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ABSTRACT 
YouTube stars, Instagram influencers, and other social media 
personalities have achieved an elevated status in the popular 
imagination. This work-in-progress situates the valourization of 
digital fame in a socio-historical context, invoking critical theorist 
Leo Lowenthal’s [20] “mass idols” framework. Examining the 
content of magazine biographies in the decades preceding World 
War II, Lowenthal identified a marked shift in cultural exemplars 
of success: from self-made entrepreneurs, politicians, and other 
“Idols of Production”—to the stars of cinema and sports, “Idols 
of Consumption.” As an extension of Lowenthal’s analysis, we 
examine contemporary magazine biographies (in People and 
Time) and self-authored social media bios (on Instagram and 
Twitter). Based on a preliminary analysis of the magazine content 
and social-media profiles—including the crucial shift to self- 
authorship—we outline a new generation of what we call “Idols 
of Promotion.” These digitally networked public figures, we 
argue, straddle the realms of production and consumption as they 
labor to create and project a distinctive self-brand. We identify 
three key tropes that shape narrativizations of idols in the social 
media age: (1) a spirit of self-enterprise that crosses industry 
boundaries; (2) a promise of meritocracy; and (3) a call to express 
oneself authentically. After examining these tropes, we conclude 
with an examination of their ideological function: such mediated 
hero-worship, we contend, indexes larger anxieties about the 
individualization of work amidst a precarious economy. 

CCS Concepts 
• Social and professional topics➝User 

characteristics➝Cultural characteristics. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
YouTube stars, Instagram influencers, and other social media 
personalities have achieved an  elevated  status  in  the popular 
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imagination. This work-in-progress paper situates the 
contemporary valourization of digital fame in a socio-historical 
context, invoking Leo Lowenthal’s [20] 1944 “mass idols” 
framework. 

Examining the content of magazine biographies in the decades 
preceding World War II, Lowenthal identified a marked shift in 
cultural exemplars of success: from self-made entrepreneurs, 
politicians, and other “Idols of Production”—to the stars of 
cinema and sports, “Idols of Consumption.” The current paper is 
an extension of Lowenthal’s classic magazine content-analysis, 
which sheds light on the ideologies of success in the social media 
age [15]. 

Lowenthal analyzed public-figure “biographies” in two general- 
interest, mass-circulation magazines from 1901 to 1941. The 
titles, Collier’s and Saturday Evening Post, both closed in 
subsequent decades, in part due to competition from television 
[30]. As a result, and in light of fundamental shifts in media 
production and consumption, this study features an adapted 
research design, while retaining many descriptive categories and 
analytic approaches from the original study. The authors 
identified, first, rough analogues to the original magazine pair 
from the current U.S. magazine landscape: People and Time. The 
authors are conducting a content analysis of contemporary public- 
figure profiles appearing in the two titles, in line with 
Lowenthal’s original effort. 

In the study’s second stage, the authors are extending the analysis 
to social media biographies posted to a pair of prominent 
platforms, Twitter and Instagram. We justify the inclusion of 
social-media “bios” on the grounds that celebrity image-making 
takes place, to a significant extent, on these and other platforms. 
Given the distinctive production and consumption dynamics in 
place, this second phase requires a revised research design. Those 
dynamics—public-figure profile self-authorship and users’ direct 
“follow” decision-making, most prominently—have also 
informed our analysis and conclusions. The authors are 
examining the textual “biographies” and profile pictures of the 
top 100 U.S.-based accounts on Twitter and Instagram, as 
measured by follower tallies. Lowenthal’s occupational 
categories are applied and extended in this analysis. The initial 
findings discussed below are based upon a preliminary 
examination of our samples. 

2. THE TRIUMPH OF THE IDOLS 
Lowenthal’s 1944 essay was published in the second installment 
of Radio Research, the collection edited by Columbia sociologist 
Paul Lazarsfeld and CBS research director Frank Stanton [20]. 
For the study, Lowenthal conducted a comparative content 
analysis of “biographies”—short life histories of prominent 
figures—published in the two popular U.S. magazines between 
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1901 and 1941. He generated a mix of quantitative and qualitative 
data, from which he drew a sharp contrast between the turn-of- 
the-century biographies, and those published forty years later. In 
the earliest period, profiles of politicians and business icons 
dominated the pages of magazines like Collier’s. By 1941, 
entertainers were far more prevalent, and tended to hail from 
Hollywood and the world of sports [20]. Clark Gable, in effect, 
was swapped in for J. P. Morgan. Lowenthal dubbed the industry 
titans and politicians “Idols of Production”; the entertainers feted 
in the 1940s were, by comparison, “Idols of Consumption” [20]. 

Lowenthal treated the magazine heroes of the two periods as 
expressions of successive economic systems. The production 
idols of the past, in this sense, reflected the industrial economy of 
the late 19th century. Their biographies celebrated individual, 
self-made success in the country’s “productive life,” and 
portrayed these lives as models to emulate [20]. With their 
emphasis on the “independence and leadership awaiting the 
exercise of personal initiative,” he wrote, the early profiles 
express the “ideal character type of private capitalism” [20]. In 
the post-World War I decades, the economy’s growing 
dependence on middle-class consumption was, in Lowenthal’s 
view, embodied by the idols of “leisure time” [20]. Small wonder 
that the culture’s “hero-selection” had shifted to “headlines of the 
movies, the ball parks, and the night clubs” [20]. 

Lowenthal’s study included, in particular, a rich analysis of the 
later biographies. “Consumption,” he wrote, “is a thread running 
through every aspect of these stories” [20]. The biographies, he 
observed, focus almost exclusively on idols’ private lives, with an 
obsessive focus on personal tastes. In narrative terms, the stories 
portray their hero as passive and acted-upon, “a static image of a 
human being to whom a number of things happen, culminating in 
a success which seems to be none of his doing” [20]. The 
celebrated figures, moreover, come off as “souls without history”: 
an entertainer’s childhood is, in these biographies, “nothing but a 
midget edition, a predated publication of man’s profession and 
career” [20]. And the source of success, in contrast to the earlier 
profile type, has emptied out. Achievement, in these stories, 
“merely happens” [20]. The chronicles of celebrity hinge instead 
on a sequence of hardship and “breaks.” The message is that 
achievement has “become an accidental and irrational event” 
[20]. As a result, the biographies come off, to Lowenthal at least, 
as leisure goods themselves. “The success of our heroes of 
consumption,” he wrote, “is in itself goods of consumption... 
nourishment for curiosity and entertainment” [20]. The idols, 
presented as otherwise-ordinary, owe their station to luck: “The 
outstanding has become the proved specific of the average” [20]. 

The magazine biographies of the early 1940s, he contends, 
constitute a kind of collective parable, a “dream world of the 
masses” [20]. The profiles both reflect, and double back upon, a 
consumer economy and culture reliant on passive buying. They 
supply, in Lowenthal’s reading, a diversionary service, dangling 
the “experience of being at one with the lofty and great in the 
sphere of consumption” in place of the “large confusing issues” 
in politics and economics [20]. Taken as a patterned whole, the 
celebrity profiles offer a pedagogy of adjustment—distraction, 
yes, but also lessons in conformist accommodation to an 
economic order of inert consumption. 

Lowenthal’s account is unapologetically declinist, with the first 
era’s self-made hero as the yardstick of slippage. The old 
biographies, at least, delivered a “promise and a prize for 
everybody who was strong, clever, flexible, sober enough to try” 

[20]. The new, consumerist biographies have “nothing of the 
measured distance and veneration... before the statesmen of the 
past, or the poets or the scientists” [20]. There was, in the old 
model, an elevated standard that readers were exhorted to 
emulate, even if that message—Lowenthal had to concede—was 
also “ideological” [20]. The study was reprinted in the nascent 
communication field’s readers, and informed the influential 
analyses of celebrity and popular culture of David Riesman, 
Dwight Macdonald, and Daniel Boorstin. Anticipating the 
culture’s growing image-consciousness, Lowenthal concluded 
that “the individual has become a trademark” [20]. 

3. SELF-BRANDING IN PRECARIOUS 
TIMES 
The last two decades have witnessed a dramatic uptick in popular 
discourse around self-promotion, as both doctors and lawyers, 
and educators and students are prodded to project themselves as 
a brand [10, 13, 22]. To be sure, the idea of self-branding—a 
conscious impression-management strategy that deploys “cultural 
meanings and images drawn from narrative and visual codes of 
the mainstream culture industries” [14]—has a longer history. 
The directive to stage-manage an attractive front was, for 
example, a prominent expression of the twentieth-century U.S. 
consumer culture [29]. Dale Carnegie’s 1936 bestseller How to 
Win Friends and Influence People exemplified the new self-help 
message: “This is the day of dramatization. Merely stating a truth 
isn’t enough. The truth has to be made vivid, interesting, 
dramatic. You have to use showmanship. The movies do it. 
Television does it. And you will have to do it if you want 
attention” [4]. 

By the late 1990s, with Carnegie’s book passing 15 million sales, 
management guru Tom Peters was encouraging Fast Company 
readers to think of themselves as the “CEO of Me, Inc.” [28]. A 
“career,” Peters wrote in 1997, “is a portfolio of projects that 
teach you new skills, gain you new expertise, develop new 
capabilities, grow your colleague set, and constantly reinvent you 
as a brand” [28]. The imperative to curate a self-brand in Peters’ 
terms has only intensified since, in tandem with the rollback of 
state benefits and growing precariousness of the labor market [1]. 
At the same time, the emergence, over the last decade, of social 
media sites like Facebook and LinkedIn has furnished new 
platforms for strategic self-expression. The services’ designs— 
profile photos and prompts for pithy self-descriptors, for 
example—merged with a pre-existing culture of self-promotion 
[10, 13, 22, 29]. Users increasingly engage in practices of “micro- 
celebrity”—the calculated use of social media to “‘amp up’ 
[one’s] popularity” and “gain status and attention online” [23]. 

These and other practices command investments in time and 
energy: building and maintaining social networks; curating feeds 
with a digital cocktail of informative, thought-provoking, and 
witty content; and ensuring self-brand consistency across the 
sprawling digital ecosystem [9]. The present study tracks this 
amplified culture of everyday self-promotion in celebrity terms: 
are the leaderboard-topping Instagrammers, or People profile 
subjects, modeling these arts of impression-management for their 
followers and readers? 

4. METHOD 
The authors are conducting a two-part content analysis, with both 
quantitative and qualitative facets. In the first phase, two general- 
interest U.S.-based magazines, Time and People, were selected to 
parallel the pair of since-shuttered titles that Lowenthal 
examined,  Collier’s  and  Saturday Evening  Post.  A systematic 
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sample of issues of Time and People published in 2016 were 
reviewed for “profile” articles—feature-length or shorter 
accounts that focus on the “life story” of a single individual. We 
are classifying the articles’ profile subjects according to 
Lowenthal’s occupational schema, and conducting a thematic 
analysis of the stories with the late sociologist’s four-level 
(sociological, psychological, personal-historical, and linguistic) 
analytic lens. 

Two popular social media platforms, Twitter and Instagram, were 
selected for the study’s second-phase—a decision explained by 
the new and inescapable prominence of social-networking 
delivery platforms, in media-consumption terms. For both 
services, we identified the top 100 U.S.-based accounts as 
measured by follower counts. As in the first phase, we are 
classifying the figures’ occupational identities. A qualitative 
examination of these accounts’ self-written, textual “bios” and 
profile/background-photo selections, in parallel to the magazine 
study, is underway. (Our preliminary analysis, discussed below, 
derives from an examination of both magazine and social media 
samples.) The studies’ focus on the U.S. follows from 
Lowenthal’s original, which also centered on the American 
context. 

4.1 Magazine Study 
The study examines a systematic sample of issues of People 
(founded 1974; 3.4 million rate base [26]) and Time (founded 
1923; 3 million rate base [34]) magazines published in 2016. The 
two periodicals were selected for their large circulations, general- 
interest appeal, and (taken together) resemblance to the mixed 
editorial agendas of Lowenthal’s titles [32, 36]. ‘Profile-type 
articles’, defined as stories centered on a single-individual’s life 
and career, were collected from the two magazines’ weekly print 
issues. In addition to coding for gender identity, age, and race, 
each profile subject was classified into one of three umbrella 
categories, drawn from Lowenthal [20]: (i) Political (“Sphere of 
politics”); (ii) Business and professional (“Sphere of 
production”); and (iii) Entertainment (“Sphere of consumption”). 
Based on the initial analysis, the authors developed a series of 
secondary occupational categories, which are assigned to profile 
subjects. 

Each article is coded for themes identified in the preliminary 
study, including expressions of career “passion”; assertions of 
“authenticity”; claims of relatability with, and responsiveness to, 
audiences; and references to “hard work.” New themes are likely 
to emerge as the analysis proceeds. Representative quotations and 
story art are also being collected. 

4.2 Social Media Study 
The second study focuses on two large, U.S.-based social media 
platforms, Twitter (founded 2006; 313 million monthly active 
users worldwide [37]) and Instagram (founded 2010; 600 million 
monthly active users worldwide [16]). The services were selected 
for their large U.S. user bases, their follower/follow network 
structure, and their affordance for, and abundance of, public 
profiles. Both platforms invite users to submit short, textual self- 
descriptions (“bio” is the two services’ shared label), upload 
profile pictures (“profile photo”), and—in the case of Twitter—a 
second, background image (“header photo”). 

The top 100 individual, U.S.-based Twitter and Instagram 
accounts, as measured by followers, were identified. The 
rationale for the focus on the most-followed users is their 
audience-certified “celebrity” status, which we treat as roughly 

analogous to magazines’ editorial decision-making. The initial 
Twitter list was generated from a third-party social media 
analytics company, Twitter Counter [36]. Institutional accounts 
(e.g., @nytimes) were removed, yielding 100 individual, U.S.- 
based accounts. Our initial Instagram roster was drawn from a 
similar analytics company, Social Blade [32], and institutional 
accounts (e.g., @victoriassecret) were likewise culled. 

The authors are tracking occupational status using the same 
category scheme employed in the magazine study. A parallel 
thematic analysis of the bio text and profile photographs is 
underway. 

5. PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 
Based on a preliminary investigation of these magazine and 
social-media profiles, we describe the rise of a new generation of 
media-hyped heroes: “Idols of Promotion.” These digitally 
networked public figures, we argue, straddle the realms of 
production and consumption as they labor to cultivate a self-brand 
[13, 22] while reinforcing narratives of democratic success. 
Though these “idols” tend to hail from the same spheres of 
entertainment and sports that Lowenthal reported in his 1940s 
sample, the narratives themselves focus on the stars’ bootstrappist 
pluck. That individualist theme echoes, in some respects, the 
emphasis on the self-made ascent of Lowenthal’s “production” 
heroes. The 21st-century idols, in other words, blend Lowenthal’s 
two predecessor-types in a telling manner: movie stars and 
musicians, from the sphere of consumption, get described (and 
describe themselves) in production terms. 

The difference is that their product is themselves, and they come 
off as their own publicists. The 21st-century heroes, unlike their 
early 20th-century counterparts, trade in symbols and attention— 
the currency of the social media era. And unlike Lowenthal’s 
second generation—the mid-century “consumption” idols—the 
new heroes narrate their own mastery of the publicity arts, 
inviting fans to emulate their example. They offer, in other words, 
lessons in self-branding. In that respect, the idols of promotion 
speak to (and strengthen) the call to curate a personal brand 
designed to appeal to employers in a precarious labor economy. 
The new idols are models for the average person, who is 
increasingly called on to “liv[e] your own life in a runaway 
world” [2]—to manage risk through self-promotion. 

5.1 Spirit of Self-Enterprise 

The most striking feature of the Twitter and Instagram bios is their 
relentless focus on cross-promotion. Almost every public figure 
in our preliminary sample (of the top 10 U.S-based accounts) used 
their “bios” to hype a commercial project, complete with link. 
Musician Selena Gomez (46 million Twitter followers, #10 
ranking), hawked her album: “#REVIVAL OUT NOW” [12], 
while reality star Kylie Jenner  (85 million Instagram followers, 
#7 ranking) called out her Snapchat account and linked to her 
cosmetics line [17]. These 20 accounts—representing 15 different 
figures—are dominated by female (80 percent) entertainers (93 
percent). Though they hail from the sphere of “consumption,” in 
Lowenthal’s terms, they present themselves as crossover 
entrepreneurs who exemplify the “labile laborer” type that 
Morgan and Nelligan [24] have chronicled. The occasional nod 
to biography (e.g., Barack Obama’s (84 million Twitter followers, 
#3 ranking) “Dad, husband, President, citizen” [25]) or humor 
(e.g., Ellen DeGeneres (65 million Twitter followers, #6 ranking): 
“My tweets are real, and they’re spectacular” [8]) is drowned out 
by   unabashed   self-marketing.   As   a   prime   example,  Kim 
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Kardashian West (91 million Instagram followers, #6 ranking) 
has crafted a bio that is nothing but a link to the KIM 
KARDASHIAN WEST / OFFICIAL APP [18]. The stars’ self- 
descriptive choices—their tendency to give over their 
biographical real estate to their latest business venture—signal 
that publicity and entrepreneurial craft anchor these idols’ self- 
concepts. We found the same emphasis on cross-promotional skill 
in our preliminary sample of magazine profiles. A Time feature 
on Reese Witherspoon, for example, placed the actress in the 
company of fellow celebrity-entrepreneurs: 

As Witherspoon has figured out, the groomed, likable persona that 
generates fame in Hollywood can also be converted into cash. Now 
she’s among a growing set of stars—ranging from their late 20s to 
early 40s and including Gwyneth Paltrow, Jessica Alba and Blake 
Lively—peddling the ephemera of their domestic bliss [7]. 

A People profile of Christie Brinkley, likewise, lingered on the 
model’s successful conversion of covergirl fame to lucrative 
business ventures: “Now 62, Brinkley is still modeling and has 
parlayed her ageless all-American sex appeal into a lifestyle 
empire worth an estimated $80 million… Next up, Brinkley has a 
new line of organic prosecco, Bellissima, launching this summer” 
[35]. In these and other profiles in the preliminary sample, the 
magazine journalists portray their subjects as savvy business- 
people, who deploy their image-aware marketing skills to attain 
still-greater (financial) success. In that sense, the magazine stories 
reinforce the point made by the celebrities’ self-authored social 
media pitches. 

5.2 A Promise of Meritocracy 
In contrast to Lowenthal’s idols of consumption—who were 
portrayed as the passive beneficiaries of luck—21st-century 
stardom is overwhelmingly attributed to hard work, talent, or 
both. A Time profile of DJ Khaled, for example, chronicled the 
music-industry figure’s hardscrabble childhood, redeemed by 
“being taught the value of hard work” [19]. The author recounted 
his arduous ascent to the celebrity ranks: no “overnight stardom” 
for Khaled [19]. Internet entrepreneur Chieh Huang, in People, 
was profiled in the magazine’s “My American Dream: Great 
Success Against the Odds” series. Under section headings like 
“Humble Beginnings” and “A Drive to Achieve,” Huang is 
repeatedly quoted on his work ethic: “‘At any early age, I had 
drive,’ he says, ‘I put my mind to do something and got it done’” 
[32]. Later in the piece: “We worked day and night. But when 
you’re on a mission, you keep going” [32]. The message, from 
these and other magazine accounts, is that making it has 
everything to do with elbow grease and skill. If the lucky “break” 
was the dominant theme in the mid-century accounts, by 2016 the 
emphasis had shifted to merited success. 

Despite reporters’ narrative stress on meritocratic fame, many of 
the magazine profiles betrayed their Horatio Alger storylines with 
details of their subjects’ privilege. A Time feature on Susan 
Wojcicki, for instance, calls out the YouTube CEO’s 
unremarkable childhood. But elsewhere in the piece readers learn 
that Wojcick’s father was a Stanford physicist, and that she 
attended Harvard [21]. A People article on Georgina Bloomberg 
(Michael Bloomberg’s daughter) retained the self-made storyline 
despite the equestrian Olympic aspirant’s family fortune. “I have 
no natural talent; I had to learn to work for it,” reads a pull-quote; 
“I’m very proud of the fact  that  I’ve still  accomplished  what I 

have” [11]. Beneath a picture of the heiress on her 50-acre horse 
farm, Bloomberg is described as “typically down-to-earth” [11]. 

The takeaway, at least from our initial sample, is that today’s idols 
are framed as the authors of their own destiny, even when 
evidence from the articles suggests a more complicated reality. In 
a sense, this meritocratic lens represents a return to Lowenthal’s 
early 20th-century “idols of production.” The difference is that 
most profiles, even in Time, celebrate the self-made success of 
entertainers far more often than the business figures and 
politicians who dominated Lowenthal’s early sample. 

5.3 Authentic Self-Expression 
Even though many of these 21st-century idols have ascended the 
ranks of the attention economy—ratcheting up followers, friends, 
likes, and shares—the magazine articles tend to downplay 
impression-management tactics in favor of their subjects’ 
everyday authenticity. As Time quoted YouTube personality 
Tyler Oakley, “Authenticity is more important than attempting to 
seem relatable. I would rather be me than something that's more 
retweetable” [6]. A People profile of Sheryl Underwood, in 
keeping with the magazine’s typical narrative model, describes 
the TV talk-show host’s many personal struggles. The story 
quotes Underwood in its last paragraph: “‘I wouldn’t change 
anything in my life, because I learned so much about myself’” 
[33]. In a profile of Rubén Doblas Gundersen, the Time writer 
described the YouTuber as someone who “still sees himself as a 
regular Internet user, just like his avid viewership” [31]. The 
overriding message, in these and many of the other magazine 
stories in our sample, is that the celebrity-subjects’ success has 
not punctured their everyday “realness.” 

Though the social-media bios, as already noted, tend to feature 
promotional fare, a handful of profiles include reference to the 
stars’ private-life convictions. The bio for Katy Perry (96 million 
Twitter followers, #1 rank) stressed her political commitment: 
“Artist. Activist. Conscious.” [27]. Selena Gomez’s Instagram 
bio (108 million followers, #1 rank) consists of the phrase “By 
grace through faith” and a link to her website. More jarringly, a 
few of the social-media accounts juxtapose personal revelations 
with pitches for new products. Justin Bieber (91 million Twitter 
followers, #2 ranking) opens his bio with “Let’s make the world 
better,” only to follow with, “COLD WATER and LET ME 
LOVE YOU out now” [3]. 

This tension, between authentic self-expression and the art of self- 
promotion, seems to be a pervasive feature of the magazine 
stories too, at least according to our initial sample. People’s 

profile of Gwen Stefani manages to sandwich a business venture 
mention within the musician’s endorsement of purposeful living: 

‘I’ve been really working hard on my spiritual exercising, and 
when you do that, I think you find suddenly you’re seeing in 
color,’ says Stefani, who is executive producing Nickelodeon's 
new kids’ show Kuu Kuu Harajuku (airing Saturdays at 9a.m.). 
‘Everything has more meaning and more feeling and more 
purpose. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been’ [5]. 

Beneath the quote is a graphic touting “Gwen’s Exclusive 
Collection for People Shop!” [5]. The discordant notes—the mix 
of authenticity with commerce—is partially resolved by the 
story’s narrative arc: Stefani had hit a rough patch in her career, 
the article claims, which she has corrected through her recent, 
Zen-like re-centering. 
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6. CONCLUSION 
Based on our analysis of these initial, partial data, we read the 
latest round of bios—including those self-authored examples on 
social media—as indicative of a new form of idolatry, centered 
on promotion. The work-in-progress evidence suggests that the 
21st century biographies blend key features of Lowenthal’s Idols 
of Production and Consumption: self-made success, like the 
former, but achieved in the entertainment arena, as with the latter. 
As befits the image-saturated realm of the culture industries, the 
stress—in these recent biographies—is on promotional know- 
how. The individual-account format on Instagram and Twitter— 
seeming unmediated—reinforces the message that the stars are 
not merely objects of mass consumption, but also author- 
managers of their own careers. 

With Lowenthal, we suggest that the triumphant idols of any 
given era both reflect, and double-back upon, prevailing 
economic conditions. We propose that the 21st century “Idols of 
Promotion” index larger anxieties about the individualization of 
work in a U.S. economy that has shifted risk to workers as 
benefits get stripped away. The stories of self-made success—the 
celebrations of promotional pluck—are parables for making it in 
an uncertain labor market. The Idols of Promotion are a response, 
in other words, to the rapid growth of independent and piecemeal 
employment—what scholars and labor advocates have called the 
“political economy of insecurity.” The message to the new 
precariat is that they better identify their distinctive strengths, 
engage in brazen self-promotion, and spearhead “personal 
visibility” campaigns. Or else. 
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