists. 

C A MpA igN Fi  N A NC i Ng

Political campaigns cost a lot of money. Campaign �nance has to do with the 

money directly raised by candidates on all geographic levels for all of�ces � 

including judges. There are now upper limits for contributions from any one 

person for any one candidate, as there is also � in a way � for the critical soft 

money raised by a political party when it is used to support a particular candi-

date indirectly. Except that in practice the only difference � and it is a big 

one � is that the amount of soft money is greater than the legal contributions; 

and despite all the laws (all loopholed) the amount and effects of soft money 

continue to rise.

It is necessary to add that though it is illegal, a common and continuing prac-
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tice in many businesses is to �ask� their employees to contribute to a particular 

campaign. Of course it works. One doesn�t have to have a great imagination to 

expect a very high percentage of employees to make such contributions in their 

individual names. Give a lot get something back. But give a little (or nothing) 

and you face the consequences. And then, as is known, some employees are given 

the money to contribute � by guess who?

Taken together, the hard money given directly and legally and the soft money 

indirectly amount to a lot. Just in the �rst quarter of 2002 (in a nonpresidential 

election), the Democrats had taken in almost $50 million and the Republicans 

almost $70 million, with 9 more months to go. (�Democrats continue to rely...� 

(NYT, 2003-04-17) And, more revealingly,

[I]ndividuals, organizations, and companies gave a total of nearly $3 billion to 

national campaigns in 1999 and 2000...[However], organizations spend 10 

times as much on lobbying as on direct campaign contributions, and they spend 

undisclosed millions more to establish special-interest research institutes, or 

so-called think tanks, which do not legally count as lobbying activities but are 

intended to manipulate public opinion and public policy. (�Lobbying by 

businesses overwhelms their campaign contributions,� Alan B. Krueger, NYT, 

2002-09-19)

For the 2006 and 2008 elections? Guess. Or just read the papers.

Item Six months before the 2006 governor�s election in California, �Arnie the 

Terminator� let it be known that he already has $75 million in his pocket. (He 

spent over $30 million of his own [that we know about] to get elected initially). 

The other candidate will have to get at least that much. As he does, will he make 

any dirty promises to those who provide the money? Of course not. And the 

presidential election of 2008 will require and get amounts in the billions. In the 

eponymous words of an old song, �Anything goes.�

Campaign Ads in the USA and Western Europe
One major, if dwindling, difference between the USA and the nations of Western 

Europe is the matter of campaign �nancing.

Politicians are corrupted in the European countries, too. But to whatever takes 

to pry them away from their principles there, add the millions of dollars needed 

to campaign for an of�ce here.

I have lived in Italy for at least half a year for more than 20 years. Corruption 

there, rife in all corners of society, is taken for granted with a large shrug. But in 
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the political realm it lacks the broad range of corrupting opportunities that are 

so completely normal for us.

Hard as it is to believe, in Italy (and generally in Western Europe) candidates 

do not need money for their TV ads for a simple reason: Such ads are forbid-

den. In fact, all forms of electoral advertising save one are not allowed. When 

an election approaches, in every relevant town or city there will be small bill-

boards all around, perhaps 10 feet high and 5 feet wide, stretching out horizon-

tally side-by-side so that all candidates have the same space in the same location. 

There�s nothing on TV, nothing on the radio, nothing in magazines, nothing in 

the newspapers.

Berlusconi, the Blemished Billionaire: A Further Word
An additional word about Silvio Berlusconi, previously dissected in Chapter 7. 

He�s the guy who ruled over Italy for many years, astutely called by some 

“Mussolini with a necktie� (for his use and abuse of power) and �the celluloid 

Machiavelli� (for his use and abuse of media, much of which he himself 

owns � self abuse?). In fact, if you squint (and ignore the necktie), Berlusconi 

does resemble Mussolini a bit, with both also being 5 feet 6 inches tall.

But putting looks aside (insofar as that can be done in Italy), didn�t the fact 

that Berlusconi is the richest Italian allowed him to be elected? Yes, his wealth 

was crucial, but not because of ads and campaign �nance. Because Berlusconi 

owns a good chunk of the Italian media, he could plant endless stories about 

himself; plus, importantly, he owns a soccer team. His name and face appear in 

his media all the time in one favorable setting or another � but never as an ad.

There is a terrible irony there: Because the opposition forces cannot campaign 

through the media, and Berlusconi does, legally, they are in a very weak position 

ever to win against him.

Berlusconi lost in the 2006 election mostly because of his snuggling up to 

Bush on Iraq, an immensely unpopular war in Italy. But there is all too good a 

chance he will be able to bring down the Center-Left coalition government, and 

soon.

Berlusconi used (and even though he�s now out of of�ce, continues to use) his 

�nancial and political power to corrupt others. But he himself is not corrupted. 

He hasn�t been bought off; he believes in what he does. And what he does is 

entirely awful.
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Bought and Sold
In the USA, in sharp contrast, a run for Congress in most states requires millions 

of dollars up front � or fuhgeddaboutit. For governor or president? Let�s talk 

hundreds of millions. Bush easily raised $273 million in the 2004 campaign, plus 

at least that much spent directly or indirectly by his supporters. (Gore Vidal once 

said, �By the time you run for president, you�ve been bought and sold so many 

times you don�t even know your own name.�) It is estimated that $4 billion was 

spent for all of the 2004 elections. (NYT, 2004-11-29: �Bush Donors Fatigued? 

They�re Ready to Party�)

Much of our political corruption is paid for by a clutch of usually very large 

and interested companies of the Fortune 500 seeking to prevent or to create 

laws:

To prevent laws protecting the environment, workers, the poor, et al., 

from getting laws that bene�t them � or the society as a whole

To create laws giving them access to precious natural reserves and 

patents

But much corruption is also accomplished within particular industries or 

companies � the hocus-pocus of private pension plans; or to keep a CEO out of 

the clink; or play with numbers to in�ate stock prices on cue so that the board 

members can use the insider knowledge to pro�t. Why not? Everyone�s doing it.

A HOR DE OF L Obb Y iS T S

In addition to the (quantitatively and qualitatively) important role of campaign 

�nancing is its interaction with the vital � and always stronger � role of the 

army of lobbyists. The average pay for the foot soldiers in this private army of 

in�uence peddlers in the early 1990s was $250,000 per year and rising. (Phillips) 

Not a bad salary for professional corrupters.

In U.S. politics, lobbying and campaign �nancing have been signi�cant for 

only about a century. Lobbying is called that because in the quaint old days those 

who wanted to create, eliminate, or modify governmental policies hung out 

in the lobbies of Congress and state legislatures, waiting to buttonhole those 

with open pockets and malleable principles to induce them to vote the right 

way. Campaigns then were not yet as fully dependent upon the media. In fact, 

except for the downright purchase of votes by big city machines, campaigns were 

relatively costless.

But these days sitting in the lobby now waiting for legislators isn�t necessary. 

�

�



2 8 6     |     S AVA G I N G  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M

The lobbying business � and it is a big business � has become more ef�cient. 

There�s no need to waste time just hanging around.

Lobbyists� successes go into all vital areas. For example, among the leading 

lobbyists are those for the oil companies, whether regarding drilling offshore 

or in the Arctic or on matters of access to hydrocarbons (oil and natural gas) 

that can lead to wars. Oil, cars, steel, trees, �sh, chemicals, HMOs, taxes, military 

expenditures, media, guns, credit cards, subsidies: If it�s an industry or a law or 

anything where there�s lots of money to be gained or lost, there you will �nd 

lobbyists.

In the not-so-innocent past, there were hundreds, even a few thousand 

lobbyists. In his penetrating study of political corruption � Arrogant Capital 

(1994) � Phillips points out that already 15 years ago in Washington, D.C., there 

were more than 65,000 lobbyists (many of them ex-legislators). Plus, there were 

at least 50,000 putting the pressure on at the local and state levels. For today, add 

another 20 percent � around 80,000 in Washington, D.C., and 60,000 in the rest 

of the country.

When it comes to in�uence peddling, perhaps most disgusting is the behavior 

of doctors and pharmacists, for it�s not just money, but life and death that are on 

the table. An unknowably high percentage of doctors are regularly (say, every year 

or so) invited to so-called �conventions� at a summer or winter resort � often 

abroad � where they are given presentations for particular medications. The 

beach or ski slope is �the lobby,� and the presentations themselves are sponsored, 

scripted, and spun by Big Pharma.

Upon re�ection, perhaps we should be grateful; this added information, 

however biased, means sometimes we get to see the docs faster � but the price 

of this increased ef�ciency is being told to use a particular medication because of 

bribery. (And we are already paying higher prices than are necessary because of 

the successful lobbying by the pharmaceutical industry to maintain patents.)

T H E T W E N T iE T H C E N T U RY: M A DE T O 
OR DE R F OR RU L E b Y MON E Y

Setting aside further other ugly details for the moment, let us examine how is it, 

as noted earlier, that such dirty doings awaited the opening of the twentieth 

century, and also how we got from their humble beginnings to today�s big time 

gimme-gimme politics?

Initially, of course, that such shenanigans didn�t come into being until the 

turn of the twentieth century is not to say that politics were clean up until then. 
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Take the U.S. Senate. It wasn�t until the 1890s that U.S. Senators were popularly 

elected. Up to then, they were elected in the legislatures of their separate states; 

and those legislatures, in turn, were controlled by political machines or business 

interests.

On the other hand, House of Representatives members were directly elected 

from the nation�s birth. But in virtually all of the cities and towns there was some 

degree of political control from the top. There were notorious but nonetheless 

powerful machines in major cities � such as New York, Chicago, San Francisco, 

Kansas City, and New Orleans. In the nation�s towns control was wielded by the 

respectable cabals of businessmen portrayed in Sinclair Lewis�s Main Street. (And 

see Steffens�s Shame of the Cities.)

Democracy was then, as now, more plutocratic than democratic � although 

the situation was considerably more �uid than now. Now we are confronted by:

An eagerly cooperative few hundred giant companies

Their media allies

Two political parties whose differences are more of degree than kind (In 

the 1990s, sociologist Sara Diamond noted, �The USA has one political 

party � The Business Party.� Gore Vidal has also observed that the USA 

has one party, �with a right wing and a far-right wing.�)

A population bewitched, bothered, and bewildered (not to mention 

encumbered) by consumerism

Whatever the limitations of political democracy a century or more ago, there 

were at least intermittently democratic intervals on the local, state, or even � as 

with the Populist movement of the late nineteenth century � regional levels. 

Lobbyists and organized campaign �nancing were irrelevant � because they 

were unnecessary.

Both were born as the twentieth century came into being, because of at least 

two overlapping phenomena:

The emergence of the federal government as an always more essential 

agency to in�uence the overall direction and health of the economy, at 

home and abroad. (In 1912, as he sought the presidency, Professor 

Woodrow Wilson pointed out that �When the government becomes 

important, it becomes important to control the government.�)

The growth and emerging dominance of big business and �nance

Thus, around 1900, there were a few really big companies dominating the 

major businesses of their era: railroads, meat packing, oil, �nance, steel. But 
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none of them were yet close to what they would become; least of all, oil, for what 

few cars there were then existed either as a rich man�s toy or a farmer�s tool.

Already by 1910 the giant leap between then and now had begun, a leap 

overarching all sectors of economy and intersecting with both domestic and 

international politics. The USA was growing up, as were all the capitalist powers.

Nonetheless, it was also the era in which a strong national State became 

imperative, if continually precarious situations were not to become worse. 

Wilson didn�t have to have to tell the business world that controlling the govern-

ment was vital. Their predatory instincts did that.

On the surface of things, those same years gave every outward appearance 

of promising that Wilson�s �control� could be, even would be, mediated by an 

informed electorate. Education had taken its own leap, so that a high school 

education became not just common, but for the workforce in modern econo-

mies, a necessity. With literacy becoming widespread, so too would (or at least 

could) information and understanding be on the increase � and, it was quickly 

understood, so would ways to guide that understanding.

The twentieth century was made to order for rule by money, facilitated both 

by the enhanced techniques of �mind management� in the �consciousness 

industry� (Ensenzberger) and as well by the steadily growing assistance of lobby-

ists and heavily �nanced candidates at all levels. A twice-born similarity between 

past and present is that nowadays it is once more common for the very rich use 

their many millions to buy an of�ce, be it governor, representative, senator, or 

president. (See Phillips, 2002.)

Those who pay for most of the lobbyists and most of both the hard and the 

soft campaign �nancing have effectively spread the notion that, well, fair�s fair, 

isn�t it? After all, the unions, the Greens, the teachers spend all kinds of money 

in this regard, no? Good question. To answer it, here some excerpts from a well-

documented study in the bimonthly Dollars & Sense, �How Money in Politics 

Hurts You� (July�August 2000):

Most of the money �ows to the politicians serving on the congressional commit-
tees that oversee each industry. For example, most banking industry money goes 
to members of the �nance committees, regardless of party....Business interests 
outgave labor interests by a factor of 11-to-1 in the 1997�98 election cycle...Dirty 
industries � oil and gas, mining electric utilities, automobiles � outspent greens: 
spent more than 40 times than environmental groups.

Only one-quarter of one percent of the population makes contributions in 
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excess of $200; only 170,000 people contribute $1,000 or more; 80 percent of all 

donors make more than $100,000 a year.

Money now yells and screams. But perhaps we don�t have to worry; after all, 

the Bush administration is the most moralistic in memory and so....Oops! �Bush 

Names Lobbyist As Leader of G.O.P.� (NYT, 2003-06-17). His name is Edward 

Gillespie. �Mr. Gillespie said he would retain his stake in his lobbying �rm...but 

would do no work for the �rm and collect no salary as long as he is a party 

of�cial.� Sure, sure. However, the article went on to state,

In the long term, Mr. Gillespie�s lobbying business will hardly suffer from his 

run as party chairman....He will closely consult with the White House and 

Congress on policy matters and electoral strategy. Such inside information 

would be invaluable to his clients and partners at Quinn Gillespie & 

Associates....�That �rm is going to be sitting pretty, and his stake is going to 

become more valuable; the clients of that �rm are going to be in hog heaven,� 

said the Director of the Center for Public Integrity.

So it seems that between campaign �nancing and lobbying and a compliant 

media, those with power, blessed now with a rarely debated ideology, are sitting in 

the catbird seat � where they have created a USA representing more nightmare 

than dream...

Was it for this our fathers kept the law?This crown shall crown their 

struggle and their ruth? 

Are we the eagle nation Milton saw 

Mewing its mighty youth, 

Soon to possess the mountain winds of truth, 

And be a swift familiar of the sun 

Where aye before God�s face his trumpets run? 

Or have we but the talons and the maw, 

And for the abject likeness of our heart 

Shall some less lordly bird be set apart? 

Some gross-billed wader where the swamps are fat? 

Some gorger in the sun? Some prowler with the bat?

(William Vaughn Moody, in Selden)

That lament was penned early in the twentieth century. Nowadays the �gross-

billed waders, gorgers, and prowlers� are armed with B-52�s and tanks. The same 

technologies and social forces that made modern industry possible also made the 

modern media not only possible, but essential � for both business and politics.



2 9 0     |     S AVA G I N G  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M

MODE R N ME Di A

Both the advertising and public relations of companies and politicians were 

from their beginnings more inclined to sell and manipulate rather than to inform. 

As they learned to do so more cleverly, some new words had to be added to our 

vocabulary: disinformation and misinformation. Their current twisting and 

perverting the meaning of language to control the way people think had a 

forerunner � in �ction.

From Doublethink to Infotainment
George Orwell (1903�1950) was among the �rst to perceive the dangers and the 

ongoing increase of skills what came to be called mind management. He did so 

�rst and foremost in 1948, when he wrote the book set in and entitled 1984. Its 

main focus was upon what he called doublethink. The book was and still is seen 

by most as a critical satire whose target was the Soviet Union. In part, it was. But 

its scope was much broader: It was meant to underline tendencies already 

underway in the world�s democracies.

Orwell was a passionate believer in freedom and full-�edged democracy. He 

had backed those beliefs by �ghting against the fascists in Spain. (See his Homage 

to Catalonia.) Orwell never showed explicit concern with the USA; but the Cold 

War and its bedmate McCarthyism were both �ourishing as he wrote 1984, and 

both �tted his concerns all too well.

So, what is doublethink? Early in the book we observe Winston Smith, the 

book�s hero...

as his mind slid away into the labyrinthine world of doublethink. To know and 

not to know, to be conscious of complete truthfulness while telling carefully 

constructed lies, to hold simultaneously two opinions which cancelled out, 

knowing them to be contradictory and believing in both of them, to use logic 

against logic, to repudiate morality while laying claim to it, to believe that de-

mocracy was impossible and that the Party was the guardian of democracy, to 

forget, whatever it was necessary to forget, then to draw it back into memory 

again at the moment when it was needed, and then promptly to forget it again, 

and above all, to apply the same process to the process itself � that was the ul-

timate subtlety: consciously to induce unconsciousness, and then, once again, 

to become unconscious of the act of hypnosis you had just performed. Even to 

understand the word �doublethink� involved use of doublethink.

Doublethink in its setting of Oceania is epitomized by the titles of its Ministry 

of Peace (which dealt with war), Ministry of Truth (that is, lies), and Ministry of 
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Love (torture and murder). But, as Thomas Pynchon points out, in his Foreword 

to the 2003 �Centennial Edition� honoring Orwell,

[i]f all this seems unreasonably perverse, recall that in the present-day United 

States, few have any problem with a war-making apparatus named �Depart-

ment of Defense,� [until 1947 called the Department of War] any more than we 

have saying �Department of Justice� with a straight face, despite well-documented 

abuses of human and constitutional rights by its most formidable arm, the FBI 

[before Bush�s Attorney General Gonzalez]. Our nominally free news media are 

required to present �balanced� coverage....Every day public opinion is the target 

of rewritten history, of�cial amnesia and outright lying, all of which is benevo-

lently termed �spin,� as if it were no more harmful than a ride on the merry-go-

round. We know better than they tell us, yet hope otherwise. We believe and 

doubt at the same time � it seems a condition of political thought in a modern 

superstate to be permanently of at least two minds on most issues...of 

inestimable use to those in power who wish to remain there. (Orwell, 

1949/2003)

The doublethink that now blends with the nonthink that has spread and 

deepened over the past century are not products merely of the media � de�ned 

as newspapers, magazines, radio, TV, and �lm. Our education in those arts 

begins as our informal education begins at home, at our parents� knees, just as 

theirs did; then in kindergarten through high school and college, in the of�ce, 

the factory, the playing �elds, from politicians; all of it shuf�ed and ingeniously 

reshuf�ed by the media.

The socialization process is a many-headed thing. In that process the media 

have become always more powerful and intrusive in all realms of life, using 

neither the jackboots nor the whips of 1984 but, instead and dazzlingly, the 

many devices and techniques of the advertising agencies � themselves depend-

ing in important part on trained psychologists and sociologists. And from their 

point of view, why not? Let all that expertise go to waste?

A ruthless party was the root source of Orwell�s totalitarian society. Such a 

party and its accompanying means of punishment are no longer necessary. (This 

current lack of need does not mean those means will never be used; it means that, 

currently, capitalist interests are not particularly threatened.)

Doublethink is the polluted air we breathe, daily and freely, as we as we are 

conveyed toward an effectively totalitarian society by an effectively one-party 

system � within what the media assure us is a �democratic� society.
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If all this were funny, the cream of the jest would be to consider our �progress� 

in the USA:

From LBJ�s Great Society

To Reagan�s supply-side economics

To Clinton�s It�s the bond market, stupid!

To Bush II�s compassionate conservatism

With all this, we continue to compliment ourselves on being the most democratic 

society of all time. The joke (if there were one) would be on us.

In truth we are the most democratic ever � but only if democracy is de�ned so 

as to refer to merely to the right to vote; that is, only if we do not take into account 

the economic and social power that steers voters in self-destructive directions. 

It�s democracy as doublethink.

The media are by no means the sole source of our (d)evolution; but it couldn�t 

have been accomplished without them. In their several components, the media 

perform three overlapping social functions:

Entertainment

Information

Advertising

What we see and hear serve the ends of the media�s business and political clients. 

The means are devised by the experienced mind managers of the overlapping 

advertising and public relations worlds.

All these elements intermingle and interact � business with political, pro�ts 

with power, form with content; in doing so, they have provided a new word to 

our vocabulary: infotainment.

An amusing word, that � but sinister in its consequences. To assist in com-

prehending those consequences and their reasons, we will now examine the 

history, in�uence, and ownership of contemporary media. Each of these is in 

itself a bundle of complexities. They began to become as a noticeable problem 

in the U.S. about a century ago, leading to Upton Sinclair�s scathing attack on 

newspaper corruption, The Brass Check (1920). 

But the major analytical developments for this realm occurred with the brash 

potency displayed by the media in the early Cold War years � well noted by 

Stone�s Hidden History of the Korean War (1952), Cirino�s Don�t Blame the People, 

(1971), Aronson�s The Press and the Cold War (1970), Ensenzberger�s The Con-

sciousness Industry, and the �rst of several powerful studies by the late Herbert 

Schiller, beginning with his Mass Communications and American Empire (1971).

�

�

�

�

1.

2.

3.



S AVA G I N G  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M     |     2 9 3

How the Media Came to Be What They Are
A century ago the word media as now understood was not used. Had it been, it 

would have referred only to newspapers and magazines. Newspapers were in�u-

ential in the political realm on the local and regional level, but considerably less 

so for national issues. Magazines were in�uential only in limited circles, mostly 

in matters of taste and culture. It was they, however, who gave birth to the modest 

beginnings of modern advertising

The �rst signi�cant jump in the USA toward the modern media took place 

as World War I was edging over the horizon, both because of its technology and 

its lift to incomes. In those same years cars became a consumer product and 

silent �lms opened the gate toward what would become Hollywood. Cars meant 

billboards before the war. After the war, cars, cigarettes and soap were the ma-

jor stimuli for really modern advertising � that is, the advertising that �teaches 

people to want what they don�t need, and not to want what they do.� (Baran, 

1969)

Radio was critical in those developments. As with so many other technologi-

cal innovations, it was born as a military product. It became a consumer product 

in the early 1920s. By the end of that decade and through the 1930s, the impact 

of radio on public tastes and attitudes � whether frivolous or serious � became 

always more substantial; but in comparison with Godzilla that TV has become, 

radio was a pygmy. (Note: TV was invented in the 1920s [in my hometown of 

San Francisco], but could not become a consumer product until the 1950s, when 

incomes had risen suf�ciently to provide its mass market.)

More recently, the computer has come to be one of the (mass) media, purvey-

ing both information and entertainment. In short, the media world has been 

utterly transformed in the past century, at an always accelerating rate. What had 

only slightly in�uenced the average person�s life in 1900 had in a real sense come 

to dominate social existence by 2000.

Dominate has been used pointedly. The media are no longer products; they 

are the shaping force of society. The evolution toward its present role was not, 

it may be said, intentional from the beginning. In recent years, however, it is 

becoming so � has in many instances already become so.

What the Media Have Helped to Bring About
Even as late as the 1950s, when TV began to be common, the media were merely 

a now and then presence. Today they are in our face. Consciously or not (and 

mostly not), few of our thoughts, feelings, inclinations, behavior patterns are not 
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shaped or directed in signi�cant degree by the media. Business heads and 

jpoliticians know that. Most of us know it � but most who know it also make 

believe that what is true is not-true, and that what is not-true is true. It�s 

doublethink.

In his essay �The Numbing of the Mind� T. Zengotita put it in a nutshell when 

he wrote:

Our minds are the product of a total immersion in a daily experience saturated 

with fabrications to a degree unprecedented in human history. People have 

never had to cope with so much stuff, so many choices in kind and number. 

(Harper�s Magazine, April 2001)

The process is what Chomsky and Herman called manufacturing consent. It 

is not dif�cult to �nd instances of these phenomena; quite the opposite. What 

is happening in the administration of Bush II is worrisome. Here we take our 

examples from its utterly (and cynically) manipulative media tactics, beginning 

with three episodes: at Mount Rushmore, the Statue of Liberty, and on the carrier 

Abraham Lincoln. All three were discussed in an excellent (and scary) article by 

Elisabeth Bumiller (NYT, 2003-05-16, �Keepers of the Bush Image Lift Stagecraft 

to New Heights�):

�e White House positioned the best platform for the TV crews o� to one side, 
not head on as other White Houses have done, so that the cameras caught Mr. 
Bush in pro�le, his face perfectly aligned with the four presidents carved in 
stone.

The White House rented three barges of giant Musco lights, the kind used to 

illuminate sports stadiums and rock concerts, sent them across New York 

Harbor, tethered them in the water around the base of the Statue of Liberty and 

then blasted them upward to illuminate all 305 feet of America�s symbol of 

freedom. It was the ultimate patriotic backdrop for Mr. Bush, who spoke from 

Ellis Island.

Mr. Bush�s speech aboard the Abraham Lincoln announcing the end of major 

combat in Iraq [was] the most elaborate event...White House of�cials say that 

a variety of people, including the president, came up with the idea, and that Mr. 

Sforza [the director] embedded himself on the carrier to make preparations 

days before Mr. Bush�s landing in a �ight suit....Mr. Sforza and his aides choreo-

graphed every aspect of the event, even down to the members of the Lincoln 

crew arrayed in coordinated shirt colors over Mr. Bush�s right shoulder and the 

�Mission Accomplished� banner placed to perfectly capture the president and 

the celebratory words in a single shot...
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Although the New York Times�s Bumiller was courageous enough to note that 

the carrier was only a few miles offshore and thus easily accessible by helicopter, 

she or her editors were too polite (or timid) to note that not only was Bush wildly 

overequipped for a few minutes� �ight, but that his crotch bulged out as though 

he were A. Schwartzenegger in his Hollywood guise as a murderous robot.

If ever there were instances of doublethink, those and what followed must be 

among them. There cannot be many who watched those TV appearances who 

did not know or sense that they were being beguiled by staging accomplished 

by highly paid experts from the ad agencies and Hollywood � Mr. Sforza the 

most notable among them. It is we, with our taxes, who pay for these cunning 

deceptions. Bumiller notes (with no irony): �The President�s image makers...

work within a budget for White House travel and events, allotted by Congress; 

for �scal 2003 it was $3.7 million.� (Ibid.)

After each such event, the polls have shown a signi�cant rise in Bush�s popularity. 

As P. T. Barnum said a century ago, �There�s a sucker born every minute.� He had 

it right for his time; nowadays a sucker is created every nanosecond.

All this manipulation, staging, and deception are important � but remain 

only a small part of the larger problem: the pervasive and deep-seated corruption 

of the media. It has always been thus in some degree, of course. (See Sinclair�s 

excellent, bitter, and necessarily self-published Brass Check.) After all, newspapers, 

radio, and TV depend for their pro�ts upon satisfying their advertising clients, 

on whose toes they dare not step. �Bidness is bidness,� as they say in Texas.

A Very Big Business — Nationalistic 
and Shunning Controversy

The differences between, say, newspapers a century ago and the media as a whole 

today are not merely those of degree. There has been a qualitative shift. In turn, 

that change is not simply a result of the in�uence of money from advertisers. 

Modern mass media not only share the interests of big business, they themselves 

are part of big business. 

Many of the media giants also own and control, or are owned and controlled 

by, nonmedia giants. General Electric, a pioneer in using its economic strength 

to gain noneconomic power, was also the �rst to take that big step. In 1986, the 

Reagan administration made legal what had been illegal, and GE (nonmedia) 

bought NBC (the TV network).

Given the business roots of the media, it is not surprising that they are � 

putting it politely � cautious in their presentation of controversial subjects that 
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touch upon business interests. In addition, they (like almost all others) tend to 

be �natural� practitioners of nationalism. Since the inception of the Cold War 

and McCarthyism, that inclination has led them to be more hesitant than ever 

about criticizing U.S. aggressive policies abroad or repressive policies at home. 

And the more aggressive and repressive such policies become, the greater the 

hesitancy � to say nothing of the numerous media owners who are enthusiastic 

supporters of such policies, and help to cheer them on.

Still, it may be noted that a good share of the critical information found in 

this work has come from the selfsame media � most frequently from the New 

York Times. Does that contradict the foregoing assertions? Not quite.

Though it is never without its imprint of capitalist ideology, the New York 

Times, the most in�uential of all U.S. newspapers and seen as our newspaper 

of record, is exceptional, with only a handful of others coming close: the Los 

Angeles Times and the Washington Post and the Boston Globe, perhaps occasion-

ally the San Francisco Chronicle and the St. Louis Post Dispatch. Taken together, 

they (plus a small number of local papers with restricted readership) reach a very 

small percentage of all readers; and they tread ever so cautiously and politely.

The manner in which even the best newspapers curtsey to the powerful is usu-

ally subtle, rather than manifest. Not always, but often, it is done so as to permit 

them to believe they have indeed printed �All the News That�s Fit to Print� (the 

NYT�s claim for itself). The problem is, of course, who gets to de�ne what is �t.

Edward Herman, in �Little Versus Big Lies (and Structures of Lies),� stated the 

problem succinctly. Commenting on a much-publicized �ring by the NYT of a 

reporter for numerous minor falsi�cations, Herman wrote:

[T]he New York Times itself, both as a media institution and the product that is 

delivered in its name on a daily basis, is built and thrives on structures of 

disinformation and selective information that constitute Big Lies. These struc-

tures do involve occasional direct lies, but far more important is their base in 

the conduiting of lies issued by of�cial sources, lies by implication, and lies that 

are institutionalized by repetition and the refusal to admit contradictory evi-

dence. It is possible to institutionalize a very big lie without actually telling a 

direct lie, although one can usually �nd them represented as well. (Z Commentary, 

2003-05-19, emphasis added)

There are so many instances of Big Lies that it is dif�cult to know where to 

begin. The most �agrant recent example is with Iraq and the elusive WMD � 

weapons of mass destruction � that were said to be our casus belli.

The list of Big Lies is very long. In his essay, Herman selects the Cold War era 
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shooting of the Pope, which, we were told over and over again by the CIA, was 

done by the KGB and the Bulgarians � even though, after the USSR dissolved, a 

CIA of�cial testi�ed to Congress that the CIA knew that was a lie. Herman then 

notes the endless lies about the USSR�s military capabilities (whether in the JFK 

or the Reagan years); and the decade or more of thoroughly institutionalized 

lies about why we were in Vietnam and what was happening there (such as the 

notorious �light at the end of the tunnel� prognostication in the mid-1960s).

The foregoing focus has been mostly on the �Gray Lady,� the New York 

Times. All that said, given the dangerously deplorable state of most other news

papers and the rest of media, it and the few others mentioned remain to serve 

a vital function. Beggars can�t be choosers � and we have let ourselves become 

beggars.

Would that this were the beginning and the end of the media�s corruption. 

The problems of our time surely include U.S. aggression abroad and repression 

at home, but they are only the most dramatic of many other problems � both at 

home and abroad, from health care to globalization.

The media creature we have become is, mostly, that which meets the eye 

regularly: the boob tube. There is much to say about television � too much, in 

fact. Here it must suf�ce to note that the average adult watches TV an average 

of 4 hours a day, the average child 6 hours. If or when the news is watched, it 

comes in sound bytes or as infotainment, rather than substantial and informa-

tive statements � except maybe, just sometimes, and increasingly rarely, on the 

increasingly right-wing PBS. (See Bagdikian; Postman.)

To counteract all that leaves a momentous task for even the most searching 

and uninhibited of newspapers to ful�ll � plus, if we depend upon them, books, 

and magazines as the source for understanding what�s going on. The daunting 

nature of that task slides into irrelevancy, however, once we recognize that media 

ownership is increasingly concentrated and that those who control the media 

are as few in number as they are huge in power.

The Structures of Media Ownership and Control
Modern media ownership was dealt with in the 1970s in Ensenzberger�s The 

Consciousness Industry. The media industry with which he was concerned, like 

all of modern industry, was mostly owned and virtually controlled by a few big 

giants � not every newspaper, radio or TV station, just yet, but most of them. As 

pointed out by Herman and McChesney, already by 1997, the media world was 

presided over by
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ten or so integrated media conglomerates, most of which are based in the Unit-

ed States...[along] with another thirty or forty supporting �rms...They com-

pete vigorously on a non-price basis, but their competition is softened not only 

by common interests...but also by a vast array of joint ventures, strategic alli-

ances, and cross-ownership...[with their] �nancial underpinnings in advertising 

and its thoroughgoing commercialism.

The �ve largest of these giants were, in order, Time Warner [now AOL Time 

Warner], Disney, Bertelsmann, Viacom, and News Corporation. Among the 

others, control emanates from outside the media, as with Sony, Seagram, and 

GE.

The major actor in media mergers of the past 20 years or so has been Rupert 

Murdoch (News Corporation and its Fox subsidiary). He tersely expressed what 

underlies the structures and processes of today�s concentrated ownership (as 

quoted in Business Week, 1996-03-25): �We can join forces now, or we can kill 

each other and then join forces.� They�re still joining.

A summary statement of how the media world�s mergers danced along is 

found in the San Francisco Chronicle article � �FCC�s ruling quite small in net-

works� big picture.� Its main point was that the giants already control so much, 

what more can they do? (We�ll see.)

All six major broadcast networks are owned mostly by giant media companies...

GE bought NBC...right after Disney failed in a bid to do the same thing. Ten 

years later Disney got its network when it bought Capital Cities, which then 

owned ABC...the same year Westinghouse bought CBS...and that UPN was be-

gun by United Television/Chris-Craft Industries and Paramount Television/

Viacom. Four years later...after some other media mergers, Viacom bought CBS. 

That means Viacom owns CBS and UPN. As for the remaining networks, Fox, 

which is owned by Rupert Murdoch�s News Corp., was started in 1986 the 

product of a media conglomerate, and the WB, begun in 1995, is owned by 

Warner Bros. [a bigger time player]

They have continued to join forces and, with the recent FCC ruling (see below) 

will be able to do so always more voraciously � and with impunity.

Advertising Advertising has always been dominant both to the birth and the 

strengthening of the media, and becomes always more so. As might be expected 

in the era of giant this and giant that, now advertising is dominated by 500 or so 

global giants.

It is TNC advertising that has fueled the rise of commercial television across 
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the world, accounting, for example, for over one-half the advertising on the 

ABN-CNBC Asia network, which is co-owned by Dow Jones and General 

Electric...In 1999, the United States still accounted for nearly one-half of the 

world�s...advertising. Even in the developed markets of western Europe most 

nations still spend no more than one-half the U.S. amount on advertising per 

capita and [its] 2.1 to 2.4 percent of GDP going toward advertising...[But] 

European commercial television is growing at more than a 10 percent annual 

rate, twice the U.S. average. (McChesney, 1999)

McChesney goes on to point out that �the top ten global advertisers [Nike, 

Procter & Gamble, GM, Phillip Morris, et al.] alone accounted for 75 percent of 

the $36 billion spend by the one hundred largest global marketeers in 1997.�

Bigness had become characteristic of the media before World War II, but the 

NBC�s and NYT�s (et al.) of that era were teensy compared with what began to 

take hold after the war in the various realms of the media. The decades from 

1950 to the present must be divided into two or three chunks: from 1950 up to 

the 1980s, from then until yesterday, and what is emerging now.

As with other sectors of the economy that had long been regulated by the state 

and federal authorities, such as utilities and �nance, so it was with the realm 

of what we now call infotainment. As noted in Chapter 3, in recent decades 

the boundaries both within and between industries, sectors, and nations have 

become muddied. That blurring has been true for the media, as well. Once upon 

a time, though, before the 1970s ended, there were quaint rules whose aim was to 

prevent centralized control over the sources and dissemination of infotainment. 

For example:

From 1953 into the Reagan years ownership limits were �xed by the 7-7-7 rule 

(7 AM, 7 FM and 7 TV stations per owner), and cross-ownership of newspapers 

and broadcasting stations within the same market was barred (although over a 

hundred exceptions were grandfathered). These limits were raised to 12-12-12 

in 1985, with TV station owners allowed to reach up to 25 percent of the 

national population. The ownership limits for radio were raised to 24-24-24 in 

1992 and owners were given the right to acquire multiple stations in each 

market. The 1996 Telecommunications Reform Act removed the national 

ceiling on radio station ownership and allowed as many as eight stations to be 

acquired by a single owner in the largest market. The ceiling on TV ownership 

was raised to allow a single owner to reach 35 percent of the national audience. 

(Herman, 1999)

To some of us old-fashioned folks, �7-7-7� sounds like a lot, and �12-12-12� 
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like too much. But the greed for pro�ts and power has no bottom, and the fore-

going shows they know how to get what they want. Does what they have gotten 

sound ominous? With the ongoing mergers, before long even that could seem 

like widely dispersed ownership and wide-open competition.

Already-humongous companies can�t wait to get more so. They have been 

salivating since the 1950s, taking every available opportunity to pile up money 

both from making the mergers and operating them � while lobbying to get rid 

of remaining constraints. The FCC ruling of 2002-06-02 gives them what they 

want. Hang onto your hats.

GE�s �rst giant step in buying NBC in 1986 was a regression from the 1967 deci-

sion that prevented International Telephone and Telegraph from buying ABC 

on grounds of serious potential con�ict of interest between ITT�s international 

business interests and the objective performance of the media. After that, it was 

anything goes, including the creation of media conglomerates such as AOL 

Time Warner, News Corporation, and Disney, with their simultaneous owner-

ship of book publishing, magazines, TV show production, stations, cable, 

networks, movie production, and amusement parks. (McChesney, 1999)

Since the FCC decision of June 2003, for the media world everything goes. 

�New Rules Give Big Media Chance to Get Even Bigger�:

As consumer advocates deplored yesterday�s changes to media ownership rules 

as a blow to democracy, investors bought up shares of the biggest media com-

panies. Both advocates and investors agree that the latest rule changes are likely 

to let media leviathans like [Murdoch�s] News Corporation and Viacom fortify 

their positions while increasing the odds against newcomers and small fry. 

(NYT, 2003-06-04)

How could the FCC sell out the public interest so blatantly, so corruptly? The 

answer for the media is the same as that for the rest of the economy, whether 

as regards pharmaceuticals or military expenditures. In what has become our 

bought-and-paid-for �democracy,� political candidates have become almost 

entirely beholden to campaign �nancing (with strings attached and the inevitable 

quid pro quo). Once in of�ce, they are besieged, bothered and, if good (that is, 

obedient) little water carriers, they are rewarded by lobbyists.

That�s also what happened with the FCC. The independent Center for Public 

Integrity did a study:

[They] examined the travel records of FCC employees and found that over the 

last eight years, commissioners and staff members have taken 2,500 trips 
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costing $2.8 million that were �primarily� paid for by members of the telecom-

munications and broadcast industries....�The top destination was Las Vegas, 

with 330 trips...� with many others for New York, New Orleans, San Francisco, 

Palm Spring, Buenos Aires...(NYT, Op-ed, �Cozy With the FCC,� 2003-06-05) 

Gee, there must be lots of communications to worry about out there in 

the desert in Las Vegas. But that�s only part of the story. The FCC presumably 

represents the people of the USA. Oh, yeah?

[The Center] reported that there were more than 70 closed-door meetings in 

recent months with FCC of�cials and representatives of the nation�s top broad-

casters [mostly with CEOs], to discuss the relaxation of media ownership 

restrictions. [But] the two major groups that represented the public...Consumers 

Union and the Media Access Project...met just �ve times with the FCC. (Ibid.)

The piece closes with this report: �[A] survey of 500,000 comments of the 

FCC web site showed that more than 97 percent �were opposed to the new rules.�� 

But obviously they weren�t important or powerful enough: The other 3 percent 

had much deeper pockets.

But what�s to worry � I mean, everybody knows the media are liberal. Liberal, 

I tell you. The media are liberal. Isn�t this what business interests and reaction-

aries have been complaining about for decades? Indeed, a few newspapers and 

magazines and a handful of public radio and TV stations are not reactionary or 

even conservative. And by comparison with other 95 percent or so of the media 

(which are reactionary or conservative), they are also relatively honest and often 

even well intentioned. As suggested earlier, however, even this tiny, tiny minority 

of liberal or even rather leftish outlets are more often than not simply purvey-

ing the conventional wisdom and giving short shrift (if any coverage at all) to 

dissent. As an example, let me give the best possible example to support the Myth 

of the Liberal Media (Herman, 1999): Public TV. It�s the best, but the best is none 

too good.

Item I rarely miss the Jim Lehrer News Hour, although I try to shut my eyes 

and ears at the �announcements� of their big sponsors � not least Archer Daniels 

Midland, the giant agribusiness whose main business is pushing prices sky high 

(while claiming to feed the world�s poor). The News Hour at least takes a strong 

pass at presenting more than sound bytes and cheap drama. When a major issue 

is to be discussed, a �roundtable� of two, three, or four is organized. Almost in-

variably that there will be two conservatives and one reactionary and, maybe, 

one mild liberal, whatever the issue (health care, taxes, Iraq � anything).
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There is a discussion, and it is not as vulgarly one-sided as on other shows. 

But only rarely is a seriously dissenting voice heard, and even then it barely gets 

a tenth of the time. And PBS is the best available on the national level.

The uses and power of the media today (to say nothing of tomorrow!) indi-

cate a vital and frightening difference between Orwell�s 1984 and our looming 

future. The troubled hero of 1984 was Winston Smith; the villain was what was 

represented on the innumerable posters stating �Big Brother Is Watching You.�

That was crude stuff. Nowadays we are moving toward a world where we will 

be watching the latest version of Big Brother, on TV � homogeneous newscasts, 

razzmatazz entertainment shows (up to their necks in blaring sound, blaring 

violence, blaring sex), and exquisitely staged pronouncements of our political 

leaders, such as the brazen repetition in Iraq in June 2006 of Bush�s preposterous 

�Mission Accomplished� � disinformational �im�am from years earlier.

It will be a hard trend to stop, let alone to reverse; and impossible to make 

much of a dent without a substantial and always growing popular movement, 

with each and every one of us working hard. The possibilities and problems of 

such a movement will be discussed (all too brie�y) at the end of this work.


