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PREFACE

In recent years few subjects have aroused greater public interest
than the impact of television on politics. Not only has the style of
political campaigning been changed to fit the new medium, but the
selection of candidates for public office has been affected. Recent
years have witnessed this impact reach its zenith with the election
of a former actor, Ronald Reagan, as Governor of California in
1966, after Senator John Kennedy had edged Vice-President Rich-
ard Nixon in the Presidential race of 1960, thanks largely to his
superior television performance during the first Great Debate.

Yet there is far more to the relationship between broadcasting
and politics than whether a candidate possesses an irresistible tele-
vision image. Among those aspects of this entire problem that are
discussed most frequently are the following questions, to some of
which only specialists in this field are likely to have adequate an-
swers ready:

Precisely what qualities made Franklin Roosevelt the great radio
speaker that he was?

How has the role that television has played in the last five Presi-
dential elections differed from campaign to campaign?

What use has been made of radio and television in state and local
elections?

Why has news commentary in the age of television been less
overtly biased than it was in the age of radio?

How successful have broadcast editorials been?

What has been the nature of the radical right’s invasion of the
radio over the last two decades?
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Why have American governmental propaganda broadcasts for
overseas consumption enjoyed a checkered career?

How has Congress attempted to regulate the broadcasting indus-
try over the years?

What types of ideas have censors most often barred from the air-
waves?

How does Section 315 differ from the Fairness Doctrine?

In what ways have predictions over the years, relative to the
political impact of radio and television, been in error?

In what ways are political radio and political television similar
and in what ways are they different?

This book represents the first comprehensive attempt to answer
these and related questions. Aside from historians, political scien-
tists, officeholders, candidates for office and radio and television
personnel, it is hoped that this book will enlighten many an Amer-
ican whose main function as a citizen is simply to vote.

EDPWARD W. CHESTER
University of Texas at Arlington
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Introduction:
A Brief History of -
American Broadcasting

On November 2, 1920, station KDKA in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
broadcast the results of the Presidential election of that year, this
being the first scheduled, pre-advertised radio program in American
history. The following year, in 1921, the Department of Commerce
licensed 32 radio broadcasting stations in this country, and there-
after the number of stations in operation here began to mushroom.
By August 28, 1922, the first commercial program had been broad-
cast over WEAF in New York City; the American Telephone and
Telegraph Company established this station for the express purpose
of selling time to sponsors. In October 1923 the first hookup for
the broadcasting of a program took place, joining station WEAF in
New York City and WJAR in Providence, Rhode Island. The trend
towards chain broadcasting accelerated in 1924, the national politi-
cal conventions stimulating coast-to-coast hookups.

The first national radio network made its appearance in the fall
of 1926, when RCA purchased station WEAF from A. T. and T.
and set up the National Broadcasting Company. Its first program
was carried over 24 stations in 21 cities, from the East Coast to
Kansas City. On the first of January, 1927, a second NBC network
went into operation; the two networks came to be known as the
Red and the Blue. The Columbia Broadcasting System went into
operation shortly thereafter, on February 18, 1927, with a basic
network of 16 stations, while the Mutual Broadcasting System of
4 stations made its appearance in 1934. When Mutual began to
complain that CBS and NBC were freezing it out of certain commu-
nities, the Federal Communications Commission instituted a thor-
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4 Radio, Television and American Politics

ough investigation of network business practices. During World
War II, in 1943, the FCC broke up NBC, the Blue Network sub-
sequently becoming the American Broadcasting System.

In 1927 Congress passed the Federal Radio Act, the first com-
prehensive piece of legislation of its type ever enacted. This has
survived in modified form as the Federal Communications Act of
1934. One of the most important features of the latter is Section
315, the equal time provision, which has aroused controversy down
to the present day. Two years previously, in 1932, the Nebraska
Supreme Court had handed down a ruling in the Sorenson case in
which it held that broadcasting stations were open to libel suits in
the event that political candidates or spokesmen for those candi-
dates made libelous remarks over their facilities, but that they could
not censor such remarks. In the years that followed, a number of
demagogues such as Father Charles Coughlin and Senator Huey
Long made increasing use of the airwaves, while that most gifted
radio speaker of all, President Franklin Roosevelt, used the medium
most effectively to win re-election in 1936 over heavy newspaper
opposition. Another important development of the 1930’s was the
emergence of the full-fledged radio commentator.

While the number of radio sets in use, the number of radio
homes, and the per cent of total American homes with a radio set
increased steadily over the years, the number of standard radio
broadcasting stations fell from 677 in 1928 to 612 in 1931 and to
591 in 1934, thanks to the depression, before again rising. There
was a pronounced growth in the number of stations following
World War II, partly because there had been a “freeze” on the
construction of new stations during the war, the total increasing
from 940 in 1946 to 1,867 in 1949. Of the approximately 80 mil-
lion sets in use here at the beginning of 1949, approximately 12
million were in automobiles; by this year 94 per cent of all Amer-
ican homes had radio sets. As of 1949 the number of stations affili-
ated with each of the major networks was Mutual, 519; ABC, 272;
CBS, 179; NBC, 170.

The decade from 1939 to 1949 was a critical one from the stand-
point of the regulation of broadcasting. In 1939 the National Asso-
ciation of Broadcasters banned the purchase of air time for the
presentation of programs dealing with controversial public issues;
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six years later the NAB reversed this edict. Even more important
were the activities of the Federal Communications Commission. In
1941 this body forbade broadcast editorials in the Mayflower case,
not lifting its ban until 1949. From the standpoint of policy formu-
lation, 1948 and 1949 were perhaps the most important ones in the
history of the FCC. In 1948 this body handed down the Port Huron
decision which freed stations from liability for defamation but at
the same time prohibited them from censoring; in 1949 it promul-
gated its Fairness Doctrine, which involved speeches by a political
candidate’s representatives and editorials delivered by a broadcast-
ing station on behalf of a political candidate. From the standpoint
of the regulation of broadcasting, most of the precedents had been
established by the time that television went into wide use, so that
the past two decades have been ones of modification rather than
innovation.

Since about 1948, radio and television have been serious rivals,
competing with each other for advertising revenue. During 1952
and 1953, many critics were predicting the demise of radio, this
medium having declined in importance for several years as televi-
sion was gaining wider and wider use. But as radio network time
sales decreased, local time sales went up; Mutual was the first net-
work to tap this source of income extensively. While many local
radio stations have fallen back on the primitive news and music
format, national radio.networks have attempted to cater to rela-
tively large but specialized audiences, the mass audience having
defected to television. Radio time, of course, is less expensive than
television time, a basic fact which has been largely responsible for
the continued existence of the former medium. One of the most
significant radio innovations in recent years has been the NBC pro-
gram, “Monitor,” first introduced in 1955; this abandoned the
standard practice of programming all radio time into fifteen-minute
units, thus allowing each feature to be given as much or as little
time as that feature might be worth. By 1961 there were 3,539 AM
stations in operation in the United States, a 70 per cent increase
over 1950, while an additional 815 FM stations were also in opera-
tion. This continued mushrooming in the number of radio stations
is as good a proof as any that radio is not a defunct medium.

In contrast to radio, television initially enjoyed a relatively slow
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growth in the United States. Actually the first long distance telecast
occurred on April 7, 1927, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover
speaking from Washington; this postdated the first scheduled, pre-
advertised radio program in this country by only six years. Between
1928 and 1931, General Electric, NBC and CBS began experimen-
tal television broadcasts, but it was not until 1939 that NBC began
regularly scheduled programming over an experimental station. By
the following year several rival systems for public telecasting had
made their appearance, the FCC finally accepting the recommenda-
tions of the National Television Systems Committee in 1941. Dur-
ing the same year, on July 1, the FCC licensed NBC’s New York
station, now called WNBT, and CBS’s station, WCBW, as the first
commercial stations in America. World War II quite naturally de-
layed the growth of television, although six stations remained in
operation during this conflict in New York City, Philadelphia, Chi-
cago, Los Angeles, and Schenectady.

Following World War II the dispute between adherents of black-
and-white television and color television became more and more
rancorous. In 1947 the FCC gave a boost to the former by reject-
ing all previously proposed color systems, leaving the ficld at least
temporarily wide open to the black-and-white proponents. To most
people in the television industry 1948 was the year in which tele-
vision finally obtained complete public acceptance; by September
of that year the FCC had authorized the construction of 160 sta-
tions. At that time, however, the FCC placed a “freeze” on further
station construction which lasted until April 1952 for the purpose
of allowing engineers to study such imperfectly resolved questions
as channel allocation. At that time the FCC authorized 12 VHF
and 80 UHF channels. Two years previously, in 1950, that body
had approved a color system proposed by CBS, but it later with-
drew its approval of this, instead adopting in December 1953 the
system advocated by the National Television Systems Committee.

At one time television networks were limited to the northeastern
seaboard, with the Midwest later being linked to the Northeast.
It was not until 1951 that the first transcontinental television serv-
ice went into operation. The Presidential campaign of 1952 was
the first to enjoy wide television coverage. In September of this
year KPTV of Portland, Oregon began operations as the pioneer
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commercial UHF station. With the exception of Mutual, all of the
major radio networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) had established
VHF television networks by this time; a fourth network, Du Mont,
had no radio affiliations, but it withdrew from the field in 1955.
Most commentators are of the opinion that television played a
decisive role in the 1960 Presidential campaign, Senator John Ken-
nedy beating Richard Nixon in the first Great Debate and thereby
attracting sufficient voters to ensure his victory at the polls in
November. By 1961 the number of television stations in operation
had reached 531, a 440 per cent increase over 1950. During the
Kennedy Administration, Newton Minow, the new chairman of the
Federal Communications Commission, characterized television as
a “vast wasteland” and introduced a number of reforms, including
laws requiring that new television sets provide channels in the UHF
range and the appropriation of money with which to finance federal
aid to educational television.

Between 1963 and 1967 the percentage of television households
increased slightly from 92.1 to 94.5. More significantly, the number
of homes with a color television set soared from 2.3 million in
1964 to 12 million in 1967. While there has been a slight growth
in the number of VHF stations in recent years, there has been a
mushrooming in the number of UHF stations; UHF stations stand
in much the same relationship to VHF stations as FM stations
stand to AM stations. One innovation which has yet to blossom as
its original sponsors intended is pay television. Examining the
structure of network television programming today, a study of the
programs presented throughout the 1967-8 season revealed a wide
variety of categories, including western, feature films, variety, situ-
ation comedy, suspense, adventure, general drama, and science
fiction. Such a programming structure obviously is quite at vari-
ance with the news and music format of many local radio stations,
which enables them to schedule political broadcasts with little ad-
vance notice. Nevertheless, politics continues to play an important
role in television programming, as the chapter on television and
politics demonstrates.







X
1/Radio and Politics

Introduction

Although Warren Harding was the first President to use the radio,
Calvin Coolidge was the first chief executive to use it really effec-
tively, Harding being more oriented to platform speaking. What
use Woodrow Wilson would have made of this medium is a matter
of speculation; one also wonders how such prominent political per-
sonalities as Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt would have
fared as radio performers. The conservative Coolidge employed
radio as the conservative Eisenhower was later to employ televi-
sion, reinforcing general public approval of his administration.
Unfortunately, political analysts often neglect Coolidge’s profi-
ciency as a radio performer, falling back instead on the old cliché
that he mirrored the times in which he lived.

As for the Democrats, the broadcasting of their 1924 convention
proved a disaster rather than a blessing to their party. Not only
was there a division of opinion over personalities (Smith v. Mc-~
Adoo) and issues (the Ku Kiux Klan among others), but the
length of the convention (103 ballots to nominate a Presidential
candidate) alienated many people. One hero of the age of oratory,
William Jennings Bryan, performed poorly on the radio, while one
hero of the age of radio, Franklin Roosevelt, gave evidence in his
speech of the powers that he was to exercise so remarkably during
his Presidency. The Democratic Presidential nominee, John Davis,
did not prove the match of Coolidge as a radio performer. On the
other hand, third party candidate Robert La Follette’s charge of
discrimination became a minority party chant over the years, being
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one of the reasons why Congress included Section 315 with its
equal time provision in the Federal Communications Act. Coolidge
and the Republicans appeared far more often on the air than either
Davis and the Democrats or La Follette and the Progressives, win-
ning an easy victory at the polls; in the next four Presidential elec-
tions the most exposed party and candidate were to go down to
defeat. Most of the broadcasting stations in 1924 were in the hands
of conservatives who favored Coolidge, although the Republicans
did take the step of setting up a broadcasting station of their own.

During his second term as President, “Silent Cal” continued to
use the radio extensively, although opposing “fireside chats,” while
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover played a major role in
regulating the industry. Hoover eventually became the Republican
Presidential nominee in 1928, despite the fact that as a radio per-
former he was only mediocre. The Democratic candidate, Alfred
Smith, labored under the handicap of an East Side accent; this
may have helped him in the big cities of the North and East, but
it probably hurt him in the South and in rural areas. Smith, more-
over, overexposed himself on the radio, in contrast to Hoover,
whose broadcasts were less frequent. During this campaign the five-
minute talk, vaudeville, and dramatizations made their appearance
as political aids, foreshadowing later innovations. Radio audiences
were at least ten times greater in 1928 than in 1924, but both
major parties spent only a relatively limited portion of their war
chests for radio broadcasts. Hoover did win the election decisively
but, shortly after assuming the Presidency, was confronted with a
gigantic depression. During his administration he and other federal
officials increasingly took to the air; unfortunately, however, the
severity of the economic collapse was such that the people were
unable to grasp the fact that the inarticulate Hoover was indeed
attempting to do something about it. Often speaking on trivial top-
ics, the disillusioned President restricted himself to generalities.

By 1932 a number of state and local candidates and officehold-
ers had begun to employ the radio effectively. Many of these—
John Hylan, Harry New, Arthur Capper, Hugh Ike Shott, Henry
Field, even Dr. Brinkley—are largely forgotten names today. Yet
Alfred Smith and Franklin Roosevelt both used the radio to their
advantage while serving as Governor of New York. Despite the
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existence of such leftist stations as WEVD in New York and WCPL
in Chicago, labor, Socialist, and radical groups experienced diffi-
culty in getting their ideas before the people. Unquestionably the
most progressive state from the standpoint of political broadcast-
ing was Wisconsin; stations there broadcast speeches by numerous
political candidates, summaries of governmental activities, and
meetings of the state legislature. Wisconsin, one must remember,
was the home of Robert La Follette.

Franklin Roosevelt would have won the Presidency in 1932,
regardless of his powers as a radio orator, but the latter obviously
helped him maintain his hold upon public opinion once he had
won office. Aside from his excellent speaking voice and his ability
to create a rapport with his listeners, his speeches must be rated
highly as literary productions, both emphasizing key points and
unravelling complex issues. Apparently his Harvard accent alien-
ated fewer voters than Alfred Smith’s East Side accent. Curiously,
the Democrats, the party of the silver-tongued Roosevelt, spent less
money on radio time than the Republicans, the party of the tongue-
tied Hoover. Limited Democratic expenditures, though, were doubt-
less attributable to a shortage of money due to the depression
rather than to a lack of confidence in their radio speakers.

As President, FDR quickly took his case to the people through
his “fireside chats,” while other New Deal officials also saturated
the airwaves with their comments. These “fireside chats” were
generally reports to the public rather than “plugs” for bills. Quite
naturally, Democrats monopolized radio time since most elected
officials in 1933 were Democrats; even business groups were spon-
soring programs on behalf of such governmental agencies as the
NRA. It did not prove necessary for Roosevelt to stifle radio criti-
cisms of him, since the latter were frequently lost in the sea of New
Deal propaganda. At times radio critics of FDR did make their
presence felt, such as Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, who might
have challenged Roosevelt for the Presidency in 1936 had he not
met a violent death the year previously. Potential Republican can-
didates—among them William Borah, Frank Knox, Arthur Van-
denberg, and Hoover——showed little indication of being in either
Roosevelt’s or Long’s league as radio performers.

Even less gifted in this connection was Alfred Landon, the 1936
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Republican Presidential nominee, one of the few members of that
party to win office in 1934. Thus handicapped in the area of radio,
the Republicans turned to such gimmicks as Arthur Vandenberg’s
phony debate with FDR and the “Liberty at the Crossroads” radio
drama. The famous “radio priest,” Father Coughlin, did speak on
behalf of the Union Party candidate, William Lemke, but Lemke
polled less than a million votes in the general election. Both major
parties employed foreign language broadcasts, the Democrats ob-
taining far better results than the Republicans. Renominated for a
second term, Franklin Roosevelt won re-election with ease over
heavy newspaper opposition; aside from Coughlin, he also had to
do battle with such antagonistic radio commentators as Edwin Hill
and Boake Carter. Despite the inadequacies of their Presidential
candidate as a radio performer, the Republicans spent more on
radio time than did the Democrats.

During Franklin Roosevelt’s second term as President, New Deal
radio propaganda accelerated. By this time pollsters had become
fairly active. It was discovered that those most likely to listen to
FDR were those most in favor of him; conversely, it was found
relative to a broadcast by Senator Hugo Black, Roosevelt’s ap-
pointee to the Supreme Court, that the indifferent and undecided
were the least likely to tune in. At the state level a onetime flour
salesman, W. Lee O’Daniel, was revolutionizing Texas politics by
his use of the radio in his gubernatorial campaign, while in New
York City the people were enjoying the privilege of listening to
sessions of the city council over station WNYC.

In 1940 the Republican nominee for President, Wendell Will-
kie, fared better on the radio than had either Hoover or Landon,
but he was still unable to defeat FDR at the polls. Willkie unfortu-
nately suffered during most of the campaign from an ailing voice.
During this campaign, the passage of the Hatch Act placed limits
on political expenditures, including those for radio time, while the
Republicans again outspent the Democrats, but by a more narrow
margin than in 1936. As chief executive, FDR was able to com-
mand free air time on occasion. A study conducted in Erie County
revealed that, at least in this part of Ohio, radio was a more impor-
tant source of political information to the voters than the news-
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papers, partly explaining why the general opposition of the latter
did not hurt Roosevelt enough politically to defeat him.

As a wartime President, FDR quite naturally spoke frequently
over the radio, emphasizing foreign relations far more than domes-
tic affairs. In 1944 he did not feel the need to engage in heavy
campaigning, although he faced a formidable radio rival in Gov-
ernor Thomas Dewey of New York. The original Republican cam-
paign strategy called for a series of projected dramatizations, but
the radio chains rejected these, so that the GOP then turned to one
minute and chain break announcements. Likewise, the Democrats
employed spots, including some of five minutes’ duration. Roose-
velt did defeat Dewey at the polls in a close contest, Republican
and Democratic radio expenditures being approximately equal.
The findings of the Erie County investigators of 1940 were sub-
stantiated by the National Opinion Research Center, which found
that those interviewed obtained their “most accurate news about
the Presidential campaign” from the radio rather than from the
newspapers.

Harry Truman, who replaced Franklin Roosevelt as President
upon the latter’s death early in his fourth term, employed the radio
on numerous occasions to set his ideas before the people. At first
a mediocre performer, HST attempted to improve his delivery.
Curiously, his broadcast ending price controls on most items at-
tracted almost twice as large an audience as his broadcast vetoing
the Taft-Hartley labor law. During the 1948 Presidential election
Truman, who was then suffering from a lack of popularity, success-
fully overcame the challenge of Thomas Dewey, who earlier had
disposed of his Republican rival, Harold Stassen, in an Oregon
debate that was the precursor of the Kennedy-Nixon confrontation
of 1960. The overconfident Dewey vetoed five-minute personal
spots, the Republicans employing thirty or sixty-second party
spots; on the other hand, the Democrats relied on such gimmicks
as a disk jockey show. Employing a technique which his critics
thought to be more appropriate for nineteenth-century campaign-
ing, Harry Truman barnstormed across the nation, attempting to
reach as many voters as possible personally. Ironically, Dewey did
no better at the polls against Truman than he did against Roose-
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velt, despite the fact that the latter was a much more formidable
radio performer. It is also significant that the Democrats outspent
the Republicans in purchasing radio time, even though Dewey
made effective use of this medium. The Wallace Progressives placed
an increasing reliance on radio during the campaign.

With the emergence of television, radio’s significance as a politi-
cal instrument has declined, but it still plays a by no means neg-
ligible role. In 1952 Dwight Eisenhower apparently attracted more
votes by his radio than by his television performances, although
he had an excellent television image, while in 1960 Richard Nixon
actually defeated John Kennedy in the Great Debates, according to
those who heard them only on the radio. Barry Goldwater, the
Republican Presidential nominee in 1964, was a ham radio oper-
ator. From the standpoint of innovations perhaps the most signifi-
cant development to emerge in recent years has been the talka-
thon, which was used successfully by Francis Cherry in Arkansas
and by others. That radio may conceivably decide an election today
is attested by John Lindsay’s victory in the New York mayoralty
election in 1965 after he had participated in a post-midnight broad-
cast over a Negro radio station. In recent years the broadcasting of
state legislative sessions has become a more frequent occurrence,
even though the radio remains a stranger to the halls of Congress.

The Harding-Coolidge Administration

The first political use of radio—technological progress—ironically
coincided with the election of Warren Harding as President—polit-
ical reaction. Some historians have theorized that, had radio come
into wide use only a half-decade earlier, Woodrow Wilson would
have carried his case for the League of Nations to the American
people and been victorious. Henry Turner has written: “If Wilson
had been able to speak to the people via television, or even radio,
the course of world history might have been vastly different.” As it
was, the President was forced to make an 8,000 mile train tour that
contributed to his physical breakdown without changing the mind
of the Senate. Four years later, when Warren Harding was on his
western tour, this equally tragic figure presented a series of broad-
casts on the “stewardship of the Administration.” Like Wilson,
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Harding was on the verge of political disaster, only in this case the
crux of the matter was the exposure of scandals, not the rejection
of the Versailles settlement. A peaceful death mercifully freed him
from facing the consequences of the disclosure of corruption.

Among the first important broadcasts of President Harding was
the one inaugurating the new super-high power RCA station at
Port Jefferson, Long Island, on November 5, 1921. Intended for
world consumption, his message was received abroad by set-hold-
ers in such nations as Norway, Germany, France, England, Italy,
Canada, Belgium, Sweden, Hawaii, Japan, Australia, New Zealand,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, Panama, and Cuba.
On February 8, 1922, the Bureau of Engineering of the Navy De-
partment reported that it was installing a radio receiver in the
White House for the President’s use; the Secretary of the Navy
had made this offer at a recent cabinet meeting, and Harding had
eagerly accepted. According to this press release, the latter “thor-
oughly appreciates the great benefits to be derived by keeping the
world in common touch through communications, particularly in
the matter of better understandings which was so much dwelt upon
in the Disarmament Conference, and realizes the great possibilities
of radio communication towards accomplishing this end.” Thus the
President desired to operate the apparatus himself so as to gain
firsthand information about the new medium.

Throughout his administration Harding spoke periodically over
the radio, but the first address of his to be broadcast over a large
part of the country was the one he made in St. Louis on June 21,
1923. On this occasion the President spoke about the World Court,
an organization to which he was not favorably disposed because of
his isolationist orientation. His speech from Kansas City was also
carried by a network of radio stations. As for the quality of his
performances, a number of commentators have expressed the senti-
ment that Harding was more successful in his platform addresses
before a live audience than over the radio. In this connection the
New York Times observed that: “He is dominated by the restrain-
ing influence of the radio-telephone amplifiers, into which he has
talked in making all his set addresses. The mechanical contrivance
worries him . . . and he is tempted at times to revert to the old
style of direct oratory, more stimulating to both orator and audi-
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ence.” Actually the most important radio address of Harding was
one which he did not deliver because of his fatal illness; this was
the projected speech at San Francisco on July 31 in honor of his
homecoming. Among the stations scheduled to participate in this
program were ones in San Francisco, Omaha, Chicago, New York,
and Washington.

Early in August, Calvin Coolidge was sworn in as President by
his father in a little Vermont farmhouse. Most analysts have attrib-
uted his success as chief executive to the fact that he mirrored the
mood of the times, but few have properly stressed the extent to
which Coolidge used the radio to shape public opinion. That “Silent
Cal” was made for radio is indisputable. Presidential Secretary
C. Bascom Slemp observed in this connection that “His voice is
perfectly adapted to its use in an enunciation clear and distinct,”
while Democrat Charles Michelson complained that “The advent
of radio must be listed as one more item in the total of Coolidge
luck or destiny, or whatever it is that seems to make things come
out right for him politically.” The President, in fact, placed fourth
in a poll of American radio personalities conducted in the mid-
1920’s; he ranked ahead of the inimitable Will Rogers and behind
only John McCormack, Walter Damrosch, and Madame Schumann-
Heink. According to Senator James Watson of Indiana, Coolidge
once made the observation that “I am very fortunate that I came
in with the radio. I can’t make an engaging, rousing, or oratorical
speech as you can . . . but I have a good radio voice, and now I
can get my message across to them without acquainting them with
my lack of oratorical ability.”

Significantly, the President made no speech on the radio what-
soever between August and December, when Congress met. Shortly
thereafter “Silent Cal” delivered the first Presidential message to
Congress ever to be broadcast; this was heard in such cities as
Washington, New York, Providence, St. Louis, Kansas City, and
Dallas. The reception appears to have been almost uniformly favor-
able, as even the turning of the pages of the manuscript came across
clearly. Four days later, on December 10, Coolidge broadcast a
speech from his study in the White House that took the form of
what the New York Times described as a “touching eulogy of
President Harding.” Following his State of the Union message, the



Radio and Politics 17

President took to the airwaves on the average of once a month up
to the Republican convention. Among these occasions were a Lin-
coln Day Dinner, the birthday of George Washington, a meeting
of the Daughters of the American Revolution, a convention of the
Associated Press, and Memorial Day. This, of course, was a mere
prelude to the upcoming campaign for which the Coolidge man-
agers were laying plans to use the airwaves to the utmost. As the
Republican Vice-Presidential candidate in 1920, “Silent Cal” had
been a doubtful asset to his party, radio not being in wide use as
yet. One wonders how he would have fared four years later as the
Presidential nominee had he been forced to rely mainly on bamn-
storming.

In contrast, the Democrats had no easy access to the radio as
the Republicans did by virtue of their holding the Presidency. The
one exception—Woodrow Wilson—broke his long silence to broad-
cast to the nation for ten minutes on Armistice Day, 1923. On this
occasion the ailing ex-President criticized the United States for hav-
ing deserted the Allies at the close of World War I, charging that
this abandonment of responsibility had resulted in an agreement
between France and Italy which had abrogated the Versailles
Treaty. Wilson, of course, had hopes that the Democratic Party
would make the League of Nations the main issue in the 1924
campaign.

The 1924 Campaign

Unfortunately, the Democrats encountered perplexing problems
other than international organization at their nominating conven-
tion that June at Cleveland. It took them 103 ballots to nominate
a President, an unprecedented record. As the New Republic com-
mented, “The Democrats have a well-grounded suspicion that the
broadcasting of their Donneybrook Fair in Madison Square Garden
may have done them more harm than good.” First of all there was
a bitter fight over the Ku Klux Klan that resulted in the exonera-
tion of that organization by a razor-thin margin. Then came the
standoff battle between Alfred Smith, a Catholic and a Wet, and
William Gibbs McAdoo, a Protestant and a Dry, for the Demo-
cratic Presidential nomination which eventually led to the compro-
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mise ticket of Wall Street lawyer, John Davis, for President and
Nebraska Populist, Charles Bryan, for Vice-President. It was Mc-
Adoo rather than Davis, however, who had applied to the Depart-
ment of Commerce in 1924 for a broadcasting license so that he
could set up transmitting equipment at his home in Los Angeles;
McAdoo planned to speak over the radio at different hours instead
of undertaking long speaking tours. One prominent feature of this
convention was the constant repetition of the phrase, “Alabama,
twenty-four votes for Underwood.” Oscar Underwood, of course,
was the favorite son candidate of Alabama, and Alabama was the
first on the list of states which were polled on the Presidential nom-
ination over one hundred times. Among the worst performances on
radio was that of the hero of the 1896 convention, William Jen-
nings Bryan, who lost his audience several times as he wandered
over the speaker’s platform importuning the convention. A less
publicized occurrence was the speech made by Franklin Roosevelt
nominating fellow New Yorker, Al Smith, for the Presidency, an
address which Helen Lowry praised in the New York Times as one
of the best suited for radio.

As a radio speaker John Davis did not prove the match of Cal-
vin Coolidge. In relation to the former, Charles Michelson observed
“Mr. Davis . . . has a voice which to the direct auditor has that
bell-like quality of his delightful rhetoric. Via radio, however, this
muffles and fogs to some extent.” In any event, Davis and Bryan
campaigned largely by train. The Presidential nominee delivered
his acceptance speech at his home town of Clarksburg, West Vir-
ginia, on August 11; this talk, which was carried by thirteen radio
stations including some in the deep South, came across poorly be-
cause a driving rainstorm adversely affected the microphone pickup.
Beginning on Labor Day, Davis started a Western tour in a rail-
way car which was equipped with loudspeakers and radio jacks.
One of the highlights of this was the stop at Bunceton, Missouri,
on September 15, at which Davis made a radio address that was
transmitted throughout the Middle West; 13,000 pounds of beef,
3,000 pounds of mutton, and 14,000 watermelons were consumed
during the accompanying festivities. On November 1 he broadcast
over a six-station hookup from Carnegie Hall. Despite his modest
talents as a radio performer, Davis was well aware that this new
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medium was bringing about a political revolution; in this connec-
tion he stated that “It will make the long speech impossible or in-
advisable . . . the short speech will be the vogue. . . .” His prophecy
did come true, but in the age of television rather than in that of
radio. Davis likewise erred in his judgment that “Almost everyone
has a good radio voice if he remembers to speak slowly and does
not shout.”

Perhaps even more utopian in his sentiments relative to the polit-
ical impact of this medium was the Progressive candidate, Robert
La Follette, who wrote in his weekly that radio “will undoubtedly
serve to minimize misrepresentation in the news columns of the
press.” La Follette had announced his candidacy while the Demo-
cratic convention was still in progress; generally speaking, he con-
ducted a vigorous campaign that emphasized traditional Progressive
ideas mixed with pacifist and isolationist sentiments. His Labor
Day address was the first political speech ever delivered exclusively
over the radio without a live audience, while he generated so much
enthusiasm when appearing at a Madison Square Garden rally that
it required ten minutes for the audience to quiet down after the
Wisconsin Senator had been introduced prior to his broadcasting.
Near the end of the campaign a disillusioned La Follette charged
that one of the broadcasting companies was discriminating against
him; for La Follette, its refusal to put some of his speeches on the
air was part of a plot to keep his ideas from the people. On October
15, radio station WHO denied La Follette the use of its Des Moines
facilities, with the result that he charged that monopoly interests
were conspiring to keep him off the air. Here, however, the Wis-
consin Senator had failed to reserve radio time sufficiently in ad-
vance, a prerequisite that likewise had prevented a Republican
Senator from Pennsylvania from broadcasting. When La Follette
spoke over radio station WGY in Schenectady, the home of Gen-
eral Electric, on October 29, there was no attempt at censorship
despite the fact that he referred bitterly to the waterpower trusts
and General Electric. Subsequently he toned down his references to
the “radio trust.”

The Republican convention, unlike that of the Democrats, proved
to be a relatively tame affair, as Calvin Coolidge obtained the Presi-
dential nomination with ease. In July the party’s national chairman
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announced that the President would remain in Washington rather
than barnstorm, using the radio to get his ideas across to the Amer-
ican people. Among the more important addresses that “Silent Cal”
delivered was one to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce on October
23, which was carried by 22 stations; on November 3, a record
number of stations (26) broadcast his last speech of the campaign.
Coolidge’s efforts were reinforced by those of Vice-Presidential can-
didate, Charles Dawes, various members of the cabinet, lesser offi-
cials, and a 15-station network airing a rally from the Metropolitan
Opera House on November 1 featuring Charles Evans Hughes.

An interesting series of documents which throws considerable
light on the Republicans’ use of radio during the 1924 campaign is
to be found in the Coolidge Papers. Everett Saunders, Director of
the Speakers’ Bureau of the Republican National Committee, asked
Bliss Albro at this time to prepare a memorandum setting forth
his ideas on radio publicity. In this document Albro pointed out
that “To plan the details of this campaign in advance is futile, un-
less such a plan is so flexible that it can meet any emergency,” and
that “The ‘big push’ naturally must come near the end, and, with
radio, it can be nearer the end than with any other method.” Rela-
tive to the subject matter of speeches (which he regarded as “the
real thing over the radio”), Albro noted that “Broadcasting requires
a new type of sentence. Its language is not that of the platform ora-
tor”; he added that “Speeches must be short. Ten minutes is a limit
and five minutes is better, except on special ‘big stuff.”

As far as President Coolidge’s actual use of radio in this cam-
paign is concerned, Edward T. Clark, his secretary, wrote on
September 24 to James Francis Burke of the Republican National
Committee (who apparently wanted the chief executive to make
more speeches) that the President was by necessity required to
give each address the most careful consideration, so that it is “clear
cut, individual and well thought out.” In the opinion of Clark, the
President’s hold on the electorate would not be strengthened by
“neighborly talks,” “offhand remarks,” or “casual speeches”; a
“rear platform” approach to speaking would not suffice for the
electorate as a whole. Other spokesmen for the Republican cause,
however, felt no inclination to limit their appearances on radio, as
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the Republican radio campaign in the Eastern district was the most
complete and extensive conducted by the three major parties any-
where.

Returning to Coolidge, William Allen White summed up the
President’s role in this campaign succinctly in his remark that
“.. . over the radio, he went straight to the popular heart. During
the campaign he had little to say and said it well.” Well enough, in
fact, to win 382 electoral votes and 15,725,000 popular votes com-
pared to Davis’ 136 electoral votes and 8,386,000 popular votes;
La Follette carried only his native Wisconsin, but he did amass
nearly five million popular votes. There is little question, moreover,
that the Republicans received much more extensive radio exposure
than did the Democrats or the Progressives during the campaign.
Radio expenses of the Republican national committee totalled
$120,000, those of the Democrats, $40,000; the New Republic
estimated that Republican orators were heard on the airwaves at
least three or four times as often as Democratic ones and probably
eight to ten times as frequently as the La Follette spokesmen. An-
other important factor which one must take into consideration is
that most of the radio stations then in operation were in the hands
of conservative businessmen who quite naturally tended to be sym-
pathetic to candidates of the Coolidge stripe. The Republicans, in
fact, opened their own radio station in their eastern campaign head-
quarters in New York City, broadcasting morning, noon, and night
from October 21 until Election Day. Among the titles of some of
the addresses delivered over this station were: “Matters of Special
Interest to the Home Woman in the National Campaign,” “Vicissi-
tudes of a Practical Politician,” and “Foundation of the Consti-
tution.”

One experiment not tried during 1924, but which bore fruit at
a later date during the era of television, was a radio debate among
the leading Presidential candidates. William Harkness, Assistant
Vice-President of the American Telephone and Telegraph Com-
pany, proposed this in March at a Congressional hearing on the
regulation of radio broadcasting. Despite its merits, it is unlikely
that President Calvin Coolidge, already widely exposed on radio,
would have consented to allow his opponents, especially John W.
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Davis, to become better known. Senator Robert La Follette had
previously established a national reputation but, being a third party
nominee, his chances of victory were slim.

As one might expect, not every evaluation of the impact of radio
on politics during the 1924 campaign was favorable. This was espe-
cially true of liberal commentators. “Politics by radio,” commented
the New Republic, “began in curiosity and ended in disillusion-
ment,” adding that “The result was one to dismay the most hard-
ened political cynic. The public did listen in, most extensively.
Furthermore, it was fascinated, horrified, and finally amused. The
abysmal emptiness of the nominating speeches seems to have been
amplified, in transmission, beyond the endurance of human ears.”
Equally derogatory was the Nation, which observed that: “Some-
thing will have to be done, before another Presidential year, to
teach politicians the art of radio oratory and of radio demonstra-
tion. It was exciting enough, for the privileged few, to see the dele-
gates march like crazy schoolboys about the hall, juggling their
standards as they danced; it was anything but thrilling to the radio-
hearers. A dull, confused blah emerging from a radio horn punctu-
ated now and then by a second of silence. . . .” It is not surprising,
therefore, that Radio Corporation of America officials not only sug-
gested that a one-hour-a-day limit be placed on the broadcasting of
political addresses but also proposed that individual speeches be
restricted to a quarter-hour in length and deal with national issues
only.

gut such criticisms were not representative of future trends, for
radio came to play an increasingly important role in American
political life. Perhaps radio addresses did not change many votes,
but it unquestionably attracted millions of listeners to convention
proceedings and other phases of the campaign. And as Lewis
Weeks has more recently pointed out, “The effect of the election
on radio was more important than the effect of radio on the elec-
tion result,” since “Coast-to-coast broadcasting was proved prac-
ticable through the use of long distance telephone lines for the
interconnection of radio stations across the country.” One must
remember that as late as the beginning of 1924, many radio engj-
neers were convinced that the networks of stations that sprang up
during the following campaign would remain a dream, and had it
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not been for the political wars, coast-to-coast broadcasts might not
have become a reality for a number of years.

The Second Coolidge Administration

The inauguration of Calvin Coolidge as President on March 4,
1925, proved to be the greatest triumph that radio had thus far
attained. No less than twenty-one stations across the country car-
ried his address, and possibly as many as 15 million people heard
his speech. So successful was the coverage of Coolidge’s inaugura-
tion that a great deal of discussion took place as to the desirability
of broadcasting sessions of Congress, a suggestion which has yet
to bear fruit. During this year (1925), “Silent Cal” spoke an
average of 9,000 words a month over the radio; all in all, he spoke
to more people than any previous President in history, if not all
of them combined. For this reason the legend that Coolidge was a
man of few words is paradoxical, because it is questionable whether
any other public official in American history used so few words so
effectively.

Equally paradoxical is the fact that the President who did the
most to promote the development of radio was perhaps the least
effective performer of all those chief executives who employed this
medium. As Secretary of Commerce under Coolidge, Herbert
Hoover for a while had supervisory powers over the radio industry,
and thus it was only natural that he had an “inside track” with
most of the broadcasters, regardless of party affiliation. As we
point out in the chapter on regulation, Hoover encouraged the
industry to regulate itself, but a 1926 court decision deprived him
of much of his power in this area, making necessary the passage of
a federal radio act the following year.

Despite the important role that radio played in establishing him
as President in his own right as well as electing him to a full term,
Calvin Coolidge felt that “fireside chats” were neither necessary
nor desirable. In this connection he stated at a press conference in
February 1925 that “I don’t think it is necessary for the President
periodically to address the country by radio. The newspaper report-
ers do very well for me in that direction.” Consequently he limited
his use of the radio to the broadcasting of general speeches or fixed
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policy pronouncements like the State of the Union message. “Silent
Cal,” too, rarely spoke extemporaneously, reading from a manu-
script instead; he seldom departed from the text of the latter except
to offer a few introductory remarks. Thus restricted, Coolidge
almost never employed gestures in his delivery, an omission which
apparently did not adversely affect his radio image.

The 1928 Campaign

Early in May, before the Republican Party assembled in its national
convention, Hoover adviser Alan Fox announced that, if nomi-
nated, Hoover would conduct his campaign largely by means of
the radio and films. This strategy, Fox emphasized, was based on
the supposition that Alfred Smith would be the Democratic nom-
inee. In any event the Republicans selected Hoover as their Presi-
dential candidate over relatively weak opposition, Charles Curtis
gaining the Vice-Presidential nod. At this Republican convention,
apparently for the first time, members of individual delegations
began to demand roll calls when the clerk reached their states dur-
ing the balloting. Some of these obviously had the ulterior motive
of speaking over a coast-to-coast radio hookup, aside from any
legitimate need to poll the delegation.

Unlike 1924, when it took the Democrats 103 ballots to nom-
inate a President, in 1928 Alfred Smith became his party’s candi-
date with relative ease. The “Happy Warrior,” though, alienated
a large segment of the voting public, especially in the South, by
his advocacy of Catholicism and his hostility towards prohibition.
Even the best radio technique in the world would not have recap-
tured these votes. Smith was no stranger to this medium, since as
Governor of New York he had used the radio in 1924 to exert
public pressure on Republican leaders who opposed a reduction
in the state income tax. During the campaign of 1928, Smith made
many more speeches than Hoover did, and every time he spoke it
was deemed necessary for him to have an expensive national hook-
up; nevertheless, the Smith radio campaign lagged badly following
his acceptance speech, which was delivered indoors because of the
rain.

Evaluating Hoover as a radio performer, Samuel Blythe ob-
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served of the future President that “At best, Mr. Hoover is not
much of a public speaker. He has a depressing mannerism of look-
ing down when he is speaking, and that does not help the general
effect of his addresses any. Hoover’s radio managers provided for
this habit by elevating the microphone so that Mr. Hoover had to
raise his head to it and thus remedy the looking-down mannerism.”
Unfortunately there were times when this was not possible, as at
Boston, where Hoover’s speech received a poor reception; when he
spoke at Madison Square Garden, his managers placed the micro-
phone so high that he almost had to stand on tiptoe to speak into it.
Thus this technical deficiency was correctable on most occasions,
but not Smith’s East Side accent. His pronunciation of radio as
“raddio,” to cite merely one example, may have endeared him to
the immigrant element in New York City and other large metro-
politan areas, but it hardly made him popular in the South where
he needed to pick up votes.

Commenting on the Hoover and Smith candidacies following
visits by both to Boston, F. Lauristen Bullard proclaimed that “The
best friend Mr. Hoover has in the present tense times is the radio,
and . . . per contra the radio may be doing Governor Smith an
amount of harm.” Bullard added that “It is now recognized that
the radio has converted a poor platform speaker into an effective
campaigner and has nullified the influence of the master of assem-
blies.” As we have seen, if Hoover inspired few through his radio
addresses, he also alienated few. An analyst for the New York
Times was of the opinion that Smith’s personality was present in
every speech, while Hoover’s broadcasts lacked emotional warmth.
Here one encounters an early expression of the dichotomy between
the warm, private Hoover and the cold, public Hoover. In this con-
nection J. Andrew White also noted that “Hoover deals with a
subject in much the same way that a technical textbook would
handle it, whereas Smith utilizes the novelist’s method.” This assess-
ment seems quite appropriate, as Hoover was trained to be an
engineer, while Smith had been interested in drama as a young man.

Aside from being a hard-hitting campaign, the political wars of
1928 witnessed the introduction of several innovations relative to
the radio. As for the Republicans, John Calvin Brown and his Min-
ute Men prepared thirty-five minute talks which covered 30 of the
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main points of the campaign; these were delivered over 174 local
stations by an individual well known to the citizens there, be he
butcher or grocer. In contrast, the Democrats relied on vaudeville,
stars of stage and concert hall campaigning for their nominee to
the tune “East Side, West Side.” On a more serious level was the
radio play based on the “Happy Warrior’s” life which was heard
over CBS on October 20. A bipartisan series of programs designed
to help shape public opinion was the Voter’s Campaign Information
Service. Sponsored by the League of Women Voters in coopera-
tion with the National Broadcasting Company, this was broadcast
to approximately 20 million listeners over a twenty-two station
hookup. In theory—if not always in fact—this service “provided
a weekly (non-partisan) accompaniment to the campaign; gave the
necessary background for the issues; demonstrated the widely dif-
ferent viewpoints of equally conscientious leaders; clarified the
strategic development of issues in Congress in advance of the cam-
paign; taught nominating and election machinery; mitigated the
heat of partisanship by the fresh and cooling air of disinterested
discussion.”

Both Presidential candidates addressed the voters on the eve of
the election, Hoover from Palo Alto, California, and Smith from
New York City. When the final results had been tabulated, it was
confirmed that Hoover had defeated Smith, 444 electoral votes to
87, amassing 21 million popular votes to the latter’s 15. For the
first time since the end of Reconstruction, the Republicans carried
a Southern state, although Smith did make inroads into the big
city vote in the North which Franklin Roosevelt capitalized on
four years later. During this campaign the Democrats outspent the
Republicans vis-a-vis radio advertising, $650,000 to $435,000; if
one includes local spots, though, the total for both parties was
closer to two million dollars than one million. Citing some other fig-
ures for purposes of comparison, it cost the National Broadcasting
Company $105,000 to broadcast the Democratic national conven-
tion, $75,000 to broadcast the Republican one. Nevertheless, in
1928 radio accounted for only 18 and 10 per cent, respectively, of
the expenses of the Democratic and Republican National Commit-
tees. One might argue that these relatively limited appropriations
for radio campaigning were a mistake, for by this time radio was

.
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capable of reaching 40 million people compared with only a few
million in the previous Presidential election. In 1928, 42 stations
carried the Democratic convention and 44 the Republican one; in
1924 there had been only 24 stations operating in the entire coun-
try. Unfortunately for candidates for public office, the practice of
charging them for radio time once they had given their nomination
acceptance speeches began during this campaign.

The Hoover Administration

Six months following the close of the campaign, in May, 1929,
Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota made the suggestion that
Congress set up a radio station in Washington for universal political
use. Nye predicted that future political campaigns would be con-
ducted mainly via the radio, barnstorming largely being a thing of
the past. Since commercial radio stations and networks favored
those political candidates with bulging coffers, preferring not to
donate free time to them, he suggested that no charge be made for
delivering addresses over this station. In the final analysis Nye’s
plan proved impractical, since one station would not blanket the
nation, while a network would prove too costly. Similar plans have
surfaced occasionally since then.

Despite the failure of Nye’s scheme, his colleagues in the Seventy-
first Congress established a record by broadcasting over a hundred
speeches, every important piece of legislation having its spokesman
or protagonist. Even President Hoover succumbed to the trend,
making 10 addresses on the radio in 1929, and 27 in 1930. Unfor-
tunately these did not restore the crumbling faith of the American
people in his leadership, the depression having set in by this time.
Hoover’s cabinet, too, made a number of radio speeches during
this period. In 1932, one hundred federal officials spoke 171 times
over the NBC network alone prior to the conventions.

All in all, Herbert Hoover spoke over the radio no less than 95
times during his Presidency. This was only nine times less than
FDR during his first term. A study of the broadcast addresses of
Hoover collected in the Myers edition of the State Papers, how-
ever, reveals that 12 of the 21 were little more than “glorified
greetings”; the President presented brief talks to national meetings
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of such organizations as the 4-H Club, the YMCA, Christian En-
deavor, and the Methodist Church. Of the remaining nine speeches,
four were narrowly political, while two did deal with public busi-
ness (a Governors’ Conference and the London Naval Treaty).
Only three were addressed to the nation at large, two being appeals
for charitable contributions to relieve unemployment distress, one
being a plea to the people not to hoard money. Consequently, it is
no wonder that Hoover’s impact as a radio speaker did not match
his exposure.

Yet if any public official was aware of the enormous political
possibilities of radio, that individual was Herbert Hoover. In a
statement prepared for inclusion in a special radio supplement pub-
lished by the Brooklyn Standard Union in April 1929, Hoover
observed that “Radio has become a social force of the first order...
it is revolutionizing the political debates that underlie political
action under our principles of government . . . (It) physically makes
us literally one people upon all occasions of general public interest.”
Perhaps the unfortunate consequences of the great depression soured
the President on making broadcasts to the American people; three
years later, in February 1932, he responded to a suggestion from
Wallace Alexander that he take to the airwaves for ten minutes each
week that “it is very difficult to deal with anything over the radio
except generalities, without embarrassing actual accomplishments
which are going forward.” Nevertheless, regardless of his relative
lack of success as a radio speaker during his Presidency, both Henry
Ford and General Motors expressed an interest in sponsoring him
on weekly broadcasts once he had left office.

State and Local Developments, 1920-1932

At this point in the narrative we might pause briefly and examine
the political use of radio at the state and local levels during the
1920’s and early 1930’s. Probably the first elected official to make
wide use of this medium was Major John Hylan of New York City,
who delivered his first radio address on November 6, 1921; Hylan
continued to broadcast until September 5, 1925, on which date
New York Supreme Court Justice Aaron Levy granted a temporary
stay which forbade the use of the radio for political purposes.

]
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During the same year, Hylan went down to defeat in the mayoralty
primary at the hands of an even more controversial figure, the col-
orful Jinmy Walker. At the state level one of the first elected public
officials to broadcast was Senator Harry New of Indiana, who
addressed his constituents from Washington for the first time on
March 30, 1922. The New York Times rated this broadcast a
success, commenting that “There wasn’t a shred of doubt in the
minds of radio enthusiasts that plans for radio campaigning were
practicable and they would be distinctly the vogue before many
weeks had gone by.” Within a few years, in fact, many members of
Congress were broadcasting from their own radio stations. In 1932,
for example, Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas was speaking over
WIBW in Topeka, while Representative Hugh Ike Shott of West
Virginia was speaking over WHIS in Bluefield. As for the defeat
of Senator Brookhart of Iowa in that year’s primary at the hands
of Henry Field, political analysts noted that the latter owned a
radio station, whereas Brookhart did not. Two years previously the
nationally noted “goat gland” broadcaster, Dr. Brinkley, had lost
a closely contested Kansas gubernatorial election in which he was
counted out in the canvassing of the vote. Two broadcasting outlets
of a more radical hue were WEVD in New York, a Socialist-
oriented station named in honor of Eugene V. Debs, and WCFL
in Chicago, the mouthpiece of that city’s federation of labor; repre-
sentatives of these two groups often experienced difficulty when
they attempted to obtain time on most commercial stations.

At the state level, however, Wisconsin probably has done more
than any other state to bring the government to the people via the
radio. In 1932 station WHA in Madison called a meeting which
was attended by representatives of the five leading political groups
of the state. As a result of this gathering, the parties involved
agreed that the Democrats, the Republicans, the Progressive Re-
publicans, the Socialists, and the Prohibitionists were to have free
access to the radio facilities of WHA before both the primary and
the general election. Perhaps the most unusual feature of this plan
was the equal representation given to each party regardless of its
relative strength. This innovation, too, did not prove to be a mere
passing fad; during the 1960 campaign, WHA broadcast political
talks by state candidates twice a day for three weeks prior to the
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election in November, having also furnished free time to all con-
tenders in that year’s primary election. The year 1932 likewise wit-
nessed the inauguration of “Your Wisconsin Government,” a radio
program that furnished information relative to government and tax-
ation. Scripts for this program, which was presented over WHA,
were prepared by the research and editorial staff of the Wisconsin
Taxpayers Alliance, an independent, nonpolitical, fact-finding or-
ganization. By 1942 these talks were being carried independently
by ten local stations in the state. When the legislature was in ses-
sion, the emphasis was quite naturally on legislative matters, but
when it was not, the talks covered a wide variety of topics; periodi-
cal appeals to vote were broadcast prior to elections, while occa-
sionally listeners were urged to submit questions to be answered
over the air.

Wisconsin, too, began broadcasting sessions of the state legisla-
ture at this time. Not only were the governor’s inaugural address
and budget message to that body carried over the radio but some
of the debates on the floor were also aired. The originating station
likewise extended the privilege of using its facilities to every assem-
blyman and senator; each day during the session, some legislator
prominent in the news at that time appeared on a daily broadcast.
Finally, once a week the Women’s Legislative Council of Wiscon-
sin presented a program summarizing and explaining important
capital developments.

The 1932 Campaign

Returning to Presidential politics, the severity of the depression
that broke out in 1929 made a Democratic victory in 1932 almost
inevitable, regardless of whom that party selected as its Presidential
nominee and regardless of his abilities as a radio performer. Gov-
ernor Franklin Roosevelt of New York, who defeated Alfred Smith
for this honor after a bitter convention fight, did happen to be an
outstanding speaker; he had effectively addressed both his party’s
national convention as a supporter of his current rival, Smith, and
the people of his state as governor. In an address to the Tammany
Speakers’ Bureau in January 1929, Roosevelt theorized that Amer-
ican politics had passed from an era in which “silver tongues” had
swayed many votes through a period of newspaper domination to
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the present age in which radio was king. Nevertheless, it was not
until he had actually become President that Roosevelt really
emerged as a radio charmer. During the 1932 campaign his most
original innovation came at the very beginning, when he broke a
long-standing precedent by flying to Chicago to accept his nomina-
tion before the convention had even adjourned; prior to this time
it had been customary for a time lapse of one month to intervene.
Roosevelt opened his formal campaign for the Presidency in late
July—quite an early start—when he elaborated on the Democratic
platform in a radio address from Albany.

The reasons why FDR was such an outstanding radio performer
have long attracted the attention of political analysts. One of the
earliest of these was ASD, who wrote in the ill-starred Literary
Digest that “His ability to create a feeling of intimacy between
himself and his listeners, his skill in placing emphasis on key words,
his adroitness in presenting complicated matters in such simple
terms that the man in the street believes he has a full mastery of
them, have won him admiration from even his political enemies.”
Broadcasting officials, who selected Roosevelt as the best political
speaker in the nation, placed special emphasis on his “personality,
sincerity, and excellent voice.” Cyrus Field did warn in the Forum
during the campaign that “His sponsors might suggest that he
watch his Harvard accent,” yet this cultivated tone no more alien-
ated FDR from the voters than it did Kennedy, perhaps even less
so. Like Smith, Roosevelt tended to be a dynamic speaker, in con-
trast to Hoover, “whose method of giving practically every word
the same stress was not copied since his debut on the air.”

Despite his unpopularity due to the depression, Herbert Hoover
was again the Republican nominee for President. He launched his
campaign for re-election on August 11 over the largest political
radio hookup in history, 160 stations. Hoover may have stacked
up relatively well as a radio performer against Alfred Smith, but
running against Roosevelt he received such accolades as “The
tonal characteristics of his voice approximate the effect of an old-
fashioned phonograph in need of winding.” Historians now see in
retrospect that Hoover indeed did have a program for dealing with
the depression, but his radio delivery obviously did little to rally
the American people behind him.

On Election Day, Roosevelt trounced Hoover, 472 electoral votes
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to 59, 23 million popular votes to 16. This defeat was not attrib-
utable to a lack of effort radiowise on the part of the Republicans;
the Grand Old Party used 73 hours of network time in 1932 com-
pared with 42%2 in 1928. In contrast, the Democrats employed
51%2 hours in 1932, actually one hour less than in 1928. Never-
theless, despite the fact that they were forced to cut their projected
radio schedule because of a scarcity of money, expenditures for
radio still constituted the largest single item in their budget. One
source has estimated that the two major parties spent a total of
5 million dollars during this campaign, while another has claimed
that the Democrats, Republicans, and Socialists spent $1,250,000
on national hookups alone. The National Broadcasting Company
allotted 57 hours of air time to the conventions, and 89 hours to
the campaign, the 160 broadcasts it carried establishing a record.
Beginning around this time both NBC and CBS inaugurated the
policy of donating about three periods a week for political addresses,
but they both refused to sell time for Presidential campaigning to
either party before it officially picked its candidate.

The First Roosevelt Administration

As President, FDR quickly endeared himself to the public through
his “fireside chats.” Actually he had gone to the people over the
airwaves as an elected official first as Governor of New York in
April 1929, at which time he charged that the Republican Party
had failed to live up to its platform, especially the Republican
chairmen of legislative committees. (This speech and the ones that
followed were aimed especially at upstate New Yorkers who re-
ceived most of their information through the Republican press.)
According to Robert Trout, Washington radio station WISV was
instructed by the White House to prepare two types of introduction
for the President—a regular, formal one and a more folksy type.
Roosevelt eventually approved the latter, which happened to in-
clude the term “fireside chat.” The first of these was delivered on
the day before he terminated the bank moratorium; in it he asked
the people not to make a run on the banks when they reopened.
Crossley, Inc., estimated that the address proclaiming a bank holi-
day reached 64 per cent of the radio sets in operation, an all-time
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record. During his first ten months in office, FDR spoke over the
radio 20 times, Mrs. Roosevelt 17 times, and Roosevelt’s cabinet
107 times. In addition, on March 12, May 7, July 24, and October
22, the President made what he described as “reports to the nation”
totalling roughly 12,000 words.

To properly assess Franklin Roosevelt’s “fireside chats,” it is
necessary to examine them for the duration of his entire Presi-
dency rather than for a single term. It is noteworthy that the great
majority of these addresses fell into the “report, review, explain”
category rather than being “plugs” for pending legislation. (FDR’s
broadcast of March 9, 1937, supporting the “court packing” bill,
of course, would be a prime example of the latter.) During his first
two terms as President, no less than half of his “fireside chats”
were delivered during the lulls between Congressional sessions. In
this connection Roosevelt wrote to Frank Walker in February 1936
that “Congress while in session is a sounding board—when it is
away the President is a sounding board.”

Actually there were only 28 “fireside chats”—8 during FDR’s
first term, 8 during his second, and 12 during his third. They varied
in length from 1,200 to 4,500 words; although some lasted as long
as 45 minutes and some as short as 15, their average length was
approximately a half-hour. Almost invariably Roosevelt chose to
speak between 9 and 11 p.m., E.S.T., three-fourths of his ad-
dresses taking place on the first three days of the week. According
to Stephen Early, “the President wanted to go on the radio many
more times than we would allow him.” FDR, though, was himself
aware of the dangers of overexposure. When Ray Stannard Baker
wrote him in 1935 urging more frequent broadcasts, he replied
that “The public psychology and, for that matter, individual psy-
chology, cannot, because of human weakness, be attuned for long
periods of time to a constant repetition of the highest note in the
scale. . . .” The year previously, in 1934, the White House had
requested the “March of Time” radio program to discontinue simu-
lating the President’s voice because otherwise it would have been
heard so frequently on the air that it would have become routine.

In 1934 Republican Senator Arthur Vandenburg charged that
the Roosevelt Administration controlled the airwaves and was
stifling criticism. By this time, of course, conservatives had started
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to become disillusioned with the New Deal. In any event, during
the following year NBC and CBS together furnished Senators with
free time on more than 150 occasions, Representatives on 200, and
governors in excess of 50. If most of these public officials spoke
in favor of the New Deal, it was at least in part attributable to the
fact that voters had elected candidates favorable to its philosophy.
Significantly, many business sponsors used some of their commer-
cial time to propagandize on behalf of the NRA; Johns-Manville,
General Electric, and Sherwin Williams paid for advertisements on
behalf of the Federal Housing Administration.

Another public official who had begun to attract considerable
attention as a radio performer prior to his assassination in 1935
was Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, a onetime supporter of
FDR and later a dangerous rival. In the spring of 1935, Paul
Hutchinson observed, “When you discover how enormous is the
radio audience which Huey Long has already reached, it is diffi-
cult to believe that he has spoken only four times over a national
hookup.” Combining earthy figures of speech with quotations from
the Bible, Long won converts by the score to his “Share Our
Wealth” philosophy. The cornerstone of Long’s program was the
assumption that wealth was unequally distributed in this country;
his remedy was a heavy capital levy on the wealthy, the proceeds
from which were to be distributed to the lower class. This was to
make “every man a king.” Some of Long’s ideas, it should be
noted, had been put into effect earlier while he was serving as
Governor of Louisiana. Together with Franklin Roosevelt and
Father Charles Coughlin (whom we analyze in a separate chapter),
Long ranks as one of the leading political broadcasters of the New
Deal era.

In 1953, Ernest Bormann cast a retrospective glance at Long
in a rhetorical analysis of the national radio broadcasts that “the
Kingfish” delivered between March 1933 and July 1935. Bormann
concluded, on the basis of mail response and the growth of the
“Share Our Wealth” movement, that these national broadcasts
were effective; the political boost which these gave to Long nation-
ally was doubtless a factor in FDR’s move towards the left around
this time, a step which cut into the strength of the Louisiana dema-
gogue. Bormann also observed that “Considered as speeches, in
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terms of organization, development of ideas, and the use of rhe-
torical techniques, some of the broadcasts were exceptional per-
formances, some were fair to good, and some were mediocre.”
As for the above-mentioned “earthy figures of speech,” the self-
educated but by no means uneducated Long deliberately violated
the canons of good usage in grammar, articulation, and pronuncia-
tion so as to appeal more effectively to the masses. Long’s analysis
of current economic conditions may have been grossly oversimpli-
fied and highly exaggerated, but from the standpoint of psychology
he was successful in attracting the attention and support of a con-
siderable segment of the voting public. Bormann may be correct in
his assumption that the philosophy which underlay the “Share Our
Wealth” plan was basically cynical, but Long was not the first and
certainly will not be the last politician to further his own interest
through the scapegoat and panacea approach to economics.

Another political figure whose radio broadcasts during this period
were highly influential was William Lemke, later to run as the
Union Party’s Presidential candidate in 1936. An advocate of bank-
ruptcy legislation, Lemke obtained the financial support of the
Farmers Union for his broadcast speeches during the first years of
his Congressional career; one of these resulted in requests for no
less than 6,000 reprints. Lemke not only obtained free time by
mailing transcriptions of his talks to small radio stations but also
obtained time on national networks frequently. Thanks to Lemke’s
efforts, the House of Representatives was forced to consider his
bankruptcy measure in 1934 after he had obtained the signatures
of 145 Representatives on a discharge petition, a rare event. Once
Congress had approved the bill, FDR signed it with reluctance,
having indirectly opposed it. This proved to be the greatest accom-
plishment of Lemke’s Congressional career.

By the end of the first Roosevelt Administration, several poten-
tial Republican Presidential nominees had also emerged as rivals
of FDR. In evaluating their microphone techniques, the Literary
Digest ranked Senator William Borah of Idaho highly, but with
qualifications: “As a trained, polished orator, he, along with Charles
Evans Hughes, was the radio speechmaking bulwark of the first
Hoover campaign. But lately his voice has grown somewhat cold,
although his speeches are clear and incisive, and a loss of old-time
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vigor is detectable.” While observing that “Herbert Hoover has at
least added human appeal to his speeches,” the Literary Digest
found that Frank Knox, “another whose voice does not sound
natural over the radio . . . lets himself be carried away by flights
of his own oratory.” In the case of Senator Arthur Vandenberg of
Michigan, the Literary Digest suggested that his “speeches are so
well thought out and prepared that some radio observers think he
is losing much of his potential effectiveness by failing to take les-
sons in what they call microphone technique.” Other publications,
of course, assessed these potential candidates somewhat differently
as radio performers. Thus the New York Times found that “Knox
falls more into the preacher class,” while “Borah is an effective
broadcaster of the forensic type,” and “Senator Vandenberg is a
natural speaker with a clear, resonant voice.”

The 1936 Campaign

Despite the availability of such prominent political figures as Borah,
Knox, Hoover, and Vandenberg, the Republican Party chose as its
Presidential standard-bearer in 1936 Governor Alfred Landon of
Kansas, the only Republican chief executive at the state level to
win re-election in 1934. (Frank Knox was chosen for the second
spot.) Perhaps the most revealing assessment of Landon as a radio
performer is found in a campaign biography theoretically sympa-
thetic to him. After the author of this had declared that “I like
personally the straight natural way of his speeches,” he then admit-
ted that “There may be an advantage in talking in council better
than he speaks in public and even thinking better than he talks.”
Ironically, one of the two candidates that Landon had defeated in
a three-way race for governor was the radio station owner and
“goat-gland” broadcaster Dr. Brinkley; this apparently gave his
supporters hope that sincerity of utterance might prevail over an
unsurpassed radio technique in a Landon-Roosevelt confrontation.
In any event, Landon did establish a precedent by submitting to a
lengthy radio interview prior to the holding of the Republican na-
tional convention.

Shackled to an uninspiring radio advocate of its cause and faced
with a seemingly unbeatable opposition candidate, the Republican
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Party turned to exploring new radio techniques. In the process it
came up with a radio campaign that it has rarely, if ever, matched
in inventive power. The highlight of this was the “debate” presented
over CBS on the evening of October 17 which featured a live Sen-
ator Arthur Vandenberg and a recorded President Franklin Roose-
velt; this “debate” emphasized the degree that the latter had
digressed from his campaign promises of 1932. Of the 66 stations
that were scheduled to carry the program, 21 cut it off, while 23
carried it, and the remaining 22 vacillated. Technically the eighteen-
minute dialogue violated a CBS rule against the use of phonograph
records; officials of that network apparently learned of the nature
of this “debate” only at the last moment. While Democratic politi-
cal mastermind James Farley charged “dirty campaign,” Bill Black-
ett, public relations director for the Republican National Commit-
tee, cried “federal censorship.”

The Republicans also employed spot announcements on behalf
of their Presidential candidate, “Make it brief and people will re-
member what you've said,” was the dictum which has even more
relevance in the era of television. Still another Republican innova-
tion was the “Liberty at the Crossroads” radio drama which appro-
priately originated over Roosevelt-hater Colonel Robert McCor-
mick’s station WGN in Chicago. (The leading networks had turned
the program down on the grounds that no time could be leased to
political parties until after their national conventions.) Among the
characters that appeared in this play were Thomas Jefferson, Sam-
uel Adams, John Smith, Mary Jones, two farmers, a husband, a
butcher, and the Voice of Doom; without exception the sketches
were highly critical of the New Deal. In assessing the wisdom of
banning this program, David Lawrence observed, “If the broad-
casting companies ever attempt to separate fiction from fact in
respect to political speeches, they will have to employ censors far
more skillful in the separation of truth from untruth than the Jus-
tices of the Supreme Court themselves.”

In this election, for the first time since 1924, a third party—the
Union Party—took part in the campaign. Although William Lemke
was its Presidential candidate, its real spokesman was the famous
“Radio Priest,” Father Charles Coughlin, whom we analyze at
greater length in the chapter on propaganda. On August 15 Cough-
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lin bluntly asserted: “If 1 cannot swing at least 9,000,000 votes to
Mr. Lemke I will quit broadcasting educational talks on economics
and politics”’; although Lemke polled closer to 900,000 votes than
9,000,000, the “Radio Priest” failed to keep his pre-election pledge.
Another splinter group was the Constitutional Democrats, whose
anti-New Deal convention at Macon, Georgia, in January was boy-
cotted by the major networks. At the other end of the political
spectrum, Dr. Francis Townsend, the precursor of social security,
had to negotiate with Mexican stations in September because sev-
eral Chicago stations had rejected a series of educational broad-
casts on his pension plan by imposing impossible terms on him.
Among the latter were the stipulations that he was not to mention
politics or to appeal to his followers for funds. Nevertheless, the
Communists succeeded for the first time in obtaining a free national
hookup on the evening of March 5, at which time General Secre-
tary Earl Browder spoke over CBS on “The Communist Position
in 1936.” Despite this success, that fall the Communists charged
that stations in Indianapolis, Pittsburgh and Minneapolis were dis-
criminating against them.

Turning to the Democrats, early in 1936 the Cooperative Ana-
lysts of Broadcasting conducted a study which helps explain FDR’s
overwhelming victory at the polls later that year. In comparing the
drawing power radiowise of FDR, Senator Joseph Robinson of
Arkansas, and anti-Administration Democrat Alfred Smith, it had
found that the President enjoyed the largest radio audiences in the
vote-rich metropolitan centers. As for the Democratic convention
at which Franklin Roosevelt won renomination overwhelmingly,
in the words of the New York Times, it was a radio convention
rather than a delegate’s convention. While touring the country (as
did Landon) on a month-long barnstorming expedition, FDR made
23 formal speeches, many of which were widely broadcast. An
extreme adverse reaction was that of Harrison Holloway, execu-
tive manager of two radio stations in Los Angeles, who labelled
the President’s “fireside chats” as “nothing more than campaign
speeches,” refusing air time to the Democrats without payment.
One of the highlights of the Democratic campaign occurred when
four Democratic governors answered Alfred Landon’s acceptance
speech, each from his own statehouse; requests for copies of their
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addresses were more numerous than any other except for those of
the President.

During 1936 both political parties placed great stress on foreign
language broadcasts, perhaps making 2,000 in all. The Democrats
used Italian, German, Jewish, Polish, Hungarian, and Greek radio
messages in a dozen key cities, while the Republicans employed
29 languages in presenting everything from one hundred word spots
to thirty-minute talks. By 1936, though, the minorities-immigrant
vote had drifted into the Democratic camp, being largely responsi-
ble for the margin of FDR’s victory during this year.

Not surprisingly, the flood of abuse that poured over the air-
waves was distasteful to many who preferred their political dia-
logue to be on a more rarified level. One of the more thoughtful
speeches on this subject broadcast during 1936 was that on radio
responsibility delivered by Owen Young on the occasion of his re-
ceiving an honorary Doctor of Literature degree at Rollins College.
Although this event took place in February prior to the actual in-
ception of the campaign, pro and anti-Roosevelt speeches had
already begun to poison the ether. Actually the “intemperate” re-
marks that Young quoted from the addresses of Herbert Hoover,
Alfred Smith, and Senate Majority Leader Joseph Robinson, were
far milder than many others he might have cited, especially certain
ones of Father Coughlin and Huey Long. Perhaps Young’s most
caustic evaluation was that of Smith, who commented in attacking
FDR that “There can be only one atmosphere of government, the
clear, pure, fresh air of free America, or the foul breath of commu-
nistic Russia. There can be only one flag, the Stars and Stripes, or
the flag of the godless Union of the Soviets. There can be only one
national anthem, ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ or the ‘Internation-
ale.” ” Robinson’s remark was a part of his rebuttal of Smith, while
Hoover’s was on the subject of a managed currency. “To these
great men, and even to the President of the United States, all held
in such high esteem,” Young pleaded, “may we not appeal for the
choice word and the measured phrase, spoken with malice toward
none and charity toward all?”

When the smoke had cleared on Election Day, Franklin Roose-
velt had been re-elected by one of the greatest margins in American
history, polling 27.8 million votes to 16.7 for Landon, and humili-
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ating him in the Electoral College 523 to 8. Despite the Kansas
governor’s shortcomings as a radio speaker, it is unlikely that even
Demosthenes could have beaten FDR. Historians frequently place
heavy emphasis on the opposition of the newspapers to the Presi-
dent; no candidate since William Jennings Bryan in 1896 had to
overcome such a phalanx of hostility. Among those opposing Roose-
velt were the Hearst chain, the Baltimore Sun, the St. Louis Post
Dispatch, and 71 per cent of the newspapers in the fifteen largest
cities. Nevertheless one must not forget the fact that prior to FDR
a number of Presidents had been elected over newspaper opposi-
tion, including Jefferson, Madison, J. Q. Adams, Jackson, Van
Buren, Polk, Pierce, Lincoln, Hayes, Garfield, B. Harrison, and
Wilson. Democratic Presidential nominees between 1940 and 1960,
in fact, enjoyed even less newspaper support than the 26 per cent
(by circulation) which Roosevelt received in 1936; the percent-
ages are as follows: FDR, 1940, 23; FDR, 1944, 18; Truman,
1948, 10; Stevenson, 1952, 11; Stevenson, 1956, 15; Kennedy,
1960, 16. (Lyndon Johnson, in contrast, won in 1964 with heavy
newspaper backing, a factor which makes his triumph seem less
remarkable in retrospect than Roosevelt’s in 1936.) Thus the sig-
nificant thing about FDR’s triumph over Landon was not that he
won without newspaper support but that he won by a landslide.
One must not forget, too, that Roosevelt had to contend with such
popular anti-New Deal radio commentators as Edwin C. Hill,
whose last sponsor had been one of the oil companies, and Boake
Carter, who found his acceptance speech a call to an immediate
class war. Even more formidable radio critics were Father Charles
Coughlin and Huey Long; the latter, assassinated before the cam-
paign had begun, still exerted a powerful influence on many minds.
Roosevelt’s triumph over his radio opposition was an achievement
no less significant than his victory over his newspaper foes.
Moreover, FDR received the ballots of 60 per cent of those who
voted in the Presidential election, even though the Democrats
bought less radio time than did the Republicans, 97%2 hours to 70.
Although one would tend to attribute the limited radio expenses of
the former to an overwhelming confidence, few recall that some of
the radio bills that the Democrats had incurred during the 1932
campaign had yet to be paid. Including 1936, for three elections
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in a row the party buying the most radio time lost the election; if
anything, this proves that it is the quality rather than the quantity
of radio addresses that counts. Radio time, too, had progressively
increased in cost. In 1936 the broadcasting of the national con-
ventions of the major parties cost NBC $265,000, and that net-
work (as well as the others) obviously incurred numerous other
expenses during the political wars of that year. Curiously, the major
networks found that the mail response to their convention cover-
age was much less than in 1932.

As the extent of political coverage on radio grew, so did the vote
in the Presidential election, from 26 million in 1920, to 29 million
in 1924, to 36 million in 1928, to 39 million in 1932, and to 45
million in 1936. That there was a correlation is easy to assume,
impossible to prove. A survey which appeared in the April issue
of Fortune did reveal that 15.8 per cent of those interviewed were
in favor of more political broadcasts, 38.0 per cent the same, 27.9
per cent less, and 18.3 none; this seemingly indicates that political
broadcasts were becoming an irritant to a sizeable minority of the
population. The American Institute of Public Opinion also discov-
ered that of these factors, speeches and incidents that led the inter-
viewee to vote for either Roosevelt or Landon, in both cases 14
per cent made their decision on the basis of their campaign
speeches, a most curious commentary in light of the differing levels
of speaking ability.

The Second Roosevelt Administration

During FDR’s second term as President, New Deal officials contin-
ued to bombard the public with a deluge of radio addresses, while
the Republicans enjoyed more limited access to the airwaves. In
1937, for example, NBC carried 22 Presidential broadcasts, 29 by
Vice-President Henry Wallace, 18 by Postmaster General James
Farley, and 203 by an assortment of other federal officials. As for
the heavily Democratic Congress, 118 speeches were made by mem-
bers of the House and 149 by members of the Senate. This bom-
bardment, moreover, merely represents the portion of the iceberg
above water; many governmental agencies sent their propaganda
in recorded form or as scripts to local radio stations. Thus the
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Department of the Interior authored around 3,000 local programs
during 1938 alone, 332 stations in 47 states also carrying its “Farm
Flashes” six days a week. Between 375 and 425 local stations, too,
used Federal Housing Authority material, 450 using that of the
Works Progress Administration. Theoretically no governmental
agency was without its spokesman on the radio, since the National
Economic Council’s radio director, Robert Berger, furnished more
than a hundred stations with weekly broadcasts that covered the
work of 43 governmental bureaus and departments which did not
already have time on the air.

Polls conducted during Franklin Roosevelt'’s second term as
President threw some additional light on FDR as a radio performer.
One taken in 1939 found that 24.1 per cent of those interviewed
generally listened to him, 38.6 per cent sometimes listened, and
37.3 per cent never listened; the more frequently that one tuned
in on him, the more likely one was to have a favorable opinion of
him. Despite the fact that over 60 per cent of the population lis-
tened to Roosevelt on the radio at one time or another according
to the above poll, audiences for a specific speech might be relatively
limited, as his April 14, 1938 address on governmental spending
reached only 34 per cent of those polled. Significantly, the public
was almost evenly divided in 1940 on a proposed debate between
FDR and the Republican Presidential nominee, 49 per cent favor-
ing such a confrontation and 51 per cent opposing it.

Another interesting poll was taken following a radio address by
Senator Hugo Black on October 31, 1937. Black, a former mem-
ber of the Ku Klux Klan, was appointed by Roosevelt to the
United States Supreme Court. It was discovered that the interest
in such a broadcast increased with age and with the socio-economic
status, although people on relief listened more than did the em-
ployed. Significantly, those without an opinion listened to the broad-
cast in lesser numbers than those with either a favorable or un-
favorable opinion of Justice Black. This finding was one of the
earliest indications that those who have not made up their minds
in regard to an issue or personality, or simply don’t care, often
reject the opportunity to become further informed.

By this time state and local candidates, too, were relying more
and more on the radio as a springboard to public office. One of the
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most prominent examples was W. Lee O’Daniel, who once made
his living by selling flour to country stores in Texas. Early in the
1920’s the Burris Mills began the practice of advertising on radio;
an interesting innovation which Burris Mills employed was the in-
troduction of their route salesmen over the airwaves. Originally,
a different salesman appeared every day, so that within a relatively
short period of time salesmen from every nook and cranny of the
state had been heard from. But in the case of O’Daniel, his radio
delivery was so outstanding that he was given a permanent job em-
ceeing the program. By 1938, O’Daniel had become so well known
that he decided to enter the gubernatorial race. His two major oppo-
nents, William McCraw and Emest Thompson, had both received
a great deal of newspaper exposure during their political careers
but were far less prominent as radio personalities than O’Daniel.
Thus while O’Daniel may have been a political unknown, he was
certainly by no stretch of the imagination an unknown. O’Daniel,
in fact, won over 50 per cent of the vote in the Democratic primary
despite the fact that he had a dozen opponents, going on to win
the governorship in both 1938 and 1940. It has been observed that,
with O’Daniel’s entry into the governor’s race, radio made its debut
in Texas politics.

During the same year (1938), New York City began broad-
casting its city council sessions over the city-owned Municipal
Broadcasting System station, WNYC, after the latter’s director
found the opening ceremonies on January 1 so interesting that he
ordered the continuation of the broadcast. The sessions were aired
“gavel to gavel” without censorship or editing until April 3, 1939,
at which time the council passed a resolution which forbade the
presence of any broadcasting equipment on the floor at its meet-
ings. These city council programs, one might add, proved highly
popular among the citizens both as news and as entertainment.

The 1940 Campaign

By 1940 the Republicans’ thirst for victory had become so great
that they turned their backs on such established party regulars as
Herbert Hoover and Alfred Landon, nominating instead for Presi-
dent of the United States the onetime President of Commonwealth
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and Southern and critic of the Tennessee Valley Authority, Wen-
dell Willkie. Until recently Willkie had been a Democrat. As a
radio performer Willkie was perhaps the superior of his party’s
last two Presidential nominees. One analyst observed of Willkie in
this connection, “A good general American voice, but a speech
pattern with elements of Southern and Eastern coloring. His Mid-
dle West background is evidenced by his nasal coloring of such
words as ‘any,” ‘many’ and ‘on.” His voice is particularly good for
radio because it is so conversational, although he has not the vocal
finesse of President Roosevelt.” More critical was Orrin Dunlap,
who complained that “. . . the Willkie voice lacks the Roosevelt
punch, and he slurs words . . .,” observing that “like Al Smith
(Willkie) so far has been best at ad libbing and extemporaneous
speech-making.” One might add that the Republican Presidential
nominee attracted wide national attention through his appearances
on such radio programs as “America’s Town Meeting of the Air.”
But immediately after his triumph at the Republican convention,
Willkie began faltering as a speaker. During his acceptance speech
at Elwood, Indiana, which was delivered in 102-degree heat, he
tightened his throat, shouting from the latter instead of from his
lungs; the result was that his voice cracked no less than eight times.
Radio star Walter O’Keefe advised Willkie to take lessons on how
to save his voice, but it eventually deteriorated to the point where
the Republicans had to enlist the services of a Hollywood voice
specialist, Dr. Harold Gray. Willkie, who was torn between the
contradictory techniques of addressing a live audience and a radio
one, further aggravated his voice through extensive stumping tours.

Among the other prominent political figures active during this
campaign was the former director of the National Recovery Ad-
ministration and current foe of Franklin Roosevelt, General Hugh
Johnson. Johnson probably did the Republican cause more harm
than good by his remark over Mutual, on the eve of the election,
that Jews were for Roosevelt because he was against Hitler; to
make matters even worse, Johnson mimicked Yiddish dialect un-
flatteringly. As for Dr. Francis Townsend, who was blacklisted by
Chicago stations during the 1936 campaign, the NAB Code Com-
mittee ruled that his supporters could advertise during the 1940
campaign, but that the ban against paid broadcasts for the Town-
sendites would be imposed again following the election.
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The Democrats renominated Franklin Roosevelt for a third term
as President despite the opposition of such onetime supporters of
FDR as James Farley and John Nance Gamer. In analyzing his
superiority as a radio performer one critic pointed out that: “Un-
like the other candidates, the President represents what speech
authorities in technical jargon call a ‘class dialect,’ a type of speech
which probably comes closest to a universal ‘ideal’ speech equally
acceptable in England and the United States. But unlike most
‘class’ speakers, the President’s voice is not affected.” Yet one
must not overlook the structure of the speeches themselves in
attempting to determine why FDR was the great radio speaker
he was. There is no question that his use of the technique of pause
and reiteration was largely responsible for the appeal and impact
of his addresses; one might cite the manner in which he employed
the terms “perception of danger” and “worldwide area” in his Char-
lottesville speech as evidence of this. From a comparative point of
view, one should add that the President’s radio voice was much
more easily recognized than that of Willkie, while the smoothness
of his delivery generally proved more appealing than Willkie’s
irregular decibel level. The proof of the pudding is to be found in
the ratings. When FDR spoke on the radio, he received CAB rat-
ings of 36 to 38, while the Republican nominee fluctuated between
16 and 30, his best effort audiencewise being his Madison Square
Garden speech. Towards the end of the campaign, the President
caused a furor by continually asking for free air time as chief exec-
utive rather than purchasing this. The Hatch Act, one may remem-
ber, restricted the amount of money that a political organization
could spend during any one campaign, and the Democrats obvi-
ously were approaching this limit as the election drew near. The
National Association of Broadcasters ruled in August that rival
political candidates had to prove that FDR’s “fireside chats” were
of a partisan nature before they could receive free and equal time
on the radio, a task which at times proved highly difficult.

Even before the last baliot had been counted on Election Day,
it had become evident that the President’s margin of victory over
Willkie was less than it had been over his opponents in the two
previous elections, but it still was clear-cut, 27.2 to 22.3 million in
the popular vote, 449 to 82 in the electoral college. Thanks largely
to the Hatch Act, the total amount of national radio time consumed
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by the Republicans fell off from the 125 hours of 1936 to 68, that
by the Democrats from the 85 hours of 1936 to 58. Here again the
party purchasing the most radio time lost. As for costs, the passage
of the Hatch Act resulted in a fragmentation of expenditures which
make an overall accounting difficult; it has been estimated that the
Democratic radio bill was around $500,000, the Republican prob-
ably less, both divided equally between the two major broadcasting
systems. We do know more specifically that the Democratic con-
vention cost the latter $233,942, the Republican one $364,700.
If a survey taken in Erie County, Ohio, was accurate, moreover,
the money allocated for the purchase of radio time during this cam-
paign was well spent. Here Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet found
that 38 per cent of the respondents regarded the radio as their
most important source of information, while only 23 per cent so
regarded the newspapers. This survey also indicated that Willkie’s
speeches were as likely to boomerang against him as they were to
operate in his favor, while FDR’s addresses were almost univer-
sally well received. Not surprisingly, the Republicans, who on the
average were better educated than the Democrats, turned more
frequently to the newspapers for their political information, while
the Democrats relied mainly on the radio, a somewhat more impar-
tial medium. According to a national poll conducted by the Amer-
ican Institute of Public Opinion, the radio out-distanced the news-
papers as the chief source of political information, 52 to 38 per
cent, a figure which compares favorably with that for Erie County.

The Third Roosevelt Administration

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Quite
naturally President Roosevelt thereafter devoted a considerable
amount of radio time to expostulating on the war, in theory a non-
partisan issue. It has been estimated that FDR’s radio audiences
for the war years averaged 60 million in 1941 for 5 speeches, 43
million in 1942 for 10 speeches, and 38 million in 1943 for 12
speeches. The number of listeners to any given speech, though,
fluctuated greatly; the President attracted 80 million listeners when
he spoke over the air following Pearl Harbor, but only 20 million
when he twice addressed the nation late in the summer of 1942.
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This wide divergence indicates that the subjects of his addresses
and the psychological need of the country had as much an impact
on the size of his audiences as FDR’s personal charisma and speak-
ing ability. The domestic phase of the New Deal, of course, had
faltered by 1938, so this was only of limited importance during the
war years as a radio topic to either the President or his critics.

Nevertheless, several “fireside chats” were devoted to domestic
affairs. Thus on April 29, 1942, the President broadcast a message
entitled, “The Price for Civilization Must be Paid in Hard Work
and Sorrow and Blood,” a plea for wartime economic stabilization,
and on September 7, 1942, he warned that “If the Vicious Spiral of
Inflation Ever Gets Under Way, the Whole Economic System Will
Stagger.” The following month Roosevelt presented a report on the
home front. Another domestic crisis which inspired a “fireside
chat” was the federal seizure of the coal mines. On May 22, 1943,
FDR delivered an address captioned: “There Can Be No One
Among Us—No One Faction—Powerful Enough to Interrupt the
Forward March of Our People to Victory.”

The 1944 Campaign

Faced with the almost insurmountable task of dislodging a popular
(but aging and ailing) President during wartime, the Republicans
in 1944 turned to the youthful Governor of New York and onetime
“racket-busting” district attorney, Thomas Dewey. Eugene Rose-
boom has observed, “Dewey’s deep voice and clear diction made him
the strongest opponent the old Democratic master of air technique
had faced”; NBC commentators at the Republican convention
predicted that “Governor Dewey should give President Roose-
velt his first real competition in radio appeal during the 1944 cam-
paign.” In analyzing the factors underlying Dewey’s success as a
radio performer, Louis Foley found that the New York Governor
projected “ringing tones . . . not marred by rough edges or fuzzy
overtones,” although he was guilty of “a degree of monotony in
intonation,” adding that “He has the knack of breaking his sen-
tences at the right places and his syllabification is above reproach.”
During the campaign Dewey toured the nation, broadcasting from
a number of cities; the Republican national committee hired vet-
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eran announcer Ford Bond to introduce Dewey and to fill in at the
end of the programs if any free time remained. Many of the ideas
that the GOP employed relative to the radio during this campaign
were the brainchildren of Henry Turnbull, an advertising agency
radio expert.

In contrast, FDR did little campaigning, as his deteriorating
physical condition and the running of the war left him little time
for this. During September the radio research organization C. E.
Hooper, Inc., found that the President was still “the top radio
speaker”; he generally gained listeners as he went on, while Dew-
ey’s audience often dwindled as he proceeded. According to Hooper,
the highest rating that Dewey had yet obtained in terms of his
radio audience was 25.3 per cent, a full 10 points below the rating
(35.2 per cent) that the President had obtained for a recent radio
address. Nevertheless, a poll taken by the American Institute of
Public Opinion in October revealed that 1,617 interviewees out of
a total of 2,630 had heard one of Dewey’s campaign speeches on
the radio. James Bender, too, was of the opinion that while the
quality of Roosevelt’s radio speeches remained constant, those of
his opponent showed steady improvement. In comparing FDR and
Dewey as radio speakers, Bender found a number of differences.
The latter, for example, spoke more rapidly than the former, aver-
aging 120 to 140 words a minute compared with 102 to 128 words
a minute for the President; Roosevelt’s voice also was more light
in timbre than Dewey’s, the New York Governor having the more
powerful voice. If Dewey was placed second to the President in the
September Hooper study, it was at least in part attributable to the
fact that at the start of the campaign the New York Governor had
not enjoyed much national radio exposure up to that time, so that
it was almost impossible for him to surpass FDR as a radio per-
former in the eyes of the public within a three-months’ span. A poll
conducted in July by the American Institute of Public Opinion
revealed that 58 per cent of those interviewed regarded Roosevelt
as a better speaker than Dewey, while only 18 per cent felt that
Dewey was superior. It is also significant that those supporters of
the President who had considered switching their vote to the New
York Governor failed to do for two reasons which ran neck-to-
neck in importance: the war effort and Dewey’s attitude while
making speeches.
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One Republican innovation which “fizzled” was the series of
projected half-hour radio dramatizations. The GOP had originally
planned to buy several thirty-minute segments of air time and to
bring to life again with the aid of professional actors the experi-
ences (especially the unfortunate ones) of millions of citizens with
various war agencies. The radio chains squashed this scheme on the
grounds that it would lead to counter-measures, name-calling, and
assorted undesirable and illegal demonstrations. According to the
“1944 Republican Radio Report to Hon. Herbert Brownell, Jr.,”
one of the major objectives of the Republican radio campaign was
“Through one-minute and chain break announcements to set be-
fore the electorate, to pound home, drill in and instill by repetition,
strong and irrefutable reasons to vote for Thomas E. Dewey, or
against Franklin D. Roosevelt.” The New York Governor also
struck a blow for freedom of the airwaves by stating that he was
opposed to any censorship by the Federal Communications Com-
mission, and that he favored a revision of the pertinent legislation
so as to restrict its powers of regulation.

On the other hand, the Democratic National Committee enlisted
the aid of Hollywood in developing a series of one-minute spots
for use over the radio, such as the one about the “Hoover depres-
sion”; “Buy an apple, Mister”; “We never should have elected
Dewey.” This emphasis on Republican sins of the past contrasted
sharply with Republican promises for a better future, “End the
war quicker with Dewey and Bricker.” The Democrats also em-
ployed a series of five-minute spots presented at the beginning or
end of popular radio programs and featuring such speakers as
Vice-President Henry Wallace and Vice-Presidential Candidate
Harry Truman.

In this, his fourth Presidential campaign, FDR’s margin of vic-
tory over his Republican opponent was the narrowest to date, 25.6
million popular votes and 432 electoral votes to 22 million popular
votes and 99 electoral votes for Dewey. Despite the fact that both
the President and the Governor were excellent radio performers,
the total vote cast was two million less than it had been in 1940,
thanks largely to the fact that several million members of the armed
forces did not take the trouble to vote. Approximately $1,500,000
was spent for political broadcasts on the major networks; approxi-
mately $700,000 was set aside by both the Republicans and the

o
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Democrats for this purpose. A survey conducted during the cam-
paign disclosed that 56 per cent of those interviewed thought that
the radio was the most accurate source of political information,
while only 27 per cent cited the newspapers and 6 per cent the
magazines. These figures should be compared with those set forth
in the Erie County study made four years previously.

The Roosevelt-Truman Administration

As FDR entered his fourth term as President, Democratic domina-
tion of the airwaves continued. This was only natural since the
Democrats were the party in power, but the war effort was also a
contributing factor. During 1945, 56 Democratic Congressmen and
governors and 63 members of the Administration appeared on
NBC, while during the same period only 47 Republican Congress-
men and governors broadcast over this network. An even greater
imbalance existed in ABC programming. Included among the prom-
inent figures who appeared on ABC during the last three months
of 1945 were the President (five times), Secretary of State James
Byrmnes, Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace, Secretary of Labor
Lewis Schwellenbach, Secretary of Agriculture Clinton Anderson,
Secretary of the Treasury Fred Vinson, Assistant Secretary of State
Spruille Braden, and Director of the Office of War Mobilization
and Reconversion John Snyder. Throughout 1945, moreover, Price
Administrator Chester Bowles spoke once a month on the activities
of his office. In contrast, no representative Republican leaders re-
ceived the opportunity to present their views on such subjects as
foreign policy, reconversion, financial policy, labor, and agricul-
ture. Administration leaders also made their opinions known on a
number of programs over MBS during this year. Even when a net-
work did offer time for a rebuttal, as CBS did in presenting Repub-
lican John Foster Dulles following a broadcast by Secretary of
State James Bymnes, the scheduling called for Dulles to appear on
the poorest radio night of the week, and the speech was made avail-
able only to those who wanted to carry it.

Franklin Roosevelt, of course, died shortly after his inauguration
in 1945, and Harry Truman, the Vice-President and former Sen-
ator from Missouri, took over as chief executive. It has frequently
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been pointed out that Truman suffered prestigewise from the fact
that he followed Roosevelt as President; this also was true of him
as a radio performer. From October 1945 through March 1948
Truman preempted all the radio networks on a number of evenings
to deal with a variety of subjects, including price inflation, welfare
programs, strikes, the Marshall Plan, and the Czech coup d’etat.
His Hooper ratings for these eight programs were 43.8, 49.4, 34.4,
31.8, 57.6, 30.7, 34.3 and 31.0 per cent, respectively. Significantly
the President attracted his largest audience for his speech ending
price controls on meat, only his address proclaiming V-E Day sur-
passing this rating. FDR, one might add, achieved a rating higher
than 57.6 per cent on only six occasions, and all of these were dur-
ing the seventeen-month war period from May 1941 to November
1942. When Truman vetoed the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, his
audience was only 30.7 per cent according to Hooper, the lowest
of the eight ratings cited; this relative lack of interest is quite sur-
prising, as this labor measure aroused both fervent praise and bitter
antagonism.

Harry Truman was under no illusion that he was the equal of
Franklin Roosevelt as a radio speaker. He himself is quoted by a
biographer as replying to a letter analyzing his delivery, “I don’t
think there is anybody in the country who had as rotten a delivery
as I to begin with, but thanks to good friends like you, who have
been honestly helpful in their criticism, I think there has been some
improvement.” One reason for his progress in this area was Leon-
ard Reinsch, later a television advisor to John Kennedy, whom
HST added to his roster of consultants upon assuming office in
1945. In addition to superintending technical arrangements and
evaluating speech texts in the light of the needs of radio, Reinsch
also made tape recordings of the President’s speeches in advance
of their official delivery for the purpose of improving their presenta-
tion. Some of the negative qualities of Truman’s style that were
never totally remedied were a note of formality and the speed of
delivery.

During the off-year Congressional elections of 1946, the Demo-
cratic Party suffered the most severe defeat it has experienced since
the inauguration of Franklin Roosevelt as President in 1933. Ironi-
cally, one of the most comprehensive analyses of any radio cam-
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paign currently available is that of the Democrats for that year.
(A copy is deposited in the Harry S. Truman Library.) One high-
light of this was the tailor-made spot announcements for sixty-one
candidates. In the words of Bryson Rash, these were “well-written,
excellently produced and ably performed.” Then there were the
three nine-minute tapes of excerpts from speeches by Franklin
Roosevelt and Harry Truman dealing with veterans’ benefits, busi-
ness prosperity, and price control, there being 135 copies each of
the first two and 150 of the last. It was intended that local candi-
dates would speak afterwards for six minutes, thus completing a
fifteen-minute segment of air time. The Democratic National Com-
mittee and the Political Action Committee later collaborated on
four one-minute spots on the cost of meat.

Significantly, the Democrats limited their national network efforts
to four speeches over MBS (Speaker Rayburn, Majority Leader
Barkley, Chairman Hannegan, and Secretary of Agriculture Ander-
son), and one over ABC (Mrs. Roosevelt). The Democratic Na-
tional Committee also sponsored three regional network speeches,
one over the Yankee Network in New England (Majority Leader
McCormack), and two over the Missouri State Network (Gov-
ernor Kerr and Speaker Rayburn). A series of proposed three-
and-a-half minute transcribed talks by Administration leaders and/
or national political figures on behalf of individual candidates stim-
ulated little response from either group, Senator Pepper, Secretary
of Labor Schwellenbach, Hannegan and Rayburn eventually donat-
ing their services in this connection. Those seeking the major rea-
sons for the Democratic Congressional debacle of 1946 might well
examine the relative absence of a national radio campaign as a
possible contributing factor.

On September 2, 1947, the Democratic Party opened its drive
to win the next year’s elections by broadcasting a political meeting
coast-to-coast over ABC. On this occasion county chairmen, na-
tional committeemen, and women’s clubs were encouraged to hold
listening parties; at least one was held in every county, while in
Ohio there was one in each of the 8,800 precincts there. Instead of
presenting lengthy addresses, the Democrats instead offered six
three-minute speeches by Representative Helen Gahagan Douglas
of California, Mayor William O’Dwyer of New York City, and
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others, each speaking from his home territory. The climax of the
meeting was a nonpolitical talk from Washington by Senator
Brien McMahan of Connecticut dealing with the role of the United
States as a world leader in the atomic age. The following day this
innovation received page one publicity in newspapers throughout
the country.

The 1948 Campaign

In 1948 the leading contender for the Republican Presidential
nomination was Thomas Dewey, but former Governor Harold
Stassen of Minnesota was also a serious challenger. During May
a debate took place between the two men over a Portland, Oregon
radio station which was a precursor of the Kennedy-Nixon debates
a dozen years later. The idea for this debate originated in the Stas-
sen camp, but Dewey refused to take part unless it was held in
private without a live audience and he was allowed to make the
closing argument. The final format provided for twenty-minute
opening arguments and eight-minute and thirty-second rebuttals.
Although Stassen had challenged Dewey to debate on a variety of
issues, including atomic energy, the Taft-Hartley law, strengthen-
ing the United Nations, and hydroelectric development, Dewey
wisely chose the problem of whether the Communist Party should
be outlawed or not, taking the negative position. During the debate
Stassen proposed that Dewey support the anti-Communist Mundt-
Nixon bill; Dewey, who had a better legal mind than the tired and
somewhat ill-prepared Stassen, argued that the proposed measure
was un-American and probably ineffective. The Mundt-Nixon bill
did become law as the Internal Security Act of 1950, but Stassen
lost to Dewey in the Republican Presidential preference primary
by 9,000 votes out of a total of 225,000. A poll taken by The Ore-
gonian found that Stassen’s strength was approximately the same
on the eve of the election as it had been before the debate, but it
also revealed a temporary drop following the latter. Some observ-
ers believe that if Stassen had won in Oregon and had stayed out
of Ohio, he would have emerged as the Republican Presidential
nominee.

Once nominated as his party’s standard-bearer, Dewey confi-
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dently set forth upon his campaign, vetoing a scheme to sell him-
self to the voters through five-minute spot announcements. Instead,
the Republican national committee deluged the voters with thirty-
or sixty-second spots urging everyone to vote Republican. Dewey,
who had run a strong race against the formidable Franklin Roose-
velt in 1944, took it for granted that he would win the Presidency.
especially if the Democrats nominated the rather unpopular incum-
bent President, Harry Truman. Polls taken during the campaign
seconded Dewey’s belief. Other factors working on Dewey’s be-
half were that he had compiled an outstanding record during his
two terms as Governor of New York, as well as being an excellent
radio speaker.

Despite the fact that a considerable minority of the party would
have preferred some other candidate, such as Dwight Eisenhower,
the Democrats did nominate Harry Truman as their Presidential
candidate. A poll taken by the American Institute of Public Opin-
ion revealed that 1000 out of 1527 persons interviewed heard
most or part of the Democratic convention on the radio, a per-
centage almost identical with the percentage obtained from the
inquiry as to whether the respondent had read about it in the news-
papers. The Democratic campaign, which was more colorful than
its Republican counterpart, had its unique characteristics. Despite
the pressure of his duties in Washington, the President decided to
undertake a whistle-stop tour of the nation, an effort which was
ridiculed by the Republicans but which nevertheless proved highly
successful. Perhaps his best effort radiowise was delivered in St.
Louis at the end of October, an occasion on which he threw away
the prepared text and spoke extemporaneously. A speech which
Truman did not deliver involved a plan to send Fred Vinson to
Moscow in a final attempt to reach an understanding with the
Russians; the President vetoed this spectacular move after confer-
ring with General George Marshall. But the Democrats did employ
a number of innovations, including a disk-jockey show for house-
wives conducted by actor Les Griffith, who called himself the
“Democratic Record Man.” This was presented three times a week
in the afternoons during the last month of the campaign from 3:45
to 4 p. m. A characteristic occurrence was the interruption of a
recording of “My Blue Heaven” by Griffith’s comment that “That’s
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the dream which has been shattered for our veterans and their fam-
ilies by the Eightieth Republican Congress”; on the opening pro-
gram, Republican Senator Kenneth Wherry of Nebraska won “A
Headache to Housewives” prize for his statement that “I'm the
fellow that knocked out meat control.” Another device that the
Democrats used during this campaign was the radio appeal to
foreign-born elements. Thus Mayor Tommy D’Alesandro of Balti-
more reported in Italian on his trip to Italy, observing that in the
southern part of that nation women prayed in the streets for Tru-
man as the savior of Italy. Unlike the Republicans, though, the
Democrats largely abandoned spot announcements.

In comparing Truman and Dewey as radio speakers, Eugene
Roseboom has observed that: “(Dewey’s) deep voice, excellent for
radio, poured out polished, faultless sentences, correctly inflected
and uttered with a confident assurance that carried conviction.
Truman appeared as an inept fumbler beside him; but the Repub-
lican candidate’s speeches seemed to flow over his audience, not
into them.” A survey of each candidate’s western speaking tour,
conducted in September and October, revealed that at least 50 of
the President’s 115 addresses were covered by local radio stations,
and at least 34 of Dewey’s 69. Although the percentage of Tru-
man’s speeches broadcast was less than that of Dewey’s, despite
their greater number, 54 per cent of his addresses were carried on
a sustaining basis in comparison with only 27 per cent for Dewey.

Third parties also were active at the Presidential level during
1948. Henry Wallace and the leftist Progressives set aside $250,
000 for radio time, mostly local and regional. On the other hand,
Strom Thurmond and the rightist Dixiecrats appropriately left
most of their radio planning to state organizations. As for Norman
Thomas and the Socialists, they spent a mere $750 for a few tran-
scribed speeches. One interesting sidelight of the 1948 campaign
was the refusal of the Communists to debate Thomas following the
Dewey-Stassen encounter on the subject “Is Communism a Threat
to American Democracy?”’; the Communists maintained that the
Socialist leader was not a “suitable opponent.”

Analyzing the Wallace radio campaign in more detail, it is note-
worthy that, prior to the Philadelphia convention, the national net-
works provided the Progressive Party with considerable free time.
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Thus its nominee’s pre-convention reply to a Truman attack on the
party as a “Communist front” received a full airing. During the
last six weeks of the campaign, the Progressives sponsored seven
fifteen-minute addresses over the airwaves; the national headquar-
ters even agreed to pay 30 per cent of the costs incurred by state
and local groups for radio time. At first Wallace placed only sup-
plemental emphasis on the medium, but by mid-October he had
downgraded his original “grand tour” strategy, his campaign man-
agers apparently feeling that personal appearances were not attract-
ing as many potential voters as they should.

As for Thurmond, out of some 89 campaign speeches and “whis-
tle-stops,” the Dixiecrat candidate spoke over the radio 16 times.
Of this number, 8 were carried over local or sectional radio hook-
ups. Also included in this number was one “Meet the Press” pro-
gram conducted by two-way telephone from Austin, Texas, to New
York City, one speech and press conference for radio and news-
paper correspondents in Washington, and one prepared speech for
broadcast overseas on station WRUL, Boston. Significantly, Thur-
mond did not carry a single state in which he originated a radio
address; he gave 5 in Texas, 3 of them being state-wide broadcasts
during the last week of the campaign, yet still ran third behind
Truman and Dewey. As one might expect, all of Thurmond’s ad-
dresses, whether broadcast or not, were devoted to a defense of
states’ rights and an attack on the President’s civil rights program.

When the smoke cleared following Election Day, the popular
and electoral vote totals stood: Truman, 24.1 million and 303;
Dewey 21.2 million and 189; Thurmond, 1.1 million and 39; Wal-
lace, 1.1 million and 0. For once the party that spent the most for
radio time won the election. Totally accurate figures are not avail-
able, but the Democratic radio budget of $600,000 to $700,000
approximated expenditures for this purpose four years previously,
most of this going for October broadcasts. It has been claimed that
Louis Johnson had the President cut off the air on purpose in the
middle of his speeches to dramatize the meager funds of the Demo-
crats, although on some of the occasions the abrupt termination
was truly the consequence of an impoverished treasury. As for the
Republicans, their spending was down $200,000 from the $700,000
that they had set aside for broadcasting in 1944. Being highly con-
fident, they obviously did not feel that they had to spend more.
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Since 1948: The Decline of Radio

During his first full term as President, Harry Truman’s most sig-
nificant innovation relative to the political use of radio was to
authorize the recording of his press conferences, beginning early
in 1951, for the purpose of assisting the White House press in
checking their notes. At first, standard office dictating machines
were employed; thereafter more elaborate Signal Corps equipment
was used. That summer the White House began to permit the
broadcasting of portions of these recordings. Before dismissing
this innovation as of minor importance, one must take into consid-
eration the fact that FDR never allowed the direct quotation of
more than a phrase.

As for the Democratic Party as a whole, its National Committee
took note in March 1949 that the Republicans were taking advan-
tage of the joint recording facilities in Washington at which Repre-
sentatives and Senators recorded programs for broadcast by sta-
tions in their district or states. At this time there were seventeen
states in which only Republicans were using such recordings, com-
pared to eleven for the Democrats. Nevertheless, exclusive of
addresses by President Truman, Democrats participated in 104
national broadcasts (consuming 34 hours plus) from February 1
to September 30, 1949, while the Republicans were featured in
only 65 (consuming 24 hours plus). The following year, in 1950,
individuals advocating the Democratic point of view appeared on
394 national network radio and television programs totalling more
than 184 hours. (Unlike the previous figures, debate type shows
which also presented the Republican point of view were included
here.) The commercial value of this time—which was donated
—was in the neighborhood of $2,500,000, hardly a trivial sum.

The campaign of 1952 was the first national Presidential contest
in which both radio and television played an extensive role. The
impact of the latter is analyzed at length in the chapter on televi-
sion and politics; here we will attempt to determine whether
Dwight Eisenhower or Adlai Stevenson performed more effectively
on radio or television. In conducting a nationwide survey shortly
after the election, Angus Campbell, Gerald Gurin, and Warren
Miller found that of those polled who regarded television as their
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most important source of information, 43 per cent voted for Eisen-
hower and 38 per cent for Stevenson, while of those who named
radio, 40 per cent voted for Eisenhower and 25 per cent for Ste-
venson. Morris Janowitz and Dwaine Marvick also calculated on
the basis of this data that of those who switched to Stevenson dur-
ing the campaign, 43 per cent considered television to be their
main source of information, while of those who changed their alle-
giance to Eisenhower, only 32 per cent considered television to be
their main source of information. These statistics seemingly indi-
cate that Eisenhower—the non-orator—achieved better results
while employing a medium that is much more conducive to oratory
than television. A parallel conclusion was reached by the Miami
University-Crosley Broadcasting Corporation investigators. Upon
being confronted with the inquiry as to which medium they had
relied on most in following the campaign, of those naming televi-
sion, 66 per cent also indicated that they voted for Eisenhower and
32 per cent for Stevenson, of those picking radio, 73 per cent voted
for Eisenhower and 25 per cent for Stevenson, of those selecting
newspapers, 75 per cent voted for Eisenhower and 23 per cent for
Stevenson. This study also concluded that Eisenhower made his
gains during the campaign among the radio and newspaper audi-
ences, while Stevenson made his among the television audience.
Nevertheless, Ithiel de Sola Pool insists that those Democrats who
heard Stevenson on the radio were more favorably impressed than
those who saw him on television, observing that “The radio im-
pact of Stevenson was therefore exceptional, his TV impact only
ordinary.” It is possible, of course, that Stevenson was a better
radio than television performer, but this was a television-conscious
campaign, and it was through this medium rather than through
radio that many Americans came to know a figure who, prior to
his nomination, was not a national celebrity.

By 1956, television definitely had become a more important
source of information during the Presidential campaign than radio.
Unfortunately no studies exist of the political impact of the latter
to complement the above-mentioned studies of the 1952 campaign.
During the 1960 campaign the decisive factor was probably the
impressive performance of John Kennedy and the disappointing
performance of Richard Nixon on television during the first Great
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Debate. Yet on radio, Nixon projected far better than Kennedy;
not only did a majority of those who merely heard these four con-
frontations select Nixon as the overall winner, but they also picked
him as the victor in the first meeting by a two-to-one margin. Per-
haps the fact that Nixon was more of an orator than Kennedy
helped him to project a better radio image, although, as we have
seen, the non-orator Eisenhower did well on radio in 1952. In any
event, Nixon did best in those areas which had the largest radio
audiences for the debates, winning the West generally while losing
the East generally, where television coverage was greater. The fact
that Nixon was a westerner (at least then) and Kennedy an east-
erner probably also affected this voting pattern. Obviously, one
might theorize at length on whether Nixon would have won the
election, even with the Great Debates, had television not been in
wide use. As for 1964, Barry Goldwater was a ham radio operator,
but it is unlikely that he would have won this election had America
still been in the age of radio. The overwhelming majority of na-
tional political broadcasts during that year were geared to the tele-
vision rather than the radio audience.

Nevertheless, on May 21 of that year the Democratic National
Committee did introduce an innovation of at least minor conse-
quence, making available sound actuality tapes of prominent Dem-
ocratic figures to any radio and television station willing to place
a call to the party’s new automatic tape-telephone system in Wash-
ington. Systems of this nature had previously been established at
the state level in California, New Jersey, and Indiana. During the
1964 Presidential campaign, fresh material was made available
every day; in January 1965 the Democratic National Committee
decided to make its voiced news service permanent. The Republi-
can National Committee and the Republican Congressional Com-
mittee did not follow suit until March 31, 1965, nearly a year
later, at which time the numerous requests that had been made to
their Democratic counterpart had established beyond doubt that
there was a considerable demand for such a service.

In the most recent Presidential election in 1968, radio played
a major role in the primary efforts of a leading anti-administration
candidate, Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota. Most of his
$126,000 advertising budget for the New Hampshire primary went




60 Radio, Television and American Politics

into radio: there were 7,200 pro-McCarthy spots on some 23 radio
stations within a three-week period, the most complete radio satu-
ration campaign in the state’s history. Later, prior to the California
primary, more than 100 persons—average citizens rather than
celebrities—wrote, paid for, and presented spot testimonials for
McCarthy over stations in Los Angeles, Riverside, and San Ber-
nardino. A Texas critic of Lyndon Johnson, Gordon McLendon,
also presented a series of editorials over his nationwide net-
work of radio stations (Dallas, Houston, Los Angeles, Oakland-
San Francisco, Buffalo, Detroit, and Chicago), calling for the
defeat of the President.

At the state level, radio has been responsible for a few political
innovations during the last two decades. In 1949 Senator Wayne
Morse of Oregon, then a Republican, sat himself down before a
microphone in station KERG in Eugene and answered questions
telephoned in by listeners for an hour and a half; in terms of a
marathon broadcast this proved to be a far more effective format
than a set speech. By 1952 Judge Francis Cherry was answering
questions (five thousand of them) for an entire day over a Little
Rock radio station, on his way to an upset victory in the Arkansas
Democratic gubernatorial primary. Cherry, moreover, engaged in
twenty more talkathons before the end of the campaign, none last-
ing less than three hours. On the other hand, the talkathon device
did not win Brailey Odham the Florida Democratic gubernatorial
primary during this year, nor did it enable Leonard Schmitt to
wrest the Republican Senatorial nomination in Wisconsin away
from Joseph McCarthy, who was the focal point of two television
episodes in 1954. Another innovation which was in common use
by 1955 involved phony “dialogues” between high Administration
figures and members of Congress. Cabinet members such as the
Secretary of the Treasury or the Secretary of Commerce recorded
answers to a set of questions, following which individual Congress-
men dubbed in the questions so as to make the exchange seem like
a face-to-face interview. As the Republicans were in power at this
time, the participants in these broadcasts were all Republicans.

In the years that followed, significant innovations relative to the
political use of radio became rarer and rarer. One experimental
program worth noting was the 32 hour long “Partython” which
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station KTSM of El Paso, Texas presented as a public service
on October 15 and 16, 1960. During the course of this broadcast,
approximately six hundred individuals called in to present their
opinions over the air; these were divided evenly between local and
national issues, and between Democrats and Republicans. (El Paso
is traditionally Democratic.) There were also interviews during the
“Partython” with local and state candidates from the area, as well
as taped speeches by national political figures. Among the subjects
discussed were party platforms, the Quemoy-Matsu issue, welfare,
education and religion, the most violent expressions of opinion
centering around a local political race. The Democratic and Repub-
lican parties, which were not charged for the program, gained
financially as a result of it, since listeners telephoned in to pledge
a thousand dollars to their treasuries.

Even today, in a decade which belongs to television rather than
to radio, there have been political campaigns in which radio has
played a decisive role. In the Florida Democratic gubernatorial
primary of 1964, for example, Mayor Robert High of Miami spent
$27,500 out of his $35,000 advertising budget on radio spots over
44 stations; of the six candidates, High had the smallest reported
campaign chest, but he still made the gubernatorial run-off. The
High radio spots were broadcast during the heavy auto traffic hours
of 8 to 9 a. m. and 5 to 6 p. m., Monday through Friday, High
receiving 10 per cent or more of the vote only in those counties
where a radio station carried his spots. Unfortunately, High lost
out to another mayor, Haydon Burns of Jacksonville, in the run-
off; High did win the Democratic gubernatorial nomination in
1966, but went down to defeat in the general election at the hands
of the first Republican Governor of Florida since Reconstruction,
Claude Kirk. Turning to the North, radio also played an impor-
tant role in the victory of Republican Congressman John Lindsay
in the hotly contested New York mayoralty election of 1965,
although the bulk of Lindsay’s spending was for television. The
Lindsay radio campaign, in the words of his chief radio-TV pro-
ducer, was aimed at “Negro, Puerto Rican and European language
minorities”; its climax came after midnight on the eve of the elec-
tion, when a one-hour talkathon was organized and presented over
Negro oriented broadcasting station WWRL. This program may
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have swung thousands of Negro votes to Lindsay. In addition, two
hundred pro-Lindsay Spanish language spots were presented on the
radio. Whether Lindsay could have been elected mayor without
employing radio as he did is highly debatable.

The broadcasting of legislative sessions or programs dealing with
state legislatures has also become more common during the last
two decades. Admittedly Connecticut did abandon its “Meet Your
Legislature” series in 1948 after setting up a radio room in the
capitol building that was open to representatives of any station in
the state, but other states have moved in a forward rather than a
backward direction. Among those states that have broadcast parts
of their legislative proceedings have been Arkansas, Georgia, and
Virginia. As for committee hearings, broadcasting practices have
varied from state to state. California, for instance, banned the car-
rying over the radio of the sessions of an interim crime investigat-
ing committee set up in 1951, while Texas took a diametrically
opposite position under similar circumstances. The use of a tape
recorder seemingly would afford an ideal method of enabling radio
stations to carry legislative highlights, but some purists will invari-
ably object to any selecting or editing whatsoever. As we shall see
in the chapter on television and politics, some states now telecast
their legislative sessions.

Congress and Radio

Over the years, periodic attempts have been made to persuade Con-
gress to broadcast its regular sessions, none of which have been
successful. One of the first of these was that of Senator Howell of
Nebraska, who introduced a bill effecting this end in 1924. At this
time Radio Broadcast magazine observed, relative to the imple-
mentation of such an innovation: “Probably the outcome will be
a wholesome increase in the potency of party leadership . . . each
party will tend to gravitate about one leader or a small group of
leaders. . . .” Howell’s bill failed to pass. The first concrete devel-
opment relative to the broadcasting of Congress did not take place
for another fifteen years, in 1939, when radio correspondents ob-
tained gallery facilities. Individual members of Congress, of course,
did take to the air on their own initiative; between 1928 and 1940,
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Senators spoke over CBS 700 times, Representatives 500. During
World War II, in 1944, Senator Claude Pepper of Florida intro-
duced a joint resolution calling for a Congressional debate on the
national networks. Although station WMCA in New York offered
the use of its facilities, Senator Pepper’s measure died in the Sen-
ate Rules Committee, not even making the Senate floor.

The broadcasting of Congress was one of the more important
matters dealt with during the 1945 hearings before the La Follette-
Monroney Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress.
Among the major questions raised there were: (1) Should the lis-
tener have the option of tuning in to different stations in order to
hear the separate proceedings of the Senate, the House, and the vari-
ous committees of both? (2) Would a government-owned station be
required to insure an always available outlet for this type of broad-
cast? (3) Would it be desirable to make some prior announcement
of legislative program content for the information and convenience
of listeners? (4) Should AM, FM, or shortwave channels be used?
(5) Should these programs be financed by the broadcasters, by
Congress, or by some blend of public service broadcasting and
commercial advertising? (6) Should coverage of the proceedings
be complete or selective? If selective, should selection be a prelim-
inary process, perhaps through the more careful planning of legis-
lative proceedings, or should it take place ex post facto, perhaps by
having transcripts edited by a bipartisan committee? (7) What
would be the best hours for broadcasting? (8) Should commenta-
tors and professional actors be used? Taking these and other ques-
tions into consideration, it is apparent that the devising of a
satisfactory arrangement for the broadcasting of Congress is a
formidable one.

Shortly thereafter, Robert Coor established the Joint Radio In-
formation Facility, a recording studio set up for the purpose of
recording Congressional speeches and question-and-answer ses-
sions for local consumption. This represents the closest step that
Congress has ever taken towards broadcasting its sessions. During
the 1948 election not one Republican was defeated who used Coor’s.
service, a fact which sent many other members of Congress scurry-
ing to Coor’s studio in the years that followed. Unfortunately, how-
ever, Representatives from the large cities have experienced more
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difficulty than their rural counterparts in getting their material on
the air, mainly for the reason that rural stations are in greater need
of broadcast material. In recent years the Joint Recording Studio
has begun making films for use on television as well as recordings
for use on the radio; we will have more to say about the former
in the chapter on television and politics.

In 1955 Robert Summers completed a study of the role of Con-
gressional broadcasting in a democratic society, the most compre-
hensive study of its type ever undertaken. Admittedly, it appeared
several years after the invasion of politics by television, but it still
deals almost entirely with the age of radio. In this work Summers
traced the historical development of the concept of public informa-
tion as a governmental responsibility, evaluated the political con-
tributions made by the broadcasting media since 1922, explored the
development and rejection of legislative broadcasting proposals,
and outlined a proposal designed to meet various objections to
Congressional broadcasting as a permanent part of the democratic
process. According to Summers, most members of Congress seem
willing to allow the bulk of Congressional information to be han-
dled by the press, rejecting the numerous proposals for the broad-
casting of Congress during the prior thirty years on the basis of
“political and practical considerations.” As a solution, Summers
suggested that Congress adopt a formal policy on public informa-
tion and establish a responsible agency, such as a Joint Committee
on Public Information, which would implement the Congressional
information policy. Admittedly, his proposal might not win the
unanimous support of the broadcasting industry, but half a loaf is
better than none, and such a scheme might prove a stepping-stone
rather than a final resting place.

NOTES ON SOURCES

The most comprehensive study of radio and politics in print prior to the
appearance of this volume was Samuel L. Becker and Elmer W. Lower,
“Broadcasting in Presidential Campaigns,” in Sidney Kraus, ed., The Great
Debates. Sketchy in spots, this article contains much material not brought
together elsewhere; its footnotes also serve as a bibliographical point of de-
parture. Various items of pertinence that appeared in the New York Times
during the radio era are listed in the bibliography of the present volume, as
are ones from unpublished Presidential papers from Calvin Coolidge through
Harry Truman.
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Not much material is available on Woodrow Wilson and Warren Harding
as radio broadcasters, but there is some data on both Presidents, as well as
Coolidge, in Samuel L. Becker, “Presidential Power: The Influence of Broad-
casting.” A book that deals with the early period is Gleason Archer, History
of Radio in 1926. For Coolidge, consult especially Elmer Cornwell, “Coolidge
and Presidential Leadership.”

An important article on the 1924 campaign is David G. Clark, “Radio in
Presidential Campaigns: The Early Years (1924-1932).” Even more compre-
hensive is Lewis E. Weeks, “The Radio Election of 1924.” Among the con-
temporary accounts are “Electioneering on the Air”; “Radio—Convention
Year”; Mark Sullivan, “Will Radio Make the People the Government?” Ma-
terial on the second Coolidge Administration is found in Arthur Fleser,
“Coolidge’s Delivery: Everybody Liked It.”

For the 1928 campaign, again see the article by Clark. Contemporary ac-
counts include Graham McNamee, “Elephant and the Donkey Take the Air”;
Katherine Ludington, “New Political Factor”; “Radio Debunking the Cam-
paigns”; Samuel G. Blythe, “Political Publicity.” There is material on Hoover
as President in the above-mentioned article by Becker, and in Elmer Corn-
well, Presidential Leadership of Public Opinion.

State and local developments in radio broadcasting between 1920 and 1932
are dealt with in such articles as “Welkin-ringing by Radio” and “Defeat of
Senator Brookhart.” One may find data on the leading state in this connection,
Wisconsin, in Elton D. Woolpert, “Wisconsin’s Broadcasting System” and
C. K. Alexander, “Wisconsin Taxpayers’ Radio Program in Eleventh Year.”

The use of radio during the 1932 Presidential campaign was overshadowed
by the depression, despite the golden radio voice of Franklin D. Roosevelt.
Here again the Clark article is pertinent; a contemporary account is Cyrus
Fischer, “Radio Reviews: Political Static.” FDR’s “fireside chats™ are treated
at length in Waldo Braden and Ernest Brandenburg, “Roosevelt’s Fireside
Chats” and the above mentioned book by Cornwell, and touched upon in “It’s
the 30th Anniversary of ‘Fireside Chats.’” One may find material on the
extensive nature of New Deal broadcasts in the above-mentioned article by
Becker; A. S. Draper, “President Employs Air, Press to Educate Nation”;
“Radio Pays the Bill to Accommodate the President.” For Huey Long, an-
other gifted radio speaker, see Paul Hutchinson, “Heretics of the Air,” a con-
temporary article, and the retrospective doctoral dissertation of Ernest C.
Bormann, A Rhetorical Analysis of the National Radio Broadcasts of Senator
Huey P, Long. The definitive work on William Lemke is Edward C. Blac-
korby, Prairie Rebel: The Public Life of William Lemke. A contemporary
assessment of various Republican radio rivals of FDR is “To Presidency
via Air.”

Not surprisingly, much has been written on the 1936 Presidential campaign,
as Franklin D. Roosevelt won a landslide victory despite heavy newspaper
opposition, thanks in part to his radio speeches. A retrospective assessment is
found in Arthur Schlesinger’s multi-volume study of FDR; a contemporary
treatment of one of the candidates in Frederick Palmer, This Man Landon.
Among the numerous articles penned during the campaign are Heywood
Broun, “Broun’s Page: New Deal Fares Badly at Hands of Radio Commen-
tators”; “Campaign Clash: Vandenberg Uses President’s Voice on Phono-
graph for Air Debate”; “Democrats and Reds Suffer from Private Censor-
ship”; “Fortune Survey: Politics on the Air”; “Liberty Loses Liberty in the
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Air”; “Republican Drama.” New Deal broadcasts during the second Roosevelt
Administration are discussed in Stanley High, “Not-so-free-air,” the reaction
to them in Hadley Cantril, Public Opinion 1935-1946. For public reaction to
a radio address by Supreme Court appointee Hugo Black, see Paul F. Lazars-
feld, “Change of Opinion during a Political Discussion.” There is material on
the colorful W. Lee O'Daniel of Texas in Will Wilson, “The Adversary
Process in Political Programming.”

The 1940 Republican Presidential nominee, Wendell Willkie, is treated in
Joseph Barnes, Willkie. More important is the classic study by Paul F.
Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet, The People’s Choice: How
the Voter Makes up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign; this investigation
of Erie County, Ohio voting habits compares radio, magazine, and newspaper
effects. Two contemporary articles are Sherman Dryer, “Air Power: Here’s
What Makes a Good Radio Campaign Speaker” and “Election on the Air”;
there is material in the above-mentioned Cantril book on polls relating to
radio and politics. During his third term as President, Franklin D. Roosevelt
often spoke in a nonpolitical role. One should again refer to the above-
mentioned Braden and Brandenburg article for materials on his “fireside
chats,” and consult “Radio and the Election” for measurements of the radio
audiences for various FDR speeches.

The election of 1944 featured two gifted radio speakers, Franklin D.
Roosevelt and Thomas Dewey, but here the war effort was the overshadowing
consideration. A contemporary account is “Professional Touch,” a retros
tive assessment, Eugene Roseboom, A History of Presidential Elections.
Again the best source for the polls is the above-mentioned book by Cantril.
New Deal radio broadcasts during 1945 are covered in Rolf Kaltenborn, “Is
Radio Politically Impartial?”

A good assessment of Harry Truman as a radio broadcaster is in the
above-mentioned book by Cornwell. There is data on the audiences for his
broadcasts in Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power: The Politics of
Leadership. The upset victory of HST over Dewey in the 1948 campaign is
chronicled by Jules Abels in his Out of the Jaws of Victory, and by Alfred
Steinberg in his The Man from Missouri as well as in “Jockeying for Votes.”
One may find material on the third parties in “Voices and Voters: Election
via Radio,” and on Henry Wallace specifically in the biography of Karl
Schmidt. For Harry Truman’s second term as President, again see Cornwell.

The use of radio in the various Presidential campaigns from 1952 on is
analyzed passim in the two chapters on television and politics, the bibliogra-
phies of which should be consulted in this connection. One may find data on
the recent national tape-telephone service for radio broadcasters, inaugurated
by the Democrats, in recent issues of Broadcasting magazine. At the state
level, see, for the radio talkathons that flourished in the late 1940’s and early
1950’s, “Meet the People” (Wayne Morse, Oregon); “Campaign by Talka-
thon” and “Political Perorations” (Francis Cherry, Arkansas and Brailey
Odham, Florida); “Some Votes Are Made This Way” (Leonard Schmitt,
Wisconsin). There is material on the El Paso “Partython” of 1960 in “32-
Hour Political Show Proves Public Interested in Politics,” and on the 1964
Florida gubernatorial primary in “It Happened in Florida: Burns High, High
Burns.” As for broadcasts of state legislative sessions, even in recent years
they have been relatively uncommon, and thus commentaries in this area are
quite scarce. Among those available are Jessie A. Arndt, “Know Your Legis-
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lature: Connecticut’s State Radio Programs,” and William L. Day, “Legisla-
tive Broadcasting and Recording.”

Aside from Presidential messages and a few other isolated events, there
has been a ban on the broadcasting of the sessions of Congress. Committee
hearings, though, have been broadcast on occasion, especially those of the
Senate. In this connection consult Ralph M. Goldman, “Congress on the
Air”; “In the Groove” (which deals with the Joint Radio Recording Facility);
and the doctoral dissertation of Robert E. Summers, The Role of Congres-
sional Broadcasting in a Democratic Society.




X

2/Television and Politics:
1928-1959

Introduction

From the first there has been disagreement as to the television
effectiveness of prominent political personalities. Nevertheless, it is
questionable whether such a national figure as Estes Kefauver
could have emerged as a Presidential possibility without this
medium. Equally important, as Richard Mall has demonstrated,
radio and television stations have always had different attitudes
towards political broadcasting. This is true in regard to such mat-
ters as paid time, free time, restricted time, and the cancellation
of commercials for politicals. While FDR used television most spar-
ingly, HST employed the medium more and more, and Thomas
Dewey introduced the talkathon to television.

In 1952 one party, the Republican, nominated its most tele-
genic figure for President, while the other, the Democratic, selected
a relative political unknown instead of a proven television person-
ality. (Estes Kefauver, of course, had incurred the wrath of the
Democratic bosses.) At the Republican convention the failure to
televise the National Committee hearings hurt one candidate,
Robert Taft, politically. The coverage of the Democratic conven-
tion, on the other hand, demonstrated how each network’s treat-
ment of events often differs widely from that of the others. From
an intellectual point of view, Adlai Stevenson’s speeches on televi-
sion were the high point of the campaign, while Dwight Eisenhow-
er’s spots were the low point; yet the latter apparently swung more
votes than the former. As for Richard Nixon, the success of his
Checkers speech may have made him overconfident of his capa-
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bilities as a television performer. Despite the relative brevity of the
Eisenhower-Stevenson confrontation, interest fell off between the
conventions and the election. Studies conducted in various states
(Iowa, Ohio, and California) differed somewhat in their conclu-
sions, but Campbell, Gurin, and Miller did demonstrate that the
audience for television surpassed the number of sets in operation.
Nevertheless, in 1952 some states had a high television density as
compared with a low television density in others, a divergence that
was reflected in the political expenditures for television in various
states. In 1952 radio still was a more important political medium
than television from the standpoint of universal use.

Aside from being a forceful television personality, Dwight Eisen-
hower was a noteworthy television innovator, holding televised
press conferences, participating in televised cabinet meetings, and
engaging in a televised keyhole conversation with John Foster
Dulles. James Hagerty and Robert Montgomery were his leading
television advisers. Despite constant Democratic criticisms, the first
rival who emerged to challenge “Ike” as a television personality
was a fellow Republican, Senator Joseph McCarthy. Controversy
surrounds even this aspect of McCarthy’s career; more than one
poll disputes the common misconception that the televised Army-
McCarthy hearings destroyed him politically. In retrospect, more-
over, Edward R. Murrow’s “See-It-Now” program on McCarthy
seems a one-sided attack rather than an objective analysis.

The 1956 Presidential campaign on television generated less
excitement than its predecessor, partly for the reason that the same
candidates were running again. Television saturation of the nation,
however, had become complete by this time, television displacing
radio from its former ascendancy. As for the conventions, perhaps
the most significant performance was put on by an unsuccessful
contender, Senator John Kennedy of Massachusetts, who failed to
capture his party’s Vice-Presidential nomination. During the cam-
paign proper the Democrats employed spots more often than they
had four years previously. As important as the television campaign
was, it obviously did not begin to compare in impact with the
Suez Crisis which brought Dwight Eisenhower votes, thus hurting
the candidacy of Adlai Stevenson.

The second Eisenhower Administration witnessed the televising
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of the labor racketeering hearings, but despite their importance
they did not pivot around a key personality like Estes Kefauver or
Joseph McCarthy. At the state level television continued to grow
in importance; one of the most comprehensive studies ever made
of a political contest revealed its importance for Nelson Rockefeller
in his race for the New York governorship against Averill Harri-
man, the Democratic incumbent. Grant Sawyer in Nevada and
J. Howard Edmondson in Oklahoma, among others, also used tele-
vision to their advantage, but debates did not elect Paul Bagwell
in Michigan, nor did the telethon elect William Knowland in Cali-
fornia. In 1958 the Indiana Broadcasters’ Association held a “Con-
ference on Hoosier Politics,” the first such gathering in any state.

The Early Years

Although television did not assume a prominent role politically
until the 1952 election, the first tentative steps towards its use in
political campaigns occurred as early as 1928. On August 22 of
that year Governor Alfred Smith faced the television cameras on
the steps of the state capitol in Albany in accepting his party’s
Presidential nomination; the General Electric station in Schenec-
tady carried this address. Four years later, on October 11, 1932,
the stage and screen division of the Democratic National Commit-
tee produced a program over W2XAB in New York. It was not
until 1940, however, that television coverage of a political conven-
tion took place; during this year somewhere between 40,000 and
100,000 people watched the Republican gathering over stations in
Philadelphia and New York. Little progress was made between
that date and 1944 in advancing political television, thanks largely
to the war, but approximately 50,000 people did watch the Repub-
lican convention during the latter year, largely on film.

Despite his enthusiastic alliance with radio, Franklin Roosevelt
was hardly an outspoken booster of the newest electronic medium,
if the pertinent papers in the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library are a
reliable guide. On December 16, 1938, S. Lee Barkas of the Amer-
ican Television Corporation wrote Marvin H. Mclntyre, a White
House aide, that his firm would install a television receiver at the
executive mansion. An unsigned White House memorandum dated
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December 19, however, noted that “I called the television man and
told him to hold everything up until he hears from you. He did not
ask me the reason why, so I did not tell him anything”; an un-
signed note to Stephen Early the following day observed that
“ . . because (the American Television Corporation) gave out
publicity on this yesterday, Henry (Kannee) doesn’t think Mr.
Mclntyre is going to permit the installation.” On January 3, 1939,
Curtis Mitchell, editor of the Radio Guide, in criticizing the ATC
for its publicity efforts, wrote Early that: “Television is liable to
become a great big racket. It's no more around the corner today
than it was five years ago.” Mitchell added that, since Washington
lacked a television station, “putting those receivers down there now
is like giving your best girl a beautiful box with no candy in it.”
On January 7 Early replied, “Permit me to advise you, confiden-
tially, that due to certain unexpected developments which occurred,
it was definitely decided some time ago not to permit the installa-
tion of the television sets at the White House.”

On January 29, 1941, Early was informed that William Rob-
erts, then a Du Mont attorney, desired to install a television set for
the President, hooking it up with one of the big hotels so that
Roosevelt could watch the Inaugural Ball. FDR’s response was
“I think this is a mistake. I will not have time to watch it anyway.”
Even as late as March 5, 1945, one month before the President’s
death, Administrative Assistant Jonathan Daniels wrote J. H. Car-
mine of Philco that it was not feasible to allow Philco to televise
Roosevelt’s addresses from the White House, since . . . we have
never departed from the rule to give exact parity to all newspaper-
men, photographers, and radio networks.” Thus to permit a tele-
cast by Philco, Daniels wrote, . . . would put us in the position
of denying the right of competitors to cover their own story,”
although “There is no doubt in anyone’s mind that when the art
emerges from its experimental status, arrangements will be made
on the basis of equal opportunity for all television licensees to
participate.”

In the course of his Presidency, Franklin Roosevelt occasionally
did appear on television, but it was Harry Truman who first really
experimented with this medium. The first televised broadcast from
the White House took place on October 5, 1947. On this occasion
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the chief executive and the chairman of his Food Conservation
Program requested that the American people cooperate in imple-
menting this. Shortly thereafter the policy was adopted of televising
all of Truman’s major addresses. In 1962 television critic Jack
Gould went so far as to assert that “Among Chief Executives past
and present, Harry S. Truman is the best TV commentator. For
clarity of expression, he has not been matched; right or wrong, he
is no one to leave doubt as to where he stands. He thrives on con-
troversy and a viewer turns on the set with a sense of anticipating
excitement over what he may say.”

One observer has commented that 1948 was to television what
1924 was to radio. In 1948 there were 37 television stations on
the air and 350,000 receivers in operation. Another authority
places the total at 700,000; even this was only 3.5 per cent of the
number in use in 1952. There being no national television net-
works in 1948, the most extensive coverage of the political cam-
paign occurred in the eastern states, roughly from Philadelphia to
Cleveland. Among the televised highlights were: (1) various “Pres-
idential timber” programs featuring such potential candidates as
Harold Stassen, Earl Warren, Henry Wallace, and Norman Thomas;
(2) a Republican National Committee rally from Madison Square
Garden; (3) a Truman rally from the same location, as well as a
later speech by the President. Coverage of those events was sec-
tional rather than national. There also was local coverage of the
proceedings of the Republican, Democratic, and Progressive con-
ventions; it has been estimated that ten million people saw some
part of these on television. At the end of the campaign Newsweek
pessimistically observed, “As for television, the new medium—
highly touted as a perfect campaign device—has been almost en-
tirely ignored. The politicians found video too expensive, too lim-
ited in audience, and too unpredictable as to results.” One scien-
tific study, the Goldberg survey of television set owners in New
York during the political conventions, revealed that Republicans
tended to watch the Republican convention and Democrats the
Democratic one.

Among the first broad assessments to appear in print of the effec-
tiveness on television of leading Presidential possibilities was that
of Edwin H. James. President Harry Truman was judged to be
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“pretty good,” thanks largely to the impression of sincerity and
determination which he projected, but Senator Robert Taft was
found to be the “shakiest” performer among the Republicans,
mainly for the reason that he was often boring and did not always
project his integrity. On the other hand, Governor Thomas Dew-
ey’s image bore too close a resemblance to the man on top of a
wedding cake, although it was difficult to fault his speaking. For-
mer Governor Harold Stassen may have seemed too young. (John
Kennedy also seemed too young a dozen years later, and he won
the Presidency.) As for General Douglas MacArthur, his voice
and bearing were so commanding as to impress even his critics,
but the General unfortunately had lost a great deal of his hair.
Another candidate who projected a dignified image was Senator
Arthur Vandenberg, of whom it has been said, “He looks like what
you think the President of the United States ought to look like.”
General Dwight Eisenhower, not yet a politician, won praise for
his “interesting, mobile face,” while former Vice-President Henry
Wallace, who had a good face for television, spoke well and seemed
sincere.

A collection of opinions evaluating the telegenic qualities of
the prospective Presidential candidates published during 1948
presented a somewhat different picture. When asked the question,
“If the next President of the United States were to be elected by
televiewers only, who would he be,” a group of television authori-
ties and radio newsmen concluded that he would be either Dwight
Eisenhower or Harold Stassen! In sizing up the latter, Taylor Grant
of ABC made reference to his “impressive stature and general good
appearance, the youthful vigor he exhibits . . . his forthright man-
ner of speaking directly to the listeners.” As we pointed out in the
chapter on radio and politics, Stassen lost to Thomas Dewey in the
Oregon Presidential preference primary in 1948 by a narrow mar-
gin after the two had engaged in a radio debate; one wonders what
the result would have been had television been in as wide use in
1948 as it was to be in 1952, when the number of sets in operation
was far greater. As for the other candidates, Edward R. Murrow
of CBS found Senator Arthur Vandenberg to be “solid, safe, and
statesmanlike,” but George Hicks of ABC complained that he had
a “too flabby, crooked, soft mouth, and wandering eyes. Has too
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much the professional politician’s speech and mannerisms.” Sen-
ator Robert Taft was also an object of controversy. While George
Hicks of ABC felt that, as a television performer, Taft was “too
tight, stiff, and stubborn. Irritates people. Has no graciousness,”
Richard Harkness of NBC thought that “Television does more for
Taft than it does for any other candidate.” If experts were so wide
apart in their assessments, it was only natural that there also would
be a sharp division of opinion among the public.

Probably the earliest attempt to analyze the impact on an audi-
ence of a Presidential address on television took place the following
year when Harry Truman made a “nonpolitical” speech in St.
Paul on November 3, 1949, which was telecast in the Twin Cities
area. During this telecast two pairs of observers watched the reac-
tions of a white-collar and a blue-collar group to the speech; the
former was congregated in a television bar in a high-rental district
and the latter in a television bar in a low-rental area. The reports
of the two pairs of observers indicated that “The two groups se-
lected or rejected President Truman’s message in terms of how
they related its content to their predispositions. In this instance the
message was of greater importance to selection than the medium,
television.” The blue-collar group, which tended to favor the chief
executive, discussed his address in favorable terms once it had
ended, while the white-collar group, which was generally hostile
to him, did not even bother to discuss the speech among them-
selves. With the development of television there has occurred a
blossoming of sophisticated analyses of this sort which supplement
the old-fashioned polls which monopolized the field during the hey-
day of the radio.

During the Eisenhower Administration, televised cabinet sessions
unquestionably attracted a larger audience, but in May 1950 the
Truman Administration established the precedent for telecasting
these gatherings. On this occasion, unfortunately, the most impor-
tant cabinet members—Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Secretary
of the Treasury John Snyder, and Secretary of Defense Louis John-
son—were absent for various reasons. Vice-President Alben Bark-
ley, who presided over the meeting, introduced each Secretary, or
his stand-in, in turn, who then spoke on topics relating to his
particular department. The program was of one hour’s duration,




Television and Politics: 1928-1959 75

being broadcast over CBS. Credit for conceiving this telecast must
go to the Democratic National Committee which at that time was
staging a national rally in Chicago.

The first real landmark in White House telecasting occurred that
summer when Harry Truman addressed the nation following the
outbreak of the Korean War. In this connection Jack Gould wrote
that “For the first time in a period of national emergency, the per-
son at home not only heard the fateful call for sacrifices to preserve
his freedom, but also saw the grave expressions of the President
as he explained to the country what it would mean.” This perform-
ance was typical of the Truman era in that the only “props” em-
ployed were the flag and the seal; HST spoke standing up, focusing
his eyes on the manuscript more than on the camera. Elmer Com-
well has observed that the President made no special effort to
adapt to the peculiar requirements of television, noting that Tru-
man approached television in terms of radio.

As television was beginning to have a political impact nation-
ally, it also was making its influence felt at the state level, first of
all in New York. In 1950 Thomas Dewey successfully employed
the talkathon in seeking the Governorship of New York; since that
date numerous other candidates for public office at the state and
local levels, both there and elsewhere, have employed this medium.
John Crosby summed up Dewey’s performance as follows, “Dewey
threw the script away. He answered questions, as it were, from the
floor. . . . He spoke extemporaneously; he moved from spot to
spot, picking up state reports and documents; he sat on the edge
of his desk (never once did he sit behind the desk); he scratched
his head, put his glasses on, took them off, wiped them. . . . Essen-
tially, though, he answered questions—hundreds of them—ques-
tions about state taxes, housing, veterans’ benefits, hospitals and a
dozen other complex questions. He answered them in awe-inspiring
detail, spouting figures and facts without hesitation, and rarely—
except in obvious slips of the tongue—making mistakes.” Dewey’s
performance appears even more remarkable when one considers
that he spent eighteen hours in the television studio; his margin of
victory (560,000 votes), however, makes it difficult for one to
single out the talkathon as the one factor responsible for his victory.

Another state where television played an important political role
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during the 1950 political campaign was Connecticut. Here Repub-
lican challenger Prescott Bush successfully employed the audience
participation show device in taking Democrat William Benton’s
Senate seat; Benton and his Democratic colleague, Governor Ches-
ter Bowles, had once been partners in the advertising business. Less
successful in employing the medium was Senate Majority Leader
Scott Lucas of Illinois, who used a fifteen-minute film in his re-
election campaign which included a plug from Vice-President Alben
Barkley as well as shots of Lucas presiding over the Senate. Lucas’
Republican opponent on this occasion was the inimitable Everett
Dirksen. Other Senatorial candidates who employed television in
their campaigns this year included Robert Taft in Ohio and Rich-
ard Nixon in California; television also played an important politi-
cal role in Pennsylvania and Missouri.

The first elected public official, though, who really capitalized
on television to advance himself politically nationwide was Senator
Estes Kefauver, Chairman of the Senate Crime Investigating Com-
mittee. Kefauver’s crime hearings were first broadcast from New
Orleans in January 1951. Although the telecasting idea originated
with WDSU-TV rather than with Kefauver, the Senator was so
pleased with the result that he decided that henceforth the commit-
tee would use the medium. Truly full-scale coverage of the sessions
began at Detroit in February, Senator Kefauver being absent.
When the committee reached St. Louis, “betting commissioner”
James J. Carroll refused to testify about gambling in the area over
television. After a trip to Los Angeles and San Francisco, the Ke-
fauver Committee met in New York in mid-March. It has been
estimated that 20 to 30 million persons witnessed some portion of
the hearings on television, with both the ABC and Du Mont net-
works giving it wide coverage.

Six weeks after the hearings ended in New York City, Gerhart
Wiebe analyzed the reactions of 260 New Yorkers who had wit-
nessed them on television. The sample’s slant was in the direction
of male, white collar, and professional people under thirty-six years
of age. When asked the question, “How did you feel about the
conditions that were brought to light?” 51 per cent of the in-
terviewees gave emotional responses, 39 per cent favorable but un-
emotional responses, and 10 per cent cynical ones: “Good political
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publicity for Kefauver,” “Real conditions weren’t told,” “Higher-ups
weren’t brought to light.” Upon being confronted with the inquiry
as to whether they personally would like to play a role in improv-
ing conditions, 46 per cent replied yes, 12 per cent yes with quali-
fications. Only 25 per cent, however, seemed ready to play a
practical role, as distinguished from a wishful thinking role, in
solving the problem of crime in America. In the final analysis only
18 per cent actually did something, and only 14 per cent felt that
what they had done had actually made a difference. As Wiebe
observed, “The phenomenal impact of the Hearings dwindled to
rather minor productivity insofar as it was mirrored in the reported
behavior of our respondents and in their own opinions of the sig-
nificance of what they did.” When asked whether the Kefauver
hearings would improve conditions in the long run, only 21 per
cent thought so definitely, while 21 per cent thought so hopefully,
and 49 per cent thought they would remain about the same. Per-
haps the greatest gainer politically, aside from Kefauver, was Chief
Counsel Rudolf Halley, who won election on the Liberal ticket six
months later to the office of President of the City Council of New
York. Halley, however, later failed to win the mayoralty election.

Let us now examine the state of political broadcasting in Amer-
ica at this time. Beginning in September, 1951, Richard Mall began
sending out questionnaires to nearly every AM station and to all
TV stations in the country; he received responses from slightly
over 30 per cent of these. Mall discovered that during campaigns
nearly all radio and television stations sold time, but between cam-
paigns the figure dropped to 53 per cent for the latter and 81 per
cent for the former. As for free time, during campaigns 24 per cent
of television stations and 20 per cent of radio stations donated free
time, but between campaigns the figures increased to 31 per cent
for the latter and 50 percent for the former. In addition, the amount
of available political time was restricted by twice as many television
stations as radio stations during campaigns, and by three times as
many between them. Mall likewise found that during campaigns
only one-third of television stations cancelled regular commercials
for sustaining politicals (58 per cent for commercial politicals),
while during campaigns only one-fifth of radio stations did so for
sustaining politicals (43 per cent for commercial politicals). One
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of Mall’s most interesting findings pertained to the attitude of radio
and television stations towards political broadcasts by Communists
during campaigns; almost none was willing to give free time, while
a limited number would sell time. Still another discovery was that
36 per cent of the television stations and 22 per cent of the radio
stations carried some form of political liability insurance. Having
assembled all of this data, Mall suggested that the Federal Com-
munications Commission draw up a set of rules after having evalu-
ated reports on political broadcasting activities from every station.

The 1952 Campaign

In the winter of 1951-2 the various television networks and sta-
tions announced that from that time onwards they would sell time
to political candidates rather than donate it prior to the national
conventions. The significance of this revolutionary decision is so
obvious that it hardly requires comment; lest one criticize the deci-
sion, it must be pointed out that television time is far more valua-
ble than radio time. By 1952 there were 108 television stations on
the air, while the number of television receivers had increased to
eighteen million. This fact in itself guaranteed wide television cov-
erage of the Presidential campaign.

This coverage began with the New Hampshire primary and con-
tinued through to the election. With regard to the former, Broad-
casting-Telecasting pointed out that “If a viewer watched a reason-
able percentage of the nightly newsreel programs, the discussion
forums, and special primary presentations, the chances are that he
saw a great deal more of the principal campaigners than the New
Hampshire resident without TV. But even more important, the
home viewer had a better understanding of the mechanics of the
campaign as a whole.” In New Hampshire there was a sharp com-
petition for votes among Senator Estes Kefauver, Harold Stassen,
Senator Robert Taft, and spokesmen for President Truman and
Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur. On the Democratic side the
highlight of the primary campaign was the votes rolled up by the
crime-busting Senator from Tennessee; unfortunately for Kefauver,
his string of victories here and in later primaries proved in vain, as
his party’s Presidential nomination eventually went to the relatively
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unknown Governor of Illinois, Adlai Stevenson. On the other hand,
General Dwight Eisenhower and Senator Robert Taft waged a
bitter fight for Republican votes, with Eisenhower winning several
primaries (including New Hampshire), and Taft also winning
several. A 1952 study conducted by Miami University of Ohio
found that, among all prospective Presidential candidates, Eisen-
hower ranked first and Kefauver second in having made a favor-
able impact over television; thus one party nominated its most
telegenic candidate, while the other did not. One feature of the
pre-convention campaign which brings to mind the “Liberty at
the Crossroads” radio drama of the 1936 campaign was “The Case
for a Republican Congress,” a show televised in May during which
various Republican Congressional leaders and professional actors
placed the Democratic Party on trial.

Despite his victories in the New Hampshire and other primaries,
General Dwight Eisenhower was in Europe tending to his North
Atlantic Treaty Organization duties during most of the pre-conven-
tion maneuverings. When he did return to Abilene, Kansas to an-
nounce his candidacy, the reception was below expectations; as
Charles Thomson has pointed out, “The telecast of his homecom-
ing to Abilene was unfortunate, to say the least.” The following
morning “Ike” made something of a recovery at his press confer-
ence, but this was telecast over the objections of his managers only
because the television industry reported his reluctance to use this
medium. Nevertheless, prior to the conventions, the NBC network
alone carried nine broadcasts for various Eisenhower sponsors—
the Eisenhower Bandwagon Committee, the Citizens for Eisen-
hower Committee, and the Michigan for Eisenhower Committee—
that originated from New York, Washington, Boston, Detroit, and
Denver. Conversely, not a single Democratic Presidential candidate
or sponsor bought time during this period, aside from a tentative
attempt by the Russell for President Headquarters to present a
program on July 14. What impact all these Eisenhower broadcasts
had in swinging previously committed or uncommitted convention
delegates into the Eisenhower camp is not known.

The Republican convention met first, at Chicago. According to
Newsweek, fifty-one million persons tuned in on the Taft-Eisen-
hower contest at one time or another, although the keynote address
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of General MacArthur by itself attracted twenty-one million. Re-
publican propagandists quite naturally quoted somewhat higher
figures. Herbert Hoover’s speech also drew a large audience. Aside
from the major candidates, two of the leading television personali-
ties were Senator Everett Dirksen and Governor Thomas Dewey.
Unquestionably, one of the dramatic moments of the convention
came when Senator Dirksen—in full view of the television audience
of tens of millions—pointed his finger during his address at a smil-
ing Governor Dewey and charged that the latter had led his party
down the road to defeat twice. Even the Eisenhower supporters
expressed admiration for Dirksen as an orator. In contrast, Dewey
(who was no more a politician than Dirksen) was judged by many
viewers solely in terms of his political role which his critics regarded
as Machiavellian. Senator Joseph McCarthy also addressed the
convention on the afternoon of July 9 but, despite his use of such
audio-visual aids as red-herring placards labelled Hiss, Lattimore,
and Acheson, he did not draw a large audience or even keep what
he had originally.

One of the highlights of the Republican convention was the
meeting of the National Committee—which was not televised.
Television cameras were on hand at the opening session, but the
committee decided that it would be preferable to meet elsewhere,
and the television cameras were not invited along. The Dewey fac-
tion did challenge the Taft faction on this issue, but the Taft fac-
tion, which controlled the National Committee, pushed through an
anti-television ruling by a 60 to 40 vote. CBS radio did manage to
tape some of the proceedings, however, and later presented a
thirty-minute program focused on the bitter debate over the seat-
ing of the Texas delegation. On the other hand, when the creden-
tials committee met, it voted unanimously to open its proceedings
to television. As a result, on the afternoon of July 9, ABC and
CBS telecast the proceedings of the credentials committee rather
than developments on the convention floor. Perhaps the real loser
was Senator Taft who, once the decision to televise was made,
issued a statement repudiating the action of his supporters; this
move came too late to counteract the impression that the Taft fac-
tion was attempting to stampede the convention and was willing
to resort to clandestine tactics, if necessary, to effect this end.
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Strangely, the clamor for the televising of these committee meetings
was not matched by the audiences for these once they were carried,
as the low point for the entire convention in terms of viewers came
on the afternoon of July 8, at which time the credential committee
proceedings were being televised.

With regard to the Democrats, Time found that at their conven-
tion the television commentators were less talkative and more in-
formative, thanks to bird-dogging floor reporters with walkie-
talkies who frequently were able to funnel the news out before the
delegates themselves were informed. The Democrats, moreover,
vetoed the profile views that had characterized the telecasts of the
Republican convention, and in general refrained from using the
telepromptor that the Republicans had employed. (The tele-
promptor was a device which rolled a copy of the scheduled
address in large letters before the speaker.) Paid paraders were also
dispensed with.

One of the most dramatic moments of the Democratic conven-
tion occurred on the evening of July 24 when Louisiana challenged
the loyalty pledge; after a ruling from the chair that the three non-
conforming states might not participate, a roll call of the entire
convention seated them following a move for adjournment on the
part of Senator Paul Douglas. A study of the coverage of this eve-
ning’s happenings by the three major networks revealed striking
dissimilarities. Network A, for example, centered its telecast around
the chairman, Representative Sam Rayburn, emphasizing action,
while Network B showed initial confusion as to what was going on,
and Network C adopted a highly analytical approach. Thus televi-
sion, like art, does not reproduce reality blindly, but may employ
a highly individualized perspective.

As for the making and unmaking of political fortunes, Adlai
Stevenson’s address obviously did a great deal to enhance his stand-
ing with the voting public, especially since his acceptance speech
upon receiving his party’s Presidential nomination contained mem-
orable rhetoric. On the other hand, Robert Montgomery has ob-
served that another speaker—“a brilliant politician” with a “career
of many years’ standing”—irreparably damaged his image with an
“ill-prepared, ill-conceived and ill-tempered speech” bubbling over
with “obvious insincerity and crudity of expression,” failing to win
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re-election to the office that he then held. One suspects the refer-
ence was to Governor Paul Dever of Massachusetts. Among the
speeches which attracted large audiences were those of Sam Ray-
burn and Alben Barkley, but both of these prominent figures were
near the end rather than at the beginning of their political careers.
Some commentators have adjudged the Democratic convention to
have been rather dull, yet at no time did its television audience drop
as low as the Republican television audience at its lowest; its nadir
came during the credentials committee meeting at which the Mis-
sissippi delegation was up for consideration.

At this point some comparative figures relative to the television
audiences for the two conventions are in order. A. C. Nielsen re-
ported a total of 185,500,000 home hours of listening to the Re-
publican convention, compared to 257,000,000 for the Democrats.
Significantly, the conventions attracted a larger daytime audience
than normal but did not outdraw the most popular evening enter-
tainment programs. On the other hand, the Pulse index, which
sampled 12,500 households in the greater New York Metropolitan
area, revealed that at least in New York the Republicans proved
more attractive than the Democrats, both day and night. Aside
from personalities and issues, the structuring of the two conven-
tions differed somewhat; Charles Thomson has pointed out that
the Republicans devoted twice as much time to formalities, sub-
stantially more time to debate, about the same amount of time
to other speeches, less time to ovations, and a third as much time
to voting as did the Democrats. But whatever the structuring of
each convention may have been, an unpublished study of the re-
sponses of sample audiences in New York, made for NBC shortly
after each convention, revealed that both conventions increased
preferences for the Republican Party as well as enlarging interest
in voting both in amount and degree. Significantly, too, with the
exception of Estes Kefauver, supporters of every other major can-
didate for his party’s Presidential nomination rated television be-
hind the newspapers as the most important sources in helping them
make up their minds. As for personalities, Elmo Roper found that
the best-liked Republican was Herbert Hoover and the best-liked
Democrat was Sam Rayburn, and that at the Republican conven-
tion both Governor Thomas Dewey and Senator Everett Dirksen
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ranked high in both the “like” and “dislike” columns, an inevitable
consequence of the bitter Eisenhower-Taft contest.

Rating the two major party Presidential candidates as television
performers at greater length, Jack Gould has written of the Repub-
lican nominee that he is “the strongest example of naturalness on
TV. The crinkly face, the speech straight out of every-day Amer-
ica and the magnetism that is extraordinary because it is never too
dazzling are qualities of which a TV casting director might dream.”
According to a California survey conducted by Ithiel de Sola Pool,
the favorable qualities most mentioned by those who saw him on
television and voted for him were that he was good-natured, sin-
cere, homest, cheerful, and clear-headed. Television, in effect,
humanized the General, making him more than just a military fig-
ure to the public. Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Eisen-
hower’s television role during the campaign were the numerous
twenty-second spots which he filmed. Approximately $1,500,000
was spent on these. A critic complained that “while political dia-
logue is supposed to clarify issues, the Eisenhower spots merely
obscured them,” charging that the spots were too brief to enlighten
the voter. Admittedly many were not on a high intellectual level,
“Mr. Eisenhower, what about the high cost of living?” “My wife,
Mamie, worries about the same thing. I tell her its our job to
change that on November fourth.” But these spots did not seem to
alienate the voting public, perhaps suggesting that an image of
concern, sincerity, and trustworthiness has more appeal than one
of great intellectual brilliance.

In contrast, Adlai Stevenson was openly the candidate of the
intelligentsia. Although he did not win, analysts have dissected his
role as a television performer at great length. In this connection
Gilbert Seldes has observed that Stevenson “was effective on tele-
vision only if he stood before an audience; at home . . . he was ill
at ease and hurried and basically uncommunicative.” Despite his
great gifts as an orator—far greater than those of Eisenhower—
Ithiel de Sola Pool found during the course of a series of inter-
views in California that these gifts led a minority who saw him on
television to view him as snobbish and domineering. Seemingly Ste-
venson projected an image of superiority which the masses found
distasteful, despite the fact that those who voted for him generally
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found him to be clear-headed, sincere, brilliant, likeable, honest,
and refined. A more unfavorable picture of Stevenson emerged
from a study conducted by Miami University of Ohio and the Cros-
ley Broadcasting Corporation; those interviewed regarded Steven-
son as superior to Eisenhower in only two traits—humor and speak-
ing ability. Unlike Eisenhower, Stevenson did not attempt to influ-
ence the voting public through flash appearances on television,
instead preferring to employ the more traditional and more intellec-
tual approach of the full-length speech.

Aside from Eisenhower and Stevenson, a number of other public
figures made television appearances during the campaign in support
of their party tickets. These included Robert Taft, Philip Murray,
Clare Boothe Luce, Walter Reuther, Herbert Hoover, and Wayne
Morse. In contrast, a number of individuals who played a major
role at the national conventions—such as Douglas MacArthur—
played only a minor role as television personalities after the Presi-
dential nominees had been selected. Red-baiting Senator Joseph
McCarthy made a rather spectacular television appearance on the
night of October 27 in which, during an attack on the Democratic
candidate, he twice referred (either by accident or on purpose) to
Stevenson as Alger rather than Adlai. The reference, of course,
was to Alger Hiss, the convicted perjurer and alleged Communist.
The theme of this address was the Illinois Governor’s alleged “aid
to the Communist cause and the extent to which he is part and
parcel of the Acheson-Hiss-Lattimore group.” Two weeks previ-
ously Richard Nixon had observed in a television address, “If Ste-
venson were to be taken in by Stalin as he was by Alger Hiss, the
Yalta sellout would look like a great American diplomatic triumph
by comparison.” On election eve Adlai Stevenson was joined on
television by President Harry Truman, Vice-President Alben Bark-
ley, and Vice-Presidential candidate John Sparkman, having de-
fended himself against the Nixon attack by affirming that he had
testified favorably as to the reputation of Alger Hiss on the grounds
that it “was ‘good’ so far as I had heard from others.”

It was, however, Richard Nixon’s immortal “Checkers” speech
that stands as the highlight of the campaign. On September 18 the
New York Post charged that a group of wealthy California admir-
ers had established an $18,000 fund for Nixon’s personal use. The
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Democratic National Chairman now demanded that Nixon get off
the ticket; Nixon replied that the funds had been used for mailing
and other political expenses. Fortunately for Nixon, news leaked
out of Chicago that Adlai Stevenson also had established a fund,
consisting primarily of money left over from his gubernatorial cam-
paign, for the purpose of supplementing the salaries of certain offi-
cials in the Illinois state government. Meanwhile, Nixon had won
approval of a plan to take his case to the people, going over his
proposed address carefully with Edward (Ted) Rogers, his televi-
sion advisor during his 1950 Senatorial campaign. Three years
later the Vice-President admitted to the Radio and Television
Executives Society that he had put off the speech for several days
to create suspense as well as to permit him to prepare for it
thoroughly.

On the evening of September 23 Richard Nixon broadcast to the
nation from Los Angeles. A detailed analysis of this address is in
order here, since it was one of the most important events in the
history of political television. After disposing of the fund with the
observation that “Not one cent or any other money of that type
ever went to me for my personal use,” he cited the audit made by
Price Waterhouse and Co. and the legal opinion of Gibson, Dean,
and Crutcher to prove his innocence. In this part of the address
Nixon duly noted that his Democratic counterpart, Senator John
Sparkman, had placed his wife on the payroll and kept her there
for the previous ten years. Next of all Nixon stated, ‘. . . what I
am going to do—and incidentally this is unprecedented in the his-
tory of American politics—I am going at this time to give to this
television and radio audience a complete financial history; every-
thing I've earned; everything I've spent; everything I owe.” Point-
ing out (in reference to petty corruption in the Truman Adminis-
tration) that his wife had a Republican cloth coat rather than a
Democratic mink coat, he attacked the assumption that only a rich
man should run for the Senate. At this point came the reference
to Checkers—the most famous dog in American politics since
FDR’s Fala. After challenging Stevenson and Sparkman to make
their financial history public, Nixon dragged in a reference to Alger
Hiss, declaring that he had “no apologies to the American people
for my part in putting Alger Hiss where he is today.” This led to a

-
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final peroration in which he attacked the Truman Administration
for its record vis-a-vis the Korean War, corruption and Commu-
nism. As for the matter of whether he should resign from the ticket,
Nixon stated that this was the concern of the national committee;
shortly thereafter, Dwight Eisenhower announced in Wheeling,
West Virginia, that Nixon had been fully vindicated.

In summarizing the various television innovations employed dur-
ing the campaign, most observers agree that the use of spots was
the most significant. Three of the most important themes were cor-
ruption, high prices and high taxes, and war. The Republicans con-
centrated these in the regions of the country that were deemed
crucial in swinging the electoral college to Eisenhower; they invari-
ably preceded or followed the most popular television programs.
For some time the Westinghouse Radio Stations maintained the
policy of not accepting such spots, using the excuse that no politi-
cal issue could be discussed properly in one minute, while early in
October the National Volunteers for Stevenson charged that the
National Citizens Committee for Eisenhower was planning a $2
million saturation campaign featuring the spots during the three
weeks preceding the election. In this connection the Democratic
group complained to the FCC that such a plan would deny the
equal time principle. Nevertheless, the Democrats spent $77,000
on a spot campaign of their own, many of which featured the
theme that the Republicans were responsible for the depression of
1929: “Shhh. Don’t mention it to a soul, don’t spread it around
. . . but the Republican Party was in power back in 1932 . . .
13,000,000 people were unemployed . . . bank doors shut in your
face. . . .” An idea first set forth by Senator Blair Moody involved
a series of debates between the two major Presidential candidates.
Dwight Eisenhower vetoed this suggestion, while the equal time
principle also stood in its way. One might also cite the practice of
both the Republicans and the Democrats of buying the last five
minutes of popular entertainment programs, a practice which
aroused widespread resentment among the fans of these productions.

According to the Miami University-Crosley Broadcasting Cor-
poration study, political viewing fell off following the conventions
and did not revive until ten days or so before the end of the cam-
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paign. One exception to this rule was Richard Nixon’s “Checkers”
speech. Interest stirred towards the end of the campaign when, on
October 24, Dwight Eisenhower made a speech in Detroit in which
he promised to go to Korea if elected. Following this there was an
upswing in television audiences for political programs, but they did
not come close to matching those for the nominating conventions.
Unfortunately for Adlai Stevenson, most of his telecasts took place
during September and the first half of October, while Dwight Eisen-
hower spoke on several occasions during the last few weeks of the
campaign.

On election day the returns confirmed that Dwight Eisenhower
had maintained the lead which he had held over Adlai Stevenson
throughout the campaign. Eisenhower carried thirty-nine states
with 442 electoral votes, while Stevenson carried only nine states
with 89 electoral votes; the popular vote was 33.9 million for Eisen-
hower and 27.3 million for Stevenson. The precise influence of
television upon this outcome is difficult to pinpoint. One somewhat
negative finding relative to Iowa was that of Herbert Simon and
Frederick Stern. They concluded that “the data do not reveal any
reliable difference either in the voting turnout or in the percentage
of the vote cast for the Republican candidate between HTD (high
television density) and other (low television density) areas. On
the other hand, the Miami University-Crosley Broadcasting Cor-
poration survey of Ohio voters affirmed that Republican programs
were more popular than Democratic ones, a trend reflected in the
election returns. Yet this preference was attributable to personali-
ties more so than to issues. Turning to California, Ithiel de Sola
Pool discovered among the television viewers of this political cam-
paign a phenomenon which he labelled as “partisan polarization,”
or the tendency to exaggerate the virtues and faults of the candi-
dates. Regardless of its precise influence, television was a costly
item in the budget of both political parties. A census of 110 televi-
sion stations revealed a total expenditure for political television of
nearly three million dollars, of which the Republicans accounted
for 55 per cent, the Democrats 44 per cent, and other parties one
per cent. Since the Republicans relied heavily on spots, Democratic
program time slightly exceeded Republican program time; approxi-




88 Radio, Television and American Politics

mately 40 per cent of the total program time featured broadcasts
by spokesmen. Dwight Eisenhower’s election eve program, inci-
dentally, cost $267,000.

If one correlates the television density (the percentage of the pop-
ulation in a television area) of each state with its performance in
the electoral college, one might well conclude that the Republicans
spent this money well. Dwight Eisenhower carried every state
whose television density was 50 per cent or more, in contrast with
Adlai Stevenson, who carried only those states whose television
density was less than 50 per cent. Only in fifteen states did more
than half the population live within range of television signals, but
a number of these states had large blocs of electoral votes. Before
concluding that television was responsible for Eisenhower’s vic-
tory, however, we should turn to some earlier polls analyzing
“Ike’s” popularity, polls that date from the pre-television era be-
fore anyone knew his political affiliation. In May 1948 the Na-
tional Opinion Research Center Poll in three states revealed that
Eisenhower was the most frequent Presidential choice, and he also
outran President Harry Truman in a 1947 Gallup Poll. One some-
times wonders whether the reason that “Ike” did so well on tele-
vision was that most of the voters had already made up their minds
that they liked him, and thus were simply reinforcing a prior
judgment.

One of the significant studies of the general role that television
played during this campaign was that conducted by Angus Camp-
bell, Gerald Gurin, and Warren Miller, a study which involved
nation-wide sampling. At the beginning of the campaign only 40
per cent of the homes in the United States had television sets, but
53 per cent of the population at one time or another saw programs
of a political nature on television. In contrast, 80 per cent of the
population took daily newspapers and had radio, yet in each case
the percentage that followed the campaign through that medium
was smaller than the total audience. As the source of most infor-
mation, television made its strongest showing in the Northeast
and the weakest in the South, while with radio the exact opposite
was true; the performance of newspapers throughout the nation
was more constant. Of the entire sampling, 31 per cent named
television as the source of most information, with radio following
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closely behind at 27 per cent and newspapers third with 22 per
cent. We have already compared the television and radio perform-
ances of Dwight Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson in the chapter
on radio and politics.

Two of the more esoteric—but also two of the most significant
—analyses of the political role of broadcasting during 1952 are
Herbert Rush Craig’s, “A Rhetorical Criticism of the Principal
Network Speeches on the Issues of Corruption and Subversion in
Government in the 1952 Presidential Campaign,” and Ben Clifford
Markland’s “Evasiveness in Political Discussion Broadcasts During
the 1952 Election Campaign.” In his study, Craig examined
speeches by Eisenhower, Nixon, McCarthy, Luce, and Stevenson,
concluding that “both sides failed to take advantage of their assets.
Stevenson failed to stress his record as reform governor, but Re-
publican spokesmen also failed to cite specific evidence of corrup-
tion; on the other hand, the Democratic nominee did face squarely
his role in the Alger Hiss deposition, while the Republicans (other
than Senator McCarthy) failed to present a unified front on the
subversion issue.” According to Craig, 43 of the 67 major argu-
ments were arguments by generalization. Stevenson, Eisenhower,
and Nixon made the most effective use of introductions, in that
order, while Nixon’s organization was the most superior, Steven-
son not always isolating his central idea. Another interesting find-
ing was that “Language usage by Stevenson and Eisenhower was
not essentially different”; Stevenson employed literary allusions
extensively and Eisenhower favored metaphorical expressions and
connotations. This will doubtless shock those literati who inevitably
rank Stevenson’s speeches in a different literary league than those
of Eisenhower. Making some final comparisons, McCarthy’s lan-
guage tended to be the most repetitive, while Nixon’s addresses
had more of an extempore character than did those of the other
principals.

Ben Markland, on the other hand, examined 25 radio and tele-
vision discussion programs broadcast between September 7 and
November 2, including “Meet the Press,” “American Forum of the
Air,” and “Keep Posted,” in an attempt to pinpoint evasiveness in
political discussion broadcasts. During his investigation, Markland
noted every evasive answer “without regard for the speaker’s mo-
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tives, and whether the evasion seemed to be intentional or uninten-
tional”; he employed the assistance of both recognized speech
authorities and graduate students in speech. The evasion-counters
uncovered no less than 221 evasions, an average of 8.9 per pro-
gram, the Republicans out-evading the Democrats 128 to 93. The
most common “dishonest tricks in argument” were “ambiguity,
vagueness or meaninglessness,” “extension by contradiction or mis-
representation,” “false attribute of prejudices or motives,” “diver-
sion,” and “appeal to more authority.” It is noteworthy that more
evasions occurred in the area of federal taxes, fiscal policy, and
the status of the national economy than in any other; evasions were
also common in the areas of foreign policy, the Korean conflict,
campaign fund policies, and corruption in government. Despite the
high degree of evasiveness detected relative to economic issues,
these were of less importance in the campaign than Communism,
corruption, and Korea.

By 1952 television was being used politically in a number of
states. One was Massachusetts, where experts judged that Con-
gressman John Kennedy battled Senator Henry Cabot Lodge to a
draw in a series of television debates. Then there was Ohio, where
Miami University and the Crosley Broadcasting Corporation made
a study of the gubernatorial contest between Democrat Frank
Lausche and Republican Charles Taft, and the Senatorial race
between Democrat Michael Di Salle and Republican John Bricker;
on election day Democrat Lausche and Republican Bricker, the
two more conservative candidates, were victorious. Bricker fared
the worst among television viewers and the best among radio hear-
ers, while for Di Salle the exact opposite was true. In the case of
the two gubernatorial candidates, the television viewers were almost
equally divided, although Taft held an edge over Lausche among
the radio hearers. At least in Ohio, it would seem, television did
not give the winning gubernatorial and Senatorial candidates the
boost that insured their victories. Turning to the costs of political
television, Irving Merrill discovered while conducting a study of
contested campaigns for twenty Senate seats in eighteen states
where television was available, that the total television expendi-
ture for each of 11 contests was in the neighborhood of $2,500,



Television and Politics: 1928-1959 91

for each of 4 contests $12,500, for each of 3 contests $27,500,
and for each of 2 contests $37,500. This furnishes proof that the
political role of television at the state level in 1952 varied widely
from state to state, the medium not yet having thoroughly saturated
the nation.

The First Eisenhower Administration

In January 1953 Dwight Eisenhower was inaugurated as President,
the first Republican chief executive to hold office in two decades.
Aside from his charismatic television image, one must not over-
look the innovations for which “Ike” was responsible, In the first
place, Eisenhower was the first President to allow the telecasting
and broadcasting of parts of Presidential press conferences. Sec-
ondly, “Ike” was the first chief executive to take part in televised
“cabinet meetings,” an innovation which aroused much criticism
following its adoption in 1954. Then there was the “keyhole” con-
versation between Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles that was televised on May 17, 1955. One columnist favor-
ably commented vis-a-vis this innovation, “The convincing thing
about their performance was that it didn’t seem like a perform-
ance at all.”

One of the more severe critics of the televised press conference
was Emory Bogardus. In analyzing its negative aspects, Bogardus
referred to the tendency of these gatherings to be superficial be-
cause of a lack of follow-up questions, the frequent interjection
of tangential issues into the discussion, the widespread practice of
couching answers in general and non-committal terms to satisfy
the various viewing publics, the occasional attempt to place the
chief executive on the spot or to trick him into an answer that
might be used against him, and the inability of the President to
recall an answer once it was uttered. Among possible reforms
Bogardus suggested the limiting of the conference to one major
governmental activity or policy at a time, the taping and “correct-
ing” of the questions and answers, and the prior submission of
written questions which would give the President time to prepare
an answer. Finally, one might point out that too frequently held
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press conferences will make the chief executive seem common-
place and reduce his status rating even when he is a highly gifted
performer.

Fortunately for Eisenhower, the public reaction to these tele-
vised press conferences was far more favorable than that of Bo-
gardus. The New York Herald Tribune commented editorially on
May 19, 1955, that “In the hands of President Eisenhower the
new form of the press conference is a means of giving information
to the public, of bringing the President closer to the people, and
enhancing that legitimate authority which is possessed by the Chief
Executive as the representative of the entire nation.” Although at
this time only the Du Mont stations in New York and Washington
were carrying the President’s press conferences on film in their en-
tirety, both NBC and CBS regularly presented excerpts on their
news programs. ABC had been telecasting these press conferences
in toto, but afterwards discontinued this practice, while MBS con-
tinued to carry the verbal portions on its 300 station plus radio
network. As for the response to specific programs, A. C. Nielsen
Company calculated that the total audience for the first televised
press conference following “Ike’s” illness, held on February 15,
1956, was 11,864,000 homes. Significantly, each of the three
major networks’ news telecasts drew 300,000 more homes than
they usually did on other Thursday nights during this period, a
testimony to national interest in the recuperating President.

Although it is not generally known, an examination of the perti-
nent papers in the Eisenhower Library reveals that United Nations
Representative Henry Cabot Lodge was one of the most vigorous
advocates of “Ike” using television to sway public opinion. In a
letter to the President dated October 30, 1953, Lodge referred to
“the value of your becoming the ‘TV’ President”; two weeks later
he wrote White House Special Assistant Wilton Persons that it was
his goal to “establish the General as our first television President,
just as Roosevelt was our first radio President, and to do it in a
way which, while not dinosaur, is equally not a carbon copy of
the New Deal.” Two individuals who helped effect this end were
White House Press Secretary James Hagerty who (rather than the
networks) determined whether a given Presidential statement was
to be televised, and actor-producer Robert Montgomery, who sub-
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stituted brief notes for the teleprompter and cue cards after the
teleprompter conked out in the midst of one of the President’s
addresses. Despite some negative judgments, a typical assessment
of “Ike” as a television performer was generally favorable. Thus
noted correspondent Merriam Smith was of the opinion that Eisen-
hower had taken “the Roosevelt radio ‘fireside chat’ and converted
it to the audio-visual field,” being “the chief executive who really
broke the ice on television.”

By 1954 a