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Introduction

Bruce J. Schulman and Julian E. Zelizer

In the middle of 1966 the United States sank deeper and deeper into Vietnam. Although television had become the dominant medium by that time, the three major networks—CBS, ABC, and NBC—remained reluctant to devote coverage to political issues outside of the half-hour nightly newscasts. These commercial enterprises and their executives hesitated to interrupt shows that could generate advertising revenue.

When Senator J. William Fulbright, a Democratic internationalist from Arkansas and former ally of President Lyndon B. Johnson, held hearings about the Vietnam War, the networks initially limited their coverage to brief excerpts. After watching the first few days of testimony, with Fulbright grilling administration officials about what they had done, CBS News chief Fred Friendly decided that Americans needed to see what was going on. Imploring his colleagues to approve live broadcasts, especially since rival NBC had preempted regular programming on the morning a top-level administration official was going to appear, CBS executives agreed to show half an hour of testimony, canceling the popular children’s show Captain Kangaroo. With double the morning audience of NBC, CBS President Frank Stanton balked at giving up any more time.

But as the hearings became even more dramatic, with the legislators directly assailing the entire rationale behind the war, CBS stayed with the live broadcast, preempting lucrative reruns of I Love Lucy, The McCoys, and The Dick Van Dyke Daytime Show. Friendly persuaded his colleagues to continue into the afternoon, which meant calling off the soap operas and game shows that earned huge ratings.

The decision did not please the network brass. CBS also came under pressure from the White House. Concerned about the impact the hearings were having, President Johnson telephoned Stanton and asked him to end the broadcast. When Vice President for Broadcasting John Schneider pulled the plug on the committee’s interrogation of diplomat George Kennan on the grounds that housewives were not interested, Friendly resigned. He was furious about the decision. “TV is bigger than any story it reports,” Friendly insisted. “It’s the greatest teaching tool since the printing press. It will determine nothing less than what kind of people we are. So if TV exists now only for the sake of a buck, somebody’s going to have to change that.”

This story about Friendly, CBS, and the Fulbright hearings forms but one small chapter in the long and complex history of the news media in American politics. It highlights a number of enduring questions that this volume investigates: how does the overwhelmingly commercial nature of American mass media—the fact that journalism and even artistic production take place predominately within for-profit enterprises—shape the flow of information in modern America? How have government regulation and the exigencies of democratic competition affected the evolution of the mass media? How have media in turn reshaped both policy and politics? Friendly’s outrage and Schneider’s insouciance about the needs of housewives also point up the myriad, often incestuous ways that information and entertainment, profits and politics have interacted in shaping the modern American political landscape.

In the twenty-first-century era of the 24/7 news cycle, the Hollywood fund-raiser, and the presidential Twitter feed, it has become abundantly clear that the media play—and have long played—an enormous role in American politics. In many ways, the central problem of modern U.S. political history remains the shift from a politics of parties to a politics of interests, from the era of the machine to the era of the consultant. Nearly every serious analyst of recent American politics concedes that the relationship between political actors and the mass media is central to understanding the political history of the last century. Yet aside from some suggestive work by historical sociologists and emerging scholarship by historians like those whose work is collected here, these crucial transformations remain little understood.1 In particular, American political history possesses little empirical research, based on archival resources, into the ways that policymakers reacted to the shifting media landscape, how they appropriated the new tools of public relations and new management, and how the press adjusted to both the greater influence it wielded and the greater scrutiny it received. As managing the story and news cycle became central features of political life and the broader culture of celebrity and mass consumption reshaped policymaking and electoral politics, major media outlets reconstituted themselves and their relationship to the political system. In so doing they altered the very nature of political competition in the United States.

Political historians have often relegated the mass media to supporting roles—using newspapers and advertisements as sources without studying their history, retailing well-worn stories about FDR’s fireside chats or the Kennedy–Nixon debates, analyzing media outlets in exclusively partisan or ideological terms. To be sure, there have long been some notable exceptions, such as the work of the historical sociologist Michael Schudson (a contributor to this volume), who has produced outstanding historical work on the professional history of news journalism. There have also been important works that considered the media strategies of specific presidents, such as William McKinley’s press operation, Calvin Coolidge’s pioneering use of public relations professionals, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s deployment of radio and alliances with Hollywood, Dwight Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy’s mastery of television, and the ways in which Ronald Reagan’s team choreographed each day to frame a media narrative about his presidency.

Still, as a field, historians have long found it difficult to avoid a simplistic technological determinism. A new medium—cheap newspapers, nationally circulated print advertising, radio, television, social media—appears as if out of nowhere, as an exogenous force that determines political behavior rather than as a product of complex interchanges among a variety of institutions, policy frameworks, and political and economic actors that not only shifted the content of political debate but reshaped the institutional matrix in which politics and policy take shape.

But if American political historians have often taken the mass media for granted, scholars of media studies and journalism historians have lamented the isolation of their field from mainstream historical research. Over the past two decades, the leading journals in those disciplines have repeatedly published state-of-the-field essays, often by eminent senior scholars, calling for the fuller integration of media studies. In 2002, for example, Schudson asserted that media specialists pronounce their object of study to be “the ‘sense-making practice of modernity,’ but most humanities scholars have paid no heed.”2 Seven years later, Boston University journalism historian Chris Daly concluded that his specialty remained intellectually isolated and that “other American historians rarely venture” into it.3 More recently, John Nerone, professor of communications research and media and cinema studies at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, echoed this assessment. Scholars in his field “worry that their work doesn’t matter,” Nerone asserts. They complain that it “does not find a broader audience among historians.” 4

These jeremiads apply not only to histories of the news business. For more than a generation, studies of other mass media like film, sound recording, and television have been dominated largely by theoretical arguments about the ways in which the media operates and how their output is consumed. Informed by postmodernism, there have been vigorous debates about how far the media goes in shaping what people think, and how much consumers have the ability to interpret media products and appropriate them for their own purposes. But until very recently, media scholars have for the most part avoided empirical analysis of the relationships between media and politics in modern American life. In his summary of the history of broadcasting, for example, University of Wisconsin scholar Robert McChesney bemoaned the “triviality” of the field and called for more rigorous engagement with issues of political economy and for locating broadcasting history in the broader context of the U.S. economy, polity, and society.5

Recently, an emerging generation of scholars in both history and media studies have taken up these calls to integrate mass media more thoroughly into the master narratives of modern American political development. This work focuses not only on long-standing areas of interest for students of mass culture, such as production—analyses of media content and the motives of content producers—and consumption—studies of audience reception, grassroots mobilization, and voting behavior; it increasingly engages with issues of ownership, subsidy, and regulation—the recognition that mass media not only influence political competition and shape the electoral and governing strategies of political actors, but also operate in environments structured by government and politics.

This new literature has developed several important themes. First, scholars have devoted increasing attention to the institutional and economic history of the mass media. Keynoted by contributor Richard R. John’s histories of the Post Office and the telephone-and-telegraph business, this attention to “media industries” has generated suggestive work on the political economy of American media from scholars in journalism history, sociology, history, and media studies.6

Second, studies of political communication have proliferated. These include the seminal work of Kathleen Hall Jamieson on the changing nature of campaigns and the development of political advertising. In recent years, however, a new generation of scholarship has emerged. Documenting the operations of newspapers, film studios, and radio and television networks as well as the strategies of public officials, party leaders, and grassroots lobbying organizations, this work is defined by immersion in a wide variety of archival sources, attentiveness to the interactions between state managers and a range of societal actors, and detailed explication of the changing practice of politics in the twentieth-century United States.

A third body of current research focuses around the origins, development, and impact of self-consciously conservative media over the past seventy-five years. Growing out of the wide-ranging scholarship on the rise of the right that has been the most vibrant subfield in American political history, this work explores the ways conservatives built media operations, used them to mobilize supporters—often among people who had previously been politically quiescent—and, in the process, reshaped the national political landscape.

Many of the contributors to Media Nation are making signal contributions to this innovative scholarship. This book assembles some of the most exciting voices in the field of media and political history. The volume collects revealing case studies of the evolution of the media from the late nineteenth century through the era of television and the Internet. While the essays do not attempt a comprehensive history, each author presents a fresh perspective on key questions ranging from the creation of newspapers with national reach in the late nineteenth century, to battles over press freedom in the early twentieth century, to the social and cultural history of news reporters at the height of the Cold War, to the internal editorial struggles in the New York Times over the Pentagon Papers, to how the government abandoned the Fairness Doctrine and the impact that had on news productions.

The first four chapters of this book focus on the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—the six formative decades between the 1880s and the end of World War II, which witnessed the professionalization of journalism, the construction of truly national mass media, and the foundations of the modern American state. Richard John highlights the pivotal contributions of urban newspapers to the antimonopoly crusade that structured late nineteenth-century political debate. Directing attention away from the farmer and labor groups that dominate interpretations of this movement, John shows how journalists and cartoonists deployed innovations in publishing and illustration to publicize the grievances of shippers and wholesalers and to create the political environment for antitrust legislation.

If John’s investigation of the antimonopoly press forces historians to rethink Gilded Age politics, Julia Guarneri’s study of the shifting content of local newspapers offers a bracing reinterpretation of the rise and fall of Progressivism. Looking at newspapers across all regions of the United States, Guarneri analyzes a wide range of local news: coverage of elections and governance, to be sure, but also crime stories, sports pages, advice columns, theater reviews, and wedding announcements. In so doing, she charts the ways local news coverage defined Americans’ sense of community and political community, and how the gradual replacement of truly local reporting with mass-produced news and national coverage helped dissipate Progressive political culture.

By the 1920s, new modes of political communication, like those explored by John and Guarneri, as well as the development of the public presidency, the rise of the public relations industry, and the sophisticated propaganda of the warring powers in World War I, had transformed the conduct of public life. The changes seemed so novel and thoroughgoing that they prompted backlash—concern over the ways the powerful could mold and manipulate public opinion. In this setting, a group of politicians and public intellectuals developed a critique of propaganda. David Greenberg explicates this emerging debate over the effects of mass media. In the decade after U.S. entry into World War I, Greenberg concludes, a “new culture of suspicion produced a cottage industry of anti-propaganda tracts that cemented a lasting distrust of publicity, especially from the government.”

Sam Lebovic also considers media critics—in this case, liberal and leftist critiques of the conservative dominance of the mainstream press during the first half of the twentieth century. Recovering the lost history of these academics, popular writers, and political activists—figures ranging from California socialist Upton Sinclair to journalist George Seldes to New Dealer Harold Ickes—Lebovic shows how this antimedia populism in many ways anticipated later right-wing attacks on liberal bias in the media. But unlike contemporary conservative contempt for the “lame-stream media,” earlier critics grounded their fears of press influence in a structural critique of capitalism. Lebovic’s investigation of “media politics” thus widens the scope of the volume to include the politics of media ownership.

The remaining seven essays develop many of these themes and extend the analysis to the period after World War II, the era in which mass media clearly supplanted party organizations, and even interest groups, as the principal intermediaries between politicians and citizens. Kathryn McGarr reconstructs the social world of Washington reporters during the early postwar era to offer a highly original interpretation of how the Cold War consensus actually functioned. Acknowledging the limits of that consensus, the way it sometimes remained aspirational rather than reality, McGarr’s essay nonetheless probes the ways that the manners and morals of the national press enforced conformity. “The daily working lives of Washington reporters,” McGarr explains, “included a widespread, institutionalized blurring of the social and the professional that made dissent, especially on issues of foreign policy and national security, all but unthinkable.”

In the following chapter, Matthew Pressman shifts perspective from the social and intellectual norms to the professional culture that shaped political reporting in the postwar era. Pressman explicates the external attacks and internal, institutional pressures that forced journalists to rethink their earlier commitment to objectivity as well as their long-standing deference to public officials, business leaders, and prominent citizens. Offering nuanced case studies of the New York Times and Los Angeles Times, Pressman shows how an emerging generation of editors and reporters, many with different backgrounds and training than their predecessors, responded to criticism of ideological bias and how they recast prevailing understandings of “objectivity.”

Emilie Raymond also takes on the pivotal developments of the 1950s and 1960s, investigating a realm of media politics outside questions about coverage of public officials in daily newspapers and broadcasts. Exploring the role of Hollywood celebrities in the civil rights movement, Raymond recovers the myriad ways entertainers used a variety of media platforms to draw attention to an issue that they believed journalists had neglected. By drawing attention to the film and music industries, this essay analyzes a crucial transformation in the conduct of national politics. As entertainment became an increasingly important component of political leadership, Hollywood celebrities (and the venues in which they appeared), came to play a crucial role in mediating the communication between policymakers and public opinion. And yet, as Raymond concludes, celebrity activism could sometimes backfire; it helped create the controversial stereotype of the Hollywood Left that finds resonance in contemporary political debate.

Elucidating the origins and development of the conservative media establishment, Nicole Hemmer investigates the ways that politicians and journalists on the American right navigated many of the same controversies over objectivity, advocacy and relations with the powerful that vexed the mainstream press and left-leaning journalists after World War II. Hemmer shows how conservatives both created an explicitly ideological media, guided by a different set of standards, and simultaneously undermined the authority and challenged the standards of the journalism profession. In so doing, the Right reshaped the national media landscape. Kevin Lerner follows Hemmer’s wide-ranging essay with a detailed, richly textured analysis of a key individual and a pivotal moment in the postwar transformation of the relations between media and government: New York Times editor Abe Rosenthal and the publication of the Pentagon Papers. Lerner’s essay offers an engaging new perspective on a well-told story. Beyond reconstructing the path to and consequences of the momentous decision to publish, Lerner also situates the Times newsroom in its broader context, explaining how the generally conservative leadership of the Times adapted the paper to the challenges of the counterculture and the antiwar movement.

Kathryn Brownell isolates the same late 1960s–early 1970s watershed, but her subject is the emerging new medium of cable television, and her focus is public policy. Recalling some of the debates over media ownership in the 1930s that Lebovic investigated, Brownell emphasizes that the American system of commercial broadcasting has always involved policy choices, negotiation between public and private interests, and political calculation. Reinterpreting the origins of cable, Brownell reveals that the Nixon administration’s antipathy toward what it believed to be a “liberal media” fueled an effort to restructure the broadcasting system in the United States. While Vice President Spiro Agnew publicly denounced the “nattering nabobs of negativism” in the press, Nixon used the administrative realm to “shape the future of the media landscape.” Recovering this all-but-forgotten moment in recent history, Brownell also incorporates the perspectives of liberal reformers who in their own way shared Nixon’s hope that cable television might expand of the variety of viewpoints represented in the mass media.

Julian E. Zelizer extends this attention to the intersections among politics, administration, and broadcasting into the 1980s. Explicating the 1987 decision of the Federal Communications Commission to terminate the Fairness Doctrine—a decision taken with enthusiastic support from the Ronald Reagan administration and congressional Republicans—Zelizer makes clear the pivotal role of public policy in shaping the contemporary media environment. In place since 1949, with roots stretching back to the radio era, the Fairness Doctrine had functioned as the policy foundation for the norm of objectivity that governed the news media through most of the post–World War II era. Without that restraint, Zelizer argues, and with more and more unfettered access to broadcasting by interests without commitments to traditional journalistic standards, little could hold back the move toward the contemporary era of polarized news and contentious, self-consciously ideological reporting.

Michael Schudson concludes the volume with an incisive overview of the multiple political roles of American journalism. Looking back across the entire post–World War II period, Schudson identifies a wide range of political roles that the press has played: as advocate, lobbyist, national security executive, government insider, and as “medium for the formation of political culture.” Drawing on a number of telling examples, he shows how the news media not only reported the political process but also participated in it—in his words, “shaping, constituting, coordinating, and legitimating specific ways of doing politics and specific ways of thinking about politics.”

It has long been a truism that the mass media form a crucial component of modern U.S. political history. Based on original research involving a wide range of sources, the contributors to this volume explain how and why this political landscape took shape: the ways that mass media have been vehicles for, participants in, and subjects of political debate and policy formation. Together, the essays in this book offer a field-shaping work that we hope will bring the media back to the center of scholarship on the history of the United States since the late nineteenth century.



CHAPTER 1
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Proprietary Interest: Merchants, Journalists, and Antimonopoly in the 1880s

Richard R. John

“Many good people have imagined a bogey monster that doesn’t exist. They have accepted as facts the fancies of sensational journalism.” So declared business lobbyist Francis B. Thurber in December 1899 in the Journal of Social Science, in deploring popular hostility toward Standard Oil, the American Sugar Refining Company, and other corporate behemoths.1 Journalists were wrong to demonize these giant organizations, Thurber warned, by conjuring up the “bogey monster” of monopoly. In fact, these giant organizations had a “right to combine”—subject to a “due regard to the rights of others”—since, as history demonstrated, economic consolidation would lower prices and increase output, making it a boon for the consumer.2

Thurber’s exasperation with the popular press was rooted in his conviction that irresponsible journalists were fueling a wrongheaded legal crusade to criminalize the economically sound, well-intentioned, and morally praiseworthy mergers and acquisitions that had been undertaken recently by some of the country’s largest and most powerful corporations. To check corporate abuse, Congress had in 1890 enacted a brief but sweeping law, known as the Sherman Act, which had made it a felony for anyone to monopolize, or even to “attempt to monopolize,” any trade or form of commerce “among the several States, or with foreign nations.”3 From Thurber’s perspective, the Sherman Act was a travesty of justice that had plainly been inspired by a “wave of radical public opinion” that had originated among economically illiterate farmers and workers and that would be amplified by demagogic politicians and a scurrilous “penny journalism.” Even “our popular president” Theodore Roosevelt, Thurber elaborated in 1905, was “liable to err in his impulses unless he studies this subject more deeply than he has as yet.”4

Thurber’s lament is a pointed reminder of the complex tangle of interests and ideology that shaped the late nineteenth-century media campaign to regulate the conduct of large and powerful corporations. This media campaign would reach its apotheosis in the decade immediately preceding the enactment of the Sherman Act and has come to be known to contemporaries and historians alike as “antimonopoly.” This story is familiar to historians of the period, yet it has only rarely been subjected to critical scrutiny. This essay tries to set the record straight.

It has long been conventional for historians—following, if unwittingly, obviously partisan corporate apologists like Thurber—to trace the late nineteenth-century antimonopoly movement to the grievances of farmers and laborers outraged by the excesses of big business, making it, as it were, the latest installment in a perennial contest between the many and the few. This oft-told story is not entirely mistaken. Farm and labor publications had lambasted railroad corporations since at least the 1870s. Yet it is oversimplified and in certain factual details misleading. In fact, the antimonopoly movement that crested in the 1880s—the decade in which it loomed largest in public life—received its primary impetus not from farmers and workers, but rather from some of the country’s wealthiest and most influential merchants—the most vocal of whom were based in New York, Brooklyn, Chicago, and San Francisco—whose anticorporate, pro-proprietary worldview was powerfully amplified by a small but influential cadre of reform-minded journalists. These merchants popularized a critique of corporate power that would shape American public life for decades to come.

The wealthiest and most powerful merchants in the 1880s were not retailers (Sears would not build its first retail store until the 1920s), but, instead, wholesalers and shippers. Most merchants, including some of the wealthiest and most powerful, did not operate their businesses as state-chartered corporations that managed other people’s money. Instead, their businesses took the form of wholly owned proprietorships—often partnerships with two or more principals—that had been organized under the common law. Historians sometimes assume that “big business” vanquished all comers in late nineteenth-century America. In reality, the “incorporation” of America was slow and halting. Even Andrew Carnegie’s vast steel empire was organized not as a corporation but as a proprietorship. The phrase “big business” itself would not gain widespread currency until the twentieth century.5 The economic and moral superiority of the proprietorship over the corporation was a truism for well-educated Americans who reasoned, not implausibly, that proprietorships fostered autonomy while corporations bred dependency. This truism was also an article of faith for big-city merchants, who remained in the 1880s one of the nation’s most tightly organized political blocs. Corporations were obviously powerful, yet few assumed that their ascendancy was inevitable, while the proprietary-corporate moral equation would not shift in a decisive way until World War I.

While proprietorships and corporations were each capitalistic, they differed fundamentally in one key dimension. Corporations had been granted under state law unlimited liability for the losses they incurred; proprietorships had not. Since the wealth of almost every merchant was tied up in his business, this meant that, should he fail—as thousands would during the Panic of 1893—he was ruined.6

The vulnerability of merchants to financial collapse best explains why the antimonopoly movement found such a sympathetic reception in the press. It was not outsiders, but insiders, who fanned the flames. The corporations that New York City antimonopolists inveighed against with the greatest fervor in the 1880s were localized in one of three sectors: transportation (the New York & Hudson River Railroad), communications (Western Union), and energy (Standard Oil). Each threatened the economic interests of the city’s merchants, though in different ways. The New York & Hudson Railroad and Western Union had it in their power to alter the terms of trade, cutting the merchants’ margins to the bone. The threat posed by Standard Oil was less existential, though no less real: the noxious fumes that spewed forth from the East River refinery that it operated just north of Brooklyn fouled the air, imperiled property values, and undermined confidence in the self-regulating mechanisms of the market economy.

Journalists recognized the merchants’ predicament and responded accordingly. The editorial positions of most influential big-city newspapers in the late nineteenth century, as in most periods of American history, remained closely aligned with the country’s commercial elite, which in the 1880s continued to be dominated not by corporations, but by merchants. For this reason alone, it is thus not surprising that the antimonopoly movement found support in several of the nation’s most influential newspapers, including the Chicago Tribune and the New York World.7

Thurber’s relationship to the antimonopoly movement is especially suggestive. For several decades prior to 1893, he had been a proprietor of Thurber, Whyland & Company, a large and successful Manhattan-based grocery wholesaler that had acquired an enviable reputation as one of country’s largest importers of coffee and tea. Thurber would fail in the Panic of 1893, ending his business career. Financially ruined, Thurber retrained as a lawyer, an unusual decision in an age in which midlife career changes remained uncommon.

Thurber’s legal expertise provided him with the necessary credentials to hang out a shingle as a business lobbyist. Thurber also had an additional, perhaps even more important, qualification for his new job. For in the years prior to his bankruptcy, Thurber himself had been one of the very anti-monopoly agitators he now cautioned the public against. The primary impetus for the antimonopoly movement that he now inveighed against, Thurber knew well, lay neither on the farm nor in the factory. Rather, it had been the brainchild of big-city proprietary capitalists like himself—that is, before he had gone bankrupt—an inconvenient fact now that he had switched sides, yet one that reveals much about media politics in the 1880s, the decade in which the antimonopoly movement would exert its greatest influence over the public imagination.

Much of the historical writing on the late nineteenth-century anti-monopoly movement has viewed it through the lens of the Sherman Act, which is unsurprising, since for much of the twentieth century this law remained a cornerstone of U.S. economic policy. This essay approaches the topic from a different angle. Instead of treating the Sherman Act as the first chapter in a twentieth-century grand narrative of business challenge and government response, it casts a spotlight on the world out of which this law emerged. In this world, the most influential actors were neither farmers nor workers, but merchants and the journalists who publicized their grievances—voices often marginalized in standard accounts of late nineteenth-century public life.

Farmers and workers, to be sure, had good reason to oppose economic consolidation. Yet it would be an exaggeration to put them at the center of the antimonopoly movement of the 1880s. Other voices were far more influential, especially in the big-city press, which was where the movement found its most enduring expression. The antimonopoly movement of the 1880s did not begin on the periphery and move to the center. On the contrary, it originated in the nation’s commercial centers and only later migrated to the agricultural hinterland.8 Many ideas and images that originated in the big-city press would eventually find their way into farm and labor publications. Yet it would be a mistake to overlook their metropolitan-mercantile pedigree. The ubiquitous “robber baron” metaphor, for example, long an antimonopoly rallying cry, had its roots in historical accounts of medieval German commerce, and was initially popularized by well-to-do East Coast merchants and their journalistic devotees.9 It should, similarly, come as no surprise that the antimonopoly rationale for government ownership of the telegraph had been widely discussed by merchants and journalists in the big-city press for several decades before it would find its way onto the Populist Party platforms in 1892 and 1896.10

Antimonopoly is easily misunderstood. In the main, its supporters were neither nostalgic defenders of a small-scale, agrarian society of self-sufficient husbandmen, nor anticapitalistic proponents of a workers’ utopia. Contrary to what is sometimes assumed, they did not necessarily oppose economic consolidation. In fact, many antimonopolists deplored “cutthroat” competition—a presumption widely shared by the populists, as Charles Postel has recently demonstrated—and more than a few actually regarded the existing degree of economic consolidation as too low.11 The problem with giant organizations for these antimonopolists was not that they were too large, but that they were too small: economic consolidation, if properly regulated, could foster economies of scale that could benefit the many as well as the few. At its core, antimonopoly was less about economics than morality: corporations were dangerous not because they were too big, but rather because they had become too powerful to operate unrestrained by law—and, in particular, too independent of the salutary regulatory mechanism of market competition.

“Antimonopoly” in the 1880s was a capacious term that could refer to one of three related yet distinct responses to economic consolidation. Open-access antimonopolists derided economic consolidation as the unnatural by-product of political collusion and tried to reverse it; consolidationists regarded economic consolidation as irreversible and tried to minimize its ill effects; nationalists lauded economic consolidation as a first step on the path toward government ownership. Each built on the worldview of the wealthy and powerful merchants who in the 1880s remained highly respected moral arbiters with considerable influence in the press. No antimonopolist viewed with equanimity the possibility that the common-law proprietorship might one day be supplanted by the state-chartered corporation as the country’s dominant economic institution, or, for that matter, that corporate publicists would one day identify big business with the country’s most cherished civic ideals. The valorization of managerial capitalism and the idealization of “free enterprise” remained in the future. And while not all antimonopolists were nationalists, most regarded government ownership of certain large-scale enterprises with relative equanimity: not until World War I, it is worth recalling, would government ownership of the railroad and the telegraph slip off the national political agenda.12 This essay does not chart the rise of managerial capitalism, which would receive a vital impetus during the opening decades of the twentieth century and would be largely complete by 1940.13 Instead, it surveys how an earlier generation of Americans thought about monopoly, what it proposed to do about it, and why its assault upon big business took the form that it did.

*  *  *

The oldest and in some ways the most enduring antimonopoly appeal regarded economic consolidation as the unnatural by-product of political collusion. Open access was its byword, barriers to entry its bête noire. The best kind of regulation was competition, and if lawmakers could be persuaded to eliminate the restraints that impeded the free flow of commerce, market forces would do the rest.

Open-access antimonopolism had broad support among wholesalers and shippers eager to lower prices on the movement of goods and services. It was also a favorite of insurgent promoters eager to challenge entrenched incumbents. It was for this reason that, not entirely implausibly, it proved appealing for a brief period in the 1870s to the notorious financier Jay Gould. Gould had invested in an insurgent telegraph network provider to challenge the incumbent, Western Union, and proclaimed himself an antimonopolist to rally support. Open-access antimonopolism also had many champions in the press—sometimes in earnest, yet more than occasionally as a feint to bamboozle unwary investors.14

The presumption that monopoly was unnatural was taken for granted by many critics of the railroad and the telegraph, two of the central pillars of the emerging corporate order. To make their case, these critics pointed to the raft of special privileges that Congress had bestowed on continent-spanning railroads, mostly in the form of generous land grants—subsidies that critics then and now contended had prematurely hastened railroad expansion.15 Further proof that the market was rigged was the consolidation in 1866 of Western Union as the country’s dominant telegraph network provider. Whether or not the telegraph market could have been credibly contested after 1866 is beside the point. The fact remains that, in the thirty-six-year period between the opening of the first fee-for-service telegraph line in April 1845 and the takeover of Western Union by financier Jay Gould in January 1881, many of Western Union’s critics assumed that the telegraph market would have been open to new entrants had Western Union not unfairly lobbied Congress and manipulated the press.16

Among the many journalists to find open access compelling was Frank Bellew, a talented illustrator who is best remembered today as one of the first cartoonists to render the American folk icon “Uncle Sam” in visual form.17 The special privileges that lawmakers had lavished on the railroad, Bellew maintained in a series of hard-hitting front-page antimonopoly cartoons that ran in the New York Daily Graphic in the 1870s, were a direct assault on everything the country stood for.

While the Daily Graphic is largely forgotten today, it had the distinction of being the first daily newspaper in the United States to run illustrations in every issue, an innovation that obliged its editors to search far and wide for suitable content. The ancestor of the modern tabloid, it appealed primarily to novelty-seeking New Yorkers, who were joined by a sprinkling of curious outsiders who subscribed to a weekly edition that they received in the mail. In their quest for new material, the Daily Graphic’s illustrators invented much of the visual iconography that would later become a ubiquitous feature of the popular press. Its cartoons were, quite literally, cartoonish: vivid, hard-hitting, and unsubtle, they helped establish a gallery of viscerally appealing archetypes—the “octopus,” the “robber baron,” “the politico”—that would long remain a fixture in the iconography of political reform.18

It is, of course, hard to know how many Americans saw Bellew’s anti-monopoly cartoons, let alone how they reacted. Yet there can be no question but that the iconography that he pioneered would be refined and elaborated by his successors for many decades, before it would be repurposed as a teaching tool in the U.S. history classroom at both high school and college levels—and also, most recently, as an educational resource on the web.19

The most arresting of Bellew’s antimonopoly cartoons built on the conceit that the manipulation of the political process by corporate lobbyists had transmogrified the railroad—exhibit A of the perils of economic consolidation—into a rampaging monster. Emboldened by its nefarious legislative triumphs, the railroad-monster set its sights on the levers of power.

The monster Bellew had in mind had a distinctly European, high-culture pedigree. This should come as no surprise: few antimonopoly icons were born in the United States. Bellew was an English immigrant, and, prior to his arrival in the United States, had served an apprenticeship in London drawing satirical sketches for the English comic magazine Punch. When Bellew depicted the railroad as an octopus, for example—a convention that he may well have invented—he drew for inspiration on Victor Hugo’s 1866 novel Toilers of the Sea. Bellew’s monster, like Hugo’s, ensnared an innocent person in its tentacles. For Hugo, the victim was a fisherman; for Bellew, a young woman who symbolized “Columbia,” a personification of the republic’s civic ideals. Wrapped in the American flag, Columbia struggled to keep the Constitution out of the clutches of the voracious monster, which had already devoured “congressional honor” (Figure 1.1).20

The most celebrated of Bellew’s antimonopoly cartoons took its inspiration from another literary monster, the malformed giant in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). For Bellew, the railroad became the vicious creature that Shelley’s mad scientist brought to life. In the earliest of Bellew’s Frankenstein-inspired cartoons, the mad scientist, outfitted as Uncle Sam, looked on in horror as the smoke-belching railroad-monster—nourished at the trough of “public lands” and trussed with a belt marked “R.R. monopoly”—sprang to life, crumpling the Constitution in his metallic hand.21 In a later and better-known version of this cartoon, the railroad-monster, having escaped from the scientist’s laboratory, terrorized a prostrate country. In one hand the monster wielded a club marked “capital”; in the other, he waved aloft the torn mantle of “judicial ermine.” “Agriculture, Commerce and Manufacture Are All in My Power,” the monster exulted, adding ominously that his ultimate “Interest” was the “Higher Law of American Politics.”22

High-culture iconography also featured prominently in Bellew’s “Modern Laocoön,” another railroad-monster antimonopoly cartoon that drew its inspiration from European art. In this cartoon, Bellew reinterpreted the celebrated classical sculpture of the doomed Trojan prophet Laocoön by casting the prophet as “Agriculture,” his two sons as “Manufacturing” and “Commerce,” and the death-dealing snake that strangled them the “Railroad Monopoly.”23

Open-access antimonopolism presumed that—in the absence of some kind of unfair, immoral, or even illegal special privilege—economic consolidation would be significantly forestalled. While not necessarily noninterventionist, it had certain affinities with the classical nineteenth-century liberal doctrine that its detractors would stigmatize as “laissez-faire.” Each placed more faith in market forces than lawmakers and each feared the propensity of regulatory initiatives to strengthen incumbents and weaken insurgents. Its most celebrated journalistic monument was Ida M. Tarbell’s searing exposé of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company, which she serialized in McClure’s Magazine beginning in 1902 and published as a book two years later. Tarbell’s father had been an independent oilman, and, like the pre-1881 critics of Western Union, Tarbell took it for granted that, had Rockefeller not been a beneficiary of special privilege, a salutary competition would have prevailed. To illustrate her thesis, Tarbell described in numbing detail the inner history of a thirty-year-old intra-industry set-to involving railroad rebates that she had learned about from her father and read about in the press.24

[image: Image]

Figure 1.1. This melodramatic 1873 Frank Bellew cartoon took its inspiration from a recently published novel by the French writer Victor Hugo. Outraged by the tight relationship between lawmakers and the land-grant railroads, Bellew depicted the railroads as the tentacles of a sea monster that had recently escaped from an underwater cave. This cartoon was almost certainly the first visual rendering of big business as an octopus, a convention that would prove remarkably enduring. Frank Bellew, “The Cephalopod, or Terrestrial Devil Fish—A Monster of Centralization,” Daily Graphic, March 4, 1873.

The open-access antimonopolism of Bellew and Tarbell was long on moralism and short on practicality. A related, yet in some ways markedly different, response to economic consolidation treated the rise of big business as inevitable and advocated permanent government regulation to align the emerging corporate order with the public good.

Among the most celebrated of the consolidationists were the journalists Henry George and Henry Demarest Lloyd. Though each had a well-deserved reputation as a radical, neither was an outsider to the world of proprietary capitalism. Both were urbanites who spent much of their adult lives in big cities—New York City for George, Chicago for Lloyd—and each spent many years reporting for big-city newspapers on the challenges that proprietary capitalists confronted in a world in which they remained a powerful political bloc.

Henry George’s antimonopolism grew directly out of his firsthand experience as a journalist at a San Francisco daily. To try to obtain for his newspaper a telegraphic news feed, George journeyed in 1869 to New York City—the same year in which the transcontinental railroad had been completed. Following an unsuccessful meeting at Western Union headquarters, George concluded, correctly, that the news feed would not be forthcoming because Western Union had entered into a collusive relationship with the country’s most important news broker, the New York Associated Press. This discovery led George to an epiphany that would give shape to his life’s work. Technological innovation, George now understood, could be a curse as well as a blessing—or, as he put it, “progress” for the few could coexist with “poverty” for the many. Having reached this sobering conclusion, George turned his attention to the injustice of private land ownership, a monopoly that he regarded as even more pernicious than the collusive relationship between Western Union and the Associated Press.25

Lloyd’s antimonopolism, like Henry George’s, was nurtured during his years as a big-city newspaper journalist. George discovered his life’s work in a single blinding flash; for Lloyd, in contrast, his ideas evolved gradually as he climbed the journalistic ladder. Starting out as literary editor for the Chicago Tribune, Lloyd rose through the ranks to become financial editor and then chief editorial writer. Following a quarrel with one of the newspaper’s owners—who, as it happens, was Lloyd’s father-in-law—he left the paper to become a freelancer. Lloyd lived well. Having learned a good deal about Chicago real estate during his years as a journalist, he astutely parlayed this knowledge into a substantial fortune. In making the case against monopoly power, Lloyd combined firsthand reporting with analytical insights gleaned from state-of-the-art European social science. As a journalist, Lloyd reported dutifully on political scandals, legal entanglements, and legislative infighting—setting the pattern for much of the antimonopoly journalism to follow. As a social-science popularizer, he built on the Victorian reassessment of the classical economics of Adam Smith. The fruits of Lloyd’s labors appeared in countless newspaper and magazine articles, as well as in his masterpiece, Wealth Against Commonwealth (1894), an impassioned exposé of the business practices of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil.

Like Ida M. Tarbell, who had drawn extensively on Lloyd’s reporting in her Standard Oil exposé, Lloyd found much to deplore. Yet unlike Tarbell, Lloyd regarded economic consolidation not as a perverse aberration, but rather as an irreversible social fact. By documenting the rise of the corporate order, Lloyd hoped to hasten the day when Americans would “save the liberties they have inherited” by “winning new ones to bequeath”: “Monopoly is business at the end of its journey. It has got there. The irrepressible conflict is now as distinctly with business as the issue so lately met was with slavery.”26 Lloyd’s task was to craft a narrative so compelling that it would raise the consciousness of his readers to such a pitch that they, too, would share his moral indignation at the injustice that he had revealed: “When it comes to know the facts the human heart can no more endure monopoly than American slavery or Roman empire. The first step to a remedy is that the people care. If they know, they will care. To help them to know and care; to stimulate new hatred of evil, new love of the good, new sympathy for the victims of power, and, by enlarging its science, to quicken the old into a new conscience, this compilation of fact has been made.”27

The crux of Lloyd’s argument was not economic but moral. Lloyd is justly remembered today as his generation’s leading journalistic popularizer of social scientific ideas. The fact-value distinction was not among them. That “science” was the “substance” of the word “conscience” was no mere “verbal accident,” Lloyd reminded his readers in the closing paragraph of Wealth Against Commonwealth: “We must know the right before we can do the right.”28 Monopoly was objectionable—like slavery—not because it was economically inefficient, but because it was morally pernicious. Its evils had nothing to do with size: mere bigness was not bad. If anything, the vast organizations that dominated the transportation and communications sectors rested on a foundation that was unnecessarily narrow.

The ultimate source of the moral iniquity of monopoly lay in the baleful moral philosophy of which it was the consummate expression. The widespread embrace of the ethically threadbare utilitarianism of the English moral philosopher Jeremy Bentham—who had the temerity to proclaim the tired shibboleth “the greatest happiness of the greatest number” to be a worthy civic ideal—had led, in an age of rapid technological innovation, to the accumulation of vast reservoirs of unregulated power by the supremely selfish individuals who ran the nation’s corporations.29 To respond, as many antimonopolists did, that the challenge of utilitarianism could be met by harnessing self-interest to the public good through the enactment of legislation establishing regulatory agencies to constrain self-interest, was an unrealistic “dream”: “It is to accept the principle of the sovereignty of the self-interest of the individual and apply constitutional checks to it.”30 For this reason, Lloyd’s Wealth Against Commonwealth can be read as a five-hundred-page meditation on the “discovery” that business corrupts politics—an insight that is typically associated not with the late nineteenth-century antimonopolists, but rather with the early twentieth-century muckrakers whose conclusions they did so much to prefigure.31
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