[image: Cover: The World Wide Web and Contemporary Cultural Theory, edited by Andrew Herman and Thomas Swiss, published by Routledge]

The World Wide Web and Contemporary Cultural Theory



The World Wide Web and Contemporary Cultural Theory

Edited by

Andrew Herman

& Thomas Swiss


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, New York London]


Published in 2000 by


Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

605 Third Avenue

New York, NY 10017


Published in Great Britain in 2000 by


Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

4 Park Square, Milton Park

Abingdon, Oxon 0X14 4RN



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business


A member of the Taylor & Francis Group

Copyright © 2000 by Routledge


Design: Jack Donner


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system without permission in writing from the publishers.


Cataloging-in-Publication Data available from the Library of Congress.

0-415-92501-0 (hb)

0-415-92502-9 (pb)


DOI: 10.4324/9780203700488


CONTENTS


	Acknowledgements


	Introduction
The World Wide Web as Magic, Metaphor, and Power

THOMAS SWISS AND ANDREW HERMAN


	
	So Much for the Magic of Technology and the Free Market
The World Wide Web and the Corporate Media System

Robert McChesney


	Webs of Myth and Power
Connectivity and the New Computer Technopolis

Vincent Mosco


	Webs of Conspiracy
Jodi Dean


	“Red Alert!”
Rhetorics of the World Wide Web and “Friction Free” Capitalism

John H. Sloop


	Yo-Ho-Ho and a Server of Warez
Internet Software Piracy and the New Global Information Economy

David Tetzlaff


	Shit Happens
Numerology, Destiny, and Control on the Web

Sean Cubitt


	Hypertext Links
The Ethic of the Index and Its Space-Time Effects

Rob Shields


	The Economy of Cyberpromotion
Awards on the World Wide Web

Greg Elmer


	The Bias of the Web
Steven Jones


	Baud Girls and Cargo Cults
A Story about Celebrity, Community, and Profane Illumination on the Web

Theresa M. Senft


	Literacy Beyond Books
Reading When All the World's a Web

Nancy Kaplan


	Cultural Technologies and the “Evolution” of Technological Cultures
Jody Berland


	Error 404
Doubting the Web

Stuart Moulthrop





	Bibliography

	Contributors

	Index



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors would like to thank Heidi Henson and Cynthia Lewis for their support and comradeship. Thanks also to Sofia Turnbull and Nancy Smith for their careful attention to the details of The World Wide Web and Contemporary Cultural Theory conference and this book; neither would have been possible without them. Skye Giordano also deserves special thanks for his technical support at the conference, help in creating the websites for the conference and the book, and in getting the screen shots for the book. We also wish to acknowledge the many and varied contributions of Dan Alexander, Robert Hoehle, Michael Cheney, Bobby Gitenstein, Ronald Troyer, Jacob and Alley Swiss, Oliver “Pointer” Herman, Bruce Horner, Suzanne Schnackenberg, William Germano, Nick Syrett and our friends at Routledge, and all the contributors to this book. Finally, we would like to thank the Drake University Center for the Humanities, as well as the Womens' Studies, Cultural Studies, and Honors programs at Drake, for their generous financial and moral support at various stages of this project.





Thomas Swiss And Andrew Herman

Introduction The World Wide Web as Magic, Metaphor, and Power
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The World Wide Web is the most well known, celebrated, and promoted manifestation of “cyberspace.” However, most writing about the Web falls into the category of explanatory journalism; it remains largely unmapped in terms of contemporary cultural research. This book commences that mapping by bringing together scholars from the humanities and social sciences to explore the Web as a complex nexus of economic, political, social, and aesthetic forces. In doing so, the contributors engage the Web as a space where magic, metaphor, and power converge.

Although each of the chapters deals with a different aspect of the Web, each of them shares a focal concern with the Web as a unique “cultural technology.” As Jody Berland (one of the contributors to this volume) argues, all media cultural technologies embody a spatialized logic of production, dissemination, and consumption that “involves a mediation of a mode of address, the occasion of its reception and its consolidation as technique” (1993: 27). In examining the World Wide Web as a cultural technology, we are concerned with how different dimensions of the Web as a complex practice come together. These dimensions include the material mode of production of the Web and its “content”; the circulation of its content in the form of hypertext, graphic images, or streaming audio and video; and its consumption by users in the places of everyday life such as the home or office. Moreover, the Web can be understood as techné in Martin Heidegger's (1977) sense of the term; that is, as a technology that is simultaneously an instrument and an activity thorough which self and world are cast into sense, thereby transforming “being” in the world. As Heidegger argues, part and parcel of the transformative nature of technologies is the manner in which they mythically reveal and frame being-in-the-world through poiesis, or the poetic invocation and representation of self and world (Chesher, 1997). But this transformative capacity, structured in the cultural imagination, typically embodies profound desires, hopes, and fears.

The technology of the World Wide Web, perhaps the cultural technology of our time, is invested with plenty of Utopian and dystopian mythic narratives, from those that project a future of a revitalized, Web-based public sphere and civil society to those that imagine the catastrophic implosion of the social into the simulated virtuality of the Web. Is there any middle ground? Robert McChesney, in his opening chapter, offers a detailed analysis of the way in which traditional print and broadcast media conglomerates have come to dominate the institutional and technological development of the Web. McChesney—like Vincent Mosco who analyzes the Web “technopolis” in chapter 2, and Stuart Moulthrop, whose later chapter is entitled “Doubting the Web”— argues that Utopian claims for the transformative powers of the Web, while not to be dismissed entirely, must be taken with a considerable skepticism.

Whether our imaginings of the Web are optimistic or foreboding, however, they are nevertheless indications of what Robert Romanyshyn (1989) has termed the “reenchantment of the world” through the magic of technology. As writers in this volume note, the Web can be understood as a space of “magic” in many ways, but most notably, perhaps, in that it forms a multimediated arena of performance in which identities are staged, negotiated, and transformed. Magic, for better and for worse, pervades the Web—both as a material and symbolic practice of identity transformation, but also as the mythic representation of this transformative capacity. Taking up the former, Theresa M. Senft offers a complicated autoethnography of her experiences in helping to build Web-based virtual communities by invoking the spectacular magic of the famous cargo cults of Melanesia in which identity formation and a mystical reverence for the commodity are intertwined. In their chapter, Andrew Herman and John H. Sloop explore the relationship between Utopian and corporate rhetorics of the Web as a cultural technology of magical personal and social transformation. Through a close reading of several recent corporate advertising campaigns for Web services, they argue that the subject invoked by the corporate rhetoric of Web Utopia is “free” only to the goods-consuming subject of neoliberal capitalism. And Sean Cubitt reflects on the quotidian metaphysics of magic on the Web—especially as it is manifested in numerical representations of chance and contingency that govern everyday life (i.e., lottery pages, astrology and numerology websites, etc.)

At the core of the magical powers of rhetorics about the Web is the use of metaphor, especially those of symbolic equivalency and exchange intended to make them meaningful in the social imagination. Rob Shields explores the meaning of the Web as metaphor by examining hypertext links. In her contribution, Jody Berland focuses upon the figure of the “posthuman” in Web discourse. She scrutinizes one of the reigning metaphors of technological innovation and development: evolution. And in her chapter, Jodi Dean argues that the Web functions as a metaphor for threats to the boundaries, stability, and purity of America as a nation.

Finally, the chapters in this book investigate how the magic of the Web as cultural technology, and the mythical rhetoric of its metaphors, converge to compose a field of power. Of course the news that the World Wide Web is a site of power relations is hardly earth shattering. Yet most accounts of the power dynamics of the Web focus on the issue of which institutions, organizations, or people have power in its domain and which do not. Although the question of power in terms of who has access to or control over the resources of and on the Web is surely an important one (and one taken up in this volume), it is by no means the only way to approach the question of power when considering the Web as an aspect of cultural technology. Power may be best understood not simply as a manifestation of resources or capacities that people either have or don’t have, but as an omnipresent flow that is embodied in the conduct of social life. Power isn’t simply repressive or coercive, as Michel Foucault reminds us, but is productive and constitutive of all forms of embodiment, identity, and agency, whether those of the privileged or the marginalized.

Accordingly, many of the chapters, including some of those already noted, focus upon how the quotidian pragmatics of power on the Web is contingent upon particular forms and practices of making sense of and knowing the Web. Greg Elmer's essay, for example, explores an ubiquitous yet hitherto ignored form of web governmentality: the website award. Nancy Kaplan tackles one of the most important forms of power/knowledge of the modern era: literacy. Kaplan examines the consequences of the Web as a hypertextual medium and space for the governmentality of self produced in the act of reading. David Tetzlaff explores the governmentality of the Web as part of the regime of post- Fordist cybercapitalism by examining the ambivalent practice of software piracy of “warez.” Tetzlaff makes the novel and compelling argument that the problem of software piracy for cybercorporations is primarily ideological rather than economic, and the struggle over the “integrity” of software as private property is really a struggle over what kinds of workers and consumers are appropriate to so-called new economy of the Web and the Internet. Steven Jones picks up on this theme of the power/knowledge of hypertextuality and expands it to encompass the relationship of the Web to the regime of what has been termed “print capitalism.” Jones argues that, contrary to most interpretations of the Web, its “bias” in terms of socio-ontological import is toward time rather than space.

We have set up a website (www.multimedia.drake.edu/mmp) that contains additional resources, including images and other multimedia materials relevant to the chapters in this book, as well as keywords for each chapter with direct links to some of the best Internet resources available on the subject of magic, metaphor, and power on the World Wide Web.



Robert McChesney

1 So Much for the Magic of Technology and the Free Market The World Wide Web and the Corporate Media System
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Much contemporary literature discusses the starkly antidemocratic implications and trajectory of the contemporary media system (McChesney, 1999). Dominated by a handful of massive firms, advertisers, and their billionaire owners, the system is spinning in a hyper-commercial frenzy with little trace of public service. In conjunction with this crystallization of the corporate media system in the late 1990s, a theory has emerged asserting that we have no reason to be concerned about concentrated corporate control and the hypercommer-cialization of media. This claim is that the World Wide Web, or, more broadly, digital communication networks, will set us free. This is hardly an unprecedented argument: every major new electronic media technology in this century—from film, AM radio, short-wave radio, and facsimile broadcasting to FM radio, terrestrial television, cable, and satellite broadcasting—has spawned similar Utopian notions. In each case, to varying degrees, visionaries told us how these new magical technologies would crush the existing monopolies over media, culture, and knowledge and open the way for a more egalitarian and just social order. But the World Wide Web is qualitatively the most radical and sweeping of these new communication technologies, and the claims about it top earlier technological visions by a wide margin.

The claims for what the Web will do to media and communication are no less sweeping. “The Internet is wildly underestimated,” Nicholas Negroponte, media lab director at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, states. “It will grow to be the enabling technology of all media—TV, radio, magazines and so on” (quoted in Lohr, 1998b: All). As the argument goes, if everything is in the process of becoming digital, if anyone can produce a site at minimal cost, and if that site can be accessed worldwide via the Web, it is only a matter of time (e.g., expansion of bandwidth, improvement of software) before the media giants find themselves swamped by countless high-quality competitors. Their monopolies will be crushed. John Perry Barlow, in a memorable comment from 1995, dismissed concerns about media mergers and concentration. The big media firms, Barlow noted, are “merely rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.” The “iceberg,” he submitted, would be the World Wide Web, with its five hundred million channels (cited in Herman and McChesney, 1997:107). As one New York Times correspondent put it in 1998, “To hear Andy Grove [CEO of Intel] and Reed Hundt [former chair of the Federal Communications Commission] talk, the media industry is about where the horse-and-buggy business was when Henry Ford first cranked up the assembly line” (Landler, 1998: sec. 3, D.9).

In this chapter I try to untangle the claims, even the mythology, about the World Wide Web from the observable record, though this is not an easy task. For one thing, the Web is a quite remarkable and complex phenomenon that cannot be categorized by any previous medium's experience. It is two-way mass communication; it uses the soon-to-be-universal digital binary code; it is global; and it is quite unclear how, exactly, it is or can be regulated. In addition, the World Wide Web is changing at a historically unprecedented rate. Any attempt at prediction during such tumultuous times is nearly impossible; something written about the Web as recently as 1992 or 1993 has about as much currency in 2000 as discourses on the War of the Roses do for understanding contemporary European military policy. But I believe enough has happened in cyberspace that we can begin to get a sense of the Web's overarching trajectory, and a sense of what the range of probable outcomes might be.

While it is no doubt true that the World Wide Web will be part of massive social changes, I do not share the optimism of the George Gilders, Newt Gingriches, and Nicholas Negropontes.1 Much discussion of the Web is premised upon whether one has a Utopian or dystopian, optimistic or pessimistic view of technology and social change. In short, is one a technological determinist, and is that determinism of the Utopian or Lud-dite variety? These are interesting debates but, conducted in isolation from social factors, they are not especially productive. The Web utopi-anism of Negroponte and others is based not just on a belief in the magic of technology, but, more important, on a belief in capitalism as a fair, rational, and democratic mechanism that I find mythological. It is when technological utopianism or determinism are combined with a view of capitalism as benign and natural that we get a genuinely heady ideological brew. So it is true that the Web is changing the nature of our media landscape radically. As Barry Diller, builder of the Fox television network and a legendary corporate media seer, put it in December 1997, “We're at the very early stages of the most radical transformation of everything we hear, see, know” (“All Together Now,” 1997: 14). What I wish to examine in this chapter, specifically, is if these changes will pave the way for a qualitatively different media culture and society or if the corporate commercial system will merely don a new set of clothing.


The Mythology of the Free Market

One of the striking characteristics of the World Wide Web is that there has been virtually no public debate over how it should develop; a consensus of “experts” simply decided that it should be turned over to the market. Indeed, the antidemocratic nature of Web policy making is explained or defended on very simple grounds: the Web is to be and should be regulated by the free market. This is the most rational, fair, and democratic regulatory mechanism ever known to humanity, so by all rights it should be automatically applied to any and all areas of social life where profit can be found. No debate is necessary to establish the market as the reigning regulatory mechanism, because the market naturally assumes that role unless the government intervenes and prevents the market from working its magic. Indeed, by this logic, any public debate over Web policy can only be counterproductive, because it could only lead us away from a profit-driven system. Public meddling would allow unproductive bureaucrats to interfere with productive market players.

Combining the market with the Web, we are told, will allow entrepreneurs to compete as never before, offering wonderful new products at ever lower prices. It will provide a virtual cornucopia of choices for consumers, and empower people all over the world in a manner previously unimaginable. Enterprise will blossom as the multitudes become online entrepreneurs. It will be a capitalist Valhalla. Nowhere will the cyber-market revolution be more apparent than in the realm of media and communication. When anyone can put something up on the Web, the argument goes, and when the Web effectively converges with television, the value of having a television or cable network will approach zero. Eventually the control of any distribution network will be of no value as all media convert to digital formats. Production studios, too, will have less leverage as the market will be opened to innumerable new players. Even governments will, in the end, find its power untamable (McHugh, 1997).

As a consequence, the likely result of the digital revolution will be the withering—perhaps even the outright elimination—of the media giants and a flowering of a competitive commercial media marketplace the likes of which have never been seen. Indeed, the rise of the Web threatens not only the market power of the media giants but also the very survival of the telecommunication and computer software giants (see Gilder, 1994).

It is ironic that as the claims about the genius of the market have grown in conventional discourse over the past two decades, the need to provide empirical evidence for the claims has declined. The market has assumed mythological status, becoming a religious totem to which all must pledge allegiance or face expulsion to the margins. The mythology of the market is so widely embraced to some extent because it has some elements of truth. It is formally a voluntary mechanism, without direct coercion, and it permits an element of consumer choice. But the main reason it has vaulted to the top of the ideological totem pole is because it serves the interests of the most dominant elements of our society. And the free market mythology harms few if any powerful interests, so it goes increasingly unchallenged. As this mythology of the free market is the foundation of almost the entire case for the lack of any public debate on the course—and therefore for the privatization and commercialization— of the Web, it demands very careful scrutiny.

The claim that the market is a fair, just, and rational allocator of goods and services is premised on the notion that the market is based on competition. This competition constantly forces all economic actors to produce the highest-quality product for the lowest possible price, and it rewards those who work the hardest and the most efficiently (see Friedman, 1962). Therefore, these new technologies will permit hungry entrepreneurs to enter markets, slay corporate dinosaurs, lower prices, improve products, and generally do good things for humanity. And just when these newly successful entrepreneurs are riding high on the hog, along will come some plucky upstart (probably with a new technology) to teach them a lesson and work the magic of competition yet again. This is the sort of pabulum that is served up to those Americans who lack significant investments in the economy. It provides an attractive image for the way our economy works—making it seem downright fair and rational—but it has little to do with how the economy actually operates. Corporate executives will even invoke this rhetoric in dealing with Congress or the public and, at a certain level, they may even believe it. Yet their actions speak louder than words.

The truth is that for those atop our economy the key to success is based in large part on eliminating competition.2 I am being somewhat facetious, because in the end capitalism is indeed a war of one against all, since every capitalist is in competition with all others. But competition is also something successful capitalists (the kind that remain capitalists) learn to avoid like the plague. The less competition a firm has, the less risk it faces and the more profitable it tends to be. All investors and firms rationally desire to be in as monopolistic a position as possible. In general, most markets in the United States in the twentieth century have gravitated not to monopoly status, but to oligopolistic status. This means that a small handful of firms—ranging from two or three to as many as a dozen or so—thoroughly dominate the market's output and maintain barriers to entry that effectively keep new market entrants at bay, despite the sort of profitability that Milton Friedman tells us would create competition. In pricing and output, oligopolistic markets are far closer to being monopolistic markets than they are the competitive markets described in capitalist folklore.

To be sure, despite all this concentration these firms still compete— but not in the manner the mythology suggests. As one business writer put it, “Companies in some industries seem to do everything to win customers, apart from cutting prices” (Martin, 1998: 10). Advertising, for example, arises to become a primary means of competition in oligopolistic markets. It provides a way to protect or expand market share without engaging in profit-threatening price competition. On occasion, foreign competition, economic crisis, new technologies, or some other factor may break down a stable oligopoly and lead to a reshuffling of the deck and a change in the cast of corporate characters. But the end result will almost always be some sort of stable oligopoly; otherwise, no sane capitalist would participate. Yet even the notion of oligopoly is insufficient: widespread conglomeration, along with pronounced involvement by the largest financial institutions in corporate affairs, has reduced the level of autonomy in distinct industries, bringing a degree of instability—if not much more direct competition—to the system. Rather then concentrate on specific oligopolistic industries, then, it is perhaps better to recognize the economy as being increasingly dominated by the few hundred largest firms. This certainly is the best context for understanding developments in media and communication.

So how should we expect the World Wide Web to develop in this model of the free market? Exactly as it has so far. Despite now having the technological capacity to compete, the largest firms are extremely reticent about entering new markets and forcing their way into existing and highly lucrative communication markets. Thus the local telephone companies have tended to avoid providing pay television over their wires, and the cable companies have avoided providing telephone services over their lines. This is no conspiracy. There have been a few, and will no doubt be more, attempts by these firms and others to cross over and compete in new markets. But it will be done selectively, usually targeting affluent markets that are far more attractive to these firms (Mehta, 1998). Most important, no existing giant will attempt to enter another market unless they are reasonably certain that they will have a chance to win their own monopoly, or at least have a large chunk of a stable oligopoly with significant barriers to entry. A less risky option for these firms, rather than venturing on entrepreneurial kamikaze missions into enemy territory, is to merge to get larger so they have much more armor as they enter competitive battle, or to protect themselves from outside attack. Short of mergers, the other prudent course is to establish joint ventures with prospective competitors in order to reduce potential competition and risk. In short, the rational behavior is to attempt to reduce the threat of competition as much as possible, and then to engage in as little direct competition as can be managed. When capitalism is viewed in this light, Barlow's “iceberg” thesis is considerably less plausible. After all, the corporate media giants have significant weapons in their arsenal not only to confront but also to shape the new technologies. Moreover, once we have a realistic understanding of how capitalism operates, we can see why the dominant corporate media firms, rather than shrinking, are in fact growing rapidly in the United States and worldwide. In the United States, the media industry is growing much faster than the overall economy, and experienced, for the first time since the 1980s, double-digit growth in the consecutive years 1997 and 1998 (Mermigas, 1997; Cardona, 1997).

[image: ]Fig. 1.1  In the end, capitalism is indeed a war of one against all, since every capitalist is in competition with all others. TheWall Street Journal website,http://www.wsj.com/
But what about new firms? Will they provide the competitive impetus the giants rationally attempt to avoid? In general, new firms are ill-equipped to challenge giant firms in oligopolistic markets due to entry barriers. The role of small firms in the classic scenario is to conduct the research, development, and experimentation that large firms deem insufficiently profitable, then, when a small firm finds a lucrative new avenue, it sells out to an existing giant. Some of the impetus for technological innovation comes from these small firms, eager to find a new niche in which they can grow away from the shadows of the corporate giants in existing industries. It is in times of technological upheaval, as now, with the World Wide Web and digital communication, that brand new industries are being formed and there is an opportunity for new giants to emerge.

It is safe to say that some new communications giants will be established during the coming years, much as Microsoft attained gigantic status during the eighties and nineties. But most of the great new fortunes will be made by start-up firms who develop a profitable idea and then sell out to one of the existing giants. (Witness Microsoft, which spent over $2 billion between 1994 and 1997 to purchase or take a stake in some fifty communication companies.) Indeed, this is conceded to be the explicit goal of nearly all the start-up Web and telecommunications firms, who are founded with the premise of an “exit scenario” through their sale to a giant (Colonna, 1998). As a Web stock-market manager put it in 1998, Web company stock prices were “driven by speculation about who will be the next company to get snapped up by a much bigger company from another medium as a way of buying their way on to the World Wide Web” (Gilpin, 1998: 7). Hence, the traditional function of start-up firms is still the rule. For every new Microsoft, there will be one thousand WebTVs or Starwaves, small technology firms that sell out to media and communications giants in deals that make their largest shareholders rich beyond their wildest dreams. And for every WebTV or Starwave, there are thousands more companies that go belly up.

What should be clear is that this market system may “work” in the sense that goods and services are produced and consumed, but it is by no means fair in any social, political, or ethical sense of the term. Existing corporations have tremendous advantages over start-up firms. They use their power to limit the ability of new firms to enter the fray, to limit output and keep prices higher. Yet the unfairness extends beyond the lack of competitive markets. In participating as capitalists, wealthy individuals have tremendous advantages over poor or middle-class individuals, who have almost no chance at all. Thus, a tremendous amount of talent simply never gets an opportunity to develop and contribute to the economy. It is unremarkable that “self-made” billionaires like Bill Gates, Ted Turner, Michael Eisner, Rupert Murdoch, and Sumner Redstone all come from privileged backgrounds. And, on the “demand” side of the market, power is determined by how much money an individual has; it is a case of one dollar, one vote rather than one person, one vote. In this sense, then, the political system to which the market is most similar is the limited suffrage days of pre-twentieth-century democracies, when prop-ertyless adults could not vote and their interests were studiously ignored.

In truth, this is what a defense of the market system, in terms of fairness, boils down to: new firms can start and they can become giants, and to do so they probably have to do something quite remarkable, or be very lucky. All it means is that the system holds open the slightest possibility of a nonwealthy person becoming a multimillionaire, that success is extremely difficult to attain in this manner, and that the hope of being rich will drive countless people to their wits’ end.

There are a couple of other aspects of capitalism that do not comport to the mythology. First, when free-market mythologists criticize the heavy hand of government, what they really mean by heavy hand is that government might actually represent the interests of the citizenry versus those of business. When governments spend billions subsidizing industries or advocating the interests of business, not a peep is heard about the evils of “big government.” Government policies play a decisive role in assisting corporate profitability and dominance in numerous industries, not the least of which is communications. Most of the communications industry associated with the technology revolution—particularly the Web—grew directly out of government subsidies. Indeed, at one point fully 85 percent of research and development in the U.S. electronics industry was subsidized by the federal government, although the eventual profits accrued to private firms (T. Chomsky, 1994). The free distribution of publicly owned electromagnetic spectrum to U.S. radio and television companies has been one of the greatest gifts of public property in history, valued as high as $100 billion. Moreover, it is entirely misleading to submit that in this neoliberal, promarket era of “deregulation” the government is playing a smaller role than in earlier times. In fact, the government role is as large as ever, at least during this formative stage of digital communication systems. Extremely crucial decisions about the Web and digital communication are being considered and will be implemented in the next few years, effectively determining the course of the U.S. media and communication system for at least a generation, perhaps longer. The exact manner in which the World Wide Web and digital communication develop will be determined by technological specifications, as well as by who controls the commercial digital industry (Harmon, 1998). The government will be singularly responsible for these activities, and what it does and who it favors will go a long way toward determining which firms and which sectors get the inside track. What is different from earlier times is that under “deregulation” there is no pretense that the government should represent the public interest vis-â-vis commercial interests. The government is supposed to expedite commercial domination, which, as a result, should serve the public interest.

Understanding the crucial importance of the government undercuts also the myth that the market exists “naturally,” independent of the government, blindly rewarding the most efficient performers. Government policies are instrumental in determining who the winners will and will not be, and those policies are often derived in an antidemocratic and corrupt manner. More broadly, the notion that capitalism is a natural “default” economic or regulatory system for the human race, and can only be messed with by meddling governments or trade unions does not comport at all to the world as we know it. That is, although the establishment of capitalism was a remarkable historical accomplishment, capitalism as an economic system, based on the centrality of investment in pursuit of maximum profit, only developed in a small corner of the world after centuries of social transformation. It required massive changes in morals, laws, religions, politics, culture, and “human nature,” not to mention economics. A recent indication of the absurdity of capitalism being humanity's default system comes from postcommunist Eastern Europe, where the attempt to let capitalism develop “naturally” has been nothing short of a disaster in all but a few central European nations where the market had made strong inroads prior to communism.

Another flaw in the mythology of the free market is that it posits that market-driven activities always generate the optimum and most rational social outcome. To some extent this argument for market is based on the almost nonexistent competitive model; in economic theory the degree of market concentration that exists across the economy undermines the claims for producing rational and socially optimal results. But this flaw is much deeper than that, and would even apply in mythological free markets. The simple truth is that markets often produce highly destructive and irrational results (Kuttner, 1997). On the one hand, what is rational for individual investors can easily produce negative results when undertaken by many investors. For example, it is rational for an investor to withdraw an investment during a recession, since the chances for profit are small or nil. But if many investors take this same rational step, they may well turn the recession into a depression in which everyone loses. The economic collapse of many so-called tiger economies of East Asia in 1998 highlights this aspect of markets to a painful degree.

On the other hand, markets produce what are called “externalities.” These are the unintended social consequences of markets that are set up to reward individual pursuit of utility and, most important, profit. To put it bluntly, in their pursuit of profits there are things capitalists do that have important effects, but these capitalists do not care—cannot care— because these effects do not alter their bottom lines. Some externalities can be positive, such as when a corporation builds an especially beautiful office building or factory. It receives no material benefit from those in the community who enjoy gazing at the structure, but the community clearly gains. Most externalities are negative, however, such as air pollution. Unless public policy interferes with the market there is no incentive within the market to address the problem. For extreme examples of this phenomenon, one need only travel to cities like Santiago, Chile, or New Delhi, India, where unregulated markets have produced air that is nearly unbreathable, and where the market “solution” is to have the wealthy move to the high-priced areas with the least amounts of pollution.

The media system produces clear externalities. On the positive side, media can produce educational and civic effects through their operations, though the benefits will not accrue to media owners. The negative side of media externalities is well-cataloged. In their pursuit of profit, media firms produce vast quantities of violent fare, subject children to a systematic commercial carpetbombing, and produce a journalism that hardly meets the communication needs of the citizenry. The costs of the effects of this media fare are borne by all of society. Democratic media policy making, then, should systematically attempt to create a system that produces a greater number of positive externalities and the smallest number of negative externalities.

Yet media externalities are not simply the result of the market; they also result from how the market interacts with new technologies, or from the technologies themselves. In the case of television, for example— regardless of its content per se—when it became ubiquitous and dominant, it changed the way people socialized and interacted. It led, for better or (in my view) for worse, to greater social isolation. All communication technologies have unanticipated and unintended effects, and one function of policy making is to understand them so that we may avoid or minimize the undesirable ones. The digitalization and computerization of our society are going to transform us radically, yet even those closely associated with these developments express concern about the possibility of a severe deterioration of the human experience as a result of the information revolution. As one observer notes, “Very few of us—only the high priests—really understand the new technologies, and these are surely the people least qualified to make policy decisions about them” (Charbeneau, 1995: 28–29).

For every argument extolling the “virtual community” and the liber-atory aspects of cyberspace, it seems every bit as plausible to reach dystopian, or at least troubling, conclusions. Is it really so wonderful or necessary to be attached to a communications network at all times? Is it such a wonderful environment to be on city streets where everyone is talking into little cell phones? Is sitting in front of a computer or digital television for hours per day really such a great thing for humans to do, even if it is “interactive”? Why not look at the Web as a process that encourages the isolation, atomization, and marginalization of people in society? In fact, cannot the ability of people to create their own “community” in cyberspace have the effect of terminating a community in the general sense? In a class-stratified, commercially oriented society like the United States, can’t the information highway have the effect of simply making it possible for the well-to-do to bypass any contact with the balance of society altogether? These are precisely the types of questions that need to be addressed and answered in communication policy making, and precisely the types of questions in which the market has no interest. We should look—and think—before we leap.


The Hunt for the Killer Application

In this “whoever makes the most money wins” environment, the pursuit of Web riches is conducted by a host of other media and nonmedia firms, all of whom act both out of a desire for more profit and out of a fear of being outflanked by their competitors if they do not proceed aggressively. The crucial factor in the World Wide Web's becoming ubiquitous and dominant will be the expansion of broadband capability to the bulk of the population, the ability, that is, of having material flow as quickly online— even as fast as the speed of light—as signals travel on television. When that happens, the Web may well become a vast converged communication machine, eliminating traditional distinctions between communication and media sectors as everything goes digital. The president of NBC News, Andy Lack, predicts that it will be at least the year 2008 until full-motion video—television as we know it—is widely available in U.S. homes via the Web, and others tend to think it could take longer than that (Snoddy, 1997a; Sandberg, 1998). But firms do not have the luxury of sitting back and waiting for that moment: those who will dominate cyberspace in the future will be determined well before the era of widespread broadband access.

The late 1990s, accordingly, has seen a flood of investment to Web-related enterprises (Karlgaard, 1998). “It may seem as if the two year old Internet industry is mounting a takeover of corporate America,” the Financial Times noted in 1998, ‘The reality is more like a merger“ (Denton, 1998a: 6). Huge sums have been squandered already, and more will certainly be lost in the future as firms seek out the ”killer application“ that will define the World Wide Web as a commercial medium. But by the end of the 1990s the dust is beginning to settle and some inkling of how great wealth can be generated by the Web is becoming ever more clear. And as the formal policy is to let the market rule, wherever the most money can be found is how the Web will develop.

The two most important corporate sectors regarding the Web are telecommunications and computers. Each of these sectors is more immediately threatened by the World Wide Web than are the dominant media firms. In the case of the seven or eight massive telecommunication firms that dominate the U.S. telephone industry, the Web poses a threat to its very existence. The new technology of Internet protocol (IP) telephony threatens to open the way to vastly less expensive communication and the possibility of newfound competition (Higgins, 1998; “All Together Now,” 1997; Taylor, 1998). The telecommunications giant Sprint has gone so far as to revamp its entire network to operate by IP standards (Waters, 1998b, 1998a). More important, the very notion of voice telephony is in the process of being superseded by the digital data networks that send voice as only a small portion of its data delivery. In this sense, the big telecommunications firms may appear like giant dinosaurs made irrelevant by the Web.

Yet the giant telecommunications firms have a few distinct assets with which to play. First, they already have wires into people's businesses and homes and these wires are suitable for carrying Web traffic. Second, the World Wide Web “backbone” of fiber-optic trunk lines is owned by several of the largest U.S. telecommunications firms, including World Com- MCI, AT&T, GTE, and Sprint (Yang, 1998). These factors make the telecommunication firms ideally suited to become Internet service providers (ISPs) to business and consumers, already an area with a proven market (C. Warner, 1998). Indeed, with the entry of the large telecommunication companies into the ISP sector, the Financial Times wrote that the “Internet small fry” were “on the road to oblivion.” It added: “The situation is very much like the PC market 10 years ago where a lot of smaller PC dealers went out of business” (Poynder, 1998: 12).

With regard to being an ISP, as in other facets of telecommunication, size means a great deal for establishing a competitive advantage. Hence, the dominant trend in the late 1990s has been a wave of massive mergers among the largest telecommunications firms, not only in the United States but globally. The second asset these firms enjoy is a great deal of cash flow, which permits them to engage in more aggressive acquisitions than perhaps any other Web-related firms. The consensus of opinion in the business community is that early in the twenty-first century as few as four to six firms will dominate the entirety of global telecommunications.3

The other major contender in providing Web access is the cable television industry; in the United States that means the five or six companies that have monopolies over more than 80 percent of the nation. By the summer of 1998 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) effectively abandoned the notion that the ISP market could ever be remotely competitive. It granted the regional Bell companies the right to restrict the use of their wires to their own ISP services, rather than make them available to all users at a fair price. By doing so, the FCC hopes to encourage at least two viable ISP services—one telephone based, the other cable based—in each market, rather than have it become a monopoly (Schiesel, 1998a).

Whether or not the ISP industry becomes a killer application remains to be seen, but is certainly shaping up as possibly becoming a highly lucrative aspect of the emerging digital communications networks. The key to great Web wealth may be whether the ISPs can mimic what the U.S. cable companies did (which was to demand partial ownership of cable TV channels if those same channels wanted access to their systems, while simultaneously launching their own channels), and use their control over the crucial Web wires as a means to get a piece of the commercial action that transpires over their systems. This is an issue I will turn to shortly with the discussion of portals. In the meantime, that these firms will dominate the wires providing Internet service is regarded as a good thing in the business press: if these telecommunications giants can put “internet economics on a commercial basis,” as one Financial Times writer noted, it might lead to “higher user costs,” but it would also lead to the Web's more rapid commercial development, which is more important (Kehoe, 1998a: 14).

One of the striking features of having Web access provided by the private sector is that the notion of universal service to the entire population is and must be sacrificed to the needs of the market. The most money is made by pitching high quality service to the affluent who can afford it, and who are most attractive to advertisers. As TCI founder John Malone has put it, the best way to conduct the Web access business is to offer “tiered” service, with high-speed access for the affluent and business, on down to slow Web access for those who cannot afford (Coleman, 1998). In 1998 the average U.S. Internet user had an income that was double the national average, and there was little reason to expect that to change quickly (Webber, 1998). The fees expected for high-speed Internet access in the twenty-first century would exclude all but half of the U.S. population (Hansell, 1998c). The greatest disparity is between African Americans and white Americans, where the difference goes well beyond what one would expect from economic factors alone (Quick, 1998a).

Computer firms, too, are threatened by the World Wide Web. None more than Microsoft, which stands to see its lucrative monopoly on standalone computer software eliminated by the rise of digital computer networks. Since recognizing the threat in 1995, Microsoft has used all of its market power and wealth to see that it not be outflanked on the Web, and that it have a finger (or hand) in the pie of any emerging killer application. Microsoft is a partner with TCI in its digital cable TV operation (Mermi-gas, 1998d); it also has its own Web TV, connecting TV sets to the Web through telephone lines—and that technology may in the end prove superior. In addition, Microsoft has a play in each of the two routes that are competing to establish high-speed Web access to the consumer personal computer market (Crockett, McWilliams, Jackson, and Elstrom, 1998). Through its 11 percent stake in Comcast, Microsoft has a piece of @Home, the cable modem ISP run by the major cable companies. It also is a partner with Intel, GTE, and the “baby Bell” regional phone companies in the venture to offer high-speed Internet access via telephone lines (Takahashi and Mehta, 1998; Schiesel, 1998b), and has a 10 percent stake in Time Warner's Road Runner cable modem service (Bank and Cauley, 1998).

Microsoft has major horses in virtually every route that could lead to a commercially viable consumer-oriented World Wide Web, including its Internet Explorer Web browser, the Microsoft Network online service, and its joint venture with NBC, the website-cable TV MSNBC (Hamm, Cortese, and Garland, 1998). Most observers expect that a key determinant in who profits will be who wins the struggle to set the standards for streaming audio and video at high speeds across the Internet. A number of companies are competing on these standards, including Real Networks, in which Microsoft has a 10 percent stake (Wheelwright, 1998b). Yet Microsoft has little to fear: as the New York Times noted in 1998, the company “now owns all or part of each of these companies” (J. Gleick, 1998: 18).

Microsoft's ravenous appetite for dominating the Web attracted the attention of the U.S. Justice Department, which advanced an antitrust case against it in 1998 and 1999. The first ruling was not in Microsoft's favor, and the ultimate result is very much up in the air (Hof, 1998; Kehoe and Wolfe, 1998). Microsoft built up an impressive lobbying army in 1997 and 1998 to prevent any future problems in Washington, D.C. In classic fashion, it doled out money to any candidates who might have any say over its activities in Congress, Republicans and Democrats alike (Wayne, 1998). And despite Microsoft's having to jump some hurdles with regulators, Paine Webber's chief investment strategist stated in 1998 that Microsoft's strategy would pay off. The company had established a “dominant position across the entire Information Age spectrum,” he noted, making Microsoft “the leading beneficiary of convergence” (Mermigas, 1998b: 18).

But the really important corporate activity, as the Microsoft example suggests, is not understood by looking at firms in isolation, or even at sectors as a whole, but rather by looking at the interaction of firms with those of other sectors. Although digital convergence is only just beginning, and there remain important distinctions among computer, telecommunications, and media companies, a striking business convergence has emerged due to the Web. This takes the forms of mergers and acquisitions, equity joint ventures with two or more partners on specific projects, and long-term exclusive strategic alliances between two firms. On the one hand, this convergence is due to the desire to limit risk by linking up with potential competitors or swallowing them. Following the logic of Richard Nixon's memorable adage, it is better to have your enemy inside pissing out rather than outside pissing in. On the other hand, this convergence is explained by the inability of a telecommunications, computer, or media firm to provide a comprehensive Web service.

So ironically, the most striking feature of digital communication may well be not that it has opened up competition in communication markets, but that it has made it vastly easier, attractive, and necessary for firms to consolidate and strike alliances across the media, telecommunications, and computer sectors. In the late 1990s there were a series of mergers between large telecommunications and computer equipment companies, due to the growth of the Internet (Kehoe, 1998b). Almost all the media giants have entered into joint ventures or strategic alliances with the largest telecommunications and software firms. Time Warner is connected to several of the U.S. regional (Bell) telephone giants, as well as to AT&T and Oracle; it has a major joint venture with U.S. West. Disney, likewise, is connected to several major U.S. telecommunications companies, as well as to America Online. News Corp. is partially owned by MCI World Com and has a joint venture with British Telecom.4 The media firms most directly implicated in this convergence are the cable companies, since their wires are arguably the best suited of the existing choices. As noted above, Comcast is partially owned by Microsoft, while Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen purchased Marcus Cable in 1998, but the truly seminal deal was AT&T's $48 billion purchase of cable giant TCI in 1998. The key to the deal was the linking of TCI's wires to the home with AT&T's trunkline fiber-optic system. The point will be to offer “one-stop shopping” to home consumers of local and long-distance telephony, cable television, and high-speed Internet access via cable modems (Mer-migas, 1998a; Goldblatt, 1998). Through TCI's Liberty Media, AT&T will now have interests in a large stable of media assets. Criticism of the deal is mostly that it is premature, not improper.

Business analysts expect more mergers among phone, cable, and media companies, a “scramble to control the information pipeline into people's homes.” “One way or another,” Merrill Lynch's media analyst stated in 1998, cable companies “are going to be affiliated with phone companies. There's going to be consolidation in this industry” (Pope, 1998: Bl). In due course the global media oligopoly may become a much broader global communication oligopoly, dominated by a small number of massive conglomerates with a myriad of joint ventures linking all the players to each other. In the battle between the World Wide Web's ballyhooed “decentralizing” bias and the market's tendency toward concentration, the market is winning.

But where, exactly, are the killer applications to justify the expense of some of these acquisitions and joint ventures? By the end of the 1990s the market began to crystallize around two commercial Internet applications. The most important is electronic commerce, using the World Wide Web to buy and sell products. In addition to being interactive, the Web permits marketers to generate a superior profile of a user's past purchases and interests through examining the “cookie” file in a user's Web browser, among other things (Quick, 1998b). At the low end, one 1998 study predicts that U.S. and European spending online will reach $16 billion by 2002 (Hollinger, 1998). Using broader criteria, other studies by private groups and the U.S. government forecast electronic commerce at a whopping $300 billion by 2002 (Green, Cortese, Judge, and Hof, 1998b, 1998a). By all accounts electronic commerce is becoming the future of retailing and commerce, and the U.S. government calls it the foundation of the “emerging digital economy” (Ingersoll, 1998: A3). It seems clearly a historic world phenomenon, lacking only improvements in Internet security before it becomes the standard for commerce (Maddox, 1998a). And as electronic commerce becomes the rule, it will push those not online to get connected.

Yet how do the communications giants benefit from electronic commerce, unless they sell their own products? After all, aren’t these transactions simply between buyer and seller? This leads to the second “killer application” for the World Wide Web: portals. Portals refer to Internet services that people “use to start their treks through cyberspace.” They bring order to the Web experience. More than browser software or the standard ISP, portals organize the entire Web experience and provide a “search” mechanism to bring Web material to users as effortlessly as possible. If successful, a portal can provide a “home base” for an Internet user, which he need never leave. “Portals are transforming the internet from a chaotic collection of thousands of websites into something more manageable and familiar for consumers and investors,” the Financial Times notes, “by capturing large audiences and establishing themselves as the primary internet ‘channels’” (Parkes and Kehoe, 1998: 7). “The search engines have become to the World Wide Web what Windows is to the computer desktop,” a technology investment banker stated in 1998. Even if portals never reach that lofty perch, something like them looks to be the immediate direction for the Web. (Already, the battle for dominating the portal market for digital television—that is, providing the channel guide that will serve as the first home page for viewers—has come down to a slugfest between TCI and News Corp. on one side and a firm allied with NBC and Microsoft on the other [Littleton, 1998: 21]).

The archetype of the portal is America Online (AOL), an ISP that did $2.5 billion in business in 1998. AOL provides an “Internet on training wheels,” with e-mail, chat rooms, and banks of operators to answer any questions users might have. With eleven million subscribers, AOL accounts for 40 percent of all online traffic, and 60 percent of home use (Gunther, 1998: 69–80). Fully 80 percent of AOL users never venture beyond AOL's sites (“Ma Bell Convenience Store,” 1998). AOL has also shown the way to Web riches, and not only through the monthly access fees it charges its subscribers. In addition, AOL is “drawing advertisers, who sense a mass market taking shape” (Green, Hof, and Judge, 1998: 162). Even more important, it uses its hold on such a huge section of the Web population to extract fees from firms that want to do commerce on AOL (Snyder, 1998a). In just one of scores of deals, for example, the company will receive $12 million plus a share of revenues over four years for giving The Fragrance Center a prominent display on AOL (Lewis, Waters, and Kehoe, 1998). Nor is AOL alone; other providers like Excite! and Yahoo attract massive audiences as well, and each of them is trying to offer full service similar to that provided by AOL (Green, Hof, and Judge, 1998). This ratchets up the cost of selling wares electronically, with all that that suggests about how competitive digital capitalism is going to be. “Launching an E-commerce site without a portal partner,” one investment analyst noted, “is like opening a retail store in the desert. Sure, it's cheap, but does anybody stop there?” (Gurley, 1998: 226).

AT&T, through @Home, intends to take dead aim at the portal market. “The telcos and cable companies are coming after AOL's customers,” a Forrester Research analyst stated (Gunther, 1998: 80). AT&T executives have stated that it does not want @Home to be a traditional ISP, offering “dumb-pipes” that others like AOL and Yahoo use to get rich (B. Warner, 1998: 21). “It is clear,” the New York Times wrote, “that whoever controls the front door that people use to start their Internet surfing—a ”portal“ in industry jargon—will control the biggest share of advertising and shopping revenues” (Hansell, 1998d: C4). In 1998, Microsoft introduced “start.com,” a portal that would provide personalized data collection, web-searching, and email for customers (Lohr, 1998b; Swisher, 1998). This might prove to be Microsoft's best bet in becoming the web's gatekeeper (Sacharow, 1998e). What is clear is that telecommunications, media, and computer firms each have something to contribute to a viable portal, so many more mergers and acquisitions will take place before the market stabilizes. Analysts forecast a “long and brutal war” over control of the portal industry, with estimates for the final number of viable firms ranging from two or three at the low end to four or five at the high end (Hansell, 1998a: C3).


The World Wide Web and the Media Giants

Media firms and media industries are directly involved in both electronic commerce and the establishment of viable commercial portals. Yet these are best regarded as parts of a broader series of moves, in addition to digital television, made by media firms to extend their empires to cyberspace. “For traditional media companies,” the New York Times correctly notes, “the digital age poses genuine danger” (Landler, 1998: 1). The great fear for the media firms is that the Web will breed a new generation of commercial competitors who take advantage of the medium's relatively minuscule production and distribution costs. And its greatest fear is that the broadband Web will lead to an entirely new media regime that makes the corporate media giants irrelevant and obsolete. It remains to be seen exactly where the Web and/or any other digital communication network will fit into the global media landscape ten or twenty years down the road. As Time Warner CEO Gerald Levin has put it, it is “not clear where you make money on it” (Landler, 1998: 9); but even if the Web takes a long time to develop as a commercial medium, it is already taking up some of the time that people formerly devoted to traditional media (Richtel, 1998). Media firms have responded accordingly, leaving nothing to chance; since the early 1990s they have been establishing an online presence so that as the Internet develops, they will not get boxed out of the digital system.

Most of the Web activities of the traditional media firms have been money losers, and some have been outright disasters. Time Warner's Pathfinder website, for example, began in 1994 with visions of conquering the Web, only to produce a “black hole” for the firm's balance sheet (Wolff, 1998: 16). Likewise, the New Century Network, a website consisting of 140 newspapers run by nine of the largest newspaper chains was such a fiasco that it was shut down in 1998 (Dugan, 1998). But none of the media firms has lost its resolve to be a factor in, or even to dominate, cyberspace. As one media executive put it, in Internet business, “losses appear to be the key to the future” (Wolff, 1998: 18). This is one of the distinguishing characteristics of media firms as they approach the World Wide Web in comparison to entrepreneurs who want to use the Web to become media content providers: the media firms have a very long time frame in mind, and very deep pockets; they simply cannot afford to abandon ship.

By the end of the 1990s, all major media have significant Web activities. The media firms use their websites, at the very least, to stimulate interest in the traditional media fare. This is seen as a relatively inexpensive way to expand sales (“Times Web Site Ends Fee for Foreign Users,” 1998). Some media firms duplicate their traditional publications or even broadcast their radio and television signals over the Net—accompanied by the commercials, of course (Wheelwright, 1998a; Tedesco, 1998b). The newspaper industry has rebounded from the New Century Network debacle, and has a number of sites designed to capture classified advertising dollars as they go online (Barron, 1998; Sacharow, 1998a; Brooker, 1998), but most media firms are going beyond this. Viacom has extensive websites for its MTV and Nickelodeon cable TV channels, for example, the point of which is to produce “online synergies” (“MTV Emphasizes Online Synergy,” 1998; McConville, 1998). These synergies can be found by providing an interactive component and by adding an editorial dimension beyond what is found in traditional fare, but the main way in which websites produce synergies is by offering electronic commerce options for products related to their sites (Jensen, 1998). Several other commercial websites have incorporated Internet shopping directly into their editorial fare. As one media executive notes, Web publishers “have to think like merchandisers” (Snyder, 1998d: 30). Electronic commerce is now seen as a significant revenue stream for media websites; all in all, the similarity between digital television and what is happening on the Web is striking (C. Ross, 1998b).

Indeed, by the end of the 1990s the possibility of new Web content providers emerging to slay the traditional media appears more farfetched than ever before. In 1998 there was a massive shakeout in the online media industry, as smaller players could not remain afloat. Forrester Research estimated that the cost of an “average-content” website increased threefold to $3.1 million by 1998, and would double again by 2000 (Denton, 1998b). “While the big names are establishing themselves on the Internet,” the Economist wrote in 1998, “the content sites that have grown organically out of the new medium are suffering” (“Brands Bite Back,” 1998: 78). Even a firm with the resources of Microsoft flopped in its attempt to become an online content provider, abolishing its operation in early 1998. “It's a fair comment to say that entertainment on the Internet did not pan out as expected,” said a Microsoft executive (Karon, 1998: 3). As telecommunications and computer firms work to develop Web content, they now turn to partnerships with the corporate media giants.

We can now see that those who forecast that the media giants would smash into the World Wide Web “iceberg” exaggerated the power of technology and failed to grasp the manner in which markets actually work. In addition to having deep pockets and a lengthy time, the media giants enjoy five other distinct advantages over those who might intrude into their territory. First, they have digital programming from their other ventures that they can plug into the Web at little extra cost. This in itself is a huge advantage over firms that have to create original content from scratch. Second, to generate an audience, they can and do promote their websites incessantly on their traditional media holdings; thus bringing their audiences to their sites on the Web. By 1998, it was argued that the only way a Web content provider could generate users was by buying advertising time in the media giants’ traditional media; otherwise, a website would get lost among the millions of other Web locations. As the editor-in-chief of MSNBC on the Web has put it, linking the website to the existing media activity “is the crux of what we are talking about; it will help set us apart in a crowded market” (J. Brown, 1998: 96). “Offline branding,” a trade publication observed, “is also key to generating traffic” (Riedman, 1998a: 18). It is the leading media “brands” that have been the first to charge subscription fees for their Web offerings; indeed, they may be the only firms for which this is even an alternative (Taylor, 1997; Pogrebin, 1998).

Third, as advertising develops on the Web, the media giants are poised to seize most of these revenues. Online advertising amounted to $900 million in 1997, and some expect it to reach $5 billion by the year 2000. It is worth noting that this will still be no more than 3 percent of all U.S. ad spending that year, suggesting again how long a path it will be to an era of Web dominance. (Maddox, 1998b; Hall, 1998; Green, Hof, and Judge, 1998). The media giants have long and close relationships with the advertising industry, and work closely with them to make Web advertising viable (C. Ross, 1998a; Mand, 1998a, 1998b; Riedman, 1998b). The evidence suggests that in the commercialized Web, advertisers will have increased leverage over content, in the same manner their influence has increased in television in the 1990s (“Web Becomes a Viable Channel,” 1997). A common form of Web advertising is “sponsorships,” whereby for a flat sum ranging from $100,000 to $1 million annually, “the advertiser, its agency and the host Web network work together to develop advertorials” (O’Connell, 1998: Bl, B6). The media giants also have another concrete advantage in their dealings with major advertisers: they can and do arrange to have them agree to do a portion of their business on their Web.

Fourth, as the possessors of the hottest “brands,” the media firms have the leverage to get premier location from browser software makers and portals (Orwall, 1997b). Microsoft Internet Explorer offers 250 highlighted channels, the “plum positions” belonging to Disney and Time Warner, and similar arrangements are taking place with Netscape and Point Cast (Bank, 1999: B6; “Microsoft to Feature 250 Content Channels In New Web Browser,” 1997, B3). Fifth—and this relates to their deep pockets—the media giants are aggressive investors in start-up Web media companies. Approximately one-half the venture capital for Web content start-up companies comes from established media firms.5 The Tribune Company, for example, owns stakes in fifteen Web companies, including the portals AOL, Excite!, and the women-targeted i Village (“Tribune Company,” 1998). If some new company shows commercial promise, the media giants will be poised to capitalize upon, not be buried by, that promise.

In this context, the nature of emerging Web content makes sense. “The expansion in channel capacity seems to promise a sumptuous groaning board,” TV critic Les Brown wrote, “but in reality it's just going to be a lot more of the same hamburger (L. Brown, 1998: 10). By the end of the 1990s the World Wide Web was seen as offering media firms ”new synergy,“ whereby media firms offered enhanced websites based on their traditional media brands chock full of commercial applications such as electronic commerce (Caruso, 1998: C3). The most popular areas for Web content are similar to those of the traditional commercial media, and, for the reasons just mentioned, they are dominated by the usual corporate suspects. Viacom's MTV is squaring off with GE's NBC, AT&T's TCI, and Rolling Stone to, as one of them put it, ”own the mind share for music.“ Each website is ”slavishly reporting recording industry news and gossip,“ all to become at least one of the ”default destinations for people interested in music on the Web.“ The stakes are high: Forrester Research estimates that online music sales, concert ticket sales, and music-related merchandise sales could reach $2.8 billion by 2002 (Reilly, 1998: Bl).

The greatest war for market share is with regard to sports websites, where Disney's ESPN, News Corp.’s Fox, GE and Microsoft's MSNBC, Time Warner's CNNSI, and CBS's Sports Line are in pitched battle. Sports are seen as the key to media growth on the Web; advertisers, for one, understand the market and want to reach it. In addition, sports websites are beginning to generate the huge audiences that advertisers like (Grover, 1998). To compete for the Web sports market, it is mandatory to have a major television network that can constantly promote the website. One Forrester Research survey found that 50 percent of respondents visited a sports website as a direct result of its being mentioned during a sports broadcast. Indeed, 33 percent said they visited a Web sports site while watching a sports event on TV (Snyder, 1998c). The media giants also routinely bring their largest advertisers to their sports websites as part of package deals between advertisers and the firm's television properties (Snyder, 1998b). Media giants can also use their resources to purchase exclusive Web rights from major sports leagues, as Disney has with the NFL (Tedesco, 1998c). And, as with music sites, sports offer all sorts of electronic commerce possibilities (Gellatly, 1998).

We might want to ponder what all of this means for the nature of journalism on the Web. This is really a fundamental issue; if the Web fails to produce a higher caliber of journalism and stimulate public understanding and activity, the claim that it is a boon for democracy is severely weakened. Many have chronicled the deplorable state of commercial journalism at the hands of the media giants.6 There is little reason to expect a journalistic renaissance online. At present the trend for online journalism is to accentuate the worst synergistic and profit-hungry attributes of commercial journalism, with its emphasis on trivia, celebrities, and consumer news. One observer characterized the news offerings on AOL, drawn from all the commercial media giants, as less a “marketplace of ideas” than “a shopping mall of notions” (Solomon, 1998).

This does not mean that there are no considerable advantages or differences between the emerging digital world and what preceded it. Even if the Web becomes primarily a commercial medium for electronic commerce, e-mail, and commercial news and entertainment fare, it will also be a haven for all sorts of interactive activities that never existed in the past. In particular, the Web's openness permits a plethora of voices to speak and be heard worldwide at relatively minimal expense. This is indeed a communications revolution, and one that is being taken advantage of by countless social and political organizations that heretofore were marginalized (Quick, 1997). In 1998, for example, the global and largely secretive negotiations for a Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) were undercut when a flurry of Web communication created a groundswell of popular opposition. The MAI was barely covered in the commercial media, and to the extent that it was the coverage was favorable to a global bill of rights for investors and corporations (N. Chomsky, 1998). Yet this point should not be exaggerated. As a rule, journalism is not something that can be undertaken piecemeal by amateurs working in their spare time. It is best done by people who make a living at it, and who have training, experience, and resources. Journalism also requires institutional support (from commercial and governmental attack) to survive and prosper. Corporate media giants have failed miserably to provide a viable journalism, and as they dominate journalism online there is no reason to expect anything different. In this context, it should be no surprise that the leading product of Web journalism is none other than Matt Drudge, who, as The Economist puts it, “spares himself the drudgery of fact-checking” (“The Press in Spin Cycle,” 1998: 35).

Another way to grasp the corporate media approach to cyberspace is to look at the activities of the two largest media firms, Time Warner and Disney. Time Warner produces nearly 200 websites, all of which are designed to provide what it terms an “advertiser-friendly environment,” and it aggressively promotes its websites to its audiences through its existing media (Landler, 1998: 9; Freeman, 1998). Its CNN website is now available in Swedish, with other languages to follow (Jakobsen, 1997; Galetto, 1997). The company uses its websites to go after the youth market, to attract sports fans, and to provide entertainment content similar to that of its “old” media (Griffith, 1998; Shaw, 1997). It established a major website focused on 1998 World Cup soccer in order to attract global attention to its Web activities (Elliott, 1998).
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