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In this study, I demonstrate the consequences of the triumph of neoliberalism and media
deregulation for democracy. I argue that the tremendous concentration of power in the
hands of corporate groups who control powerful media conglomerates has intensified a
crisis of democracy in the United States and elsewhere. Providing case studies of how
mainstream media in the United States have become tools of conservative and corporate
interests since the 1980s, I discuss how the corporate media helped forge a conservative
hegemony, failed to address key social problems, and promoted the candidacy of George
W. Bush in the 2000 US presidential election.
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A democratic social order, as was conceived in eighteenth-century Europe and
developed in England, France, the United States and elsewhere, requires a separation
of powers so that no one institution or social force dominates the society and polity.
The US Constitution, for instance, separated the political system into the executive,
legislative, and judiciary so that there would be a division and balance of powers
between the most important political institutions. The British and US constitutional
orders provided for freedom of speech, assembly, and the press, while the media
were conceived in France after the French revolution as the “Fourth Estate” to help
provide checks and balances against corruption and excessive state power.

Yet, democracy also requires a knowledgeable electorate that can participate in
political affairs. Participatory democracy consists of the sovereignty of the people
and thus government by, for, and of the people. In order for a free people to govern
themselves, they must be adequately informed and able to participate in public
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debate, elections, and political activity. Freedom of the press is thus necessary to
assure that the media would be free from domination by any economic or political
force and could criticize the government and powerful institutions, while promoting
vigorous debate on issues of common concern, thus providing citizens with the
necessary information and ideas to participate intelligently in public affairs.

Consequently, liberal and participatory democracy, as it has developed over the
past two centuries, involves both separation of powers in a constitutional system of
checks and balances, and participation of its citizens in social and political affairs.
Sovereignty, in this framework, rests both in the constitutional order and with the
will of the people.1 Thus, the dual democratic functions of the press have been to
provide a check against excessive power and to inform the people concerning the
major issues of public interest in order to allow their knowledgeable participation in
public life. A free press has long been deemed vitally necessary to maintain a
democratic society, and it is often claimed by champions of democracy that freedom
of the press is one of the features that defines the superiority of democratic societies
over competing social systems.

This concept of a free press was also extended to the broadcast media that were
assigned a series of democratic responsibilities. In countries like Britain, which
developed a public service model of broadcasting, radio and then television were
considered part of the public sector with important duties to reproduce the national
culture and provide forums of information and debate for its citizens.2 Even in the
United States, where a private industry model of broadcasting came to dominate, in
the Federal Communications Act of 1934 and subsequent legislation and court
decisions, broadcasting was to serve the “public interest, convenience, and necessity,”
ascribing certain democratic functions to the media, until the overthrow of these
strictures in the 1980s and 1990s.3

The press and then the broadcast media were thus to provide information, ideas,
and debate concerning issues of public significance in order to promote a democratic
public sphere. Broadcasting was conceived as a public utility, with the airwaves
established as part of the public domain, subject to regulation by the government to
assure that broadcasting would meet its democratic responsibilities. Yet during the
two centuries of the democratic revolutions, political and corporate powers often
came to dominate the media, and over the past several decades, forces of deregula-
tion have expanded private corporate control of dominant media. During the era of
laissez-faire deregulation pursued in England by Thatcher and her successors and in
the US by the Reagan administration and subsequent regimes, much of the broad-
casting regulatory apparatus was dismantled, and giant corporations took over key
broadcast media or became increasingly powerful. In Europe and then throughout
the world, starting with the Thatcher administration in the late 1970s, country after
country deregulated its media, allowed a proliferation of private media corporations
to compete with largely state-run or financed public broadcasting, and thus in-
creased the range of corporate media organizations which weakened public service
broadcasting, replacing it with a market model.

In the era of intensifying globalization of the 1990s and into the new millennium,
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market models of broadcasting generally emerged as dominant, and a series of global
mergers took place that consolidated media ownership into ever fewer hands. The
result has been that a shrinking number of giant media corporations have controlled
a widening range of media in corporate conglomerates that control the press,
broadcasting, film, music, and other forms of popular entertainment, as well as the
most accessed Internet sites. Media have been increasingly organized on a business
model, and competition between proliferating commercialized media has provided
an impetus to replacing news with entertainment, to generate a tabloidization of
news, and to pursue profits and sensationalism rather than public enlightenment and
democracy.4

In this study, I demonstrate how the triumph of neo-liberalism and media
deregulation helped produce a crisis of democracy in the United States. I argue that
the tremendous concentration of power in the hands of business groups who control
powerful media conglomerates has intensified corporate control of vital news and
information and surrendered the lively and critical media necessary to ensure a vital
democracy. If corporate media promote their own interests and agendas, they do not
serve their democratic purposes of informing the people, allowing the public to
engage in informed civic debate and thus to participate in democratic dialogue and
decision-making. Moreover, if the media corporations utilize their powerful instru-
ments of communication and information to advance their own corporate interests
and those of politicians and policies that they favor, then the media have lost their
democratic functions of serving to debate issues of socio-political importance and
providing a critical watchdog against excessive corporate and government power and
corruption, and questionable policies. Further, democracy is undermined if the
mainstream media do not address significant social problems when these issues
threaten corporate power or dominant economic interests. Moreover, by undermin-
ing democracy and not engaging the significant social problems of the era, the
corporate media themselves become a social problem, requiring alternatives and
intensification of a democratic media politics.

My argument is that once the corporate media have surrendered their responsibil-
ities to serve the public and provide a forum for democratic debate and addressing
significant issues of common concern, they have largely promoted the growth of
corporate and state power and undermined democracy. This results in mainstream
corporate press and broadcasting media becoming arms of conservative and corpo-
rate interests which advance state and corporate agendas. I illustrate this claim,
first, by documenting the process of corporate media consolidation and then
analyzing the nature, structure, and effects of corporate media on a global scale. I
indicate how, during the era of neo-liberal globalization, the corporate media
pursued the pro-market and deregulatory agenda advanced by the Thatcher and
Reagan administrations and subsequent conservative and liberal governments in
most of the Western world, while attempting to impose this model throughout the
world. Providing case studies of how mainstream media in the United States have
become tools of conservative and corporate interests since the 1980s, I discuss how
the corporate media in the United State have helped to forge a conservative
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hegemony, failed to address key social problems, promoted the candidacy of George
W. Bush in the 2000 US presidential election, and largely supported his highly
conservative domestic policies and unilateralist and militarist foreign policy.5 Finally,
I discuss how the Internet and new media can provide alternatives to the corporate
media and provide some hope that more democratic media and societies can be
produced that will vitalize the democracy being undermined in the current era of
corporate and conservative hegemony.

The Rise of the Public Sphere and Triumph of Corporate Media

During the era of the Enlightenment and eighteenth-century democratic revolutions,
public spheres emerged where individuals could discuss and debate issues of
common concern. In his influential study, The Structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere, Jurgen Habermas contrasted various forms of an active, participatory
public sphere in the heroic era of liberal democracy with the more privatized forms
of spectator politics in a bureaucratic industrial society in which the media and elites
controlled the public sphere.6 The book delineates the historical genesis of the
bourgeois public sphere, followed by an account of the structural change of the
public sphere in the contemporary era with the rise of state capitalism, culture
industries, and the increasingly powerful positions of economic corporations and big
business in public life. On this account, powerful economic and governmental
organizations took over the public sphere, while citizens were content to become
primarily consumers of goods, services, political administration, and spectacle.

The classical liberal public sphere was a location where criticism of the state and
existing society could circulate. The institutions and sites of the eighteenth-century
democratic public sphere included newspapers, journals, and a press independent
from state ownership and control, coffee houses where individuals read newspapers
and engaged in political discussion, literary salons where ideas and criticism were
produced, and public assemblies which were the sites of public oratory and debate.
During the nineteenth century, the working class developed its own oppositional
public spheres in union halls, party cells and meeting places, saloons, and institu-
tions of working-class culture. With the rise of Social Democracy and other working
class movements in Europe and the United States, an alternative press, radical
cultural organizations, and the spaces of the strike, sit-in, and political insurrection
emerged as sites of an oppositional public sphere.

Habermas describes a transition from the liberal public sphere that originated in
the Enlightenment and the American and French revolutions to a media-dominated
public sphere in the current era of what he calls “welfare state capitalism and mass
democracy.” This historical transformation is grounded in Horkheimer and
Adorno’s analysis of the culture industry, in which giant corporations have taken
over the public sphere and transformed it from a sphere of rational debate into one
of manipulative consumption and passivity. In this transformation, “public opinion”
shifts from rational consensus emerging from debate, discussion, and reflection to
the manufactured opinion of polls and political and media elites. Rational debate
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and consensus have thus been replaced by managed discussion and manipulation by
the machinations of advertising and political consulting agencies: “Publicity loses its
critical function in favor of a staged display; even arguments are transmuted into
symbols to which again one can not respond by arguing but only by identifying with
them.”7

For Habermas, the function of the media has thus been transformed from
facilitating rational discourse and debate within the public sphere into shaping,
constructing, and limiting public discourse to those themes validated and approved
by media corporations. Hence, the interconnection between a sphere of public
debate and individual participation has been fractured and transmuted into that of
a realm of political information and spectacle in which citizen-consumers ingest and
absorb passively entertainment and information. “Citizens” thus become spectators
of media presentations and discourse that mold public opinion, reducing consumer/
citizens to objects of news, information, and political manipulation. In Habermas’s
words: “Inasmuch as the mass media today strip away the literary husks from the
kind of bourgeois self-interpretation and utilize them as marketable forms for the
public services provided in a culture of consumers, the original meaning is re-
versed.”8

Habermas has been criticized for idealizing the bourgeois public sphere and failing
to articulate the important democratic functions of alternative public spheres
organized by labor, oppositional political groups, women, and other forces not
adequately represented in the liberal public sphere. Nonetheless, his concept of a
public sphere can serve as a normative ideal of a space in which individuals can
freely discuss issues of common concern and organize to implement reforms and
social change.9

Today’s public spheres include the print and broadcast media, computer data-
bases, websites, and Internet discussion groups, utilized by social movements, local
citizens organizations, subcultures, political interest groups, and individuals who use
list-serves, weblogs, and various multimedia technology to serve a diversity of
political causes.10 With the rise of our contemporary media and computer society, it
is through the print and broadcast media, computers, and new technologies that
political hegemony has been forged over the past several decades. From the 1980s to
the present, the dominant media of information and communication in the US and
increasingly globally have become largely “corporate media,” first, because they are
owned by big corporations like NBC/RCA/General Electric, Rupert Murdoch’s News
Corporation, Bertelsmann, ABC/Disney, and AOL/Time Warner; secondly, because
these media conglomerates express the corporate point of view and advance the
agendas of the organizations that own them and the politicians who they support
and in turn pursue the interests of the media conglomerates in Congress.

Under the rule of neo-liberalism and Bush conservatism, the most powerful
corporate forces have tightened their control of both the state and the media in the
interests of aggressively promoting a pro-business agenda at the expense of other
social groups. The consequences of the triumph of neo-liberalism and its program
of deregulation, tax breaks for the wealthy, military build-up, cut-back of social
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programs, and the widening of class divisions are increasingly evident in the Age of
Bush-2. As a consequence of corporate media hegemony, globalized societies con-
front the specter of ever-increasing corporate and military power, worsening social
conditions for the vast majority, and sporadic mixtures of massive apathy and
explosive conflict. In this conjuncture, the corporate media continue to play a major
role in managing consumer demand, producing thought and behavior congruent
with the system of corporate capitalism, and creating people’s sense of political
events and issues. Since the media continue to become an ever-greater political
power and social force, it is all the more important to carry out sustained theoretical
reflections on the social functions and effects of the corporate media, analyzing their
threats to democracy, and seeing the corporate media as a social problem.

The corporate media form a system and interact and overlap with each other.11

During the 1980s and 1990s, television networks in the United States amalgamated
with other major sectors of the cultural industries and corporate capital, including
mergers between CBS and Westinghouse; MCA and Seagrams; Time Warner and
Turner Communications; ABC, Capital Cities, and Disney; and NBC, General
Electric, and Microsoft. In 1999, CBS fused with the entertainment colossus Viacom
in a $38 billion megamerger. Dwarfing all previous information/entertainment
corporation combinations, Time Warner and America On-Line (AOL) proposed a
$163.4 billion amalgamation in January 2000, which was approved a year later. This
union brought together two huge corporations involved in TV, film, magazines,
newspapers, books, information databases, computers, and other media, suggesting
a coming synthesis of media and computer culture, of entertainment and infor-
mation in a new infotainment society.

The fact that “new media” Internet service provider and portal AOL was the
majority shareholder in the deal seemed to point to the triumph of the new online
Internet culture over the old media culture. The merger itself called attention to
escalating synergy among information and entertainment industries and old and new
media in the form of the networked economy and cyberculture. Yet the dramatic
decline in the AOL/Time Warner stock price and corporate battles for control of the
giant corporation illustrated the tensions between old and new media and the
instabilities and uncertainties at the heart of global capitalism, and the return to
dominance of the corporation by the Time Warner forces in 2003 seemed to deflate
some of the hype concerning “new media” and the “new economy.”12

In Europe also, there have been increasing mergers of media corporations, the rise
and decline of media giants like Viviendi and Bertelsmann, and the ascendence of
new conglomerates to take the place of declining media empires. In France, the
Dassault group, headed by a right-wing politician who controlled a media empire
has taken over the weekly Express and fourteen other acquisitions, while another
French right-wing group headed by Jean-Luc Lagardere, an associate of Jacques
Chirac and France’s biggest publisher, controls the magazine market and is attempt-
ing to expand into telecommunications.13 In Italy, Silvio Berlusconi owns the three
main private television channels and as prime minister now also controls state
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television, while in Spain, the Prisa company controls major newspaper and other
publications, as well as radio and television networks.

These amalgamations bring together corporations involved in TV, film,
magazines, newspapers, books, information databases, computers, and other media,
suggesting a coming together of media and computer culture, of entertainment and
information in a new networked and multimedia infotainment society. There have
also been massive mergers in the telecommunications industry as well as between
cable and satellite industries with major entertainment and corporate conglomerates.
By 2002, ten gigantic multinational corporations, including AOL Time Warner,
Disney-ABC, General Electric-NBC, Viacom-CBS, News Corporation, Viviendi,
Sony, Bertelsmann, AT&T, and Liberty Media controlled most of the production of
information and entertainment throughout the globe.14 The result is less competition
and diversity and more corporate control of newspapers and journalism, television,
radio, film, and other media of information and entertainment.

The corporate media, communications, and information industries are frantically
scrambling to provide delivery for a wealth of services. These will include increased
Internet access, wireless cellular telephones, and satellite personal communication
devices, which will facilitate video, film, entertainment, and information on demand,
as well as Internet shopping and more unsavory services like pornography and
gambling. Consequently, the fusions of the immense infotainment conglomerates
disclose a synergy between information technologies and multimedia, which com-
bine entertainment and information, undermining distinctions between these do-
mains and producing powerful new social forces.

The neo-liberal deregulation agenda of the 1980s and 1990s attempted to remove
all major structural constraints on the broadcasting business in terms of ownership,
licenses, and business practices. Furthermore, it eliminated public-service require-
ments and many restraints on advertising and programming, thus allowing the
television networks, for instance, to increase advertising, to cut back on documen-
taries and public service programming, and to use children’s programs to dramatize
commercial toys, eliminating the regulation of children’s television that restricted
advertising and forbad children’s shows based on commercial toys. Deregulation
contributed massively to the concentration, conglomeratization, and commercializa-
tion of the mainstream media. It also contributed to the collapse of the telecommu-
nication industry that cost over half a million people their jobs in 2002 and
contributed to around $2 trillion of the $7 trillion lost on the stock market the same
year.15

Consequently, neo-liberal deregulation of the media dramatically redefined the
relationships between government and broadcasting and attempted to undo decades
of regulatory guidelines and policies. As a result, during the past two decades, there
has been a drastic reduction of news, documentary, and public-affairs broadcasting.16

The trend toward sensationalism has been intensified with “reality programming”
(i.e., tabloid journalism of the sort found in the New York Daily News and Post or
British tabloids who obsess over scandals of leading politicians or the Royals).
Tabloid journalism ranges from Geraldo Rivera’s “exposés” of satanism and live
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drug busts to the gruesome murder of the week or series dedicated to tabloid-style
crime and sex scandals.

In general, from the 1990s through the present, political broadcast journalism
turned toward tabloid-style journalism and “liberal”/“conservative” ideological de-
bate and away from analysis, criticism, and genuine investigative reporting that
engaged social problems.17 Furthermore, deregulation also permitted the rise of 24/7
cable news networks that presented relentlessly conservative and one-sided program-
ming as one finds in the Fox and NBC cable networks. In the Reagan era of
deregulation, the “fairness doctrine,” which required that broadcasters present equal
time to competing sides on issues, was eliminated. Hence, broadcasting networks
had no constraints to prevent one-sided conservative ideology to prevail and had no
requirement to provide many-sided debates and dialogue, part of the very lifeblood
of democracy.18

Deregulation also led to dramatic conglomerate takeovers of radio stations and to
reduction of radio news operations. In practice, this meant major cutting back of
local news, thus depriving communities that did not have a local daily newspaper of
news concerning their areas. Previously, it was radio that was the voice of these
communities, but with the takeover of local radio stations by corporate conglomer-
ates, local news and public affairs were often cut back significantly and even
sometimes eliminated completely. During the 1990s and into the new millennium,
consolidation and commercialization of radio continued to intensify with a small
number of firms buying up more and more local radio stations, imposing standard-
ized Top 40 music formats and nationally syndicated and mostly conservative Talk
Radio shows. Moreover, 2002 Extra! Surveys indicate that National Public Radio
continued to be dominated by white voices, while community radio was under
attack from corporate and public radio takeover.19

Other studies in the US during the first decade of broadcasting deregulation
indicated an increased amount of commercial interruptions, dramatically deteriorat-
ing children’s television, large cutbacks in news and public affairs programming, and
a more conservative corporate climate at the networks where individuals feared for
their jobs in a period of “bottom-line” corporate firing.20 Furthermore, right-wing
pressure groups used a variety of strategies to push and keep network news coverage
on the right track. For instance, the “Accuracy in Media” group carried out
campaigns against programs with a perceived “liberal bias” and demanded, and
sometimes received, free time to answer supposedly “liberal” programs. Lawsuits by
General William Westmoreland against a CBS Vietnam documentary and by Israeli
General Ariel Sharon against Time magazine discouraged the media from criticizing
conservative politicians. Although Westmoreland and Sharon lost their cases, the
lawsuits had a chilling effect on the media, constraining the media against undertak-
ing critical reporting against individuals, corporations, or groups who might sue
them.21

During the Gulf War of 1991 and the Afghanistan war following the September
11, 2001 terror attacks, the broadcasting networks and press were subject to
unprecedented pressure to conform to the views of the respective wars advanced by
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the Bush administration in question and the Pentagon.22 A “pool system” that
restricted access to the battlefield and that produced censorship of reporters’ stories
and images followed the British attempt to control news during the Falkland–
Malvinas war in the early 1980s.23 On this model, press pools sharply restrict access
to the actual battlefields, and the government and military do everything possible to
control the flow of images, news, and information.

In addition, during the two Bush-family Iraq wars and the Afghanistan war, there
were organized campaigns to assault networks or papers that criticized US policy,
that documented civilian casualties, or that in any way was seen as “aiding and
abetting the enemy.”24 The result is that during war, the corporate press and
broadcasting institutions in the US are little more than cheerleaders for the military
effort and instruments of propaganda for the state. Moreover, not only are news
programs slanted toward the hegemonic positions of corporate and government
elites, but discussion shows also are dominated by conservative discourses. Although
there has been a proliferation of television political discussion shows over the past
decade with the rise of 24-hour cable news television, one wonders if the public
interest is served by the composition of these corporate media talk shows, which
almost always are limited to mainstream representatives of the two major political
parties, or other white male, establishment figures heavily slanted toward the
conservative side.25

Hence, in the past 25 years, while there has been an increase in news and
discussion programming, there has been less of the liberal and socially critical
documentaries of the previous decades, and the dominant political discourse has
been largely conservative. The corporate media in the US helped forge the conserva-
tive hegemony of the 1980s by going down “on bended knee” to the Reagan
administration, failing to vigorously criticize its policies. The corporate media also
actively promoted the Reagan program of tax breaks for the rich and corporations,
deregulation, union-busting, a massive military build-up, chauvinistic patriotism,
and aggressive foreign intervention.26 There were limits, of course, beyond which the
media did not allow the zealous Reaganites to tread, and the Iran/Contra coverage
forced extremists out of the administration, helped induce Reagan to negotiate an
arms reduction treaty with Gorbachev, diminishing Cold War tensions, and created
the climate for the flourishing of a more centrist, conservative politics which helped
elect George H. W. Bush.27

During the first Bush administration, the mainstream media in the United States
provided propaganda for Bush’s military interventions, following a major trend of
media support for US military interventions and policies.28 This trend was particu-
larly striking in network coverage of the Panama Invasion and the 1990–91 Persian
Gulf crisis and then war. Coverage of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and Bush’s
immediate dispatching of troops to Saudi Arabia made it appear natural that only a
military response to the Iraqi invasion was viable and tended to support Bush’s
military policy, making it appear that war in the Middle East was inevitable. The
mainstream media helped promote the military solution through their framing of
the crisis, through their omissions, and through the ways that they were manipulated
and controlled by the Bush administration and Pentagon to manufacture consent to
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its policies. This had global consequences since the US media frames tended to
dominate world media presentation of the crisis in the Gulf and especially the Gulf
War.29

Moreover, the corporate media failed to vigorously debate the political, ecological,
and human consequences of the 1991 Gulf War and whether such an intervention
was really in the interests of the people of the United States. Instead, the major
television networks generally presented every position and action by the Bush
administration and its multinational coalition positively. There were few voices seen
or heard on corporate television against the slaughter of tens of thousands of Iraqis,
including many civilian deaths, or the destruction of the Iraqi economic infrastruc-
ture by coalition bombing. Even the slaughter of fleeing Iraqis, after they formally
announced withdrawal from Kuwait and sought a cease fire in the United Nations,
was ignored or quickly passed over by the television networks in favor of joyous
images of the liberation of Kuwait or a replay of alleged Iraqi atrocities against
Kuwaitis. The issue of the Bush administration coalition’s responsibility for much of
the ecological crisis in the Gulf was not raised, even though part of the oil spills,
some of the oil fires in Kuwait, and all of the ecological destruction in Iraq was
caused by the US-led coalition bombing.30 Likewise, there was little coverage of the
resulting mysterious diseases suffered by US troops serving in the Gulf War,
crippling and killing thousands from untested anthrax vaccines, exposure to de-
pleted-uranium weapons, and possible exposure to Iraqi chemical weapons and to
burning oil and other war-related pollution.31

Thus, during the crisis in the Gulf and the Gulf war of 1990–91, the corporate
media advanced the agenda of the Bush Administration and the Pentagon while
failing to inform the public adequately or to debate the issues involved. Instead of
serving as a forum for public debate, the corporate media served instead as a
propaganda organ for the state, the military, and defense industries, contributing to
a further centralization of state, corporate, and military power and growing manipu-
lation and indoctrination of the public. On the whole, during the Reagan and Bush
I eras, the corporate media supported the pro-business policies of the Republican
party and cut back on broadcasting and investigative journalism that would focus on
social problems and call for progressive social change as a solution. The corporate
agenda of the media continued during the Clinton years and helped elect George W.
Bush president, as I argue in the next section.

The Media in the Clinton Era and the 2000 Election

In general, the decline of TV documentaries and public-affairs programming helped
produce a less informed electorate, more susceptible to political manipulation.
Democracy requires vigorous public debate of key issues of importance and an
informed electorate able to make intelligent decisions and to participate in politics.
Corporate control of the media meant that corporations could use the media to
promote their own interests aggressively and to cut back on the criticism of
corporate abuses that were expanding from the 1970s to the present. The tabloidiza-
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tion of news and intense competition between various media meant that the
corporate media ignored social problems and focused on scandal and tabloid
entertainment rather than issues of serious public concern.

During the Clinton era, for instance, the media focused intensely on the O. J.
Simpson scandals in the mid-1990s and then turned toward the Clinton sex
scandals.32 Although previously corporate media tended to support presidents in
office, and had been especially uncritical of the ruling administration in the Reagan
and Bush-1 years, during the Clinton era the media became fierce watchdogs,
pouncing on every potential scandal involving the Clintons and feasting on the sex
scandals that eventually exploded and took over the media in the 1990s. This was an
era of right-wing talk radio, the rise of conservative television networks like Fox, and
the proliferation of the Internet, which had many anti-Clinton activists and gossips
like Matt Drudge, whose website first broke the Bill and Monica story.

The 1990s was an era of escalating social problems caused by globalization and the
abuses of corporate capitalism, ecological crisis, decline in public health, growing
inequality between rich and poor, and dangerous corporate practices that would
eventually burst out in 2002 in the Enron, WorldCom, and other corporate scandals.
It was an era of neo-liberalism in which not only were the media deregulated, but
so too were corporate practices, financial markets, accounting, and the global
economy. The media tended to celebrate the “new economy” and the period of
economic boom and growing affluence, while overlooking the dangers of an
overinflated stock market, an unregulated economy, and the growing divisions
between haves and have-nots. During this era, the corporate media thus neglected
social problems in favor of celebrating the capitalist economy and technological
revolution. The media also overlooked the growth of terrorism, dangerous conse-
quences of the division between haves and have-nots in the global economy, and
growing ecological problems.33

As noted, while the mainstream media in the US tended to be largely uncritical
of Reagan and Bush, they were fiercely critical of Clinton and his administration. In
particular, cable 24/7 news networks like Fox TV News and the NBC cable networks
strongly favored the Republicans while sharply criticizing Democrats and “liberals.”34

Thus, it was not surprising during the 2000 election that key sectors of the media
would be highly critical of Democratic Party candidate Al Gore and give George W.
Bush, son of the former president, an easy time. According to many accounts, large
sectors of the media despised Gore and tended to like Bush. As Eric Alterman notes:

The intensity of the media’s anti-Gore obsession is a bit bizarre, but even more so,
given the strictures of journalistic objectivity, is the lack of compunction they feel
about openly demonstrating it. At an early New Hampshire debate between Gore and
Bill Bradley, reporters openly booed him, “objectivity” be damned. “The 300 media
types watching in the press room at Dartmouth were, to use the appropriate technical
term, totally grossed out,” Time reported. “Whenever Gore came on too strong, the
room erupted in a collective jeer, like a gang of fifteen-year-old Heathers cutting down
some hapless nerd.”

Washington Post White House reporter Dana Milbank offers this reasoned, mature
explanation: “Gore is sanctimonious, and that’s sort of the worst thing you can be in
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the eyes of the press. And he has been disliked all along, and it was because he gives
a sense that he’s better than us—he’s better than everybody, for that matter, but the
sense that he’s better than us as reporters. Whereas President Bush probably is sure
that he’s better than us—he’s probably right, but he does not convey that sense. He
does not seem to be dripping with contempt when he looks at us, and I think that has
something to do with the coverage.”

Bill Keller, who almost became executive editor of the New York Times, was no less
scholarly than Milbank, but like any good pundit, multiplied his own resentments by
50 million. “One big reason 50 million voters went instead for an apparent lightweight
they didn’t entirely trust was that they didn’t want to have Al Gore in their living
rooms for four years,” Keller wrote on the paper’s Op-Ed page. Included in his
argument was the behavior of his 3-year-old, who, during the 2000 campaign, “went
around chanting the refrain: ‘Al Gore is a snore.’” Imagine where she might have
learned to do that!

During the 2000 election, both the Times and the Post assigned reporters to Gore
who hated his guts and so repeatedly misled their readers. Katharine Seelye’s and Ceci
Connolly’s coverage turned out to be so egregious that the two were singled out by the
conservative Financial Times of London as “hostile to the [Gore] campaign,” unable to
hide their “contempt for the candidate.” And don’t get me started on the topic of
“Panchito” Bruni’s daily valentines to George W. during this period, carried on page
one of the Paper of Record (i.e., The New York Times).35

The media bias against Gore and more favorable representations of Bush came out
strikingly during the 2000 US presidential election. After generally ignoring the
campaign during the summer and early fall, the corporate media played up the
presidential debates as crucial to the election outcome. Since the 1960s, the presiden-
tial debates had been popular media spectacles that were often deemed crucial to the
election. Hence, as the debates began in October, genuine suspense arose, and
significant sectors of the populace tuned in to the three events between the
presidential candidates and single disputation between the competing vice presiden-
tial candidates. On the whole, the debates were dull, in part because host Jim Lehrer
asked unimaginative questions that simply allowed the candidates to feed back their
standard positions on Social Security, education, Medicare, and other issues that
they had already spoken about day after day. Neither Lehrer nor others involved in
the debates probed the candidates’ positions or asked challenging questions on a
wide range of issues from globalization and the digital divide to poverty and
corporate crime that had not been addressed in the campaign. Frank Rich described
the first debate in the New York Times as a “flop show,” while Dan Rather on CBS
called it “pedantic, dull, unimaginative, lackluster, humdrum, you pick the word.”36

In Election 2000, commentators on the debates tended to grade the candidates
more on their performance and style than on substance, and many believe that this
strongly aided Bush. In the postmodern image politics of the 2000 election, style
became substance as both candidates endeavored to appear likable, friendly, and
attractive to voters. In the presidential debates when the candidates appeared mano
a mano to the public for the first time, not only did the media commentators focus
on the form and appearance of the candidates, rather than the specific positions they
took, but the networks frequently cut to “focus groups” of “undecided” voters who



Media and democracy in the age of Bush-2 41

presented their stylistic evaluations. After the first debate, for instance, commenta-
tors noted that Gore looked “stiff” or “arrogant” while Bush appeared “likable.” And
after the second debate, Gore was criticized by commentators as too “passive,” and
then too “aggressive” after the third debate, while pundits tended to let Bush off the
hook.

It was thus the spectacle of the three presidential debates and the media framing
of these events that arguably provided the crucial edge for Bush.37 At the conclusion
of the first Bush–Gore debate, the initial viewer polls conducted by CBS and ABC
declared Gore the winner. But the television pundits seemed to score a victory for
Bush. Bob Schieffer of CBS declared, “Clearly tonight, if anyone gained from this
debate, it was George Bush. He seemed to have as much of a grasp of the issues” as
Gore. His colleague, Gloria Borger, agreed: “I think Bush did gain.” CNN’s Candy
Crowley concluded, “They held their own, they both did. . . . In the end, that has to
favor Bush, at least with those who felt . . . he’s not ready for prime time.”

Even more helpful to Bush was the focus on Gore’s debate performance. Gore was
criticized for his sighs and style (a “bully,” declared ABC’s Sam Donaldson) and was
savaged for alleged misstatements. The Republicans immediately spun that Gore had
“lied” when he told a story of a young Florida girl forced to stand in class because
of a shortage of desks. The school principal of the locale in question denied this, but
the media had a field day, with a Murdoch-owned New York Post boldface headline
trumpeting “LIAR! LIAR!” Subsequent interviews indicated that the girl did have to
stand and that there was a desk shortage, and testimony from her father and a
picture confirmed this, but the spin was on that Gore was a “liar.” Moreover, Gore
had misspoken during the first debate in a story illustrating his work in making the
Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA) more efficient, claiming
that he had visited Texas with its director after a recent hurricane. As it turns out,
although Gore had played a major role in improving FEMA and had frequently
traveled with its director to crisis sites, and while he had been to Texas after the
hurricane, the fact that he had not accompanied the director in the case cited
accelerated claims that Gore was a “serial exaggerator,” or even a liar, who could not
be trusted.

This Republican mantra was repeated throughout the rest of the campaign, and
whereas the press piled on Gore every time there was a minor misstatement, Bush
was able to get away with whoppers in the debate and on the campaign trail on
substantial issues.38 For example, when he claimed in a debate with Gore that he was
for a “patients’ bill of rights” that would allow patients to sue their Health
Maintenance Organizations for malpractice, in fact, Bush had blocked such policies
in Texas and opposed a bill in Congress that would allow patients the right to sue.
And few critics skewered Bush over the misstatement in the second debate, delivered
with a highly inappropriate smirk, that the three racists who had brutally killed a
black man in Texas were going to be executed. In fact, one had testified against the
others and had been given a life sentence in exchange; moreover, because all cases
were under appeal, it was simply wrong for the governor to claim that they were
going to be executed, since this undercut their right of appeal. The media also had
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given Bush a pass on the record number of executions performed under his reign in
Texas, the lax review procedures, and the large number of contested executions
where there were questions of mental competence, proper legal procedures, and even
evidence that raised doubts about Bush’s execution of specific prisoners.

Thus, although a fierce debate over prescription drugs in the first debate led to
allegations by Gore that Bush was misrepresenting his own prescription drug plan,
driving Bush to verbally assault Gore, the media did not bother to look and see that
Bush had misrepresented his plan. Nor did many note that Gore was correct, despite
Bush’s impassioned denials, that seniors earning more than $25,000 a year would get
no help from Bush’s plan for four or five years. Moreover, after the third and
arguably decisive presidential debate, the MSNBC commentators and punditry were
heavily weighted toward pro-Bush voices. In questioning Republican vice presiden-
tial candidate, Dick Cheney, about the third debate, Chris Matthews lobbed an easy
question to him, attacking Al Gore; moments later when Democratic House Ma-
jority Leader Dick Gephardt came on, once again Matthews assailed Gore in his
question. Pollster Frank Luntz presented a focus group of “undecided” voters, the
majority of whom had switched to Bush during the debate and who uttered
primarily anti-Gore sentiments when interviewed (MSNBC forgot to mention that
Luntz is a Republican activist). Former Republican Senator Alan Simpson was
allowed to throw barbs at Gore, to the delight and assent of host Brian Williams,
while there was no Democrat allowed to counter the Republican in this segment. The
pundits, including Matthews, former Reagan–Bush speechwriter and professional
Republican ideologue, Peggy Noonan, and a journalist suspended for plagiarism,
Mike Barnacle, all uttered pro-Bush messages, while the two more liberal pundits
provided a more balanced analysis of the pros and cons of both sides in the debate
rather than just spin for Bush.

Gore was on the defensive for several weeks after the debates, and Bush’s polls
rose steadily.39 Moreover, the tremendous amount of coverage of the polls no doubt
helped Bush. While Gore had been rising in the polls from his convention up until
the debates, occasionally experiencing a healthy lead, the polls were favorable to
Bush from the conclusion of the first debate until the election. Almost every night,
the television news opened with the polls, which usually showed Bush ahead,
sometimes by ten points or more. As the election night results would show, these
polls were off the mark, but they became the story of the election as the 7 November
vote approached.40

The polls were indeed one of the scandals of what would turn out to be
outrageously shameful media coverage of the campaign. It became increasingly clear
that the polls were notoriously flawed during the 2000 campaign. Poll fatigue had set
in with the public, and the major polling organizations admitted that they were
getting less than a 50 percent response rate. Moreover, the national polls were
irrelevant because in an Electoral College system, it is the number of states won that
is the key to victory, and not national polling figures. Yet despite all their flaws,
network news coverage focused on the polls, or the strategies, mechanics, and ups
and downs of the campaigns, rather than the key issues or the public’s real concerns.



Media and democracy in the age of Bush-2 43

With a declining amount of news coverage on the major network news, and sound
bites in which news and information were condensed into even smaller fragments,
media focus on the horse race and strategic dimension of the presidential campaigns
meant that less and less time would be devoted to discussion of issues, the
candidates, and the stakes of the election.

In this environment, the campaigns sought to create positive images of their
candidates through daily photo opportunities and television ads, thus contributing
to intensification of a superficial politics of the image. The television ads presented
positive spectacles of the candidates’ virtues and negative representations of their
opponents’ flaws. Contested states such as Florida were saturated with wall-to-wall
advertising, and consequently the Election 2000 campaign costs were the highest in
history in which a record $3 billion was dispersed. The ads were closely scrutinized
for distortion, exaggerations, and lies, with Internet webzines such as Slate and some
TV networks providing regular analysis of the ads, while replaying and closely
analyzing the more controversial ones.41

Bush’s turnaround in the polls in October after his numbers had been steadily
dipping for weeks was apparently boosted by what was perceived as his successful
appearance on the debates and on popular talk shows, such as Oprah, where an
image of the much-beloved African American talk hostess giving him a smooch was
widely circulated. Some claimed that the talk shows were a natural for the more
relaxed Bush, although there were questions over whether his appearance on the
David Letterman Show hurt or helped his efforts, as he appeared giddy and was
unable to answer effectively the tough questions that Letterman posed.

In any case, both candidates made appearances on the major late-night talk shows,
as well as other popular television venues previously off-limits to presidential
candidates. In general, television spectacle helps to boost the chances of the most
telegenic candidate, and according to media commentary, Bush repeatedly scored
high in ratings in “the likability factor.” Polls continued to present Bush as more
popular than Al Gore, and most media commentators predicted that he would win
the election handily.

In the postmodern politics of promotion, candidates are packaged as commodi-
ties, marketed as a brand name, and sold as a bill of goods. In a presidential race,
campaigns are dominated by image consultants, advertising mavens, spin doctors,
and political operatives who concoct daily photo opportunities to make the cam-
paign look appealing, “messages” to sound attractive, and “events” to present the
candidates in an attractive format. Such campaigns are, of course, expensive and
require tremendous budgets that make competing extremely difficult for candidates
without access to the megafortunes needed to run a media politics campaign. In
turn, such megaspectacles render politicians beholden to those who cough up the
massive amount of dollars to pay for the extravaganzas and the vast apparatus of
producers, spinners, and operatives to create them.

Bush’s brand name was his family trademark, son of the former president and
Bush dynasty heir apparent, with his own distinctive “compassionate conservatism.”
The latter phrase shows the bogus and spurious nature of presidential packaging, as
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there is little “compassion” in the record of the Texas governor who executed a
record number of prison inmates, who cut welfare lists and social programs, and
who promised more of the same on the national level.42 In the politics of presidential
marketing, however, creation of image takes precedence over ideas, style replaces
substance, and presentation trumps policy. With politics becoming a branch of
marketing, the more marketable candidate is easier to sell. Thus, it is not surprising
that Bush’s image, style, and presentation trumped Gore’s ideas, experience, and
policies with large segments of the public.

Bush had another major asset in the competition for votes and marketing of the
candidates. Cultural historians make distinctions between “character,” based on
one’s moral fiber and history of behavior, and “personality,” which has to do with
how one presents oneself to others.43 The new culture of personality emphasizes
charm, likability, attractiveness, and the ability to present oneself in positive images.
Bush was clearly Mr. Personality, instantly likable, a hale-fellow-well-met and
friendly glad-hander who was able to charm audiences. He was becoming a media
celebrity whose achievements and accomplishments were few, but he was able to play
effectively the “presidential contender” and provide a resonant personality. More-
over, Bush was able to transmit his likable qualities via television, whereas Gore
frequently had more difficulty in coming across as personable and in translating his
considerable intelligence and experience into easily consumable sound bites and
images.44

The Texas governor, who was to many observers more of a figure of personality
than character, was also able to turn the “character issue”—with the complicity of
the press—against Gore and convince audiences that he, George W. Bush, was a man
of “character” as well as personality. The Bush camp used the term “character” as a
code word to remind audiences of the moral lapses of Bill Clinton, and of Gore’s
association with the president, in a sustained collapse of one into the other. The
Bush campaign also systematically attacked Gore’s character and credibility, and the
media bought into this.45

Furthermore, Bush, more than the deadly serious and wonkish Gore, was enter-
taining; he was amusing and affable in debates, even if not commanding in
argumentation and substantive position. Like Ronald Reagan, Bush looked good on
the run, with a friendly smile and wave, and in general seemed able to banter and
connect with his audiences better than Gore. Bush’s misstatements and errors were
amusing, and on late-night talk shows, he poked fun at himself for his mispronun-
ciations and gaffes; Slate compiled a list of “Bushisms,” and they were as entertaining
as David Letterman’s Top Ten list and Jay Leno’s nightly NBC monologue, which
often made jokes about Gore and Bush.

The American public seem to like entertaining and interesting politicians and
politics and sometimes to resent media critiques of politicians they like. Hence, when
stories broke a few days before the election that Bush had been arrested twenty years
before on a DWI charge and had since covered this over and even lied about it, the
populace and polls did not punish him. When asked of highs and lows of the
campaign on election night, Bush said with his trademark smirk that even the lows
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“turned out to be good for us,” alluding to polls that indicated that Bush enjoyed
a rise in popularity after revelations of his drunk-driving charge. As with Clinton’s
survival of his sex scandals and the Republican impeachment campaign, it seems as
if the public empathize with the politicians’ foibles and resent moral indictments of
at least those with whom voters sympathize. Obviously, Clinton was a highly
empathetic personality with whom voters could sympathize, and many resented the
Republican moral crusade against him. Similarly, voters liked Bush and seemed not
to be affected by the embarrassing disclosure of his DWI record and its longtime
cover-up.46

Talk radio was an important medium during the campaign, just as it had been
over the last decade in US politics. It was the relatively new form of unrestrained talk
radio that first mobilized conservatives against Bill Clinton after his election in 1992,
providing a basis of indignation and anger that fueled the circulation of the details
of the Clinton sex scandal and generated support for his impeachment. Of course,
the very excesses of right-wing talk radio provided a backlash, and some stations
chose liberals to counter the conservative hosts, but most liberal programs were soon
cancelled, and by 2000, right-wing hosts completely dominated talk radio.

Indeed, during Election 2000 and the ensuing struggle for the presidency, right-
wing talk radio had a comeback, energizing its old audience and finding new
audiences, while projecting the hatred of Clinton onto Gore. The narcissistic and
demagogic Rush Limbaugh, who mercifully had been taken off television because of
declining ratings and who had seemed to disappear from the front stage of national
mainstream media, reappeared in all his virulent un-glory, frequently appearing on
NBC channels, which rehabilitated the discredited demagogue to celebrity and
credibility.47 Limbaugh and other right-wing blowhards grew louder and more
aggressive than ever, demonizing Gore and mobilizing conservative constituents to
vote for Bush, helping as well to organize against the Democrat candidate once the
post-election struggle for the presidency erupted.

Moreover, and importantly, major research studies of the nexus between media
and politics revealed that both the broadcast media and the press were pro-Bush and
that this bias perhaps won the Republicans enough votes ultimately to wrest the
election victory from Gore and the Democrats. A study by the Pew Research Center
and the Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ) examined 2,400 newspaper,
television, and Internet stories in five different weeks between February and June
2000, and indicated that 76 percent of the coverage included one of two themes: that
Gore lies and exaggerates or is marred by scandal. The most common theme about
Bush, the study found, was that he is a “different kind of Republican.” A follow-up
PEJ report concluded:

In the culminating weeks of the 2000 presidential race, the press coverage was
strikingly negative, and Vice President Al Gore has gotten the worst of it, according to
a new study released today by the Committee of Concerned Journalists.

Gore’s coverage was decidedly more negative, more focused on the internal politics
of campaigning and had less to do with citizens than did his Republican rival.

In contrast, George W. Bush was twice as likely as Gore to get coverage that was
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positive in tone. Coverage of the governor was also more issue-oriented and more
likely to be directly connected to citizens.

These are some of the key findings of a major new study of press coverage in
newspapers, television and on the Internet during key weeks in September and
October.48

Hence, the coding of Gore in the mainstream media was that he tended to
exaggerate and even lie, and was implicated in many scandals in the Clinton
administration, while the media bought the Bush line that he was a different type of
Republican, a “compassionate conservative,” and “a reformer with results” who
worked with Democrats and Republicans in Texas “to get things done.” When the
election would heat up in the fall, the Bush campaign would exploit these motifs,
and the mainstream media would generally go along with this line, without serious
investigation of Bush’s record or his own exaggerations.49

One of the most utilized examples of Gore the liar and “serial exaggerator” was
the alleged claim that he had invented the Internet. In fact, Gore had made no such
claim, although the media, the Republican spinners, and Bush himself constantly
referred to this urban myth. Bush burst out in one of the debates that “his
opponent” claimed to “have invented the Internet” and then smirked in contempt
and during the election often repeated the joke, caught many times in news footage:
“You’ve heard Al Gore say he invented the Internet. Well, if he was so smart, why
do all the addresses begin with ‘W’?”

This lie about Gore, and Bush’s systematic exploitation of the myth, speaks
volumes about the quality of the Bush campaign and media complicity in its spin.
First, it is simply untrue that Gore claimed he “invented” the Internet.50 Second, it
is interesting how Bush and his handlers utilized the “W” as a trademark to
distinguish Bush from his father and how Bush became popularly identified as W,
or the Texas-inflected “Dubya.” Whereas JFK’s initials were an apt summary of his
style and achievements, and LBJ earned the gravity of his initials through many years
in the Senate, culminating in becoming Senate Majority leader, then gaining the vice
presidency and presidency, George W. Bush was popularly referred to as “W,” an
empty signifier that really did not stand for anything in particular, although had the
media probed the infamous “W,” they would have discovered a truly spectacular
story.

In fact, the “W” in Bush junior’s name referred to Herbert Walker, the father of
the woman, Dorothy Walker, whom George W. Bush’s grandfather, Prescott Bush,
married (the H.W. in Bush senior’s name referred to Herbert Walker, pointing to
the largely unknown origins of Bush family power and money). As I note below,
Prescott Bush managed the bank that helped fund Hitler and the Nazis, and Herbert
Walker, Prescott Bush’s close business associate, helped run businesses for Stalin’s
Russia and Mussolini’s Italy, as well as Hitler’s Germany.51 One of the scandals of
Election 2000 is that the press did not press into Bush family history and its unsavory
connections and activities but instead largely focused on the day-to-day campaign
activities and daily spins of the candidates, how they were faring in the polls, and the
personalities of the candidates.
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Bush’s appeal was predicated on his being “just folks,” a “good guy,” like “you and
me.” Thus, his anti-intellectualism and lack of intellectual gravity, exhibited every
time he opened his mouth and mangled the English language, helped promote voter
identification. As a sometime Republican speechwriter, Doug Gamble, once mused,
“Bush’s shallow intellect perfectly reflects an increasingly dumbed-down America.
To many Americans Bush is ‘just like us,’ a Fox-TV President for a Fox-TV
society.”52

The media rarely challenged Bush, who seemed to have not only charmed large
sectors of the American public but was effective in schmoozing the media. Another
survey released of press coverage after the conventions showed a decisive partiality
for Bush. The Center for Media and Public Affairs (CMPA) study of television
election news coverage before, during, and after the conventions (released on 14
August) concluded, “Network evening news coverage of the GOP convention was
more favorable toward George W. Bush, while Al Gore received mostly unfavorable
TV references, according to a new study released by the CMPA.” The study also
found that “Bush has received more favorable coverage than Gore throughout the
2000 campaign, reversing a trend that favored Bill Clinton over his GOP opponents
in 1992 and 1996.”53

Surprisingly, perhaps, Bush fared as well with the print media and establishment
press as with television. Supporting the studies of pro-Bush bias, Charlie Peters
reported in the Washington Monthly that, according to the PEJ studies, the New York
Times front page “carried nine anti-Gore articles and six anti-Bush; twelve pro-Gore
and twenty-one pro-Bush.”54 Howard Kurtz, media critic of the Washington Post,
reported: “Those who believe the media were easier on Bush will find some support
in a new Project for Excellence in Journalism study. Examining television, newspa-
per, and Internet coverage from the last week in September through the third week
in October, the report says Bush got nearly twice as many stories as Gore.”55

Moreover, only one in ten of the pieces analyzed the candidates’ policy differences,
with two-thirds focusing on the candidates’ performance, strategy, or tactics.
Twenty-four percent of the Bush stories were positive, compared to 13 percent for
Gore, while the Bush stories focused more on issues than character or campaign
strategy.

A German group, Media Tenor, also documented a persistent anti-Gore and
pro-Bush bias in mainstream media presentation of the candidates.56 Thus, three
different research projects found strong media bias in the election coverage. To be
sure, such “positive” and “negative” scoring of images and discourses is difficult,
debatable, and not always completely accurate, but I would argue that even more
significant than alleged bias in news stories in the mainstream media are the
preponderance of conservative punditry and, even more significant, the exclusion of
widespread media documentation and discussion of key aspects of George W. Bush’s
life, record in business and government, and obvious lack of qualifications for the
presidency.

In his 1992 book, Fooling America, Robert Parry documented the pack journalism
of the mainstream media in the 1980s and 1990s. Parry argued that the horde follows
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“conventional wisdom,” recycling the dominant and predictable opinions, while
failing to pursue stories or develop positions outside of or against the prevailing
views of the day.57 During Campaign 2000, journalists on the whole tended to accept
the line of the Bush campaign concerning Gore’s purported negatives, while promot-
ing the Bush-camp view that Bush was a uniter, not a divider, a “compassionate
conservative,” and someone who pursued “bipartisan” politics in order “to get things
done.”

Clearly, media pundits tended to favor Bush over Gore. As Eric Alterman
demonstrated in Sound and Fury: The Making of the Punditocracy, conservatives had
trained a cadre of media commentators, well versed in the art of soundbite and
staying on message, and there were many, many more conservatives than liberals on
the airwaves.58 The conservative punditocracy trashed Gore daily, while Bush escaped
critical scrutiny of his record in Texas, his limited experience, his problematic
proposals, and his almost daily misstatements. The conservative pundits, however,
aggressively promoted the Republican message of the day and served as ubiquitous
shock troops for the Bush machine.

The bias in the mainstream media favoritism toward Bush came through not only
in how the media presented and framed the two opposing candidates, but in how
they failed to pursue George W. Bush’s family history, scandalous business career,
dubious record as governor, lack of qualifications for the presidency, and serious
character flaws. None of the many newspaper, magazine, and television reports on
the Bush and Gore family history mentioned the reports on the origins of the Bush
dynasty fortune in a bank that financed German fascism or pursued the Bush family
financial scandals that continued through Jeb, Neil, and George W. Bush.59

During the Battle for the White House, a story appeared in the Saragosa
Herald-Tribune Coast News entitled “Author Links Bush Family to Nazis” (4
December 2000), which claimed that Prescott Bush (George’s father and W.’s
grandfather) was a principle figure in the Union Banking Corporation in the late
1930s and 1940s. The article cited a lecture by John Loftus, a former prosecutor in
the Justice Department’s Nazi War Crimes Unit and author of a book with Mark
Aarons entitled The Secret War against the Jews.60 Loftus noted that Prescott Bush
was a director of the Union Banking Corporation, which was secretly owned by
leading Nazi industrialists and helped finance the Third Reich; when the bank was
liquidated in 1951, the Bushes made $1.5 million from their investment.

A Lexis-Nexis search indicated that there were no references to the origins of the
Bush family fortune in Union Banking Corporation that financed national socialism
until an article by Michael Kranish, “Triumphs, Troubles Shape Generations,”
Boston Globe (23 April 2001), including the following:

Prescott Bush was surely aghast at a sensational article the New York Herald Tribune
splashed on its front page in July 1942. “Hitler’s Angel Has 3 Million in US Bank” read
the headline above a story reporting that Adolf Hitler’s financier had stowed the
fortune in Union Banking Corp, possibly to be held for “Nazi bigwigs.”

Bush knew all about the New York bank: He was one of its seven directors. If the
Nazi tie became known, it would be a potential “embarrassment,” Bush and his



Media and democracy in the age of Bush-2 49

partners at Brown Brothers Harriman worried, explaining to government regulators
that their position was merely an unpaid courtesy for a client. The situation grew more
serious when the government seized Union’s assets under the Trading with the Enemy
Act, the sort of action that could have ruined Bush’s political dreams.

As it turned out, his involvement wasn’t pursued by the press or political opponents
during his Senate campaigns a decade later.

Although the Loftus and Aaron’s study provided a well-documented exploration
of connections between a major Nazi bank and the Bush dynasty, this episode was
never explored by the US corporate media. Neglect of the unsavory origins of the
Bush family fortune and later financial scandals of the Bush family is one of the
major journalistic and academic outrages in US history. Indeed, most books and
articles on the Bushes are whitewashes that repeat the same myths, and there has
been little investigative study of the family by the US media, political, and academic
establishment.

There was also no probing of the Bush family involvement during Election 2000
in the savings and loan (S&L) scandal, arguably one of the biggest financial debacles
in US history, costing US taxpayers over half a trillion dollars to bail out the failed
S&L institutions which had gone on a spending orgy after deregulation in the early
1980s. George H. W. Bush and James Baker were instrumental in the deregulation
of the industry during the Reagan administration, and their families and friends had
bought up and looted S&Ls, including the Silverado S&L scandal involving Neil
Bush.61

Moreover, the political scandals that Bush senior had been involved in were not
explored by the corporate media in the 2000 election, such as the Iran-Contra
scandal, the US arming of Saddam Hussein, or the misdeeds of the CIA under Bush’s
directorship.62 In addition, there was almost no reporting on George W. Bush’s
personal or financial history, which included reports of using favoritism to get out
of military service and then going AWOL, failing to complete his military reserve
service. There was little discussion of his checkered business career, including
allegations that his father’s friends bailed out his failing oil industry and that he then
unloaded his own stock in the Harken energy company that had bailed him out,
selling before revelations of a bad financial report and failing to report the sale to the
Securities and Exchange Commission, giving rise to charges of “insider trading.”
Bush’s poor record as Texas governor was also not probed, nor were his personal
failings and inexperience that should have disqualified him from serving as presi-
dent.63

Books, articles, and easily accessible Internet sites document the entire scandalous
history of George W. Bush and his dubious dynasty. Yet, the lazy and arguably
corrupt functionaries of the mainstream corporate media failed to probe this rich
mine of headlines and stories—whereas there were few embarrassments or negative
aspects of Al Gore’s past that were not mined and endlessly discussed on talk radio
and among conservative television punditry. Likewise, there were few in-depth
discussions of the record of Bush’s vice-presidential choice, Dick Cheney, the major
role he would play in a Bush White House, and his precarious health. Cheney had
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one of most hard-right voting records in Congress and was heavily involved in the
oil industry as CEO of Halliburton industries, one of the worst polluters and most
ruthless corporations in an industry known for its hardball Robber Barons.64

Bush thus benefited significantly from media coverage of Election 2000; major
studies and indicators suggest that the media were heavily prejudiced in his favor,
and I have argued that Bush also was assisted by the domination of conservative
punditry and the failure to investigate adequately his history, record and
qualifications, the scandals that his family has been involved in, and the record of his
running mate, Dick Cheney, one of the most hard-right political operatives of the
present era. There had been little investigative reporting on Bush and a preponder-
ance of favorable stories for Bush and unfavorable stories for Gore, as evidenced in
the CMPA, PEJ, and Media Tenor studies cited above. Likewise, television pundits
seemed to favor Bush over Gore. Media critic, David Corn, noted that commentators
such as John McLaughlin, Mary Matalin, Peggy Noonan, and many of the Sunday
network talk-show hosts prophesized a sizable Bush victory and tended to favor the
Texas governor.65

Yet, the election was the closest in history, and election night and the aftermath
comprised one of the most enthralling and gripping media spectacles in recent
history. Despite the drama of the election, however, there was little self-criticism of
the role of the media in Election 2000, and with the September 11 terror attacks,
discussion of electoral problems was off the agenda. While there were efforts to
reform election finances and voting technology, there were no significant reforms of
the US electoral system that appeared to be dysfunctional in Election 2000 with
arguable malfunctioning of the media, voter technology, and the democratic system
itself.66 Discussion of electoral college reform disappeared, and no commissions
studied the full array of flaws in the US voting system that made possible the
scandals of Election 2000. Thus, US democracy remains in crisis, and there will
probably be no significant reform until a critical mass of people see the flaws of the
US system and demand democratic reform.

The Internet and the Prospects for Democratic Media

The only way that a democratic social order can be maintained is for the mainstream
media to assume their democratic functions of critically discussing all issues of
public concern and social problems from a variety of viewpoints and fostering
vigorous public debate. The democratic imperative that the press and broadcasting
provide a variety of views on issues of public interest and controversy has been
increasingly sacrificed, as have their responsibilities to serve as a check against
excessive government or corporate power and corruption. As I have documented,
there is a crisis of democracy in the US, in part because the mainstream corporate
media have been biased toward Republicans and conservatives over the past two
decades. While the media should play critical watchdog roles on both parties, they
have arguably been fiercely critical of Clinton, Gore, and major Democratic party
candidates, while giving Reagan and Bush senior and junior a relatively easy ride.
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Mainstream corporate media tend to promote the interests of the corporations that
own them, which tend to be pro-market and anti-regulation, and have largely
advanced the interests of corporate institutions and conservative politics.

To remedy this situation, first there must be a revitalization of the media-reform
movement, recognition of the importance of media politics in the struggle for
democratization and the creation of a just society, and support and development of
public service and alternative media.67 Democratizing the media system will require
development of a vigorous reform movement and recognition for all progressive
social movements of the importance of invigorating the media system for forward-
looking social change and for addressing urgent social problems and issues. This
process will involve sustained critique of the corporate media, calls for re-regulation,
and the revitalization of public television, cultivation of community and public
radio, improved public access television, an expansion of investigative and public
service journalism, and full democratic utilization of the Internet. Since corporations
control the mainstream press, broadcasting, and other major institutions of culture
and communication, there is little hope that the corporate media will be democra-
tized without major pressure or increased government regulation of a sort that is not
on the horizon in the present moment in most parts of the world.

The Internet, by contrast, provides potential for a democratic revitalization of the
public sphere. The Internet makes accessible more information available to a greater
number of people, more easily, and from a wider array of sources than any
instrument of information and communication in history. It is constantly astonish-
ing to discover the extensive array of material available, articulating every conceiv-
able point of view and providing news, opinion, and sources of a striking variety and
diversity. Moreover, the Internet allows two-way communication and democratic
participation in public dialogue, activity that is essential to producing a vital
democracy.

One of the major contradictions of the current era is that for the wired world at
least, and increasingly the public at large, a rich and diverse information environ-
ment is expanding, consisting of a broad spectrum of radio and television broadcast-
ing networks, print media and publications, and the global village of the Internet,
which itself contains the most varied and extensive sources of information and
entertainment ever assembled in a single medium. The Internet can send disparate
types and sources of information and images instantly throughout the world and is
increasingly being used by a variety of oppositional groups.68 Yet, it is also true that,
thanks to media mergers of the past decade, fewer hands control the dominant
media broadcasting and print outlets, which can be utilized by powerful corporate
and political interests for specific partisan ends, as I document in this study. To be
sure, much of the world is not yet wired, many people do not even read, and
different inhabitants in various parts of the globe receive their information and
culture in very dissimilar ways through varying sources, media, and forms. Thus, the
type and quality of information vary tremendously, depending on an individual’s
access and ability to interpret and contextualize it properly.

Democracy, however, requires informed citizens and access to information, and
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thus the viability of democracy is dependent on citizens seeking out crucial infor-
mation, having the ability to access and appraise it, and to engage in public
conversations about issues of importance. Democratic media reform and alternative
media are thus crucial to revitalizing and even preserving the democratic project in
the face of powerful corporate and political forces. How media can be democratized
and what alternative media can be developed will of course be different in various
parts of the world, but without a democratic media politics and alternative media,
democracy itself cannot survive in a vigorous form, nor will a wide range of social
problems be engaged or even addressed.
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