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A B S T R A C T  ● This article seeks a dialectical critique of and synthesis
between two conflicting paradigms. In exploring the changing structures and
global markets of Hollywood’s media industrial complex, it draws on, but also
critiques, post-Fordist accounts of corporate change and market competition. It
identifies the new dominance of the multi-divisional corporate structure and its
combination with subsidiary and subcontractor modes of inter-corporate
relations together with a new emphasis on branding to tap into segmented
global markets. The second paradigm, the political economy of the media
approach, has failed, to its detriment, to draw on or to engage theoretically with
post-Fordist discussions. This is largely because post-Fordist accounts implicitly or
explicitly suggest that one of the central dynamics of advanced capitalism –
namely, its tendency towards the centralization and concentration of capital (the
Three Cs Thesis) – is being corrected or reversed. Political economy rightly refutes
this but we have to explain why the real relations take the appearance-forms (of
autonomy and plurality) that they do and how this connects to the cultural
dimension of the media-industrial complex. The analysis includes a case study of
Disney as a multi-integrated corporation. ●

K E Y W O R D S  ● appearance-forms ● branding ● integration ●

monopoly and competition ● multi-divisional structure ● post-Fordism ●

subsidiary and subcontractor capitalism

Although the paradigm of post-Fordism has been widely influential in the
social and political sciences and has underpinned general cultural debates
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concerning globalization and postmodernism, it has had a remarkably low
profile in debates concerning the political economy of the media. In their
studies of the contemporary media landscape, key writers such as Schiller
(1989), Herman and Chomksy (1994), Bagdikian (1997), Herman and
McChesney (1997), Golding and Murdock (2000) and Wilkin (2001) have
had little use for the post-Fordist paradigm. There is an obvious reason for
this. Much of the writings on post-Fordism seem to explicitly or tacitly
suggest that one of the key features of advanced capitalism – namely, its
tendency to develop monopolies – has been partly or substantially reversed.
And yet for the writers listed above, attempting to understand the contem-
porary media landscape as anything other than exhibiting further trends
towards the concentration and centralization of capital (what we might call
the Three Cs Thesis) would be perverse and would fly in the face of much
of the available empirical evidence.

Yet the post-Fordist paradigm does identify changes in corporate structures
driven in part by cultural dynamics across global markets which have indeed
taken place over the past 30 years and which have had a resultant impact on
the media output produced. At one level, many of these changes have the
appearance-form of challenging the Three Cs Thesis, pointing to greater
cultural diversity and less uni-linearity of cultural exchange across global
markets. Political economy approaches counter such appearance-forms with
detailed historical and empirical accounts of the media-industrial complex.
For example, Janet Wasko’s analysis of Hollywood provides abundant
evidence of this kind, which calls into question what she calls the ‘myths’ of
the Information Age – namely, that it has brought more competition and
product diversity (Wasko, 1994: 249–52). Yet a historical and empirical
critique, while absolutely necessary, is not the same as a theoretical engage-
ment with the post-Fordist paradigm. Such an engagement would seek to
explore how the processes mapped out by the Three Cs Thesis work through
many of the appearance-forms of diversity and competition in the volatile and
technologically sophisticated markets mapped out by post-Fordist analysis,
particularly as regards changing corporate structures. The simple demon-
stration of the tendency towards monopoly does not really grasp the processes
by which this is achieved or the contradictions and tensions this involves.

Dan Schiller’s timely critique of ‘digital capitalism’, the convergence, that
is, of new communications technology and the TNCs (transnational corpor-
ations), covers similar processes spotted by post-Fordist accounts but from
within a traditional political economy framework (Schiller, 1999). How
cultural change, cultural dynamics, cultural contestation and cultural
contradictions are driving as well as problematizing these processes (for
example, the digital file-swapping phenomenon that is giving film and music
corporations such a headache) remains largely outside the scope of this
approach, with the consequence that it has a somewhat functionalist tenor.
One of the key strengths of Douglas Gomery’s work is that he stresses (in

55Q 05wayne (ds)  8/5/03  2:25 pm  Page 83

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016ics.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ics.sagepub.com/


84

contrast to Wasko, for example) the fragile and limited nature of corporate
success within the quicksands of market turbulence. But again this is done
from within traditional political economy boundaries which do not ask
certain questions that have been posed by post-Fordist theory. For example,
when he notes that in the 1980s Disney created two new ‘brand names’ for
its film production units (Gomery, 1994: 80), there is no explanation, and
particularly no cultural explanation, as to why it was necessary to develop
such new corporate structures. We shall return to Disney later with a case
study that will suggest how it is exemplary of the new corporate structures.

In their attempt to think a third way between the sterile fissure between
the economic analysis of political economy and the ideological analysis of
cultural studies, Robins and Webster also drew on arguments surrounding
Fordism and post-Fordism. They examine the social, political and cultural
changes in the textures of everyday life, which economic analysis and
textual analysis miss (Robins and Webster, 1988). This article, however, is
less concerned with everyday life than with changing corporate structures
and their impact on cultural artefacts; nor is it persuaded by the emphasis
Robins and Webster give to Foucault’s micro-politics, which seems to lean
too far in the direction of the sort of decentralization of power associated
with many post-Fordist arguments. I will argue instead that the new corpor-
ate structures are characterized by decentralized accumulation, where the
dominant logics of capital are mediated through a multi-divisional corpor-
ate structure in combination with a web of subsidiary and subcontractor
modes which give the appearance of plurality and autonomy in the market-
place. It is the discrepancy between the real relations and their appearance-
forms that has to be explained and understood as a site of contradiction
between monopoly tendencies and the dynamics of cultural change, cultural
reception and cultural needs. This discrepancy manifests itself in the
continuing tensions between political economy and cultural studies.
Cultural studies has been interdisciplinary from its inception, seeking to
draw on methodologies deriving from political theory, sociology, ethnogra-
phy, literary and film criticism and so forth. Political economy, however, has
largely remained outside such theoretical bricolage, tainted with ‘reduc-
tionism’. In response, Garnham (1997) and Murdock (1997) have argued
that political economy can supply cultural studies with a much-needed
materialist grounding, while Kellner (1997) suggests that a synthesis
between the two will help to illuminate the strengths and weakness of both
traditions. This article may be seen as a contribution to that ongoing debate.

Monopoly and competition

In political economy accounts of the media, the tendency towards 
the centralization and concentration of capital tends to predominate. In
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post-Fordist accounts, the key concept is competition, a bias that can make
post-Fordism indistinguishable from neo-classical economics where the
tendency towards monopoly and oligopolies disappears from view. We need
to grasp monopoly and competition as dialectically related, with one
morphing into the other, rather than seeing a linear development towards
either pole. At one level, political economy knows this. Monopoly and
competition constitute ‘a paired reality of historical capitalism’ (Wallerstein,
1989: 34). Competition is a pervasive logic of capital, setting worker against
worker, industrial sector against industrial sector, region against region,
capital against capital. One can no more squeeze competition out of the
capitalist system than you can squeeze air out of a knotted balloon, irre-
spective of the growing size of corporate entities. Competition is the means
by which the ‘discipline’ of accumulation exerts itself as a structural
coercive force on all. In outlining their model for a political economy
approach to the media, Herman and Chomsky note: ‘If . . . managers fail
to pursue actions that favour shareholder returns, institutional investors
will be inclined to sell the stock (depressing its price) or to listen sympa-
thetically to outsiders contemplating take-overs’ (1994: 11).

However, because competition is the language of the political opponent,
its continuing impact on corporate structures and global exchange tends to
be ultimately subordinated in favour of demonstrating a version of the
Three Cs Thesis in which competition is held to be negated rather than, in
the Hegelian manner, dialectically translated on to a new level. As radical
political economy notes, although business and politicians espouse comp-
etition as a great boon to consumers, ensuring choice and product diversity,
in practice capitalists work to limit and erode competition whenever 
they are in a position to do so. Because competition drives down profit
margins there is an ineluctable pressure to diminish competition wherever
possible, by driving competitors out of the market, by take-overs and
mergers and by raising barriers of entry to a market. Thus competition
generates a tendency towards its opposite: monopoly or, more frequently,
oligopolies.

The tendency of capitalism towards such skews of market power is a
severe embarrassment to neo-liberalism and it is no wonder that radical
political economy does its best to highlight the contradiction between the
rhetoric of level playing fields and the reality of vastly asymmetrical
relations of power. While the existence of social inequalities is less worrying
to neo-liberals, substantial economic inequalities between suppliers may
trouble the authentic free marketeer, for this suggests flaws in the idealized
model of ‘free competition’.

The tendency towards monopoly can be effectively measured over time.
Since the mid-1980s, the 50 biggest media corporations have shrunk to
about nine or ten (Bagdikian, 1997: xiii). Time-Warner is generally regarded
as the largest after its US$106 billion merger with AOL. Disney, Viacom,
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News Corporation, Sony, TCI/AT&T and General Electric would also
qualify as tier-one media corporations. Two European companies also make
the list: the German company Bertelsmann, a publishing and music giant,
and the French company Vivendi, which climbed into the top tier in 2001
by purchasing Seagram, the Canadian drinks company, for US$34 billion
(Seagram owned Universal music and movies). These companies are also
tied together by networks of joint ventures and the buying of shares in other
companies (Herman and McChesney, 1997: 56). Thus, John Malone,
former owner of the cable company TCI (which he sold to telecommuni-
cations giant AT&T for US$54 billion), now heads Liberty Media, which,
at the time of writing, holds a 25% stake in Telewest, the UK cable
company, 19% of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation and smaller
holdings in AOL, Vivendi and Motorola. Yet competition still exists within
this oligopolistic structure, but it does not operate in the way neo-liberal
economists think – that is, there is minimal or only temporary price
competition and product diversity. Instead, there is competition for market
share, which can be achieved through heavy advertising campaigns or
mergers and takeovers. Competition to raise profits meanwhile can be
achieved by cutting costs, concentrating on wealthy consumers and taking
minimal cultural and political risks with output. It is precisely competition
that makes the market increasingly turbulent at both an economic and
cultural level, with even the survival of the largest corporations periodically
being questioned, as has been the case recently with Disney and Vivendi.
Within the severe limits imposed by accumulation, culturally segmented
markets and the necessity to be receptive to potential demands for cultural
difference in global cultural exchange remain important factors in the
competitive scramble for market dominance.

Two phases of monopoly capitalism

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a number of commentators in the post-
Fordist tradition argued that capitalism’s tendency towards monopoly had
been effectively reversed by changes in corporate structures and practices,
by new technologies, by changes in cultural markets and by global market
exchanges. The post-Fordist paradigm is not a homogeneous one, however.
There are different strands and traditions within it. The Regulation School
associated with writers such as Aglietta (1979), Lipietz (1987) and Jessop
(1997) is broadly Marxist in orientation. It explores how a system built
around potentially explosive social antagonisms can be regulated so that
accumulation can take place, relatively smoothly, according to a set of insti-
tutional and normative patterns (Amin, 1997: 8). Harvey, who sits slightly
askance to the Regulation School, defined post-Fordism in terms of flexible
accumulation that circumvented the rigidities of Fordism in the labour
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processes, in labour markets, in products and in responding to changing
patterns of consumer behaviour (Harvey, 1990: 147). The keyword
‘accumulation’ emphasizes the continuity of post-Fordism with exploitative,
antagonistic social relations. This is rather different from another strand of
post-Fordist analysis called flexible specialization theory, whose foun-
dational text was Piore and Sabel’s The Second Industrial Divide (1984).
This was much more liberal in its politics and has been rather more popular
with policy makers such as President Clinton’s labour adviser Robert Reich.
While this version of the post-Fordist paradigm at least had the merit of
engaging with empirical changes in corporate capitalism, it failed to under-
stand the underlying trends in those changes, and the hopes that the
tendency towards monopoly had been reversed have demonstrably turned
to dust. The reasons for this conceptual impasse arise largely from the
conflation of monopoly capitalism with Fordism. When the latter was
deemed to have declined, so, logically, it was thought, had monopolistic
tendencies. In retrospect it now seems more fruitful to distinguish between
fundamental and contingent features of monopoly capitalism and to see
Fordism and post-Fordism as denoting contingent features. More specific-
ally we can see them as different modes of development, to use a concept
deployed, not all that consistently, by Manuel Castells. Advanced capitalism
for Castells is characterized by ‘informationalism’, whereby the generation,
management and packaging of information and symbolic data generally
become crucial in the production process, in their inscription into the goods
themselves and in their articulation with rapidly changing consumer
markets (Castells, 1996). Certainly we can understand the emergence of
post-Fordist tendencies in these terms. Castells’ concept of a mode of
development is useful as long as we remember to locate it within a mode of
production still recognizably based on the asymmetric accumulation of
capital.

Fordism and post-Fordism

The key dynamic, then, of monopoly capitalism is the tendency towards the
concentration and centralization of capital, the Three Cs Thesis, although
this does not entail the linear diminution of competition. Concentration of
capital refers to the amassing of capital accumulated through the exploi-
tation of labour. We can see the concentration of capital at work in the
increasing quantity of capital invested in the production process. Thus the
average cost of film production keeps rising in real terms and this does act
as a barrier of entry for competitors. Yet, paradoxically, the generation of
capital also has a decentralizing potential insofar as quantities of amassed
capital can be spread around, split off into new ventures and companies and
spread over a wider net of family members in the capitalist class. However,
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this decentralizing potential interacts with and is subordinate to the central-
ization of capital and its amassing into a small number of hugely powerful
units of capital because of the detrimental effect that competition has on
profit margins. This centralization of capital takes place in both the indus-
trial and banking sectors, which, as each grows in size, become increasingly
intermeshed with one another, thus further locking production into the
accumulation imperative.

Now we can graft on to this fundamental feature of advanced capitalism
structures and practices associated with Fordism and post-Fordism that are
contingent – in their precise manifestation – on specific historical circum-
stances. To take Fordism first, we find that the concentration of capital at
a given level of technological development of the productive forces opens
the way for mass production. Large pools of workers assembled in giant
firms were able to win relatively good wages that in turn facilitated the
purchasing power to buy the mass of goods that were being produced. The
articulation between production and consumption helped to diminish – but
did not resolve – capitalism’s cyclical economy (Aglietta, 1979: 117). The
companies themselves were able to use their size to achieve economies of
scale and they sought to control every aspect of the production process from
raw materials to finished product at the point of purchase. Thus developed
the vertically integrated corporation, which in the Hollywood film industry
meant that the five ‘majors’ controlled film production, distribution
networks and exhibition circuits.

In the Fordist corporation there was a separation between ownership and
day-to-day control, which saw the growth of layers of managers and the
expansion of the intelligentsia generally. Such an expansion is not a contin-
gent but rather a necessary fact of life for an increasingly complex system
of production. However, the organizational structures in which the intelli-
gentsia work are contingent on particular historical circumstances, and
post-Fordism is associated with new, flatter management structures in which
lateral communication (the circulation of information) vies with (rather
than simply becoming more important than) formal hierarchy. Although
corporations vied for international markets, the ‘locus of economic activity’
was the nation-state (Webster, 1995: 140). This in turn meant an increas-
ing interlocking between capital and the nation-state, something that was
reinforced by the role of the state in economic planning during two world
wars. Those wars and the experience of planning in turn laid the basis for
the ‘Fordist’ pact between capital and organized labour that was cemented
after 1945 in the social-democratic consensus of Western Europe and to a
weaker extent in the United States (Jessop, 1991: 136–7).

What seems clear now is that although this first phase of monopoly capi-
talism diminished competition in national markets and helped to contain
the more chaotic effects of anarcho-free market capitalism, the growing
concentration and centralization of capital was intensifying international
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competition as capital sought ever-new markets and means to raise accumu-
lation levels. Profit levels stagnated and declined in the United States from
the mid-1960s (Reich, 1991: 75–6) as national markets in standardized
goods were saturated and international competition intensified (Jessop,
1997: 259). The latter factor was greatly enhanced by the efficiency (and
therefore cheapness) and sophistication of global transport and communi-
cations networks, which kept the corporation in touch with its increasingly
dispersed operation. At the same time, cultural and political changes meant
that consumer markets were becoming progressively differentiated and thus
the old Fordist production line of standardized goods made in long runs
became increasingly problematic. Post-Fordism, by contrast, has been
associated with microprocessor technology that made possible the swift
adaptation and reprogramming of machine tools that allowed for more
specialized, differentiated and plural products intended to have a short
shelf-life (Aglietta, 1979: 125; Reich, 1991: 82–3; Amin, 1997: 15).

Post-Fordism and global trade

The internationalization of competition means that the crisis of Fordism is
in part a crisis in the established global division of economic power (Heffer-
nan, 2000: 175). A crucial component of the post-Fordist argument
concerning the diminution of monopoly is that post-Fordism is character-
ized by the rise of new regions of economic power and trade flows which
to some extent undermines American/western economic and cultural
hegemony. This seemed particularly plausible in the 1980s and early 1990s
when so-called Asian ‘tiger economies’ such as South Korea and Japan
seemed to be superseding western capitalism. The penetration of Holly-
wood by Japanese electronics manufacturers Sony, which bought
Columbia/TriStar in 1989, and Matsushita, which bought MCA/Universal
in 1990, seemed deeply symbolic of shifting power relations. However,
Matsushita subsequently pulled out of Hollywood after the Japanese reces-
sion began to bite, restricting its ability to invest further in Universal, while
the film company also suffered losses on films such as Junior (1994) and
Waterworld (1995). Sony has clung on to Columbia, but this is economic
ownership, not a restructuring of the cultural values or orientations of a
Hollywood major. Meanwhile, the Asian crisis of 1997/98 has largely re-
established America as the dominant global economic power, with Japan
still in the grip of a decade-long deflationary recession. The contradiction
between growing Japanese economic power and the continuing cultural
hegemony of America spotted by Yoshimoto (1994: 185) has, for the
moment, resolved itself into a neat fit once more between economic and
cultural dominance.

The global media-cultural picture is extremely complicated, characterized
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by both homogenization and heterogenization, as Jameson has argued
(Jameson, 1998: 57–58). Sinclair, Jacka and Cunningham have argued that
post-Fordist media structures and technological change have altered and, to
some extent, corrected traditional unequal trade flows analysed by the
cultural imperialism paradigm. Mexico, for example, has tapped into the
Hispanic-speaking population of America using cable television channels
(Sinclair et al., 1996: 172). Instead of the image of the West ‘dominating
the peripheral “Third World” with an outward flow of cultural products’
(1996: 173) they propose that cultural trade is characterized by ‘multi-direc-
tional flows’ in which regional and diasporic markets are being recon-
structed underneath traditional western domination. The rise of the
Qatar-based Arab satellite television station al-Jazeera, which had a live 24-
hour link to Kabul during the war in Afghanistan, and which broadcast
video footage from Osama bin Laden, might be an example. However, it
should be noted that American pilots ‘accidentally’ bombed al-Jazeera’s
Kabul office during the war, and its long-term future is in the gift of the
Qatar monarch. Nevertheless, it has provided an alternative source of news
to Arab people (other than, say, the BBC World Service), whose own media
is often censored by their own national elites. Another example of a now
less uni-polar direction in cultural flows can be found in the deals that
AOL/Time-Warner has had to strike with the Chinese state. In return for
distributing a Chinese-language cable TV channel in China, AOL/Time-
Warner agreed to carry China’s CCTV programmes on a select Time-
Warner cable system in the US, presumably aimed at Chinese-language
audiences (Kynge, 2001: 38).

Yet this more multi-directional flow in terms of cultural trade is unevenly
distributed across different media. One can make the case with some plau-
sibility in the instance of television, which has had strong national produc-
tion bases firmly embedded into national cultures and which can make use
of new distribution technologies to gain access to cross-border markets.
When it comes to film, where international distribution has been histori-
cally dominated by Hollywood and where cultural expectations allow
Hollywood to exploit the gulf in production values and budgets between its
own products and national producers, there is little sign of cultural flows
evening up, let alone going into reverse. UNESCO’s figures, a selection of
which are reproduced in Table 1, show that in virtually every country
around the world Hollywood has increased the percentage of its films
imported by foreign markets over the past 25 years.1

The arguments for a post-Fordist correction in cultural domination, in
the case of film at least, look indistinguishable from neo-liberal apologet-
ics for the market. Thus Hoskins, McFadyen and Finn, in surveying Holly-
wood’s domination of the film industry, come to a rather odd conclusion:
‘if creativity and cultural goals are paramount, the opportunities remain-
ing within this American-dominated system for independent producers
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around the world may be both artistically and commercially attractive’
(1997: 67).

Between 1997 and 2000, Hollywood’s domination of the UK box-office
averaged about 80 percent. If you include US co-productions with non-UK
companies (often German or French), the figures are even higher. UK/US
film productions meanwhile include films such as Chicken Run, Snatch,
Kevin & Perry Go Large, Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace,
Notting Hill, The World Is Not Enough and Shakespeare In Love, and took
16 percent in 1997, 5 percent in 1998, 26 percent in 1999 and 15 percent
of the UK box-office in 2000. This leaves about 4 percent of UK box-office
revenue for British films and about 4 percent for the rest of the world in
each of those years. The exception is 1997, where the percentage for UK
films climbs to more than 8 percent courtesy of Bean, made by the UK
company Working Title and distributed by its parent company, PolyGram
Films.2 Far from being artistically and commercially attractive, the cultural

Table 1 Unequal trade of flows between Hollywood and the world market in
cinema

Country/year % of  imports from Hollywood

Austria 1970 29.3
1995 58.9

Bulgaria 1985 6.8
1995 88.7

China/Hong Kong 1980 32.8
1995 65.5

Cyprus 1970 27.9
1995 88.8

France 1980 32.2
1995 57

Germany 1990 60.5
1995 68.5

Greece 1970 31.8
1993 75.7

Italy 1970 51.7
1994 57.7

Israel 1970 35.7
1993 80.3

Mexico 1970 40.1
1995 59.3 

Portugal 1971 27.7
1993 63.1

Venezuela 1975 40.4
1993 80.1 
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goal, for example, of making British films that address the complexities of
life in Britain, seems to be squeezed to the very margins of existence and
survival.

Post-Fordism and corporate restructuring

In his early diagnosis of emergent trends towards corporate restructuring,
Michael Aglietta came up with the term neo-Fordism in order to indicate
the continuities between the two phases and to resist the sort of simplistic
binary opposition between Fordism and post-Fordism that subsequently
became rather widespread. For example, the new corporate structures
associated with post-Fordism, and around which there has been much
confusion, are not in fact that new. Cowling identifies three organizational
forms for corporate capitalism that have been operational during the 20th
century. The U-form is a single unitary hierarchical structure encompassing
all the different elements necessary for the production of commodities and
realization of capital (the purchase and use of said commodities). The H-
form is that of a holding company which comprises an uncoordinated group
of companies falling under a single financial entity. As the U-form of corpo-
ration (the one most associated with Fordism) got larger through mergers
and other processes of capital concentration, so its cumbersome hierarchies
and centralized control became increasingly inefficient. As the H-form of
organization got larger through mergers, so it became increasingly sprawl-
ing and uncoordinated (Cowling, 1982: 83). If the U-form was too central-
ized, the H-form was too decentralized. The organizational solution to this
problem turned out to be the M-form. This was the multi-divisional struc-
ture, in which responsibility for the different facets of production and selling
was, to a limited degree, decentralized, while higher-level management
retained control of overall strategic decision-making and ultimate sanction
on its various divisions by controlling capital allocation (Cowling, 1982:
84). Aglietta also argues that the problems of internal corporate structure
were resolved by the divisional structure, which created ‘profit centres’ in
relation to the particular category of commodity which that division was
responsible for (Aglietta, 1979: 257). However, the divisional structure was
not new, but had been pioneered by Dupont and General Motors back in
the 1920s. What was new was that it became the dominant corporate struc-
ture.

Something else also happened. The organizational structures that came
to dominate saw the M-form combined with new developments in which
the totality of production was broken up and ‘outsourced’ to other
companies, whether subcontractors or subsidiaries. The rise of subsidiary
and subcontractor capitalism means that there is a new plurality of units of
capital operating in the marketplace. Reich sees the emergence of a ‘web’
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of semi-autonomous subsidiaries and independent subcontractors working
on various components of production (conception, design, production itself,
packaging, distribution, marketing) that are parcelled out to different
companies (Reich, 1991: 100). Sabel likewise points to ‘the reorganisation
of large, multinational firms. Product lines are being concentrated in single
operating units which have increased authority to organise their own sales,
subcontracting, and even research’ (Sabel, 1997: 103). The claim of
autonomy is something we shall question later, but it is worth noting that
it underpinned hugely optimistic hopes that capitalism could now be recon-
ciled with cultural difference, innovation, creativity for workers, collabor-
ation and even greater democracy at work, where post-Fordism would
underpin ‘New Times’ (Hall and Jacques, 1989: 15).

But let us for the moment look at the apparent new plurality of capital’s
operating units, which seemed to have reversed the tendency towards
monopoly. Lash and Urry write of the end of ‘organised capitalism’ (1987:
2) and, in contrast to the centralization of capital, discover a new ‘decon-
centration’ of capital (1987: 5). Yet this deconcentration of capital turns out
on closer inspection to refer not so much to concentration of ownership,
with which it is confused, but such contingent features as a shift away from
large plant sizes towards smaller plant sizes and the geographical relocation
of capital around the world (often developing countries where labour
supply is cheap) as opposed to its regional concentration under Fordism.
Neither plant size nor geographical dispersal is incompatible with a continu-
ing centralization of capital.

Another popular term in flexible specialization theory, very similar to
‘deconcentration’, is ‘vertical disintegration’. Christopherson and Storper
(1986) and Storper (1997), for example, argue that the Hollywood film
industry could be taken as a model of the shift to post-Fordism. The stability
of the market that Hollywood’s Fordist structures had cultivated and
depended on was disrupted by two shocks: the anti-trust action by the US
Supreme Court (1948) which forced the studios to sell their interests in the
cinema chains, and the rise of television in the 1950s. In response to this,
the old studio system of in-house production was now parcelled out to inde-
pendent producers, as well as to ‘intermediate inputs’ (Storper, 1997:
211–12) such as editing, lighting, sound and film processing and special
effects companies. Compare the end credit titles of an old studio film with
one made in the past 25 years and you will see the new corporate structures
at work.

The large pools of technical and creative talent that the old studios used
to have on long-term contracts were now fragmented into these smaller
units, or operated freelance or under agents and were brought together for
each individual film. Yet is it highly misleading to apply the term vertical
disintegration to the production sector alone when questions of market
dominance are assessed by the vertical links across production, distribution
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and exchange. Distribution in particular remains the key strategic point of
control in the film industry, linking products to audiences (Askoy and
Robins, 1992: 7). While Hollywood withdrew from direct control of exhi-
bition after anti-trust rulings in the late 1940s, this contingent political
environment changed with the rise of neo-liberalism in the 1980s. Accord-
ingly, Hollywood majors have moved back into exhibition with a large
global multiplex expansion programme.

While Hollywood used to be a single or dual sector cultural industry
(making films and then films and television), it is today at the centre of a
multi-sector and integrated culture industry. Film is the pre-eminent media
content/commodity driving sales at the box-office, on television and
through a host of ‘synergies’, videos, books, comics, music soundtracks,
computer games, theme parks and merchandise (Askoy and Robins, 1992:
17). To understand the present structure of media corporations, then, we
need to deploy at least four terms: vertical integration – the linkages
between raw materials to point of sale – still persists; horizontal integration
refers to ownership of different companies within the same sector of the
industry, such as numerous production companies or newspaper titles;
cross-media integration refers to the tying together within one parent
company of different types of media and media-related materials, thus
generating synergies. Finally there is cross-industry integration, where
media companies are part of corporations with substantial non-media
holdings. Thus US television network NBC is owned by General Electric,
which is one of the biggest companies in the world. GE has interests in
heavy industry, financial services, medicine and domestic electric appliances.

Disney: a case study of integration

Let us take a more thoroughly media-centred corporation such as Disney as
an example of how these new corporate structures work. Disney is particu-
larly interesting as a case study because it has been restructured and rescued
from long-term decline in the past 20 years. By the early 1980s, Disney had
declined into a marginal Hollywood corporation that lacked sufficient inte-
gration and was still governed by a business ethos hanging over from the days
of Walt Disney (who died in 1967). Showing how the competitive pressures
of accumulation have intensified, this ethos, which put restrictions on how
aggressively the corporation could exploit its commercial assets and brands,
now looked to be endangering Disney’s survival as an independent company.
The arrival of Michael Eisner as a new chief executive officer in 1984, and
the new management team he built up, was to transform Disney into one of
the world’s most powerful media corporations. One of the first decisions
Eisner took was to increase the prices at Disney’s theme parks in a series 
of hikes that broke with past practices that had been cautious about 
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over-exploiting the Disney family brand (Grover, 1997: 73). These price
increases in turn generated the revenue to expand film production, which had,
initially, renewed success under Jeffrey Katzenberg (Gomery, 1994: 80–81).

In 1996 Eisner made Disney’s largest acquisition under his leadership
when it bought Capital Cities, the parent company for the ABC television
and radio network, for US$19 billion. Apart from one or two hit television
series such as The Golden Girls, televisual success had eluded Disney. It was
clearly hoped that cross-media integration would ensure that Disney’s films
and television programmes were guaranteed airtime, and it could also
provide a platform for promoting other Disney products. In a sign of the
tensions (as well as congruence) between monopoly tendencies and the
multi-divisional structure, Disney has been accused of reducing ABC news
programmes at times to a publicity arm of the parent company. One news-
paper report notes that:

. . . shortly before Disney’s ‘real’ animal kingdom opened in Florida, ABC’s
Good Morning America broadcast a fawning interview with Disney
Chairman Michael Eisner. ‘The last time somebody created a river and a park
and a world . . . it was . . . found in the Book of Genesis’, viewers were
informed in an extraordinary display of sycophancy. (Helmore, 1998: 18)

ABC also owned the hugely popular ESPN cable sport channels. ESPN
was achieving a foothold in international markets such as Asia and Latin
America, and Disney realized that it could promote itself off the back of
ESPN in markets that it had hitherto not penetrated very successfully
(Grover, 1997: 285). ABC’s global profile also included interests in
European, Japanese and Chinese audio-visual markets. In recent years, film
production has been carefully crafted to take account of national and
regional cultures, sucking up stories from around the world and returning
them to global markets at strategic moments in an effort to make Disney
culturally look like not just an American corporation, but a world corpo-
ration. Thus Pocahontas (1995), about the Native American princess, was
designed to reposition Disney’s image in Latin American markets and tied
in fortuitously with the ABC/ESPN deal. Beauty And The Beast, derived
from a French fairy tale, was released in 1992, the same year that Disney-
land Paris (then known as Euro-Disney) opened. The winter release in
Europe helped shore up attendances after the summer months, when,
traditionally, theme parks close. Further synergies between the theme park
and Disney’s film production were exploited with the animated version of
Victor Hugo’s The Hunchback Of Notre Dame (1996) After recording
losses for the first few years, the release of this second French-sourced tale
coincided with the beginnings of a revival of economic fortunes for the
theme park. By 1995, the French made up half of the admissions to the
park, which was busy ‘Frenchifying’ itself with attractions such as the Jules
Verne Space Mountain ride (Betts, 1996: 8).
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Mulan (1998), meanwhile, was based on a nationalist Chinese legend and
was conceived after senior Disney executives returned from a three-week
research trip to China (Carver, 1994: 8). The Chinese market, with its 1.2
billion population, represents the largest potential market in the world.
Media corporations such as Disney, AOL/Time-Warner and News Inter-
national are all jostling for access into a politically very tightly controlled
space. Disney is currently building a new theme park in Hong Kong (now
returned to the Chinese mainland) to complement its other Asian theme
park in Tokyo, Japan. A theme park in China itself cannot be too far off.
In the meantime Disney has launched its first Chinese-language website in
conjunction with a Chinese partner, which will promote the company’s
theme parks, television programmes and films. It will also feature an online
subscription service called Blast, which offers games and merchandise to
children (Donohoe, 2001: 13).

To what extent one could assess such strategies within the terms of a
genuine cultural exchange and dialogue, as the post-Fordist/postmodernist
and heterogenizing globalization theorists suggest, would of course involve
an aesthetic judgement on the films themselves. We have to recognize that
the discussion in this article takes place at a particular scale of determi-
nation – namely, the economic and institutional structures of the media. But
to read Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan’s deconstruction of Disney’s
Toy Story (1995) as an allegory of ‘two competing myths of American mili-
tarism (the cowboy/sheriff Woody . . . and the astronaut/Space Ranger Buzz
Lightyear . . .) coming to terms with their place in the New World Order’
(1999: 126), making ‘humanitarian’ interventions to rescue toys from 
the psychotic ‘bad’ boy Eric next door who does not respect his
commodity/toys, is to be reminded that the making of meaning circulates
through other political, social, cultural and historical scales of determi-
nation. The media-industry economics and institutions are one, albeit
important scale of determination, but we will have diminished the complex-
ity of meaning-making if we forget that this scale is also in a complex set
of articulated relations with these other scales. Nevertheless, given the
control of resources, personnel and profits by Disney in such products, and
their emergence in relation to corporate plans, examination of the insti-
tutional and economic determinants suggests a strong prima facie case for
the argument that what we are witnessing is not the diversification of global
culture, but the mining and extraction of cultural ore belonging to national
and regional cultures, and their sifting and refinement according to the
world view and economic plans of the multi-divisional corporate giant.

By 2001 Disney’s interests were divided between television and cable
channels (38 percent), parks and resorts (28 percent), studio entertainment
(films, television, video), which accounts for 24 percent, and consumer
products, including merchandising and licensing of Disney products, the
Disney stores and publishing, which accounts for 10 percent (Teather, 2002:
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24). Clearly the potential for synergies with such cross-media/entertainment
holdings is enormous, and is one which, as we have seen, Disney regularly
exploits.

In addition to cross-media integration, there is horizontal integration. For
example, Disney has several production studios that each specialize in
material for different audiences. These are segmented according to age and
tastes. Walt Disney Pictures produces children’s films, such as The Lion King
(1994), Toy Story (1995) and 101 Dalmatians (1996) that in turn provide
the iconographic material for the theme parks and merchandise. Touchstone
Pictures on the other hand makes films with big budgets and/or big box-
office stars such as The Sixth Sense (1999) starring Bruce Willis, Enemy Of
The State (1999) starring Will Smith and Gene Hackman, Gone In 60
Seconds (2000) starring Nicholas Cage and Angelina Jolie and the spectacle-
led Pearl Harbor (2001) starring Ben Affleck. Miramax Films, however,
which Disney bought in 1993 for US$80 million, caters to a more ‘art-
house’ audience, or at least smaller budget films for adult cinema-goers.
Miramax has strong connections with the European film industry and is
responsible for Shakespeare In Love (1999), Life Is Beautiful (1999), The
Talented Mr Ripley (1999), Chocolat (2000), Malena (2000), Bridget
Jones’s Diary (2001) as well as more independent American features such
as All The Pretty Horses (2000) and Gangs Of New York (2002). However,
Disney also taps into the important teen-movie market through Dimension
Films, a genre division of Miramax. Dimension specializes in horror movies
such as The Faculty (1998), Halloween: H20 (1998) Scary Movie (2000)
and Hellraiser V: Inferno (2000).

Each of these studios does appear to be ‘semi-autonomous’ at the level
of branding, with each one targeting a segmented global audience. At the
same time, there is vertical integration, with Buena Vista International (BVI)
operating a powerful global distribution network to ensure that all Disney
films get access to large audiences. BVI regularly makes more than US$1
billion from overseas film box-office receipts alone.3 BVI is also responsible
for cross-promotion with other companies to the mutual benefit of both.
Tie-ins reached new levels with Disney’s Monsters, Inc. (2002), which was
advertised in the UK in conjunction with McDonald’s, Nestlé, PowerGen
(monsters on the weather report), Robinson’s drinks and even Fairy soap
powder. Such cross-promotion, together with the large marketing campaign
devoted to the film, gives a blockbuster a colossal profile in the marketplace,
with the effect that it squeezes material underpinned by vastly lesser
resources, to the margins of public consciousness.

The importance of control of distribution capacity cannot be stressed
enough and is the key reason why telecommunications like AT&T and
content providers like TCI have been meshing together (Golding and
Murdock, 2000: 80). The advantages of such alliances are illustrated by
Disney’s problems in lacking new technology distribution capacity. Disney
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bought the cable channel Fox Family, which reaches 82 million homes, from
News International for US$5 billion, and rebranded it as the ABC Family
channel (Grimes, 2001: 28). However, the cable channel is content, not
distribution capacity, and Disney came into conflict with the satellite broad-
caster, Echo Star, which carries the channel. Echo Star, in turn bought by
Vivendi for US$1.5 billion (Harding, 2001: 22), argued that the change of
control of the children’s channel entitled it to renegotiate the contract with
Disney (Harding, 2002: 15). Such conflicts and haggling are part of corpor-
ate life, but it is clear that there is a big incentive for a parent company to
be essentially buying and selling with itself by owning as many links in the
commodity chain as possible (Wallerstein, 1989: 29).

As we have seen, for writers like Reich and Sabel, the new web-like struc-
tures that corporations have adopted has led to a diffusion of power, both
stressing the autonomy that subsidiaries have in the parent company. For
example, large publishing houses have created ‘imprints’, small publishing
houses within the structure of the parent firm, which have responsibility for
acquiring and publishing their own books (Reich, 1991: 92). This
autonomy is not a mere illusion, because it has to be effective to work for
the parent company. It exists at the level of brand image. Instead of drawing
all the company’s operations into a single homogeneous brand identity, the
new dispersed, divisional structure allows multiple brands to operate under
one umbrella, thus sensitizing the company to differentiated audiences and
rapidly changing tastes. But we should not confuse brand autonomy with
real substantive autonomy. Today’s structures of subsidiary and subcon-
tractor capitalism operate a kind of decentralized accumulation. In the old
Fordist corporation modelled on the U-form structure, a pyramid structure
of hierarchical power controlled all operations: in a sense, the power was
external to a particular sector operating within the parent firm and had the
clear appearance of coercion because of the firm’s many layers of manage-
ment. Now, in the post-Fordist structure, the logic of accumulation that
goes with operating within a global corporation is inscribed in the (very)
relatively or formally autonomous subsidiary or subcontractor. Each unit
becomes a profit centre. If that is not the case, if a unit within the company
is not sufficiently attuned to global corporate strategy, then direct central
control can be exerted by the parent company at will. Thus in 2001/2,
Disney found itself buffeted by the downturn in advertising revenue for its
ABC television network and poor ratings against competitors CBS and
NBC. Revenues in the broadcasting division dropped US$566 million,
which sounds a lot until you realize that the revenues were still US$5.7
billion, down from US$6.2 billion the previous year.4 The Financial Times
reported that: ‘Mr Eisner said in an interview that he expected improve-
ment at the ABC network this year, following a recent management shake-
up at the unit’ (Grimes, 2002: 31).

It soon became clear what that ‘improvement’ meant in terms of
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programming. It emerged that ABC planned to shift veteran current affairs
anchorman Ted Koppel and his 20-year-old programme Nightline from
prime time and replace the slot with celebrity chat show host David Letter-
man. Letterman fronts his own programme, the Late Show, on CBS. Letter-
man’s show generates more than twice the advertising revenue of Nightline
but significantly this is not a reflection of the relative popularity of the two
shows with audiences. Koppel’s serious news programme has an average of
5.6 million viewers, whereas Letterman’s Late Show, ostensibly a more
‘popular culture’ show, averages 4.7 million (Burkeman, 2002: 3). However
– and this is a key point that somewhat undermines the myth that popular
culture is, in any straightforward sense, necessarily ‘popular’ – the average
watching age of Letterman’s show is 46, whereas that for Koppel’s show is
50, and that age difference makes all the difference as far as advertisers are
concerned. In the event, Letterman stayed with CBS after getting another
enormous pay rise, but the episode raises serious questions about ABC’s
commitment to serious news. With regard to questions of the autonomy of
a division within the parent company, this episode is also instructive insofar
as the changes were negotiated above the head of David Westin, ABC’s
President, who was described as ‘ashen’ after the initial announcement
(Vulliamy, 2002: 23). Being as large as Disney thus makes a company more,
not less, sensitive to any ‘under-performance’ or actions deemed harmful to
global corporate strategy. At the same time this centralizing dynamic inter-
acts with the decentralizing requirement of tapping into diverse, segmented
and geographically global markets.

Conclusion

This article has argued that capitalism’s tendency towards monopoly,
towards the centralization and concentration of capital (the Three Cs
Thesis advocated by political economy) is still very much central to its
economic logic. But it has also argued that competition, shorn of its
positive, affirmative implications in the mouths of business leaders and
politicians, is still very much part of that logic. The dialectic of monopoly
and competition has woven new organizational forms through which the
accumulation process continues in response to changing historical
circumstances. These changes have in turn impacted on the cultural
products themselves that Hollywood’s media industrial complex
produces. These new organizational forms have allowed media corpor-
ations to adapt to and promote more segmented and differentiated global
markets with the help of subsidiaries and subcontractors. Yet these
cultural goods are now part of a pervasive decentralized accumulation
logic that has as its corollary the centralization of media corporate
capital. With this distinction between the appearance-forms of capital
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and its real relations, this article synthesizes and subsumes critical
political economy and post-Fordist argument into a Marxist analysis that
offers an explanation as to why the appearance-forms of capital take the
appearances that they do and why the discrepancies between real
relations and appearance-forms are a potential site of contradiction in
the commodification of culture. These appearance-forms are, as we have
seen, generated out of the real relations themselves. The M-form corpor-
ate structure with its profit centres emerges as the dominant corporate
response to the problems caused by the centralization and diversification
of (media) capital within a global market in which the one corporation
requires brand flexibility to tap into volatile segmented markets and find
competitive advantage. By mistaking the appearance-forms for real
relations, the flexible specialization strand of post-Fordism finds itself a
prisoner of commodity fetishism. But by failing to engage theoretically
with post-Fordist arguments, political economy often subordinates the
importance of culture in driving organizational innovations, the continu-
ing importance of competition, or explaining the ways in which these
appearance-forms – which are no mere illusions – impact on the media
and its products.

Notes

1 See http://www.uis.unesco.org/en/stats/stats0.htm
2 See BFI Film and Television Handbook, 2002 (p. 44), 2001 (p. 43) 2000 

(p. 35) and 1999 (p. 35), edited by Eddie Dyja and published by the BFI.
3 See Disney 2001 annual report at http://disney.go.com/corporate/investors/

financials/annual/2001/keybusinesses/studioentertainment/bvinternational.ht
ml

4 See Disney’s 2001 annual report at http://disney.go.com/corporate/investors/
financials/annual/2001/financials/pdf/wdw2k1ar_financials.pdf
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