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BY DADE HAYES

T
IM WU not only wears a few 
hats--he changes a few diapers. 
The author, activist and 
Columbia University profes-

sor, perhaps best known for coining 
the phrase “net neutrality,” greeted a 
visitor to his apartment in New York’s 
Chelsea neighbor-
hood recently with his 
3-month-old daughter, 
Essie, curled compactly 
in one of his arms.

Quick with a smile, 
he looked remarkably 
placid given her age 
and the fact he was also 
nurturing a professional 
newborn, his recently 
published book The 
Attention Merchants: 
The Epic Scramble to 
Get Inside Our Heads. 
A quasi-sequel to The Master Switch, 
his seminal history of communications 
monopolies, the new book weaves a 
fascinating narrative through the two-
century quest for advertising revenue. 
It connects a series of evolutionary 
stages and explains their defining actors 
and how each informed the next—the 
penny press, medicine hucksters, radio 
soap operas, wartime propaganda, tele-
vision, the internet and social networks.

The following is an edited excerpt 
of Wu’s conversation with B&C editor 
Dade Hayes. For the full version, please 

visit broadcastingcable.
com/Dec19.

Q: In what ways does The Attention 
Merchants complement your 2010 
book The Master Switch?
A: In Master Switch, the basic story 
is this drive toward monopoly and 
oligopoly. There are big companies 
driving things and big men pushing 
their destiny and ruling their empires. 
With Attention Merchants, there are 
hundreds of advertising agencies, hun-
dreds of advertisers, so many TV shows 
and producers.

Q: Many of the creators and execu-

tives in your account seem uncom-
fortable with advertising, or don’t 
truly understand it.
A: I felt like I wanted to shake ev-
erybody I could and say, ‘We don’t 
understand advertising and what it 
does, its effect on media. It’s just a 
bunch of talk.’ I’ve been curious about 
it as an academic and economic matter, 
but also as a personal matter. Doing 
research, I read a lot of old ads. If you 
look through an issue of Life magazine, 
the ads are the most interesting part. 
The stories are boring, but the ads are 
rich, they tell you so much.

Q: Who are some of the unsung he-

roes in the book?
A: Theodore McManus, who  in-
vented branding (with his early 
20th century campaigns for Cadil-
lac, Chrysler and General Electric) 
has had such an influence on our 
lives. His techniques, the links to 
Catholicism, his eventual denun-
ciation of Protestant materialism 
fascinated me.

Q: The TV ad business has been 
healthy of late. Is television ben-
efiting from our misgivings about 
technology?
A: I think so. If we rewind to the 
late ’90s, it may have been healthier 
as a business, but it was also show-
ing signs of deep malaise—domi-
nated by a commercial model, a 
run toward reality television, some 

creeping viewer dissatisfaction. TV 
renewed itself with paid models like 
HBO and Netflix, to the point where 
I would think it is healthier than the 
web right now. And the reason ad-sup-
ported TV isn’t dying the way people 
thought it was is that as annoying as 
commercials are, the web is worse. 

Q: What has struck you about the 
response to the book?
A: There’s a big paradox in American 
culture—a simultaneous yearning 
to belong, yet not to be part of 
some homogenized, coercive confor-
mity. They want both—they want 
a chosen conformity.  

Tim Wu on Ads’ Battle for Your Attention

“If you look through an issue of Life magazine, the ads are the most interesting part,” 
Wu says. “The stories are boring, but the ads are rich, they tell you so much.”

BY JOHN EGGERTON

FCC CHAIRMAN TOM WHEELER last week 
declined to predict the FCC’s future under 
a new administration, pointing out that he 

doesn’t have a crystal ball.
 Perhaps, but the makeup of the FCC got 

clearer last week with his resignation, effective 
Jan. 20. And the signals are clear that Republi-
cans want to undo much of his legacy.

Senior Republican FCC commissioner Ajit Pai is 
the leading candidate to be interim chairman, and 
perhaps the permanent one. 

Although Wheeler did not suggest what a 
Trump FCC should do, he did advise what not do: 
Throw out regulations in service of “dangerous” 

anti-government rhetoric.
Wheeler’s legacy will be 

mixed. He drew praise from 
public interest groups for ef-
forts to deploy broadband in 
schools and to the poor, and 
for trying to spur set-top box 
competition, but that latter 
effort ran into pushback from 
his own party. He ran out of 
time on a business data ser-
vices proposal cable opera-
tors and other ISPs opposed. He was praised for 
advancing the spectrum auction, but so far that 
is in its fourth stage and its success is unclear. 
And the Title II reclassification of ISPs that was 

arguably the centerpiece of his 
tenure will likely be rolled back, 
as well as the broadband privacy 
regs that are connected with it.

The chairman did not lift 
media ownership regs, which 
displeased broadcasters. But he 
also did not add blackouts to the 
list of retrans no-nos, which was 
a win for the industry.

Wheeler had a clear sense of 
his mission, which was to make 

sure that broadband—the transformative technol-
ogy of this century—was available to all, which he 
combined with a distrust of the marketplace to do 
that unaided by government.

Coiner of term ‘net neutrality’ explores advertising across two centuries in ‘Attention Merchants’

MEETING ADJOURNED: WHEELER EXITING WITH LEGACY UNCLEAR
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Golden Globes Stick With Safe Picks 
HFPA selections always a bit nutty, but perhaps less so this time around 
THE HOLLYWOOD FOREIGN PRESS ASSOCIATION 
(HFPA), with just 85 voting members, has long been known 
for its eccentric picks, often rewarding relatively obscure 
shows with Golden Globes. But the 2017 nominations reveal 
a shift toward somewhat more predictable selections. While 
FX’s Atlanta cracked the best comedy category, critics say 
several other bold series—HBO’s Insecure, FX’s Better Things, 
FXX’s You’re the Worst—were unjustly left out in the cold. 

“Plenty of other shows were different and arguably as 
good,” says Eric Deggans, TV critic at NPR. “There’s a lot of 

great comedy out there that didn’t get nominated.” 
Amazon’s Transparent, which won in 2015 and was nomi-

nated in 2016, and Amazon’s Mozart in the Jungle, which 
won in 2016, are again nominees, which some felt kept 
worthwhile newcomers out of the nominees’ circle. 

One minor surprise is that a broadcast comedy, ABC’s 

Black-ish, made the final five. Last year’s comedy nominees 
came from streaming services (Mozart, Transparent, Hulu’s 
Casual, Netflix’s Orange is the New Black) and premium 
cable (HBO’s Veep). 

And at a time when some networks, and a lot of film 
studios, are derided for an apparent reluctance to cast main 
characters other than white males, the comedy division 
shows real diversity. Two series feature African American 
casts, Mozart has Gael Garcia Bernal in the lead, Transparent 
of course centers on a transgender main character and Veep 
has a female lead. 

Will Crown Be Crowned?
The drama category looks more predictable. Netflix has 

summer smash Stranger Things and Brit royalty drama The 
Crown, HBO has Game of Thrones and Westworld, and NBC 
has rookie This Is Us. (This is Us also landed two women, 
Mandy Moore and Chrissy Metz, in the best supporting 
actress derby.) Deggans says the drama pool will resemble 
many critics’ 2016 best-of lists. 

To be sure, there were curious picks, including nomina-
tions for Nick Nolte of Epix’s Graves and Riley Keough of 
Starz’s The Girlfriend Experience. 

The HFPA gives out Globes in 25 film and television cat-
egories on Jan 8. Jimmy Fallon hosts. 

It being awards season and all, it’s time for the annual de-
bate about how much they matter. “Once upon a time, it was 
easy to say that they didn’t matter,” says Rob Owen, critic 
at the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. “But when there’s so much 
content, it’s a sure way to break out, to get a tiny glint of 
the spotlight on your show. So awards may be a little more 
important now.”  

         “The suits 
said it all – color-
ful, fun, a little 
outlandish. That’s 
what sports 
should be. Thanks, 
Craig Sager. We’ll 
all miss you.” 
@POTUS (President Barack 
Obama) reacting to the 
death of Sager at 65. The 
longtime Turner NBA 
broadcaster died after a 
lengthy public battle with 
leukemia.

IT WAS EXACTLY A YEAR AGO that 
Netflix released a documentary 
series about criminal justice, or lack 
thereof, in frigid Wisconsin. Little did 
we, or Netflix, for that matter, know 
that a truly intoxicating true-crime 
story mixed with people looking to 
unplug—from work, from family—
would make a megahit out of Making 
a Murderer. (We also didn’t know the 
county where the action took place 
was pronounced MAN-it-tow-WOCK.) 

So as we careen towards a new 

holiday season, which series will 
prove more bingeable than your 
great aunt’s pecan pie?

The broadcast nets certainly want 
in on that action. Talk about seasonal 
creep—the midseason gets earlier all 
the time. CBS’ Undercover Boss, for 
example, debuts Dec. 21. The season 
premiere sees the Build a Bear CEO 
go undercover, just the real bears are 
heading under their covers. 

Other candidates for Holiday Binge 
All-Star: Amazon debuted season two 

of The Man in the High Castle 
Dec. 16, the same day Netflix 
unveiled its even-stranger-
things mystery drama The 
OA. Netflix has also gone 
back to the true crime well for 
another gripping documen-
tary series. Captive audience, 
indeed—Doug Liman’s eight-
part Captive examines hostage 
negotiations from every angle 
of the flashpoint, and it’s 

really compelling. 
The holidays are also 

an opportunity to catch 
up on the shows you’ve 
heard your friends 
rave about the last few 
months. Like HBO’s West-
world. Matt Warburton, 
showrunner on The Mindy 
Project, says his writers’ 
room denizens spent the 
last few months unlock-
ing Westworld’s myriad mysteries like 
it’s Lost reincarnated. “We talk about 
it endlessly,” he told B&C. 

Some may opt to watch the more 
cerebral series a second time to 
catch what they overlooked the first 
time around. John Roberts, newly 
christened chief White House cor-
respondent at Fox News Channel, 
recharged his batteries during elec-
tion season by rewatching Narcos. 
“You pick up a lot of things you may 
have missed the first time,” he says. 

“There are a lot  
of nuanced plot lines 
and story twists that 
I’d missed.”

Roberts says 
Netflix was a godsend 
during those long 
hours in planes and 
hotel rooms. Hope-
fully he caught all of 
Narcos’ nuances with 
the second watch-

ing? Perhaps not. “I may go back and 
watch again,” he says with a laugh. 

No one knows what is going to 
capture America’s imagination in 
the coming weeks. That’s one of the 
fun things about TV—you can market 
the heck out of something, but in 
the rare cases when a show pops, 
 it sometimes happens on its own.  
“I think, ultimately, it will be a sur-
prise,” says Eric Deggans, TV critic 
at NPR. “That’s what happened with 
Making a Murderer.”

Netflix’s Captive

Roberts

THEY SAID IT
“Some say, ‘something is 
better than nothing.’ We 
disagree. Bad, inaccurate 
and misleading data is far 
worse than no data at all.”

—Linda Yaccarino, chairman of advertising sales 
and client partnerships at NBCUniversal, in a letter 
to Nielsen saying the measurement company 
should halt the rollout of Total Content Ratings.

            THE WATCHMAN
                              Deputy Editor Michael Malone’s weekly look at the programming scene

Making a Megahit: Networks Angle For Christmas Presence  

FX’s Atlanta is a newcomer to the Golden Globes’ best comedy nominations 
pool, while Amazon’s Mozart in the Jungle seeks to repeat its win.

1202_LeadIn.indd   2 12/16/16   6:02 PM


