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            Duck and Cover: The Attack of the Media


In the pilot episode of The Gilmore Girls the two main characters, Rory and Lorelei, make casual reference to a CD of Rory’s.  The CD in question is Macy Gray.  Gilmore Girls is on the WB.  Macy Gray is on Sony Records.  Warner Bros and Sony have five joint ventures, four of them music related.  Coincidence?  Somehow, I doubt it.  In a world where very little is not under the control of either Disney or AOL Time Warner, the concentration of media ownership is a subject of much controversy.  In this paper I will discuss the impact that this concentration of ownership has on our society and free democratic press.  


Three years ago America Online merged with the already gargantuan Time Warner.  The number of companies, ranging from TV stations to book publishers, record companies, and film production companies owned by each magnate and combined in this merger comprise a list that is uncountable.  It would be virtually impossible to keep track of who owns what; it has gotten to the point where it is safer to assume that, directly or indirectly, the same company owns everything.  In The Media Monopoly, Ben Bagdikian alludes to Orwell’s 1984 and communism: 

“Many Communist societies have discovered that they are forced to move away from centralized control of information [. . .] At precisely the same time the developed democracies of the world, including the United States, have begun moving in the opposite direction, toward centralized control of their mass media, this time not by government but by a few private corporations.”(3)

While I might not go so far as to call this media takeover communist, we have witnessed an influx of blatant self-promotion in the form of media.  The frightening part is that we often do not realize it.  Also alarming is that Bagdikian’s ideas were published in 1992.   If he could predict that “the daily newspapers, magazines, broadcasting systems, books, motion pictures, and most other mass media are rapidly moving in the direction of tight control by a handful of huge multinational corporations”(3) seven years prior to AOL Time Warner, perhaps he is not so far-off off in pointing out a spiral towards communist ideas.         


Bagdikian makes two propositions.  The first of these is that “if mergers, acquisitions, and takeovers continue at the present rate, one massive firm will be in virtual control of all major media by the 1990s”(Bagdikian, 3).  He admits that this is highly unlikely.  The second, however, is slightly more frightening: “by the 1990s a half-dozen large corporations will own all the most powerful media outlets in the United States”(Bagdikian, 4).  This is frightening because it is true.  In 2000 Douglas Gomery wrote on this exact truth; “Only now there are five owners: Disney’s ABC, Viacom’s CBS and United Paramount Network, AOL Time Warner’s The WB, News Corporation’s Fox and General Electric’s NBC.  These six—all parts of vast corporations—define what most of us watch most of the time”(Gomery, 64).  Gomery is discussing television, and he only names five corporations (even scarier than six), but the idea is there.  He also points out that “all save NBC are tied directly to a Hollywood Studio [. . .] The Hollywood connection helps five, and while NBC stands studio-less its partnership with Microsoft allies it with the biggest company in the nation”(Gomery, 64).  This leads Gomery into a discussion of vertical integration and the production of programming for stations by their Hollywood parent companies; “Under vertical integrations, a media empire attempts to own a combination of media properties that take a project from development to distribution”(Patterson and Wilkins, 184).  Corporations such as AOL Time Warner have virtually stopped receiving assistance from companies that they do not own of have strong affiliations with.  They can develop, distribute, and promote all of their own work.  Promotion is probably where this is the most visible; there is little need for paid advertising when you own a series of magazines, talk shows, and entertainment news shows to promote your product for free.


I wish I had saved my notes from the communications course I took at McGill two years ago.  Not long after the AOL Time Warner merger took place the professor brought in an old issue of People Magazine.  He used it to illustrate to us just how self-contained such corporations actually are.  People generally has one main cover story and a second headline, occasionally with a small picture, running across the top.  After all, if CNN can offer us five news streams at once, the least People can do is provide two.  In this case, the smaller headline was absurdly trivial.  It was something to do with the author of The Bridges of Madison County and his marriage or divorce or something of the sort.  Honestly, who cares?  It must have been a slow news week, no Oscars or Music Awards to report on, but why him?  Upon closer investigation we realize that The Bridges of Madison County was a Warner Books best seller and the movie, a Warner Bros. film, was due to come out in 1995, right around when this issue of People was published.  So by jumping on this inconsequential, hardly even newsworthy story, People managed to find an excuse to plug both their book and their movie.  People has so many subscribers, there was no doubt that someone would read the article.  The assumption is that if it can make the cover of People, it must be important.  

Occasionally, I assume this centralized ownership to be greater than it actually is.  For instance, the April 8, 2002 "special double issue" of People magazine features the Oscars.  AOL Time Warner owns People.  In true People fashion, the cover is a collage of beautiful female actresses, Halle Berry in the forefront, and Denzel Washington, not only male but also a noteworthy black recipient, in the corner.  They are the only two winners portrayed.  Along with Kate Winslet, Oscar nominees make up only half of the cover.  Jodie Foster, who has not been nominated since 1995, is right smack in the middle.  Thus, I assumed that Panic Room or an upcoming film of Foster’s would be Warner Bros.  I was surprised to find that this is not the case; Panic Room is Columbia Tri-star.  In fact, Foster has not done a Warner Bros. picture since 1997’s Contact. Reese Witherspoon is also on the cover, but the only link I could find there was an Adam Sandler documentary distributed by Time Warner’s New Line Cinema.  Julia Roberts is in the photograph with Denzel, but she seems to be a Miramax girl.  I found this truly surprising; People tends to be one of AOL Time Warner’s largest outlets for blatant self promotion.

Time Warner owns the rights to the “Happy Birthday” song; “Time Warner, the largest media corporation in the world, owns copyright to thousands of other songs, including ‘Happy Birthday’”(Bagdikian, 4).  This means that every time it is sung on television or in a movie, Time Warner turns a profit.  Is nothing sacred?  My friends and I celebrated a birthday in my apartment last week.  I think “Happy Birthday” was sung in several languages.  Should I send Time Warner a check?


Death to Smoochy is the Robin Williams flick released recently to mostly mediocre reviews.  In the April 8, 2002 People the featured attraction in the “Picks & Pans: Screen” section, denoted by a large star, is none other than Death to Smoochy.  Perhaps journalist Leah Rozen sincerely loved this film which she calls “the most inventive, darkly nasty, take-no-prisoners comedy so far this year”(Rozen, 41).  Or, wait, maybe Death to Smoochy was produced and distributed by Warner Bros.  Not to sound pessimistic, but I would bet my money on the latter.  It seems that People Magazine took the opportunity to highlight its parent company’s film in an attempt to compensate for less than stellar reviews.  How much damage can the promotion of a silly, harmless movie in one of the most popular magazines in the country actually do?  Well however much it can do is multiplied when we account for them also owning Entertainment Weekly.  In fact, AOL Time Warner owns some seventy-five magazines.  Their titles range from In Style and Wallpaper to Yachting Magazine, Parenting, Mad Magazine and Dancyu, a Japanese cooking magazine.   If  “the owners of all conduits—newspapers, magazines, broadcast stations, and all other mass media—prefer to use material they own or that tends to serve their economic purposes”(Bagdikian, 5), then AOL Time Warner should not have a problem, being that they own virtually everything, or at least some of everything.


While pouring over the list of AOL Time Warner companies and affiliates, a friend glanced over my shoulder.  She was dumbfounded.  The list goes on for roughly seven pages in Microsoft Word.  She remarked that it looked as if they had more power than the president does, and perhaps they do.  She also commented that maybe we are all better off in the hands of Steve Case, Bill Gates and Ted Turner than we would be under George W. Bush.  


The media has an intense relationship with the government, it always has. Media outlets “exert considerable influence within government precisely because they influence their audiences’ perception of public life, including perceptions of politics and politicians as they appear—or do not appear—in the media”(Bagdikian, 5).  As a result, major corporations exert considerable influence within government.  According to Bagdikian, “in a democracy, the answer to government power is accountability which means giving voters full information and real choices”(Bagdikian, 6).  But are we really getting full information?  If it is not merely coincidental that:

Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan, during their terms in the White House, made the most severe attacks in this century on freedom of information and of the press.  But both made extraordinary moves to support corporate concentration and increased profit-taking in the media; newspaper publishers overwhelmingly endorsed both Nixon and Reagan for reelection, and while in office President Reagan received stunningly uncritical coverage by the Washington news corps,”(Bagdikian, 8)   

then perhaps the answer is no.  Media giants are likely to support a politician who will do things such as pass acts like the 1996 Telecommunications Act; “The net effect of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 is to ensure that media ownership will become increasingly concentrated thanks to more relaxed multiple and cross-ownership rules”(Patterson and Wilkins, 183).  It is true that “today, the desire of most corporate leaders is not to become president of the United States; it is to influence the president of the United States”(Bagdikian, 10).  And influencing them becoming less and less difficult.  

This “leads us to question how a powerful institution such as the mass media, which traditionally has had the political role of checking the other powerful institutions, can be checked.  Can the watchdog be trusted when it is inexorably entwined with the institutions it is watching?  As media corporations expand exponentially in the pursuit of profit, who will watch the watchdog”(Patterson and Wilkins, 185)?  The media is supposed to reveal the truth about the government, and tell us of all things evil.  But if they are in cahoots with the government and major corporations, it is highly unlikely that they will reveal anything that will hurt their advertisers, stockholders or other supporters.  Of course “the public, almost totally dependent on the media for such things, has seldom seen in their newspapers, magazines, or broadcasts anything to suggest the political and economic dangers of concentrated corporate control”(Bagdikian, 15).  Why on earth would the media reveal to us the dangers of concentrated control if they were just as implicated in it as anyone else?  This works on a smaller level as well.  An example given by Patterson and Wilkins is that “magazines receiving a great deal of revenue from the tobacco industry were significantly less likely to print articles about the health impact of tobacco”(Patterson and Wilkins, 179).  

Where does this end?  “Time, Inc. (before it became Time Warner) had so many interlocks it almost represented a Plenary Board of directors of American business and finance, including Mobil Oil, AT&T, American Express, Firestone Tire & Rubber Company, Mellon National Corporation, Atlantic Richfield, Xerox, General Dynamics, and most of the major international banks”(Bagdikian, 25).  This was the case several years ago, before Time became Time Warner, let alone when it became AOL Time Warner.  If a corporation has an obligation to do what is best for itself, but also for its interlocks, affiliates, parent corporations, etc., everything becomes so intertwined that it is nearly impossible to untangle who is working in which best interests:

The social responsibility theory, like libertarianism, does not deal with the reality of concentrated economic power, particularly in an era when information has become an increasingly valuable commodity.  Today some of the most troubling problems in media ethics stem from journalism’s dual responsibilities to citizens and to stockholders, and the social responsibility and libertarian views of the press provide little guidance on these issues.(Patterson and Wilkins, 182)

Bagdikian compliments this idea; “It is in that power—to treat some subjects briefly and obscurely but others repetitively and in depth, or to take initiatives unrelated to external events- where ownership interests most effectively influence the news”(Bagdikian, 16).

Where do priorities lie?  Are journalists responsible to their audience or to their purse?  It seems as if it is getting harder and harder to balance both.  


Concentrated media ownership has a false silver lining.  This silver (or perhaps gold) lining is, of course, money.  If a major corporation has an invested interest in a media outlet of any sort, that media outlet will have practically unlimited funds.  CNN has access to AOL Time Warner’s funds, and therefore they should have no problem securing first class tickets to Afghanistan and the greatest equipment known to man.  Getting the most in depth news coverage, then, should not be a problem.  Unfortunately, “in an attempt to attract the largest audience possible, media outlets ‘homogenized’ their content, dealing in topics guaranteed to offend few individuals while hoping to garner large audiences.  The result is journalism that takes no risk unless research shows that the audience will follow”(Patterson and Wilkins, 179).  The pattern that seems to be being followed is that “when a corporation buys a local monopoly or market domination, few can resist the spectacular profits that can be made by cutting quality and raising prices”(Bagdikian, 7).  Regrettably, this is the truth; “in the mid-1980s in the first round of takeovers, each newsroom operation was downsized”(Patterson and Wilkins, 183).  The assumption is that the quality of journalism will increase upon corporate takeover, but “to many, the rise in corporate ownership marked a decline in the quality of journalism”(Patterson and Wilkins, 183).  Bagdikian recognizes that, “a few newspapers under major corporate ownership have been improved in journalistic quality, but not most”(Bagdikian, 6).    


Centralized media ownership is a current ethical issue, especially in North America.  While I might not go so far as to compare it to communism, I do agree with many of the points made by Ben Bagdikian.  We are living in a world where we all run the risk of becoming corporate whores.  Yes, our information is dreadfully limited, often without our even realizing it.  But maybe we should all just take it with a grain of salt.  Is it better to have a constant stream of movies on a half a dozen HBO channels, all owned by AOL Time Warner, or to have no movies at all?  I personally say give me my movies, give me my MTV and my 24 hour news services.  It is important that we remain aware of the dangers of centralized media ownership and corporate control and seek second, third and fourth sources for our information.  Our culture requires that we do so.  It is not in our best interest to pay $12 to see Death to Smoochy just because People gave it rave reviews.  I realize that I sound rather cynical, but it seems as if our media outlets are beyond repair, so perhaps we should just roll with it and enjoy the ride.  So sit back, grab a Coke, check your AOL account, and make that all-consuming decision—Survivor or Friends.          

