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An Introduction to the Politics and Policy of Media Ownership 
 
Media consolidation is a topic of much discussion and debate in American politics and 
world politics more generally. Over the last several decades, fewer individuals and 
corporations have taken ownership over increasing shares of the political-information 
environment. This reading will provide a brief overview of this process, known as the 
concentration of media ownership.  
 
The media industry is increasingly owned by a small number of conglomerates. The 
Walt Disney Company, Time Warner, Viacom, and News Corporation are currently the 
largest media conglomerates in the world. These four corporations control the 
production and distribution of most political news in the United States today. Though 
media consolidation is nothing new in the history of American politics, the dominance of 
just four conglomerates has raised increasing concerns in recent years about free 
speech and the neutrality of political news presentation. 
 
Because media conglomerates primarily focus on increasing profits for their ownership, 
critics worry that the public’s need for a free flow of information and ideas in the press is 
often compromised. Indeed, from a historical standpoint, media observers point out that 
the framers included free-press protections in the first amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution. Thomas Jefferson famously noted that, “The only security of all is in a free 
press. The force of public opinion cannot be resisted when permitted freely to be 
expressed. The agitation it produces must be submitted to. It is necessary, to keep the 
waters pure.” Critics of media concentration worry that the first amendment is 
compromised when profits are the primary focus of the news business. 
 
Additionally, critics of media consolidation suggest that there is less diversity of opinion 
in a media market controlled by profit-minded corporations. Indeed, media consolidation 
has resulted in owners manipulating information to influence the public throughout 
American political history. For example, William Randolph Hearst created one of the first 
media empires in the United States in the late 19th century by purchasing multiple 
newspapers. His media acquisitions dovetailed with his political beliefs and his 
aspirations for the U.S. In order to build public support for political causes he supported, 
Hearst had his reporters write sensationalized stories to gain support for military actions 
in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Hearst also famously encouraged his 
reporters to write articles connecting minorities to both crime and marijuana use, helping 
anti-drug supporters pass the Marijuana Tax Act in 1937. More recently, researchers 
have found, for example, that the predominance of profit-oriented media organizations 
led to more stories promoting the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2004 than those critically 
evaluating the Bush Administration’s claim that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass 
destruction. 
 
The fact that the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), which is in charge of 
regulating media in the United States, has shifted to an increasingly market-based 
approach has led to deregulation, thus increasing media concentration among just a few 
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corporations. Critics of FCC deregulation policies argue that diversity of information and 
ideas will be further reduced, leading to a less informed public. Though such critics 
would like to see diversified ownership and more diversity in content, the market-based 
governing philosophy at work in contemporary American politics today, which favors 
deregulation, permits increasing media conglomeration.*  
 
*For more information on FCC rules regarding media ownership, see FCC Ownership 
Rules.  

 
 

 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.fcc.gov/guides/review-broadcast-ownership-rules
http://www.fcc.gov/guides/review-broadcast-ownership-rules

