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Industry gives comfort and plenty and respect.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN




After all, the chief business of the American people is business. They are profoundly concerned with producing, buying, selling, investing and prospering in the world. I am strongly of the opinion that the great majority of people will always find these are moving impulses of our life.

—CALVIN COOLIDGE




Business was originated to produce happiness.

—BERTIE CHARLES FORBES
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Dr. David Medved, “scientist and entrepreneur,” 1964

THE UNACKNOWLEDGED ENTREPRENEUR

When my father died in March 2009, I felt startled by obituaries that identified him as a “scientist and entrepreneur.”

A scientist … well, of course, but at no point in my life had it occurred to me to describe my dad as an “entrepreneur” or “businessman.” When speaking about him, I always proudly announced his profession as “physicist,” or “physics professor,” or “NASA researcher,” or even as “scientist astronaut.” (He qualified for the Apollo Program in the late 1960s but never received his final mission assignment from NASA because of some minor problems with his teeth and gums.) At one point during my senior year at Yale, I jokingly introduced my father to my friends as “a member of the military-industrial complex”—a designation my dad always remembered and savored. As an aspiring intellectual, with dreams of future glory in writing or politics, I could handle the idea that my brilliant, adventurous papa played a role in the defense establishment, but I couldn’t accept the notion that he qualified as an ordinary, moneygrubbing capitalist. Stressing his government or academic work provided a much better way to impress my pals, or the women I pursued, or even complete strangers, but I’ve come to realize that this emphasis seriously distorted the focus of his work life.

During the weeklong mourning period for my father, I sat with my brothers in Jerusalem (where my dad chose to spend his final two decades) and we jointly reviewed the way he had invested his eighty-three years. He spent less than nine years as a university professor (part-time at San Diego State and then, briefly, full-time at UCLA), and just five years as an experimenter and prospective astronaut with NASA. He devoted more than forty years, however, to an all-consuming career as an entrepreneur and creator of high-tech companies, building two moderately successful businesses from scratch. First came MERET Inc. (founded in the family den in West L.A., the name stood for Medved Research and Technology), and then JOLT in Jerusalem (another nifty acronym—Jerusalem Optical Link Technology). He toiled lovingly, tirelessly, and joyously on both ventures, providing jobs for scores of bright, eager, mostly younger associates (including my brother Jonathan), before selling each enterprise to much larger, more established firms. Even after he gave up ownership and day-to-day command of JOLT, he retained a position as the firm’s “chief scientist” and continued to busy himself with every aspect of the corporation’s scientific and commercial affairs. He worked full-time for the company he created until just days before his brief, final hospitalization with recurrent lymphoma.

On the long flight back from Israel, while sorting through a large file of old family letters and clippings from my dad’s apartment, I suddenly confronted another uncomfortable realization: it wasn’t just my father who had invested most of his energy and ambition in the world of business. By any honest accounting, I’d always earned my own living in some form of corporate, for-profit enterprise as well—either the book business, the radio-TV business, the movie business, the newspaper business, or (for a few years after law school) the political consulting business. My three brothers owed their livelihoods to fiercely competitive commercial careers even more directly—one of them as a well-known venture capitalist and entrepreneur in Israel, another as a marriage and family therapist managing an independent practice in Silicon Valley, and the youngest as a respected executive for the California-based movie-ticketing company Fandango.

Our extended family boasted an even broader, deeper involvement in building businesses. Going back to the immigrant generation, it’s true that my father’s father toiled with his hands as a salaried barrel maker, but my other grandfather, my mother’s father, spent his whole life running small, successful pudding and chocolate companies—first in Germany and later in Philadelphia. His son, my Uncle Fritz, moved with grace and humor through a variety of business positions, including a cherished stint running a popular deli in downtown Philly. Meanwhile, my Uncle Moish, my dad’s only brother, became a local legend with his Jewish community activism and his forty years as proprietor and principal of a home electrical service; he decorated his two bright-blue panel trucks with the biblical slogan “Let There Be Light!”

Given this colorful and scrappy background in American commerce, why did my brothers and I share such an awkward reluctance to describe ourselves as a business family, preferring on most occasions to associate ourselves with intellectual, media, or political pursuits? When we owed everything—everything—to the free-market system, why did we feel occasionally embarrassed by our family’s business ties, treating the realm of profit-seeking enterprise as a necessary evil rather than a glory of civilization?

Like many other children in countless families across the country, we unresistingly imbibed the antibusiness bias that’s pervaded American culture since the Great Depression. We got the message that corporations crushed sensitivity and decency, promoting ruthless manipulation with their crude emphasis on the bottom line, but we never probed too deeply into how, exactly, our parents provided for the pleasant circumstances of our lives. In retrospect, it’s amazing that neither my dad nor my uncles nor any of the business-oriented friends of the family ever bothered to correct our puerile assumptions about the corruptions of capitalism. Perhaps they dismissed some of the prevailing ideas as too stupid, too shallow and immature, to merit serious challenge and assumed we would eventually outgrow them as we accumulated practical experience.

As a result, I grew up, like most of my fellow baby boomers (not to mention the offspring of later generations), with an instinctive acceptance of a series of big lies about American business. This book means to answer those distortions with the sort of rebuttals seldom encountered in schools, pop culture, or news media. The economic crisis that shook the country in 2008–2009 makes these responses all the more urgent. The financial reverses afflicting the United States (and all other major economies) encourage the public to believe the worst about our business system and even to expect its imminent demise.

DISMISSING AND DISTRUSTING
THE PROFIT MOTIVE

While hard times unquestionably intensify popular suspicions about the values and practices of corporate America, the widespread skepticism toward the market economy began long before the current downturn. Ever since FDR’s New Deal of the 1930s, and perhaps since the Progressive Era of thirty years before, the public has expressed queasiness and uncertainty regarding the profit motive. In most quarters of our society there’s no shame in possessing money (or the flashy signifiers of wealth and luxury) but there is an odd discomfort in admitting the means by which those resources were acquired. We all benefit from the unparalleled and prodigious productivity of the capitalist system but we feel reluctant to accept the vigorous pursuit of profit at its very core.

Recent surveys, for instance, display startling levels of contempt for leaders of business, reflecting the assumption that entrepreneurs and executives count as sleazy, greedy, selfish, and unreliable. In February 2009, a Harris Interactive poll asked 1,050 respondents if “people on Wall Street” were “as honest and moral as other people;” a stunning 70 percent said “no.” In November 2008, an annual Gallup poll evaluated the “Honesty and Ethics of Professions.” The category “business executives” ranked near the bottom, even below such frequently reviled occupations as “Lawyers,” “Labor Union Leaders,” “Funeral Directors,” and “Real Estate Agents.” (The businessmen beat out only “Congressmen,” “Car Salesmen,” “Telemarketers,” “Advertising Practitioners,” and, at the very bottom of the barrel, “Lobbyists.”)

In a similar survey of “America’s Most Admired Professions” for the Harris organization, the designation “Business Executive” fared even worse. The bulk of 1,020 respondents felt that these capitalist commanders deserved “hardly any prestige at all,” ranking them 21st out of 23 categories—barely outpolling only “Stock Broker” and “Real Estate Agent.” The most prestigious professions, in order, were “Firefighter,” “Doctor,” “Nurse,” “Scientist,” “Teacher,” “Military Officer,” “Police Officer,” “Clergyman,” “Farmer,” and “Engineer.” As Forbes magazine aptly observed, “None of top-ten most admired jobs can be accurately described as being driven by the profit motive—quite a contradiction in a country that was built on it. The A-list is comprised of those who serve others, including engineers (they build things) and farmers (who ‘feed the world’).”

Surprisingly, this survey appeared in the summer of 2006, well before the financial meltdown of September 2008 provoked a fresh tidal wave of stories about corporate malfeasance and the collapse of capitalism. For a major segment of the public and, perhaps, for a majority, attitudes toward the business community have remained overwhelmingly negative, regardless of the ups and downs of the stock market or the unemployment rate. Most frequently, this antagonism begins in childhood, with school curricula that downplay the prominent participation of corporations, free enterprise, and the accumulation of wealth in the development of the United States.

CENSORING AND SLANTING
THE AMERICAN STORY

Even the most cursory examination of elementary and middle school textbooks reveals the present tendency to distort or ignore the role of business in building the country. Consider the national holidays celebrated in the course of an academic year.


	For Thanksgiving, kids learn all about the idealistic Pilgrims and their interaction with the Indians, but hear nothing about their obsessive concern to make their colony profitable or their sponsorship by a for-profit corporation back in England, the London Company.


	Elementary school students prepare for Presidents’ Day by studying Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, and Washington, the military hero and Father of Our Country, but they spend no time acknowledging the deep business involvements of both men. Lincoln became prosperous and prominent (by the provincial standards of Springfield, Illinois) by pursuing a career as a corporate lawyer, specializing in representing railroads and other dynamic enterprises. Washington, meanwhile, became one of the richest plantation owners in the colonies through his land investments and the canny management of the resources he acquired after marriage to the wealthy widow Martha. In contrast to his careless Virginia colleague, Thomas Jefferson, he cared deeply about his financial status and avoided debt and money-losing ventures.


	In anticipation of the fireworks of the Fourth of July, most kids get some exposure to the revolutionary slogan “No taxation without representation,” but they never connect it to the fact that nearly all our Founders were entrepreneurial merchants and farmers ready to risk their lives to prevent undue governmental interference in their business affairs.


	Finally, we focus on the nation’s military history on Memorial Day and Veterans Day, but we seldom acknowledge that the country’s greatest military victories owe as much to our economic power and prosperity as to our soldiers’ battlefield courage. The Union forces prevailed in the War Between the States because the industrial might of the North easily outproduced the Confederacy. In World War I, America rescued our struggling British and French allies as much with financial support as with a massive expeditionary force, and twenty-seven years later the unprecedented manufacture of planes, warships, tanks, landing craft, and, ultimately, atom bombs played an utterly decisive part in crushing the Germans and the Japanese. In the forty-five-year struggle against Communism in the Cold War, Americans shed blood in Korea, Vietnam, and elsewhere, but finally prevailed because of the vastly superior productivity and prosperity of our economic system.




When social studies classes review stories about American heroes, they naturally feature inspiring tales about the civil rights activism of Martin Luther King, of the pioneering feminism of suffragists like Susan B. Anthony, or the fierce resistance of Indian warriors like Tecumseh or Sitting Bull. Students may even learn of the amazing contributions of “inventor” Thomas Edison, but they’ll hear nothing about the time and energy he invested in building major corporations to make sure he enjoyed the monetary rewards of his technological breakthroughs, and vanquished his competitors. Despite media fascination with the current corporate titans like Donald Trump and Bill Gates, no business leader of the past occupies a place on the A-list in the American pantheon. If youngsters hear anything at all about the builders and bosses (Rockefeller, Carnegie, Ford, and many more) who made the nation the world’s dominant power, they are most likely to concentrate on sneering accounts of their exploitations and predations as “robber barons.”

“A TIME BOMB UNDER
AMERICAN CAPITALISM”

Literature classes also contribute to the prevailing cynicism about industrialists, entrepreneurs, and financiers; the further students progress in their educations, the greater the chance that they’ll learn contempt for business. At the most basic level, commercial success in a market economy stems from the simple expedient of selling a product or service for more than it costs to provide it, just as the steady accumulation of wealth requires nothing more than keeping your expenditures somewhere below your income. These practical imperatives inevitably conflict with the unfocused flightiness of adolescence, so that adolescents (of all ages) contend that the endless repetition of such hardheaded transactions will necessarily deaden the spirit and paralyze the imagination. As young people occupy bedrooms at home or bunk comfortably at college dorms, enjoying the worthy pursuit of educational progress (and weekend partying) financed by their parents’ generosity, it’s easy to embrace the romantic spirit of the cherished 1806 lyric by William Wordsworth:


The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:



A defender of the market system might point out that the orderly and disciplined process of “getting and spending” is more likely to enhance rather than “lay waste” our powers, but the characterization of business toil as a desensitizing, soul-killing process has kept its hold on artists and intellectuals for more than two centuries.

Unfortunately, most Americans encounter the classics in their English classes several years prior to racking up any meaningful firsthand experience in the world of work, so they’re conditioned to expect the worst from the business system before they even enter it. Few citizens will escape from the educational system without encountering Arthur Miller’s tragic victim of the American dream, the downtrodden plugger Willy Loman (Low-Man, get it?) from his 1949 classic, Death of a Salesman. In the “Student Companion to Arthur Miller,” Susan C. W Abbotson writes, “Since his college days, Miller had felt that America was being run by men of business who were all after private profit, and who merely used those without wealth as pawns. Thus, it made sense to see money and finance as being behind many American conflicts. Howard Wagner, in ‘Death of a Salesman’, is the epitome of the cold-hearted businessman, who callously takes away Willy Loman’s job when he starts to lose business, without a thought to the man’s financial obligations and years of service.”

Contemplating the value of his life insurance to his family in Act Two, Willy himself declares, “After all the highways, and the trains, and the appointments, and the years, you end up worth more dead than alive.” On opening night for the play, a woman called Death of a Salesman a “time bomb under American capitalism,” and Miller responded that he hoped that it was, or “at least under the bulls—t of capitalism, this pseudo life that thought to touch the clouds by standing on top of a refrigerator, waving a paid-up mortgage at the moon, victorious at last.”

Even before Arthur Miller won riches and praise (and Marilyn Monroe) for his indictment of the values of the American market system, literary lions of the 1920s ferociously flayed the “go-getter” business boosters of their era. Sinclair Lewis became the first American to win the Nobel Prize for Literature for a specific citation for his contribution in writing Babbitt (1922)—a savage bestselling portrayal of a smug midwestern businessman using “pep” and “pow” to cover the appalling emptiness of their money-obsessed, uncompromisingly conventional middleclass lives. Editor and culture critic H. L. Mencken simultaneously assaulted the same business caste as “the Booboisie,” defined by him as “a class of people composed of the stupid and the gullible.”

This contempt for the commercial values among the artistic and journalistic elite long preceded the painful dislocations and disillusionments of the Stock Market Crash and the Great Depression. By the time Franklin Roosevelt took over the White House for the first of his four elected terms, the hostility and scorn for captains of capitalism had migrated from the magazines and salons of supercilious mandarins, and from the sweaty Grange or union halls of rural or urban radicals, into the mainstream of the nation’s politics and pop culture. Before the Depression, antagonism to the dynamic, explosively expanding commercial system came from those conspicuously left behind—particularly embattled agrarians with failing farms, or unskilled laborers who worked at or below subsistence wages. By 1933, however, most of the country felt left behind or left out with regard to the country’s long-prevailing prosperity, and in his celebrated inaugural address, Roosevelt spoke accordingly.

In the course of his most famous speech, FDR not only warned about the paralyzing impact of “fear itself” but also denounced “the rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods” in harsh and sweeping terms that would have been unthinkable for a president of an earlier era. “Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds of men,” thundered the new chief executive, in unmistakably biblical terms. “Stripped of the lure of profit by which to induce our people to follow their false leadership, they have resorted to exhortations, pleading tearfully for restored conditions. They know only the rules of a generation of self-seekers.

“They have no vision, and when there is no vision the people perish.

“The money changers have fled their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths.


“THE CHIEF BUSINESS OF THE AMERICAN
PEOPLE IS … IDEALISM”?

How can major media outlets portray business accurately and impartially if they themselves function as major businesses? This conundrum drew memorable comment from President Calvin Coolidge in a stunningly substantive speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors in 1925. The most infamous Coolidge quote—“The business of America is business”—is actually a wildly distorted and out-of-context version of a passage in this thoughtful address:


There does not seem to be cause for alarm in the dual relationship of the press to the public, whereby it is on one side a purveyor of information and opinion and on the other side a purely business enterprise. Rather, it is probable that a press which maintains an intimate touch with the business currents of the nation is likely to be more reliable than it would be if it were a stranger to these influences. After all, the chief business of the American people is business. They are profoundly concerned with producing, buying, selling, inventing and prospering in the world. I am strongly of the opinion that the great majority of people will always find these are moving impulses of our life.



Meanwhile, the president went to great lengths to make clear to the editors that they would fail if they ever assumed that even these important “moving impulses of our life” utterly dominated national priorities. “It is only those who do not understand our people, who believe that our national life is entirely absorbed by material motives,” he declared near the conclusion of his address. “We make no concealment of the fact that we want wealth, but there are many other things that we want very much more. We want peace and honor, and that charity which is so strong an element of all civilization. The chief ideal of the American people is idealism. I cannot repeat too often that America is a nation of idealists. That is the only motive to which they ever give any strong and lasting reaction. No newspaper can be a success which fails to appeal to that element of our national life.”



“The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.”

Amazingly, at a moment of acute financial crisis and uncertainty in the business community, Roosevelt sought to return confidence and vitality to the free-market system by denouncing (repeatedly) the pursuit of profit. In his stirring speech, he presented no specific cures for the devastation of the Depression but he affixed unequivocal and exclusive blame for the national catastrophe on the “unscrupulous money changers.”

“THE CHILDREN OF GORDON GEKKO”

Growing up in a family that worshipped Roosevelt (my immigrant grandmother kept a framed photo of the late president on her living room wall till the day of her death in 1961), I saw no reason to question FDR’s indictment of the “economic royalists”—that capitalist class denounced by the president’s distant cousin Theodore as “malefactors of great wealth.”

Cultural encounters reinforced the messages of the political finger-pointing, with novels and movies depicting businessmen as shallow, selfish, crude, and, worst of all, pathetic. As a precocious teenager, I became fascinated with the Philip Roth stories collected in the book Goodbye, Columbus (1959), focusing particularly on the title novella with its portrayal of an ostentatiously prosperous and incurably crude Jewish family in suburban New Jersey, presented by Roth with a toxic, tangy mixture of condescension, compassion, and outright contempt. I saw The Graduate a half dozen times within a year of its 1967 release, imputing great profundity to its jaded view of faithless, upper-middle-class hypocrites, afflicted by their materialistic lives. When the Dustin Hoffman character receives a single portentous word of advice for his future from a friend of his parents, and that word turns out to be plastics, the scene spoke to countless Americans of my generation about the worthless aspects of the synthetic destiny we sought to avoid. In 1973, Save the Tiger (with an Oscar-winning performance by Jack Lemmon) made another deep impression on me, showing the doomed, dysfunctional values (and shattering family) of a driven but unfulfilled small businessman, struggling mightily to keep his exploitative clothing business afloat.

For more than a generation, the Hollywood dream factory has continued to churn out similar nightmares that emphasize the ugliest, most unpleasant elements of the commercial, competitive system—the same system exemplified, in a particularly ferocious form, by the entertainment industry itself. Despite the fact that the major studios and production companies operate as part of international conglomerates that constitute the most powerful elements of show business, the values and practices of business in general seldom receive sympathetic treatment on screen.


“CORRUPTION IS WHY WE WIN!”

The eloquent Gordon Gekko hardly stands alone in winning Oscar attention for films that highlight unethical, irresponsible behavior in the business world. The most common template for such entertainments involves some unlikely, underdog hero or heroine (generally played by a glamorous star, of course) digging deep for unexpected reserves of courage and pluck to do battle against some evil, all-powerful corporation. In Norma Rae (1979), Sally Field stands up against a corrupt, rapacious, union-busting textile mill; in The Verdict (1982), Paul Newman stands up against the corrupt, rapacious health care industry; in Silkwood (1983), Meryl Streep stands up against a corrupt, rapacious nuclear power company; in A Civil Action (1998), John Travolta stands up against corrupt, rapacious conglomerates associated with a polluting Massachusetts tannery; in American Beauty (1999), Kevin Spacey stands up against the corrupt, rapacious values of his supposed suburban paradise (and his corrupt, faithless realtor wife); in The Insider (1999), Al Pacino and Russell Crowe stand up against a corrupt, rapacious tobacco company. Just in time for the upcoming market meltdown, 2007 brought two business-bashing Oscar nominees for Best Picture. In Michael Clayton, George Clooney stands up (somewhat reluctantly) to a corrupt, rapacious agricultural-chemical company, but in There Will Be Blood no one can possibly stand up to Daniel Day-Lewis, a flamboyantly villainous monster who becomes a wealthy 1920s oil tycoon by overwhelming everything else on screen (including the handsomely photographed natural scenery). Lewis won the Best Actor Academy Award for his ferocious performance as an implacably evil entrepreneur (and fulfilling the prophecy “There Will Be Oscars”), and George Clooney won Best Supporting Actor in 2005 for his role as a disillusioned CIA operative in yet another condemnation of corporations, Syriana. In this unapologetically anti-American film, U.S. oil companies represent the ultimate source of cruelty and injustice on the planet, and earn even less sympathetic treatment than the CIA or blissfully determined, suicidal jihadists. Tim Blake Nelson plays an energy executive whose corrosive cynicism seems designed to make Gordon Gekko seem idealistic and pure-hearted. Rather than praising greed, Nelsons character hails the power of corruption itself: “Corruption is our protection,” he helpfully explains. “Corruption keeps us safe and warm. Corruption is why you and I are prancing around in here instead of fighting over scraps of meat out in the streets. Corruption is why we win!”



One of the nastiest of all cinematic indictments of corporate corruption, Wall Street (1987), was released by one of the largest of all entertainment corporations, 20th Century Fox. Writer-director Oliver Stone contributed the line “Greed is good,” endlessly cited to prove the guilt and excess of the 1980s (or any other era that offends political correctness with its emphasis on profit and growth). Even sophisticated journalists and politicos who ought to know better shamelessly quote “Greed is good” as if it represented an authentic, shameful, and revealing capitalist credo, just as they sometimes treat the crooked but charismatic character who pronounced the famous words, Gordon Gekko, as though he represented some iconic historical figure who deserves perpetual denunciation for his ruthless behavior. As recently as October 8, 2008 (more than two decades after the movie’s release), Australian prime minister Kevin Rudd reacted to the very real financial crisis with a major address entitled “The Children of Gordon Gekko,” declaring, “It is perhaps time now to admit that we did not learn the full lessons of the greed-is-good ideology. And today we are still cleaning up the mess of the 21st-century children of Gordon Gekko.”

The prime minister surely knows that Gordon Gekko (note Oliver Stone’s choice of the cunningly reptilian last name) enjoyed no more actual existence than James Bond or Dracula or Sherlock Holmes: it’s become so convenient to blame this arrogant, appalling financier for every disaster with the market system that we desperately want to believe in him. Gekko’s infamous celebration of greed was only loosely inspired by a 1986 speech by the soon-to-be disgraced financier Ivan Boesky, where he told an audience at the University of California, Berkeley, “I think greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.” Such words certainly lacked the force of the lizard man’s invented exhortation (especially as delivered by Michael Douglas in his Oscar-winning performance): “The point is, ladies and gentlemen, that greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed, in all of its forms—greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge—has marked the upward surge of mankind, and greed—you mark my words—will not only save Teldar Paper but that other malfunctioning corporation called the USA.”


BITING THE HAND THAT IS YOU

Why would Hollywood, dominated by a handful of shamelessly capitalistic conglomerates, regularly trash the free-market system, which allowed American media companies to conquer the globe? For movie directors, TV producers, and Tinseltown stars, all of whom have benefited spectacularly from the business of entertainment, this isn’t merely an example of “biting the hand that feeds you.” It’s a case of biting the hand that is you.

According to Larry Ribstein, who teaches business law at the Illinois College of Law in Champaign, it’s not “business per se” that raises the objections of filmmakers but the specific businesspeople who control their projects: “Filmmakers’ main problem with capital being in control seems to be that the filmmakers are not.” Every writer, director, and actor in Hollywood cherishes stories about cruel, crude, exploitative treatment by lunkheaded executives, and these encounters often represent their only personal experience in the world of business. As many entertainment insiders will concede, the vicious, selfish caricatures of corporate bosses that turn up so frequently on TV and in films bear more than a passing resemblance to the studio or network honchos who may have cheated or disappointed the projects’ principals in the past.

In part, the ugly view of the corporate system that emerges with such consistency from big corporations in Hollywood reflects the distinctively irrational and unpredictable nature of show business. As Academy Award-winning screenwriter William Goldman famously concluded, the operating assumption for the entire industry is “Nobody knows anything.” In other words, each studio’s superhighway of gleaming, high-powered can’t-miss hits is littered with the twisted wreckage of costly and heartbreaking bombs, while sloppy stinkers that deserve neither respect nor affection often startle their own creators by earning inexplicable millions. Unlike the widget-manufacturing business, the entertainment assembly line uniquely lacks any objective criterion of excellence. Every actor or actress, no matter how accomplished, realizes at the deepest level that his or her popularity owes as much to a winning smile or burning blue eyes as to painstakingly developed thespian skill.

The rewards of Hollywood, in other words, flow to studio executives and to the creative community alike in a random, fickle, and manifestly unfair manner, which leads pop culture powerhouses to assume that capitalism at large is similarly random, fickle, and unfair. The chronically complaining creative class in Hollywood therefore recycles these destructive distortions and poisons the perceptions of the public.



CYNICAL STORY LINES

In the two decades since doctor Gekko’s notorious diagnosis of the nation itself as “a malfunctioning corporation,” the leaders of the television industry have joined their movie counterparts in fingering the sleazy businessman as the source of America’s problems. Some of the most acclaimed series of recent years (Arrested Development, Mad Men, The Sopranos) emphasized the corruption and desolation of amoral power seekers who placed the pursuit of profit above human values. Such cynical story lines have characterized the tube’s portrayal of commercial culture for more than a generation. In their 1994 book Prime Time: How TV Portrays American Culture, S. Robert Lichter, Linda S. Lichter, and Stanley Rothman, principals of the nonprofit Center for Media and Public Affairs, analyzed thirty years of network television shows. They concluded that across the three decades of their study, “business characters were consistently depicted more negatively than those in other occupations. … The proportion of bad guy businessmen is almost double that of all other occupations…. Businessmen are over three times more likely to be criminals than are members of other occupations. … Although businessmen represent 12 percent of all characters in census-coded occupations, they commit 40 percent of the murders and 44 percent of vice crimes like drug trafficking and pimping.”

The scope of the Lichter study (from the presumably less cynical era of the mid-1960s to the date of its completion some fifteen years ago) destroys the claim that lurid portrayals of corporate executives represent an appropriate and inevitable response to the devastation of the 2008 financial meltdown or other economic crises of the recent past. Attempts to quantify the treatment of business characters demonstrate that even in eras of prosperity and progress the portrayal of the business world remained relentlessly and consistently disapproving.

The television news departments affiliated with these same entertainment conglomerates powerfully and predictably reinforce the negative messages about the capitalist system. The Business and Media Institute sponsored a yearlong study of evening news programming on ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, and Fox, monitoring the treatment of business issues between January 1 and December 31, 2006. Amazingly, in nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of all business stories, business men or women never appeared to comment, even briefly. In those stories, a clear majority, 57 percent (481 of 848), featured negative treatment of the commercial figures involved, employing terms like “corporate fat cats” or “crooks heading to the slammer.” The most popular attacks centered on monetary transgressions: unfair pricing, overly lavish CEO pay, or “obscene” corporate profits.


“SHOWY MATERIALISM: IT’S A GOOD THING”

Television networks and movie companies celebrate business tycoons as examples of success at the same time that they sneer at them as symbols of excess. The odd association between real estate titan Donald Trump and NBC represents an especially potent instance of this ambivalence. As executive producer and star of his own reality show, The Apprentice, since 2003, Trump receives a reported $3 million per episode, making him one of the nation’s highest-paid television personalities. Meanwhile, news coverage on the network (and especially on its cable news division, MSNBC) regularly indicts high-flying, heavily leveraged operators like Trump for their role in recent economic disasters. In the New York Times Magazine of March 29, 2009, Deborah Solomon pointedly asked The Donald about his place in the new financial universe. “What if your style of showy materialism has become passé?” she demanded.

Without hesitation, Trump confidently (and persuasively) replied, “Great apartments and homes and things of extreme luxury will never be out of fashion. That’s what people aspire to. It’s a good thing, because it makes people work in order to attain that lifestyle.”



The bitterly negative portrayals of business ethics and accomplishment continue to bombard the public, unaccompanied by contrasting or countervailing visions of heroism or dynamism in the corporate world—a surprising imbalance, considering that the source of all these entertainments remains one of the most ruthlessly competitive and globally consequential of all U.S. enterprises.

“I’M OKAY, BUT YOU’RE IN A WORLD
OF HURT AND TROUBLE”

The mass audience of ordinary Americans generally accepts these stereotypical visions of corporate America in spite of personal knowledge to the contrary. Though every citizen cherishes at least a few horrifying or amusing stories about egotistical and abusive bosses, the overall levels of job satisfaction in the United States remain shockingly high. In his indispensable 2008 book Gross National Happiness, my friend Arthur Brooks of Syracuse University and the American Enterprise Institute collates a huge volume of data to reveal the underlying American attitudes toward work. “Dilbert cartoons, the sitcom The Office, and Barbara Ehrenreich’s bestselling book Nickel and Dimed notwithstanding, Americans like or even love their jobs,” he writes. “Among adults who worked ten hours a week or more in 2002, an amazing 89 percent said they were very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with their jobs.”

What’s more, this overwhelming sense of contentment with their participation in the economic system cuts across all distinctions between blue-collar and white-collar, between the privileged and the powerless. “There is no difference at all in job satisfaction between those with
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