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A more pervasive force or a more revealing mirror
than radio probably does not exist in American life
today. Yet up to now it seems largely to have been
taken for granted. Compared even with the number
of serious film critics, commentators on broadcasting
have been shockingly few — and critical books on the
subject practically nonexistent.

With the rapid growth of television, broadcasting
has arrived at a point where a taking of stock is not
only timely but urgent. Mr. Siepmann’s is the first
book to deal comprehensively with radio in its relation
to the American scene. His experience as broadcaster,
educator, and defender of the public interest qualifies
him to know whereof he speaks, and to speak with
vigor and authority.

Radio, Television, and Society reviews the history
of broadcasting in the United States, surveys what is
known of its effects on the outlook and behavior of
listeners, and describes the systems under which it
operates here and abroad. The British Broadcasting
Corporation receives a detailed analysis and critique,
and considerable space is also given to the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation, which combines features of
both the U. S. and British systems. Using radio as a
frame of reference, the book explores the place of
propaganda in the modern world, the issue of free
speech, the position of education with relation to mass
media, and the war of words via international short-
wave broadcasts.

This is a book for everyone interested in the course
of radio, whether educator, student, or listener.

$4.75
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PREFACE

IN THIS BoOK an attempt has been made to describe the facts
about radio and television and to combine those facts with a
consideration of the social and psychological effects of broad-
casting,.

The first purpose of the book is to bring to the general reader
the history of a cultural revolution and to show what has been
discovered by research concerning the effects of radio and tele-
vision upon our tastes, opinions, and values. The second pur-
pose is to deal with broadcasting as a reflection of our time and
and to throw light upon the problems of free speech, propa-
ganda, public education, our relations with the rest of the world,
and upon the concept of democracy itself.

The power of thought and of communicating thought is man’s
unique attribute. Space had always limited the range of its com-
munication. Radio and television are rapidly abolishing this bar-
rier. What happens when it is gone? With the growth of broad-
casting, a revolution is overtaking us. Man is living in a new
dimension. What we are witnessing today is the beginning of a
transformation in human relations. Private life is yielding more
and more to communal life, in the sense that, through radio (and
in only slightly less degree through films, newspapers, maga-
zines, and books), we are most of us being daily more subjected
to simultaneous common influences. Does this mean that as in-
dividuals we draw less on our own inwardness and rely more on
outward stimuli? While radio and television have captured popu-
lar imagination and have become dominant pastimes in our lives,
what are we, the people, doing about controlling and directing
this flow of communication?

v



vi PREFACE

Radio and television, like atomic energy, are explosive instru-
ments. Our cultural survival depends, in no small measure, upon
their proper use. What dominant purpose has broadcasting sub-
served? What is radio ‘in the public interest’? Is radio’s purpose
to give ‘the majority of the people what they want’? Is the lis-
tener himself being turned into an instrument for the achieve-
ment of ulterior ends? An exploration of these questions makes
clear the enormous power for havoc as well as for good that re-
sides in radio and television and, more importantly, the respon-
sibility that each of us shares in the final use of such power.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the pioneer work of
Dr. Paul Lazarsfeld in the field of listener-attitude research, to
the authors and publishers whose materials are quoted in these
pages, and to friends and critics who made helpful comments
and suggestions on the manuscript. Special thanks are due Mr.
Edward Brecher, Dr. Franklin Fearing, Dr. Herta Herzog, Mr.
Oscar Katz, Mr. Seymour Krieger, Mr. John Marshall, and to my
secretary, Miss Beulah Funk, without whose help, patience, and
forbearance this book would never have been completed.

Charles A. Siepmann
New York
April 1950
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PART 1

RADIO IN THE U. S.: Early History, 1920-34

IT is not customary to look a gift horse in the mouth. This fact
may account for the widespread ignorance about our system of
broadcasting. From the very outset listeners had accepted radio
broadcasting as manna from heaven. It came to them without
money and without price, entertainment that was free as air.’!
The notion that listeners pay nothing for the services they receive
is illusory. But at least no direct payment is involved either by
way of tax or subscription, and the public has thus acquired the
comfortable sense of getting something for nothing. The indiffer-
ence that this outlook has bred toward acquiring any knowledge
of the conditions under which radio operates is especially regret-
table because, under the American system of broadcasting, the
listener is called upon to play a role on the fulfilment of which
the successful operation of the system in large part depends. Let
us proceed, then, to a broad definition of the system we have and
explore its historical origins and some of the more important
aspects of its operation.

Radio in the United States is a system of free, competitive
enterprise within a framework of governmental regulation. The

1 Archer, Big Business and Radio, American Historical Society, Inc., New
York, 1939, p. 64.
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extent of free competition has already been somewhat delimited
by tendencies in the direction of centralized, monopolistic con-
trol. But between the four networks now in operation, and also
between independent stations, competition certainly exists and is
indeed the main stimulus to enterprise and to the fuller satis-
faction of the needs of listeners. The competitive aspect of
broadcasting is the one most stressed in trade circles. Less com-
monly referred to (and sometimes deliberately soft-pedaled) is
the element of government control. The reason is twofold.

In the first place, the radio industry for the most part resents
the fact that the government has been allotted an important
contributory role in the operation of the system; it would pre-
fer to be entirely free from any subordination to the govern-
ment. Indeed, its current ambition is to achieve freedom identi-
cal with that of press and films.

In the second place, genuine doubt and disagreement persist
as to the exact nature and extent of the powers and responsibili-
ties allotted to the government under the Communications Act
of 1934. The fact that the role of government in radio is thus
disputed is due not merely to ambiguous interpretations of the
Act, but also to the persistence of a point of view that sees
danger in any encroachment of government on such a field of
operation as radio. The whole question is one of a satisfactory
working relationship between government and private enter-
prise in the changed conditions of modern society.

The history of broadcasting in the United States, prior to the
passage of the Communications Act of 1934, comprises two
phases, each lasting seven years.

Puase 1: 1920-26

The story begins in 1920 with the broadcasting by station
KDKA of the results of the presidential election of that year.
Though it is unlikely (because of the dearth of receiving sets
then available) that more than a handful of listeners actually
heard this broadcast, the event fired the imagination of the
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public, and there followed one of the most astonishing booms
in the nation’s history. (Television today provides something
of a parallel.) By 1922 the demand for sets far exceeded the
capacity of manufacturers to provide them.

The rate of increase in the number of people who spend at least a
part of their evening in listening in is almost incomprehensible. To
those who have recently tried to purchase receiving equipment, some
idea of this increase has undoubtedly occurred as they stood perhaps
in the fourth or fifth row at the radio counter waiting their turn, only
to be told, when they finally reached the counter, that they might
place an order and it would be filled when possible. . . It seems
quite likely that before the movement has reached its height . . .
there will be at least five million receiving sets in this country.?

The enthusiasm of would-be listeners was matched by that
of would-be broadcasters. Stations, less than a score of which
had existed in 1920, spawned the country over at such a rate
that by the end of 1922 nearly 600 were in operation. All the
virtues and defects of unfettered enterprise were exemplified in
the mad rush to develop the new market—rapid expansion, in-
genious improvisation, reckless and often unscrupulous compe-
tition, in which the interests of the consumer (and, in the long
run, of the producer also) were lost from sight. The main prob-
lems of this early phase are worth examining as they have, to a
large extent, determined the course of subsequent events.

We must realize, in the first place, that broadcasting began
as a literal ‘free for all” There were no effective regulations.
The powers of the government were limited to those provided
by an act, passed in 1912, concerned with radio telegraphy. But
as this act had reference only to interstate commerce, it allowed
of no jurisdiction over radio communication within a state and
was in this, as in almost every other sense, wholly inadequate
and out of date. The chaos that developed as more and more
enthusiastic pioneers entered the field of radio was indescribable.
Amateurs crossed signals with professional broadcasters. Many

2 Radio Broadcast Magazine, May 1922.
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of the professionals broadcast on the same wave length and
either came to a gentleman’s agreement to divide the hours of
broadcasting or blithely set about cutting one another’s throats
by broadcasting simultaneously. Listeners thus experienced the
annoyance of trying to hear one program against the raucous
background of another. Ship-to-shore communication in Morse
code added its pulsing dots and dashes to the silly symphony
of sound.

In 1922 the situation was so serious and public indignation
so great that President Harding instructed Mr. Herbert Hoover,
then Secretary of Commerce, to summon a conference in Wash-
ington. Nothing, however, came of it, though all parties agreed
that something should be done. (Mr. Hoover wryly commented,
“This is one of the few instances where the country is unanimous
in its desire for more regulation.’) But the contending parties
could not agree on the proper form of regulation. Conference
followed fruitless conference in successive years. Both the pub-
lic and the radio industry urged an orderly allocation of stand-
ard wave lengths. A bill was introduced in 1922 but was shelved
by Congress year after year. In 1923 Mr. Hoover decided to act
and, exceeding his statutory powers, reassigned frequencies to
practically all stations in the country. But this was no more
than a stopgap measure, and in 1926 his authority was challenged
and his action overruled in the courts. In the following year,
chaos descended, and a desperate industry appealed to govern-
ment to clean up the mess created by the mad scramble of
selfish interests. Finally, an Act of Congress was passed and a
temporary agency of the government, the Federal Radio Com-
mission, was established to put broadcasting on a secure footing.

This brief survey serves to remind us of some facts important
to our consideration of radio’s later development.

1. Private enterprise, over seven long years, failed to set its
own house in order. Cutthroat competition at once retarded
radio’s orderly development and subjected listeners to intoler-
able strain and inconvenience. Many people, moreover, were
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swindled by the sale of receiving apparatus of inferior design
and limited utility, manufactured by fly-by-night firms interested
only in quick returns on their investment.

2. Governmental regulation, which was eagerly desired and
actually requested by the industry, was late in coming, as the
government showed reluctance to interfere. It was the presi-
dent of the National Broadcasting Company, the first network
created, who, in the light of conditions obtaining even at that
late date (1927), could thus anticipate it. ‘It is true that the
picture here is marred for the time being by the lack of police
regulation in the air, which has resulted in a vast amount of
station interference. But the situation is far from hopeless. . .
Our government will undoubtedly agree sooner or later on
measures of regulation.” In these early days, the radio industry
was wholly reconciled to governmental regulatory powers that
extended far beyond those of a policeman of the air and which
might embrace both advertising and program services.

3. These early years of radio’s first phase are interesting, also,
for the light they throw on the history of radio’s financing. We
are today so accustomed to the dominant role of the advertiser
in broadcasting that we tend to forget that, initially, the idea
of advertising on the air was not even contemplated and met
with widespread indignation and resentment when it was first
tried. How, then, we may ask, was it proposed that broadcasting
should cover costs, to say nothing of reaping profits?

The answer is to be found in one of the most extraordinary
aspects of radio’s early growth: revenue and profits were not
considered! It is true one group of early pioneers knew what
it was after. The manufacturers of receiving sets (pre-eminent
among them, General Electric, Westinghouse and their sales
outlet, The Radio Corporation of America) saw that as radio
stations multiplied and provided increased service to listeners,
the sale of sets was likewise bound to increase. These firms,
therefore, engaged in broadcasting as an indirect means of ad-
vancing their major economic interest—the sale of sets and other
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radio equipment. Many groups, however, pioneered in broad-
casting with no clear idea how they were to cover costs. As
these costs mounted, the problem of meeting them forced itself
on their attention. Several possibilities were canvassed.

One of these was endowment, which the editor of Radio
Broadcast supported in 1922.

There are various schemes possible, of which the most attractive
one, insofar as the general public is concerned, is the endowment of a
station by a public spirited citizen. . . We have gymnasiums, athletic
fields, libraries, museums, etc., endowed, and for what purpose? Evi-
dently for the amusement and education of the public. But it may be
that in the early future the cheapest and most efficient way of dis-
pensing amusement and education may be by radiophone.?

It is interesting that endowment was also the plan favored
in these early days by David Sarnoff, now chairman and then
general manager of RCA. ‘He argued that because radio had
reached the stage where it actually contributed much to the
happiness of mankind it deserved endowment similar to that
enjoyed by libraries, museums and educational institutions. Mr.
Sarnoff believed that philanthropists would eventually come
to the rescue of a hard pressed industry.’*

An alternative proposal anticipated the unique method of fi-
nancing later adopted in New York City by Station WNYC—
municipal financing. In all great cities large sums of money are
spent annually in maintaining free public lectures. . . The same
lecture delivered from a broadcasting station would be heard
by several thousand people. . . The cost of such a project would
probably be less than that for the scheme at present used and
the number of people who would benefit might be immeasur-
ably greater.’® Another plan called for public subscription. In
1924 a group of New York businessmen formed a committee to

8 Archer, History of Radio, American Historical Society, Inc., New York,
1938, p. 258.

+ Ibid. p. 343.
5 Radio Broadcast Magazine, May 1922, p. 4.
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solicit funds from the radio audience for the hiring of high-class
radio talent. Dismissed by one radio historian as ‘a flight of
fancy little short of amazing, this idea of subscription broad-
casting has persisted and is even now being seriously canvassed
for the benefit of listeners anxious for programs streamlined to
their tastes and exempt from the intrusive annoyance of ad-
vertising matter.

In the light of present thinking and practice, it is remarkable
that all these different schemes had these things in common:
(1) none of them envisaged the prospect of broadcasting’s be-
coming solvent (to say nothing of its growth in less than twenty
years to one of the more profitable of modern enterprises); (2) -
all of them, consequently, thought of broadeasting in terms of
public service. It was, indeed, in such terms that the first great
national network was conceived, by David Sarnoff. NBC, as
he first imagined it in 1922, was to be a non-profit organization,
a corporation without earning power, financed by annual con-
tributions (of 2 percent of their gross income from the sale of
radio sets and equipment) by RCA, General Electric, and
Westinghouse.

Once the broadcasting company is established as a public service
and the general public is educated to the idea that the sole function
of the company is to provide the public with a service as good and
extensive as its total income permits, I feel that with suitable publicity
activities such a company will ultimately be regarded as a public
institution of great value in the same sense that a library, for example,
is today. Also, it would remove from the public mind the thought that
those who are doing broadcasting today are doing so because of profit
to themselves. In other words, it removes the broadcasting company
itself from the atmosphere of being a commercial institution.®

NBC, in fact, adhered for some years to this non-profit public-
service policy. As late as 1929, its chairman, Mr. Owen D.
Young, publicly affirmed that ‘its aim has never been to make
money, but rather to offer programs of such varied interest that

¢ Archer, Big Business and Radio, p. 83.
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our people could not afford to miss them.’” That policy pre-
vailed just twenty-one years ago.

4. Sponsored programs were first broadcast experimentally in
1922 on station WEAF and developed rapidly, though not with-
out outcries from the public and the persistence through many
years of the belief that their nature and extent should be sub-
ject to strict regulatory control. The following is the reaction of
the leading trade journal of that time to advertising on the air,

Anyone who doubts the reality, the imminence, of the problem has
only to listen about him for plenty of evidence. Driblets of advertis-
ing, most of it indirect so far, to be sure, but still unmistakable, are
floating through the ether every day. Concerts are seasoned here and
there with a dash of advertising paprika. You can’t miss it; every little
classic number has a slogan all its own, if it is only the mere mention
of the name—and the shrill address, and the phone number—of the
music house which arranged the program. More of this sort of thing
may be expected. And once the avalanche gets a good start, nothing
short of an Act of Congress or a repetition of Noah’s excitement will
suffice to stop it.®

Objection to advertising was voiced in the same year in more
official quarters. ‘It is inconceivable,’ said Secretary of Com-
merce Herbert Hoover at the first Annual Radio Conference in
Washington, ‘that we should allow so great a possibility for
service . . . to be drowned in advertising matter.’

The radio industry, though yielding to the lure of profits, re-
mained for some years relatively cautious and apologetic in its
use of advertising. In 1925 no more than the name of the sponsor
was generally included at the opening and (more rarely) at
the close of programs. Even in 1929 the National Association
of Broadcasters adopted ‘Standards of Commercial Practice,’
which specifically barred commercial announcements from the
air between the hours of seven and eleven in the evening. What

? Quoted in ‘Four Years of Network Broadcasting,’ a report by a com-
mittee of the National Advisory Council on Radio in Education and the
American Political Science Association, published in Radio and Education,

1936.
8 Radio Broadcast Magazine, November 1922.




RADIO IN THE U. S.: EARLY HISTORY 11

later developed we shall discover from a review of radio’s sec-
ond phase, to which we may now turn.

Puase 2: 1927-34

This phase comprises (1) the introduction, for the first time,
of effective federal control; (2) crisis over advertising; and (3)
the extensive development of network broadcasting. The year
1927 thus marks a turning point in radio history. Broadcasting,
as a result of the confusion over wave-length allocations and
their use, seemed on the verge of collapse. Congress at last rec-
ognized the emergency and passed the Radio Act of 1927. Most
of the substantive provisions of this Act were embodied, seven
years later, in the Communications Act. A Federal Radio Com-
mission was appointed, initially for one year, and was continued
in office through 1933.

The FRC is important in view of the precedents it established
for later action by the FCC. It never, for instance, doubted its
right and duty to concern itself with radio stations’ program
services. ‘Each station,” said Commissioner Caldwell at hearings
before a House Committee in 1928, ‘occupying a desirable
channel should be kept on its toes to produce and present the
best possible programs and, if any station slips from that high
standard, another station which is putting on programs of a
better standard should have the right to contest the first station’s
position and after hearing the full testimony, to replace it.”®
By 1929 it had elaborated a broad definition of the over-all con-
tent of a well-balanced radio program service (which it in-
corporated in its third annual report to Congress) and used
it as a yardstick in appraising the performance of licensed
stations. Several times its decisions in this matter were upheld
on appeal, by the courts.

The radio industry at this time, with memories of chaos very
fresh in its mind, did not demur—indeed it publicly and formally

9 Hearings on Jurisdiction of Radio Commission, House Committee on
Merchant Marine and Fisheries, 1928, p. 188.
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endorsed the point of view that the FRC was guardian of the
public’s interest in good, balanced program services. As late as
1934 the National Association of Broadcasters volunteered the
statement (at hearings before the House Interstate Commerce
Commission) that

It is the manifest duty of the licensing authority . . . to determine
whether or not the applicant is rendering, or can render an adequate
public service. Such service necessarily includes broadcasting of a
considerable proportion of programs devoted to education, religion,
labor agricultural and similar activities concerned with human better-
ment. In actual practice over a period of seven years this has been
the principal test which the Commission has applied in dealing with
broadcast applications.°

Congress, too, had views on the subject of program controls.
So far from exceeding its powers, the Commission was regarded
by some Congressmen as lax in the performance of its duties.
Senator Dill, for example, in a Congressional discussion of
radio’s service to cultural minorities, commented, “The difficulty
probably is in the failure of the present Commission to take
the steps that it ought to take to see to it that a larger use is
made of radio facilities for educational and religious purposes.’ :*

The second phase also covers the climactic period of contro-
versy over advertising abuses. This subject was among the first
to which the Federal Radio Commission gave its attention and
on which it enunciated its policy. Though recognizing that ad-
vertising had come to stay, it yet insisted that “The amount and
character of advertising must be rigidly confined within the
limits consistent with the public service expected of the sta-
tion. . . Regulation must be relied upon to prevent the abuse
and overuse of the privilege.’ > The Commission acted on this
principle in 1928 when it refused to renew the license of Station
WCRW because ‘manifestly this station is one which exists
chiefly for the purpose of receiving an income from the sale of

10 Hearings on H. R. 8307, 74th Congress, p. 117.
11 78th Congressional Record 8843.
12 In re: Great Lakes Broadcasting Co., FRC Docket #4900.
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advertising of a character which must be objectionable to the
listening public.’

But action by the Commission was not drastic enough to suit
some tastes and the fateful day arrived, in 1932, when a resolu-
tion was introduced into the Senate that seemed to threaten the
very existence of our system of broadcasting as it then was.

Whereas, there is growing dissatisfaction with the present use of
radio facilities for purposes of commercial advertising: be it resolved
that the Federal Radio Commission is hereby authorized and in-
structed to make a survey and to report to the Senate on the following
questions: What information there is available on the possibility of
government ownership and operation of broadcasting facilities. . .
What plans might be adopted to reduce, to limit, to control and per-
haps to eliminate the use of radio facilities for commercial advertising

purposes.

Members of the radio industry must have held their breath
that day, but the resolution failed of adoption and not until
fourteen years later was radio advertising once again seriously
challenged in official quarters.*®

A discussion of network operations, their merits and defects,
will be undertaken later. Here we need only identify them
chronologically as, with the advent of governmental regulation,
the most important development in radio’s second phase. The
origination of all but one of the four present networks came
within this period. The National Broadcasting Company, formed
in 1926 by RCA, developed two networks, the Red and the Blue,
which continued operating until the forced sale of the Blue in
1942. The Columbia Broadcasting System was formed in 1927,
and seven years later, in 1934, the Mutual Broadcasting System
came into being.

Network development involved, as we shall see, radical
changes both in the system of broadcasting and in the character
and quality of programs. Network influence and power over
radio’s destinies increased steadily. Year by year more inde-

13In the FCC’s report on ‘Public Service Responsibility of Broadcast
Licensees.”
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pendent local stations ceded part of their independence to enjoy
the benefits of network affiliation. Program service likewise
tended toward the increasing subordination of locally originated
programs to national programs conceived and executed by the
networks and carried by their affiliates. The character of ad-
vertising also changed and the national advertiser came to domi-
nate the scene as the patron, or ‘sponsor,” of programs. This last
development involved the mushroom growth of advertising
agencies, which now function as middlemen between advertiser
and broadcaster and have assumed a commanding position in
the choice and production of programs. The public enjoyed the
advantage of great forward strides in the scope and quality of
programs. But grave problems affecting the public interest arose,
and it was these that later provoked the two major conflicts be-
tween the radio industry and the Federal Communications Com-
mission.

This brief historical survey reveals how slowly and tentatively
thought has crystallized in regard to both the proper means of
radio’s financing and the true nature of radio’s responsibilities
to the listening public. It shows also how free competitive enter-
prise, when competitive zeal runs riot, is sometimes incapable
of keeping its house in order. It was the confusion and conflict
arising from the free operation of the market that led the en-
trepreneur to call in the government as arbitrator. It is well to
remember and to stress the fact that the initiative in this matter
originated with the industry and not with the government.




THE COMMUNICATIONS ACT OF 1934

Tue student of history knows how profoundly the time factor
can affect the spirit and the form of social legislation. We have
in the Communications Act what seems like a striking illustra-
tion of this fact. The year 1934 found our society in a state
vastly different from the one that had existed ten years previ-
ously. The great depression was still upon us and the thinking
of men, in and out of Congress, was dominated by the shock
it caused to our sense of social and economic stability. The rosy
confidence of the ’twenties, when the belief in the inevitability
of progress and of ever-increasing prosperity reached its height,
was over.

The thought and literature of the early ’thirties illustrate the
first registering of widespread doubt about the virtues of our
economic system. Men looked, as they had never looked before,
to government not only as an agency of temporary relief, but
as co-author with the men of industry in the drafting of a new
chapter in economic history. Many were convinced that the
government should have powers and functions that overlapped
those of private industry and should evolve some new form of
co-operative relationship. A new significance and a new prestige
were attached to the concept of the paramountcy of public in-
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terest; new public services for the people and new responsibility
on the part of industry became identified with the idea. The
rights of labor and social insurance are but two of many ex-
amples. The notion of what the public interest embraces became
greatly enlarged.

It was in such an atmosphere that the Communications Act
was passed, an Act unique in that, for the first time in American
history, a powerful medium of communication was deliberately
reserved for use only in the public interest. Some critics, con-
sequently, have attributed this piece of legislation to ‘New Deal’
influences, but, paradoxically, the substantive provisions of the
Act were lifted bodily from a previous piece of legislation, the
Radio Act of 1927, and belong to the boom era of the middle
‘twenties. It is indeed extraordinary that at a peak hour of
American prosperity, when private enterprise was having its
own way, radio should, as some see it, have had the shackles of
governmental regulation clamped upon it. Let us now examine
some of the specific provisions of the Act that gave us our pres-
ent system of broadcasting.

The Communications Act established a permanent federal
agency, the Federal Communications Commission. Section 1 of
the Act defines the Commission’s purpose as that of ‘regulating
interstate and foreign commerce in communication by wire and
radio so as to make available so far as possible to all the people
of the United States, a rapid, efficient nationwide and worldwide
wire and radio communications service with adequate facilities
at reasonable charges.’ This provision reminds us of the fact,
which we may note in passing, that regulation of radio broad-
casting is but one of many duties delegated to the Federal Com-
munications Commission. Radio telephony, radio telegraphy,
wire telephony, wire telegraphy, television, and facsimile are all
comprised within its regulatory responsibility. We shall see later
how such a plethora of duties limits and conditions the extent of
the FCC’s active participation in the field of radio broadcasting.
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The FCC was to be composed, as Section 4 provides,

of seven Commissioners appointed by the President, by and with the
advice and consent of the Senate, one of whom the President shall
designate as chairman. Each member of the Commission shall be a
citizen of the United States. No member of the Commission or person
in its employ shall be financially interested in the manufacture or sale
of radio apparatus . . . no more than four Commissioners shall be
members of the same political party. The Commissioners . . . shall
be appointed for terms of seven years . . . each Commissioner shall
receive an annual salary of $10,000.

Some important principles are evident in these provisions.
(1) Radio regulation was to be free of foreign influence. (2)
It was to be non-political in character. (3) No one member of
the Commission, nor the Commission as a whole, was to enjoy
more than temporary power. By means of a cycle of seven years,
new blood was to be infused. (4) Impartiality was implied in
the provision that no Commissioner have financial interests in
radio. (5) The salaries were consistent with the standards ob-
taining in our civil service. (Whether the public interest is best
served by such a scale of salaries is today a matter of increasing
concern. Here, as we shall later have frequent occasion to ob-
serve, radio illustrates problems of much wider social import.
Continuity and efficiency of service by the Commission have in
recent years been adversely affected by the resignation of mem-
bers who either have found it impossible to maintain an ade-
quate standard of life on the salaries offered or have been lured
away by the much larger salaries available to them outside
government service. )

The next important provision of the Act is Section 301.

It is the purpose of this Act among other things to maintain the
control of the United States over all the channels of interstate and
foreign radio transmission, and to provide for the use of such chan-
nels, but not the ownership thereof, by persons for limited periods
of time, under licenses granted by federal authority, and no such
license shall be construed to create any right, beyond the terms, con-
ditions, and periods of the license.
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Here is the key to the most distinctive, the most controversial,
and perhaps the most important aspect of our system of broad-
casting. This rather involved governmental language means that
the wave lengths of the air are deeded in perpetuity to the
people of America. They constitute a public domain to which
the broadcaster is given conditional and temporary access, and
once admitted into this domain, he may pursue profits for him-
self. The broadcaster may construct transmitters, studios, and
so on, which, of course, are his private property. But they can-
not be used except under a license granted by the Commission
and subject to conditions we have not yet discussed. Not only
can the FCC grant a license, but given cause, it can suspend or
revoke it. The conditional and temporary nature of this license
is expressly emphasized in the Act. Section 304 reads: ‘No station
license shall be granted by the Commission until the applicant
therefor shall have signed a waiver of any claim to the use of
any particular frequency or of the ether as against the regu-
latory power of the United States because of the previous use
of same whether by license or otherwise.” Initially such licenses
were granted for periods of only six months, but this system
soon proved impracticable and the period was successively ex-
tended until it reached the maximum of three years provided
for in the Act. Let us examine the conditions under which the
licenses are granted and the powers vested in the FCC.

1. The need for the regulation of broadcasting resulted, as
we have seen, from the confusion that had arisen over the al-
location of frequencies. The first task of the Commission, there-
fore, as stipulated in Section 303, was a task of engineering, i.e.
of mapping out the whole country and allocating frequencies in
such a way that listeners everywhere received as many satis-
factory signals as were physically possible. The Commission was
therefore instructed ‘(a) to classify radio stations, (b) prescribe
the nature of the service to be rendered by each class of licensed
station and each station within any class, (¢) assign bands of
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frequencies to the various classes of stations,” and similar meas-
ures.

2. It was to ‘study new uses for radio, provide for experi-
mental uses of frequencies and generally encourage the larger
and more effective use of radio in the public interest.’

3. It was to ‘have authority to prescribe the qualifications of
station operators and to make special regulations applicable to
radio stations engaged in chain broadcasting.’

4. It was also to have disciplinary powers—power, for instance,
to suspend the license of any operator upon proof sufficient to
satisfy the Commission that the licensee ‘has violated any pro-
vision of any act, treaty or convention binding on the United
States which the Commission is authorized to administer . . .
has transmitted superfluous radio communications or signals or
communications containing profane or obscene words, language
or meaning.’

5. The Act next makes provision for the conditions under
which an applicant may seek a license. Section 308 provides that
‘all applicants shall set forth such facts as the Commission by
regulation may prescribe as to the citizenship, character and
financial, technical and other qualifications of the applicant to
operate a station . . . the purposes for which the station is to
be used and such other information as (the Commission) may
require.” Here, we may notice, some ambiguity arises. What is
meant by ‘other qualifications of the applicant How far do
these embrace his attitude to public service and to the type of
programs he proposes to broadcast? Is this attitude what is
meant by ‘the purposes for which the station is to be used’” or
is this phrase purely technical in its reference?

Clearer and more specific are the negative provisions that ex-
clude certain persons from applying for a license. Section 310
provides that no license shall be granted to or held by ‘(a) any
alien or the representative of any alien, (b) any alien govern-
ment or the representative thereof, (c) any corporation organ-
ized under the laws of any foreign government, (d) any cor-
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poration of which any officer or director is an alien or of which
more than 1/5 of the capital stock is owned on record or voted
by aliens . . . (e) any corporation directly or indirectly con-
trolled by any other corporation of which any officer or more
than 1/4 of the directors are aliens. . .’ It further provides that
a license, once granted, shall not be transferred by the licensee
to anybody else without approval of the FCC. Section 311 di-
rectly stipulates that ‘the Commission . . . refuse a station li-
cense . . . to any person . . . which has been finally adjudged
guilty by a federal court of unlawfully monopolizing or attempt-
ing to unlawfully monopolize radio communication directly or
indirectly through the control of the manufacture or sale of
radio apparatus, through exclusive traffic arrangements, or by
any other means or to have been using unfair methods of com-
petition.’

The reader is sure to have noticed that, thus far, the Act makes
no specific reference, apart from that to obscene language and
profanity, to the matter and manner of what is broadcast. In-
deed, the entire Act contains only two other specific references
to this subject. Section 315 is, in effect, a plea for fair play on
the air, as between rival candidates for political office. “If any
licensee shall permit any person who is a legally qualified candi-
date for any public office to use a broadcasting station, he shall
afford equal opportunities to all other such candidates for that
office in the use of such broadcasting station . . . no obligation
is hereby imposed upon any licensee to allow the use of its
station by any such candidate” The other specific provision
falls in Section 316. ‘No person shall broadcast . . . any ad-
vertising on or information concerning any lottery, gift enter-
prise, or similar scheme, offering prizes dependent in whole or
in part upon lot or chance.’

That the Congress envisaged a hands-off policy by the Com-
mission in regard to the content and nature of individual pro-
grams broadcast seems clear not only from this dearth of ref-
erence to programming, but from another important section of
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the Act (326), which specifically debars the Commission from
the power of censorship. ‘Nothing in this Act shall be under-
stood or construed to give the Commission the power of censor-
ship over the radio communications or signals transmitted by
any radio station and no regulation or condition shall be pro-
mulgated or fixed by the Commission which shall interfere with
the right of free speech by means of radio communication.’
Whether this section debars the Commission from any concern
with the over-all character and balance of program services of
any given station is one of those matters of dispute that even
now divide the Commission and the radio industry and that have
not finally and conclusively been tested in the courts.*

Least quoted, perhaps, of all the relevant sections of the Act
is one bearing indirectly on this very question of the FCC's
concern with the nature of the services that broadcasters may
be expected to render to the public. A subhead of Section 307
provides that ‘the Commission shall study the proposal that
Congress by statute allocate fixed percentages of radio broad-
casting facilities to particular types or kinds of non-profit radio
programs or to persons identified with particular types or kinds
of non-profit activities, and shall report to Congress not later
than February 1, 1935 its recommendations together with the
reasons for the same.

What in plain language this means is that the Commission was
instructed to consider whether all or only part of available fre-
quencies should be allocated to the commercial broadcaster, or
whether a fixed percentage of such frequencies (that envisaged
was 25 per cent) should be reserved for types of program service
that might not be forthcoming in commercial broadcasting. The
interests of non-profit organizations, such as churches, schools,
and colleges, appear to have aroused the particular interest and
concern of Congress. As one reads the discussions at hearings
preceding the Act, it is clear that what Congress had in mind

1 For a discussion of censorship see ch. X, ‘Freedom of Speech: in Prac-
tice.”
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was the safeguarding of the interests of cultural minorities,
which, by virtue of their numerical inferiority, might be poorly
served or not served at all in the competition of commercial
broadcasters for the popular mass audiences radio had already
brought into being. It is of great interest to realize that, had the
Commission approved this suggestion of the Congress, as much
as 25 per cent of available frequencies would now be devoted,
entirely to the reflection of the interests of these minorities.

But the Commission decided otherwise. ‘Commercial stations,’
it said, ‘are now responsible under the law, to render a public
service, and the tendency of the proposal would be to lessen this
responsibility. . . In order for non-profit organizations to obtain
the maximum service possible, cooperation in good faith by the
broadcasters is required. Such cooperation should, therefore, be
under the direction and supervision of the Commission.’2 The
FCC believed that, rather than forfeit as much as a quarter of
the frequencies available, the commercial broadcaster would
undertake the fair reflection of the interests of minorities as part
of his contribution to public service. The Commission under-
took to see fair play. Congress took no exception to this finding
and the FCC has since proceeded on the assumption that in the
granting and renewal of licenses, the broadcaster accepted a
responsibility, as a result of which cultural minorities would be
assured of satisfaction in radio’s program output.

The FCC was left without guidance by Congress in regard to
programming other than that it should see that all broadcasting
conformed to ‘the public interest, convenience or necessity.” It
was given broad, discretionary powers and liberties, and ad-
visedly so, in that the Congress, recognizing that broadcasting
was still in its infancy, was reluctant to put it in a straight
jacket, preferring that, as times and circumstances changed, the
FCC should act as interpreter of the public interest.

It should be clear by now that the FCC combines functions

2 Report of the FCC to Congress pursuant to Section 307 (c) of the
Communications Act of 1934, 22 January, 1935,
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of two kinds. It is first a regulatory agency, concerned with
bringing order out of chaos with respect to the engineering
problem of frequency allocation. It is also, however, a judicial
agency with broad powers to interpret the public interest in
terms of the suitability of applicants for either a license or the
renewal of an expired license. Its powers of regulation and of
judicial decision are not, however, absolute; they are circum-
scribed within the Act itself. In addition, both the radio in-
dustry and the public are safeguarded against arbitrary action
by the overriding powers of our courts of law. Decisions of the
Commission can be, and frequently have been, appealed to the
courts and, in certain cases, overruled.

It is only fair to say, however, that though no one would
dispute the constitutional desirability of such recourse, it in-
volves at once great risk and great expenditure for the plaintiff.
It has been claimed that many stations have bowed to the will
of the Commission (respecting some decision it has made)
rather than be involved in the expense of litigation and the
further risk of incurring the displeasure of the Commission and
its possible refusal thereafter to renew its license. In theory, at
least, a strong case can be made against our system of licensing.
Radio stations involve considerable outlay. Is it fair that so large
an investment should be triennially in jeopardy? Can a business-
man operate under such conditions? Will investors risk their
money when such a threat hangs constantly over their heads?
Whether, in practice, the licensing system works such hardship
we can gather only from a study of the actions of the Commis-
sion. The next question to be answered is how the FCC has
exercised its powers and what justification it has given for a
charge either of highhanded and capricious action or of pro-
voking unreasonable anxiety on the part of licensees.



THE FCC IN ACTION

THREE considerations limit the power (and readiness) of the
Commission to impose its will upon the industry. The first is
the delimitation of its powers written into the Communications
Act in the terms we have quoted. A second is the pragmatic
restriction imposed by the work load the Commission carries
and the comparatively small staff at its disposal. As we have
seen, broadcasting is only one of the areas of regulatory control
with which the FCC is concerned. Thus, much of the time of
the Commission as a whole (and most of the time of some of
its members) is devoted to business other than that of broad-
casting. Considering the number and complexity of problems
with which the Commission has to deal, its staff is, and always
has been, small. Even today with FM, television, and facsimile
clamoring for attention, the reluctance of Congress to concede
expansion in this department of government, as in any other,
has resulted in appropriations allowing of a total staff of only
1,827 persons.!

1This is the figure as of September 1949. It shows a decrease, actually,
of staff. In 1945, for instance, the staff numbered 1520. Consider, likewise,
total FCC appropriations. In 1945 there was appropriated $6,373,343; in

1948, $6,717,000; in 1949, $6,240,000. The recommended appropriation for
1950 is $6,600,000. (Figures provided by FCC)
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By far the larger part of the Commission’s staff is technical—
which is hardly surprising in view of the multiplicity of engi-
neering problems that arise. Few listeners realize that the air
waves are regularly policed. The need to check whether opera-
tors are adhering strictly to the wave lengths assigned them is
constant. Pirates and illegal operators have to be tracked down
and chased off the air. In 1948, for instance, mysterious calls
were picked up at a certain airport, ostensibly from planes giv-
ing out signals of distress and seeking for direction or reporting
that they were about to land. Much confusion and distress were
caused and the operation of regular air flights was seriously
endangered. It was the engineering staff of the FCC that finally
traced these signals to their source—a misguided young man
bent on mischief and operating without a license.

The other large department of the FCC is the legal depart-
ment. There is no department of program research and no means
for the Commission to keep track, other than in terms of the
crudest sampling, of the day to day program operations of over
3,000 stations. To do so would involve a mammoth staff, and
the patent impossibility of such detailed research precludes an
overzealous concern by the Commission with program matters.
By and large, program considerations come before the FCC
only when complaints are registered by persons feeling them-
selves ill-treated by station operators.

The third and, in practice, perhaps the most decisive limita-
tion is the seeming reluctance of the Commissioners to act even
within the statutory specifications of their powers, a fact that
appears to have been true even of the FCC’s predecessor, the
Federal Radio Commission. Thus Senator Hatfield, who in 1934
sponsored an amendment to the Communications Act requiring
the Commission to allocate 25 per cent of all broadeast facili-
ties for the use of non-profit-making organizations, said ‘I have
no criticism to make of the personnel of the Radio Commission
except that their refusal literally to carry out the law of the land
warrants the Congress of the United States writing into legisla-
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tion the desire of Congress that educational institutions be given
a specified portion of the radio facilities of our country.’

This reluctance to interfere with broadcasting other than to
correct the most flagrant abuses is characteristic not only of the
Federal Radio Commission but of its successor, the FCC. We
can only speculate as to its cause, whether it be the activity of
the radio industry’s powerful lobby in Washington, the almost
unprecedented record of Congressional Committees proposed
or actually appointed in successive years to scrutinize the FCC’s
performance, the fear of a cut in its appropriations, or the simple
instinct of moderation on the part of seven men to interfere
with the operation of a giant industry with whose problems they
sympathize and of whose general record of performance they
approve. Whatever the cause, the fact is irrefutable that, since
its inception in 1934, the FCC has used its powers with a dis-
cretion that, except on rare occasions, has pleased the industry,
as it has provoked the dismay and indignation of radio’s more
exacting critics. This exercise of power may be briefly examined
under three heads.

1. License REvocaTion

The most dreaded of the Commission’s powers is that of sus-
pension or revocation of an operating license. This is the sword
of Damocles of which one prominent member of the industry
has complained as hanging constantly over the heads of broad-
casters, inducing an unwarrantable state of nerves and a timidity
inconsistent with the drive and initiative a healthy, competitive
system of broadcasting requires. In practice, however, the ex-
ercise of this power has been discreet in the extreme. Since 1934
only two stations have had their licenses revoked.? In neither
case has revocation involved consideration of a station’s pro-
gram services.

Only twice in its brief history the Commission has arisen in

2 Actually there have been four revocation orders issued, but one is
awaiting hearing and one is pending final decision.
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wrath and issued a broadside against the industry. The first of
these broadsides, fired in the year 1941, constituted a bold,
frontal attack on monopolistic trends and practices that had
developed in radio. Here we may only summarize the Report
on Chain Broadcasting in which the Commission’s findings and
decisions are recorded.

2. Tue CHAIN BroapcastiING REGULATIONS

It is not surprising that a society in which the spirit of com-
petition is as deeply rooted as in ours should have early insured
itself (as far as legislation makes this possible) against the
dangers of monopoly. Nevertheless, the general trend of organi-
zation in industry has been so steadily and so increasingly to-
ward semimonopolistic controls that efforts to apply the anti-
trust laws sometimes seem as unavailing as King Canute’s effort
to stem the tides of the sea. Enforcement of the law becomes
more difficult as the entrenched power of vested interests avails
itself of the legalistic resources and delaying tactics of the
lawyer. Even such suits as are brought by a sometimes timid
“and often intimidated Department of Justice drag on intermina-
bly, and many with good prima-facie cases are never brought
at all.

The history of radio illustrates both the monopolistic trends
of our time and their persistence despite antitrust sentiment.
The Radio Act of 1927 gave the Federal Radio Commission ‘the
power to protect against monopoly’; the Communications Act of
1934 gave like power to the FCC. Subsequent history seemed to
justify this step, for within less than twenty years of its birth
broadcasting was to show disquieting signs of the growth of
monopolistic practices. In 1937 complaints were voiced in Con-
gress that a danger of monopoly existed and that the FCC ap-
peared culpably indifferent to it. Thus, Senator White on 17
March posed the stark alternatives with which, as he judged,
we were then already faced. ‘Study of the facts with respect to
ownership and control of stations brings the conviction that
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Congress must either recede from its position of hostility to
monopoly or it must take steps to insure that its wishes be re-
spected by the regulatory body. . . The regulating body has
seemed indifferent to the problem or without definite views
concerning it.?

During that year at least four resolutions calling for an in-
vestigation ‘to determine what special regulations applicable to
radio stations engaged in chain or other broadcasting are re-
quired in the public interest, convenience or necessity’ were
introduced in the Congress. The findings of this investigation
constitute the text of the now famous Report on Chain Broad-
casting which became public in May 1941.

The report made publicly available for the first time a com-
prehensive survey of disquieting facts about (1) the extent of
the controlling interests of the two major network companies
(NBC and CBS) and (2) the restrictive nature of the con-
tractual arrangements of all networks with their affiliates. With
respect to the former, the Radio Corporation of America was
the main object of attack. (This company had already been the
object of an anti-trust suit, filed in 1930 and settled by a consent
decree in November 1932.) Since its incorporation in 1919 it had
developed into a giant, industrial octopus. The range and hold
of its tentacles may be judged from the following facts cited in
the report:

RCA’s control of thousands of patents . . . gave it a running start
in the infant radio broadcasting industry. Later, RCA’s position as
the leading distributor of radio receivers enabled it to enter the
business of selling radio phonograph combinations. . . This step by

8 Similar concern was voiced in 1948, with reference to industry by and
large, by the Federal Trade Commission. ‘No great stretch of the imagina-
tion is required to foresee that, if nothing is gone to check the growth in
concentration, either the giant corporations will take over the country, or
the government will be impelled to step in and impose some form of
direct regulation in the public interest. In either event, collectivism will
have triumphed over enterprise and the theory of competition will have
been relegated to the limbo of well intentioned but ineffective ideals.” The
Merger Movement. A Summary Report, Federal Trade Commission, 28
July, 1948, Washington, D.C.
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step invasion of the phonograph business, in turn, gave RCA entering
wedges into the transcription and talent supply business; RCA-
Victor artists broadcast over NBC and made RCA transcriptions,
while NBC artists recorded for RCA-Victor. The result was to give
RCA and its subsidiaries a marked competitive advantage over other
broadcasting companies, other radio manufacturers and other phono-
graph and phonograph record companies. RCA’s entry into the motion
picture field . . . similarly buttressed RCA’s competitive position in
other spheres. Today, RCA has a tremendous competitive advantage
in occupying such newly opening fields as Frequency Modulation
broadcasting and television.*

We must also take notice of one other significant aspect of
this mammoth company. ‘RCA, like many other giant enterprises
today is a “management corporation.” It has nearly 250,000
stockholders. No one owns as much as half of 1% of its stock. In
such circumstances stockholder control is practically non-exis-
tent. As a result, the management is essentially self-perpetu-
ating.’ ©

The much briefer history of CBS disclosed similar, though
less extensive, octopus development—extension of controls be-
yond radio broadcasting to include artist bureaus, concert
agencies, and phonograph and transcription business. But such
matters lay outside the FCC’s sphere of responsibility. They
merely provided supporting evidence for grave concern over
a monopolistic trend in broadcasting itself. With this trend the
FCC, as guardian of the public interest, was directly concerned.

Four operating networks existed at the time. Two of these—
the Blue and the Red networks of NBC—were owned and con-
trolled by RCA, and the report contended that they were not
truly competitive. ‘Indeed,” it said, ‘in certain respects there is
not even the semblance of a distinction between the two net-
works.” It therefore ordered the dissolution of this empire. RCA
was to divest itself of all interest in and control over one of
these two networks, and a regulation (#3.107) was drafted to

4 Report on Chain Broadcasting, pp. 18, 19.
5 Ibid., p. 20.
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prevent for all time the recurrence of such a situation. ‘No
license shall be issued to a standard broadcast station affiliated
with a network organization which maintains more than one
network.’ NBC’s Blue network was sold and became the American
Broadcasting Company, which is today the lively competitor of
NBC and the two other networks.

But it was on the networks’ contractual arrangement with
their affiliated stations that the report concentrated its main
attack. It judged them to be monopolistic in effect and detri-
mental to the listeners’ interests. The reasons merit explanation,
for the problem remains with us even today and is not easily
resolved.

Network broadcasting essentially involves the power to put
a desired number of station ‘outlets’ at the disposal of a national
advertiser. According to the market he wishes to tap, he will
want stations available, at an hour of his choice, either in all
or in large sections of the country, which he will likewise want
to choose. A network will prove attractive to him according as it
can provide such coverage. The greater the number and the
power of stations a network can offer, the better is its prospect
of doing business with national advertisers.

The early history of networks thus constituted a competitive
struggle to acquire affiliates strategically located and sufficient
in number to attract one of radio’s most important clients—the
advertiser seeking a national market for his goods. It was only
natural that networks should seek to tie up their affiliates in
such a way that they would be available, at short notice, in the
desired number and in the desired strategic locations. The result
was the writing of contracts including provisions that the FCC
found to be in conflict with certain vital interests of the listening
public. Some knowledge of these provisions is essential if we
are to have a sympathetic understanding of the difficulty, under
our system, of reconciling a legitimate concern for profits with
the many—and often conflicting—interests of listeners.

As we have seen, in radio’s early days the broadcaster saw him-
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self in the role of a philanthropist. But that idea faded, and today
he is first and foremost a businessman, though charged with a
responsibility for public service. In seeking larger profits, how
far has he subordinated thereto the true interests of the listener
and the independence of his affiliated stations? The report on
Chain Broadcasting put its finger on factors its authors believed
to be contrary, in this double sense, to the public interest. Let
us briefly examine each in turn.

We must recognize, at the outset, a difficulty inherent in
broadcasting (which even the advent of FM does not seem likely
wholly to resolve) that affects the true scope for competition.
We commonly speak of the four networks as being fiercely and
healthily competitive. This, however, is only partly true. They
compete where they can, but even today the urban areas in
which all four compete for listeners are limited. In country
areas the situation is worse, and the listener’s choice of network
and other programs is far more limited. In this matter of coverage,
NBC and CBS, having entered the field early, acquired a great
advantage over their later competitor, the Mutual Broadcasting
System. (Mutual has more stations than any other network but
most of them are low-powered and therefore limited in cover-
age.) This physical characteristic of radio transmission has
serious consequences for listeners, consequences for which the
contractual arrangements between networks and their affiliates
have been in part responsible.

A. Exclusive Affiliation

When the Report on Chain Broadcasting was written, stations
were frequently required—in order to get programs from one net-
work—to guarantee that they would not carry even a single pro-
gram from another network. As a result, listeners in many parts of
the country were prevented from hearing many programs that,
but for this requirement, might have come to them. For example,
in 1939 Mutual carried the World Series. But Mutual had no
outlet in many areas, and, because of exclusive affiliation con-
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tracts, listeners in these areas were prevented from tuning in
to the Series.

B. Territorial Exclusivity

This provision implies that if an affiliate in a certain area
decides not to carry a program offered by its network, that
program may not be offered to any other station in that area.
The combined effect of this and the previous provision is worth
illustrating. Take, first, the case of Raymond Swing, who was °
broadcast over Mutual. Suppose that, at this time, you had been
a listener in Portland, Maine. Portland had only two stations,
WGAN and WCSH. WGAN could not carry Swing because it
had an exclusive contract with CBS. WCSH was similarly handi-
capped by its contract with NBC. Portland listeners—and those
in many other areas too—were thus denied the opportunity to
hear Swing. Or consider the American Forum of the Air, then
also on Mutual. Mutual’s affiliate in Buffalo decided not to carry
this program, but an independent station wanted it. Mutual
refused to oblige because it was bound to its Buffalo affiliate by
the contract of territorial exclusivity. The FCC contended that
public interest was here subordinated to the private interest
of stations. The chairman of the Commission commented thus
on the situation: ‘You may say this is a matter of private contract
and is none of the business of the Commission. But if you take
that position, you forget the listeners. . . The interference with
freedom of speech is hidden behind technical, legal verbiage.
Only when you cut through that verbiage do you come to the
cold, hard fact.’®

C. Option Time

To secure nationwide coverage for an advertiser’s program, a
network must secure that its affiliated stations are not already
committed to some local program at the desired time. So con-

¢ Chain Broadcasting Regulations and Free Speech, Federal Communica-
tions Commission, Washington, D.C., 1942, p- 17.
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tracts were written that gave a network an ‘option’ on all, or
substantially all, of its affiliated stations’ time. Affiliates, more-
over, were prevented from optioning time to any other network.
Thus, whenever the network wanted to schedule a commercial
program, the affiliate had to clear the time, cancelling whatever
programs it might itself have previously arranged. And it had to
do this at unconscionably short notice—28 days. Quite apart
from whatever public service the station might have planned, on
‘sustaining’ time, its prospects of securing business from local
advertisers were thus reduced to a minimum. Its independence
was seriously affected in terms of its pocketbook. ‘Option time
puts local advertisers in the position of local merchants who can
rent a store on Main Street only subject to the condition that,
if a New York chain store comes along, the local merchant must
move off Main Street within 28 days.’*

D. Duration of Affiliation Time

These restrictive clauses in contracts were the more onerous
because they committed stations for long periods of time. To
sign up as an affiliate meant commitment for five years; networks,
on the other hand, were committed for only one year!

E. Network Control of Station Rates

The essentially one-sided character of the agreements is further
illustrated by NBC’s attempt to protect itself from competition
(for time available over its affiliated stations) from any other
quarter. By the early thirties the development of transcriptions
(recorded matter especially prepared for broadcasting) had
made it possible for affiliates to compete for national advertising
business by offering programs comparable in popularity to many
Tive’ network programs. ‘Continuing and unrestricted competi-
tion,” opines the report, ‘between network and outlet for this
business will provide the public with steadily improving program

7Ibid., p. 7.
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service.” But NBC thought otherwise. It therefore wrote a con-
tract providing that if an affiliate sold time to a national adver-
tiser for less than what NBC charged network advertisers, NBC
could then lower the station’s network rate accordingly.

Again the relation between private contract and public interest
was raised. Was such a contract any concern of the FCC? The
report justified its intervention by reference to the public con-
sequences of this private deal. “This might properly be considered
outside the Commission’s concern, if it did not affect listeners
adversely. However, listeners are affected. Many programs which
might be put on by national advertisers, through transcriptions
or otherwise, are banned because network rates must be charged
even though the network is not used. Thus listeners are deprived
of programs which might otherwise be broadcast.”® Under the
competitive pressure of television both NBC and CBS, long
stalwart champions of the ‘no transcriptions’ theory, have lifted
the ban on their use.

These are the main findings of the Report on Chain Broad-
casting. It is superfluous to detail here the regulations introduced
by the FCC to remedy the evils it believed it had unearthed. As
we have seen, RCA’s monopolistic power in radio was broken
by the enforced sale of the Blue network. The hold of networks
over their affiliates through one-sided contractual arrangements
was likewise loosened—at least in theory—by regulations that
restored to affiliates an independence of action, which they had
forfeited.

How effective have these regulations proved in practice? There
is no easy or certain answer. The important point to grasp is that
the regulations were, in the main, permissive. Affiliated stations
could avail themselves of them in order to assert and maintain
their freedom of action—if they wanted to. But no rules can
prevent a man’s incurring voluntary servitude. In practice, the
identity of interests of networks and their affiliated stations was
so great—as related to profits—that the regulations have seldom

8 Ibid., p. 14.
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been applied. Exclusive affiliation, territorial exclusivity, option
time—all of these persist, not universally but on a wide scale.
Many stations continue to move local programs to make room
for network commericals almost as regularly as they did before
the chain-broadcasting regulations. Most stations, too, still pro-
vide in their contracts with local advertisers that the station
may move the local program on 28 days™ notice, or even less,
though the regulations insisted that not less than 56 days’ notice
should be given.

The Report on Chain Broadcasting came, in a sense, too late
to stem a tide that was already moving fast, a tide that swept
away certain vital interests of the public on the waves of in-
creasing profits, in pursuit of which networks and affiliates were
too identified in interest to contend with one another. Perhaps
the greatest benefit it produced among responsible members of
the listening public was the increased awareness of monopoly,
and of this latest manifestation in an industry still, relatively
speaking, in its infancy.

Before leaving the report, we must consider one aspect of
it that illustrates a problem far wider in its implications than
radio itself. An impressive body of evidence about the trends
in radio was here presented. It took time and trouble to dig out
the facts. Hearings continued for six months: 97 witnesses were
heard; their evidence fills 8718 pages; 707 exhibits were intro-
duced; the testimony and exhibits fill 29 volumes. We must
remember, moreover, that this study was made while the Com-
mission and its staff continued their routine duties. The proposed
new regulations, based on the Commission’s findings of fact,
were contested in the courts. NBC and CBS filed suit. The
dispute was finally carried to the Supreme Court, which gave its
decision in favor of the FCC. From the date when the inquiry
was launched to the time of the Supreme Court decision, more
than four years elapsed.

We see illustrated here both the virtues and defects of our
system of government. The whole procedure was typically
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democratic. All who wished to testify were allowed to do so.
The proposed regulations, originally ordered to come into effect
within 90 days, were deferred, at the request of the networks,
for months. Even then the parties who felt themselves aggrieved
had access to the courts.

It is such procedures that authoritarian governments con-
template with hilarious contempt. They point to the fantastic
‘ineficiency’ involved, the time ‘wasted,’ the distraction of the
government from its regular duties. We, however, are proud of
the regard paid to a principle we prize even above efficiency—
the principle, inherent in our respect for the dignity of individ-
uals, of subjecting no man or group of men to the arbitrary and
indisputable decision of a government, however upright and
zealous it may be for what it considers the common good. The
risk, in terms of efficiency, is certainly great, for time is often
of the essence in the redressing of a wrong. While contending
parties argue and dispute, the people may suffer. This is the
price we pay. The whole procedure is cumbrous and, in these
days when the administrative burden loaded on governmental
agencies is so heavy and the need for efficiency so urgent, may
well result (as some claim it already does) in the machinery of
government running permanently in low gear.

We are groping today for some resolution of this dilemma. We
have not yet found it. But one thing seems clear—we cannot long
persist in the maintenance of attitudes toward government that
are self-contradictory. We cannot endow the government with
increased responsibilities and at the same time persist in viewing
it as a hostile element whose acts and orders we resist ‘on
principle.” The maintenance of the democratic way involves the
abandonment of such paradoxical behavior. We must discover
a basis of co-operative endeavor between government and private
industry, a joint rather than a rival exploration and resolution of
difficulties. The only way, it would seem, to avoid the overload-
ing of government is for the private citizen and organized enter-
prises of all sorts to subordinate themselves in the conduct of
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their business to an ever more sensitive and generous concern
with, and conception of, the public interest. Action by govern-
ment must be a last resort, not a first.

The history of broadcasting and of the Report on Chain
Broadcasting, as we have thus far reviewed it, provides an object
lesson from which we may learn that the danger, in a democracy,
of government’s overreaching itself stems in the first instance
from the laggard acceptance of social responsibility by parties
outside of government. It is only when civilian life breaks down
that (as in the great depression) we turn in desperation, and
with healthy reluctance, to the government to mediate or to
undertake the solution of our problems.

q 5
3. ‘THE BLUE BOOK

It was not until 1946 that the FCC’s next broadside was fired.
In that year the FCC issued another report entitled ‘Public
Service Responsibility of Broadcast Licensees, commonly re-
ferred to as the Blue Book. This time the FCC turned its
attention to a matter that constitutes the essence of broadcasting,
namely programming. Like its predecessor, this report aroused
violent controversy in radio circles and some comment in the
press, but has as yet failed to ‘stick,’ in the sense of being imple-
mented. Despite the positive assertion of the then chairman of
the FCC that the Blue Book was here to stay and would not
be bleached, neither the letter nor the spirit of its regulatory
decisions has since been honored by action on the FCC’s part
in its license-renewal policy. Like the Report on Chain Broad-
casting, its greatest service was the wide publicity it secured
and the consequent increased attention on the part of many
listeners to some of the more delicate and crucial issues involved
in radio’s operation.

Again we can offer only the barest summary of its contents.
Its first contention was that too many stations had in their
performance belied the promises, actual or implied, regarding
the program services they proposed, promises that accompanied
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their applications for a license. Five hideous examples of such
glaring disparity between promise and performance were cited.
The report has been attacked on the grounds that these instances
were not typical. To test the truth or falsehood of this charge
provides a useful field for student research. It would, indeed, be
well for broadcasting if in every community there were at least
a few listeners sufficiently conscious of the fact that the air
waves belong to the people to make regular annual checks on
the operations of local stations to see how far they tally with
promises made at the time of license application.

The report goes on to complain of the seeming lapse in the
extent of service rendered by local stations to their communities.
The report insists that the granting of a license involves, first
and foremost, service to the community, the reflection of its life
and interest, and the use and encouragement of local talent. That
such service was not being rendered would seem apparent from
the fact that, as the report says, ‘In January, 1945 only approxi-
mately 19.7% of all the time of standard broadcast stations was
devoted to local live and wire service programs; ® and that during
the best listening hours from six to eleven p.m., approximately
15.7% of all the time was devoted to these two classes of programs
combined.’ ** Too many stations, the report contends, have chosen
to affiliate with networks and to excuse themselves for rendering
local service by offering programs admittedly popular but of
remote network origin.

The most immediately profitable way to run a station may be to
procure a network affiliation, plug into the network line in the morn-
ing, and broadcast network programs throughout the day, interrupting
the network output only to insert commercial spot announcements,
and to substitute spot announcements and phonograph records for

9 By local live programs is meant programs by living persons in the com-
munity. Wire service programs are programs in which material (mostly spot
news received by telegraph from news agencies and other sources) is read,
as received, at the microphone. Little of this material normally makes
reference to life in the locality.

10 ‘Public Service Responsibility of Broadcast Licensees, Federal Com-
munications Commission, March 1946, Washington, D.C., p. 87.
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outstanding network sustaining programs. The record on renewal
since April 1945 of standard broadcast stations shows that some
stations are approaching perilously close to this extreme. Indeed it is
difficult to see how some stations can do otherwise with the minimal
staffs currently employed in programming. For every three writers
employed by the 834 broadcasting stations in October 1944, there
were four salesmen employed . . . in terms of total compensation
paid to writers and salesmen, the station paid $3.30 for salesmen for
every $1.00 paid for writers. The comparable relationship for 415
local stations is even more unbalanced.!

The report goes on to complain of the unhappy fate of the
sustaining program, i.e. the program not sponsored by an adver-
tiser. The contention here is not that sponsored programs are by
definition bad, but that sustaining programs, in view of the
sponsor’s normal and natural preoccupation with mammoth
popular audiences, provide the only means (until sponsors by
and large become more public-spirited) for serving cultural
minorities. As we have seen, the Commission undertook to
secure the protection of these interests by claiming adequate
provision for them from the licensees as a condition of the grant-
ing of a license. The general tenor of the report is to the effect
that the sustaining program is in a bad way and is in urgent
need of salvaging, with respect to both network and local station
operations.

The third point of attack is the absence of adequate radio
discussion of public issues. There is no complaint of the char-
acter or quality of controversial programs on the air, but serious
exception is taken to their dearth, which, it is held, is particularly
obvious at the local-station level. The report points out that we
live in an age in which understanding by the public of the new
and complex problems, domestic, national, and international, that
affect their lives and destiny is of special urgency. The report
pleads for more generous provision, at good listening hours, of
many-sided discussions of public issues.

The last and perhaps the most debatable point of attack is

11 Jbid., p. 39.
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concerned with advertising abuses. Facts and figures are given
showing the length and frequency of advertising on the air. We
might here recall our review of the history of radio’s development
and notice how the attitude of the industry itself has changed
with respect to its duty to the public in this regard. It is difficult
to realize that less than twenty years ago the industry had a
most circumspect view of the place and propriety of advertising
on the air. As we shall see in a later chapter, the attitude of
listeners (or at least of the great majority of listeners) has like-
wise changed. From early aversion, the public has veered around
either to reluctant acceptance, or, as with millions, to positive
enjoyment of advertising plugs. Some might say that we here see
exemplified the truth of Bernard Shaw’s dictum, ‘Get what you
like or you will be forced to like what you get.” The report’s over-
all concern with programming provoked reactions on the part of
the radio industry that are likewise in marked contrast with the
attitude it maintained not so many years ago.

{




THE RADIO INDUSTRY

“Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant,
easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance;
and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations
to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which
it has thrown them, are not favorable to keeping the higher capacity in
exercise. Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes,
because they have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and they
addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer
them, but because they are either the only ones to which they have access,
or the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying.’

. —J. S. MILL

T advent of radio suggested such breathtaking possibilities
that it was bound to arouse false hopes. Idealists have showered
the  industry with counsels of perfection. More sober critics have
blamed it for not realizing the opportunities within its grasp.
The listening public, as a whole, has thanked it for furnishing
the bare room of its existence with many decorative ornaments
and some extremely useful household gadgets.

Ours is not a perfect system. As we have seen, it does not
function even as its authors intended that it should. All three of
its partners (the FCC, the industry, the public) have been, and
remain, much at fault in the fulfillment of their respective roles.
However, no remedy for what is wrong—and might be right—can
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be prescribed that does not take account of the very real diffi-
culties inherent in our system. Even though we seek not perfec-
tion but a balance of advantage for society, our search is beset
with difficulties all along the way. To recognize these difficulties
is the first condition of a sympathetic understanding of the
industry’s problems and of constructive criticism.

The best way to understand a man’s difficulties is to put oneself
in his place. Let us imagine, then, that we are applying for a
radio license from the FCC. We wish to operate, let us say, in
a town of 80,000 where one or two stations have been already
established. Suppose we invest ourselves with somewhat unusual
powers and a very unusual outlook. We wish to use our station
to bring to listeners the widest possible range of experience and
enjoyment. Having enjoyed the fruits of a fine education, we are
eager that all our listeners should taste them too. We know that
many of these fruits are an acquired taste, and we therefore give
ourselves time, while arrogating to ourselves exceptional powers
of popularization. But like other broadcasters, we propose to
make money and to work within the system. By what factors in
the situation will the prospect of realizing our ambition be
circumscribed? Let us list a few.

1. The first, obvious fact (which, however, is peculiar to our
American system) is that we are in business and on a competitive
basis. We must make ends meet and also make a profit.

2. We must recognize that we are operating in a restricted
market. So limited, until recent times, have been the available
frequencies that normally, except for low-powered stations, our
only means of entry is to buy out an existing station operator
and to obtain his license.!

3. We can broadcast the finest programs possible, but the

1 According to News from NAB, 19 September, 1949, the most important
single factor governing a station’s operating costs and profit margins is
volume of revenue. The highest ratios of operating exienses to gross
income are found among stations doing less than $50,000 business a year.
Generally speaking, it is only as stations move above the $125,000 level of
income that they experience a positive increase in their ‘break-even’ point.
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consumer will not pay us for them. It is only to advertisers, who
are ready to ‘sponsor’ our programs, that we look for major
revenue.

4. The hours during which we can be sure of a really large
audience are limited—five of the day’s twenty-four. Only between
6 and 11 p.m. can we normally expect to reach the public as a
whole.

5. We are in a business that has expanded at a great pace
and that is in a process of equally rapid transition. New scientific
miracles are constantly cutting the ground from under our feet.

Now let us see how these five factors, singly and in combina-
tion, have affected radio’s development, how they have influenced
program service, and what headaches they have created for
the industry.

1. COVERAGE

The FCC’s assumption of the power to allocate frequencies
was predicated on two desired objectives: (a) the elimination
of interference; and (b) the widest possible dissemination of
the benefits of radio reception. The result was the classification
of stations, with varying power and range and with variant
service objectives, under three heads. Low-powered ‘local’ sta-
tions were intended to provide clear signals in large and small
townships and to reflect their needs. Medium-powered stations
were planned to cover wider areas and to reflect, among other
things, regional interests and needs. A limited number of very
high-powered stations, covering entire states, were designed to
reach more remote, rural areas and to provide at least a limited
service to country listeners—a service, incidentally, likewise in-
tended to meet their peculiar needs and interests.

But as broadcasting is commercial and competitive and as
broadcasters are dependent for revenue on advertising, our
system is not calculated to meet these socially desirable specifica-
tions. The inevitable tendency has been for licenses to be snapped
up in thickly populated areas and for the more sparsely popu-
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lated regions to receive a relatively scant measure of service.
Even in cities, problems of interference combine with market
considerations of profit to limit reception.

The advertiser’s concern with a mass market has likewise
affected the type of service provided by the ‘clear channel’
stations (the giant stations with a coverage embracing entire
states). Programs have concentrated on satisfying the tastes of
urban listeners, and the special interests and needs of the rural
minorities have, on the whole, been poorly met. And yet it was
for these minorities that service over ‘clear channels’ was pri-
marily intended.

2. FINANCE

Our hypothetical licensee, while pursuing his extraordinary
ambition to bring the best of everything to his listeners, wants
to make money. What are his prospects? Radio has for some
years earned handsome dividends on its capital investment. The
peak year was 1948. His prospects, however, are not as rosy
as they at first seem, and his independence of action—if he still
wants to pay his way—is limited in ways he had not expected.
He finds himself reckoning with considerations such as these:

1. As he reflects on the kind of business he is about to enter,
he observes that it has one unique characteristic (to which
reference is never made) that makes of it a highly speculative
venture. For radio, in one sense, is not an industry at all—at least
in the normally accepted sense of the term. Unlike ordinary
businesses, it does not earn profits by producing goods or by
services paid for by the consumer: the radio consumer pays
nothing for the programs to which he listens. Indeed, he is so
used to getting something for nothing that he rejects the very
notion that he might (conceivably with as much advantage to
himself as to radio’s economic stability) contribute to the cost.

Radio in practice functions mainly as a middleman, subservient
to the interests of advertisers; it is almost exclusively dependent
on their patronage for its own revenue. Advertisers, in turn, are

|
'
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|
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subservient to economic trends. When business is brisk, adver-
tising expands. When times are hard, there is a tendency to
curtail advertising budgets,> which results in a paradoxical
situation. Radio’s financial rewards derive not (as in normal
industrial undertakings) directly from the quality of its product,
but from two chance, extraneous factors—the advertiser’s readi-
ness to buy time (or, if you will, radio’s power to induce listeners
to make purchases) and the advertiser’s capacity to do so, as
this is affected by the index of prosperity at any given moment.

Thus radio, in an economic sense, is a fair-weather bird. Its
own prosperity is a derivative of the prosperity of others. There
is little that it can do on its own account to maintain a stable,
assured income. In a depression, the finest programs in the world
will avail little, if at all, to attract advertisers. Thus radio’s
capacity to serve the public is limited by economic factors over
which it has absolutely no control.

2. You do not ‘horn in’ on such an enterprise at no expense to
yourself., There is a toll gate at the entry to every road to
financial success and the toll is high. Our friend will have to
discount a large part of his anticipated profits for the price
exacted from him as a new entrant into radio business. Radio
has thus far been so restricted a market that the purchase price
of a station has included a consideration for good will.

8. He will find that costs have risen. Artists demand high fees,
the American Federation of Musicians makes exacting demands;
even writers have become organized into a Radio Writers Guild.
Radio, admittedly, is still booming. Its gross earnings in 1948
were an all-time high, but net profits were down.®

4. During the war years the industry was ‘frozen.” Few new
licenses were granted. But at the end of the war the FCC began

2 During the war years, advertising in general and radio advertising in
particular boomed despite limited marketing facilities. But this boom was
artificial, advertising being used for purposes of tax evasion.

8 According to a survey conducted by the National Association of Broad-
casters (News from NAB, 25 August, 1949) the ratio of operating costs to
station revenue in 1948 was 82 per cent as compared with 79 per cent in
1947 and 73.5 per cent in 1946.
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to dole out licenses at a disconcerting pace and without reference
to the economic consequences (for it has no power to concern
itself with such). Our friend must reckon with such conse-
quences and, as he scans the figures, he grows alarmed at the
mushroom growth of stations. As of 31 December, 1944 there
were 943 stations on the air. By 1 August, 1949 the total number
of stations authorized and/or in operation had risen to 3039
(2183 AM and 856 FM ).

5. He next faces the question of his revenue. In our community
of 80,000 there exist, let us say, two newspapers, which are the
customary conduits of local advertising. True, some local mer-
chants may be convinced of radio’s value as an advertising
medium and he can look for their patronage. But programs cost
money and local talent is limited and badly in need of grooming
before it can prove attractive before a microphone. Live programs
require a staff—at least a writer and producer. He can, of course,
use transcriptions, which are relatively cheap and, in some
lines, popular. But our friend remembers his determination to
give his listeners the best of everything and realizes how re-
stricted and parochial are his resources.

But since his two competitors appear to thrive, he investigates
their manner of business, and now his education in radio really
begins. Both stations, he discovers, are affiliated to a national
network. He looks into network broadcasting and finds it to be
the keystone of our whole system. How have networks acquired
such a dominant position? What has been gained and lost in
the process, and how does it affect our friend’s original ambition?

3. NETwork OPERATIONS

Networks have been the means of consolidating the radio
industry, of transforming the character and quality of programs,
and of securing unprecedented sums of advertising revenue.
They are immensely important, immensely powerful, and im-
mensely complicated. They have brought incalculable gains to
American broadcasting; they have involved the public in some
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losses and are themselves involved in the most perplexing prob-
lems. Both affiliated and non-affiliated stations have preserved
a vigorous and healthy independence, but the fact remains that
at hearings before the FCC or Congressional Committees it is
the networks that generally bespeak the interests of the radio
industry and that command attention.

The advantages that have accrued to listeners since network
broadcasting began are almost too obvious to mention. The
great stars of the entertainment world are now on the air for
most (though, as we have seen, by no means all) listeners to
hear. Network news services, including special correspondents
the world over, have proved so useful that millions of people
rely primarily on radio for information about current events.* A
number of distinguished programs of a ‘public service’ character
have been regularly broadcast on ‘sustaining’ time. Networks
have transformed radio from a parochial pursuit to a vast and
complicated operation on a national and, at times, even a global
scale.

But this progress has been achieved at a price—in the twofold
sense of having involved huge financial outlay as well as some
serious restrictions on the full, free, and diversified use of radio’s
facilities. The enormous revenue, which alone made feasible
such range and quality of service, came from a source on which
local, independent stations had been powerless to draw. Realiza-
tion of the effectiveness of radio as a medium of advertising

4 Few listeners realize that it was only the consolidated strength networks
gave to radio as an industry that, at a late date in its history, emancipated
it from the monstrous discrimination exercised against it by the news-
gathering agencies of the press. Not until the late "thirties was radio free to
avail itself of news-agency services. It was not, in fact, until CBS threatened
to establish a global news-gathering system of its own that the press yielded.
In 1934 a grudging and meager concession was made when radio stations
were allowed five-minute news summaries, ‘timed to follow newspaper
editions at 9:30 a.m. and 9 p.m.” Moreover, stations were to ‘stay 12 hours
back of the news.” Not unts 1939 was the Associated Press available to
networks as a source of news (see Emst, The First Freedom, Macmillan,
p- 153). See also a study of “The Press-Radio War 1933-35" by Giraud
Chester in The Public Opinion Quarterly, Summer 1949, Princeton Uni-
versity Press.
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had been growing steadily since the late ‘twenties. But it was
not until network broadcasting came into its own that this
effectiveness was brought home to a new and important client,
the national advertiser. Network broadcasting created a new
market in which the national advertiser could for the first time
flaunt his wares under unique conditions of advantage; he need
no longer buy space in a multiplicity of papers and magazines.
Radio provided a huge, consolidated audience and threw in for
good measure the powerful psychological appeal of the human
voice. We cannot intelligently pursue the subject of networks
without reference to this new colossus they brought upon the
scene,

4. THE NATIONAL ADVERTISER

The role and power of the advertiser in radio differ markedly
from those he enjoys in relation to the press. This distinction
must be clearly grasped. The advertiser in a newspaper buys
‘space’ in a going concern. That is, a paper’s circulation is
determined by the popularity of the news, features, and so on that
the paper purveys. The presence of advertising matter, though
valued by readers, is as a rule a quite subordinate selling point.
Although some powerful advertisers have, on occasion, threatened
to withdraw their patronage because of an article or editorial
that displeased them, the threat has rarely proved serious, partly
because no single advertiser dominates the advertising copy (it is
generally diverse) and partly because it is the character of news
and features that determines circulation—irrespective of the
advertisements.

With radio it is otherwise. The advertiser in radio buys ‘time,’
as in a newspaper he buys ‘space.’ But he does not (except in
‘spot’ announcements) fill his ‘time space’ (as in a newspaper)
entirely with advertising matter; his message is interlarded with
a program. For reasons too complicated to enumerate here, the
radio advertiser (and more particularly the national advertiser in
his dealings with networks) has acquired so dominant a position
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that more often than not he prescribes—and actually prepares
and produces—the program presented in the time he has bought.
In network broadcasting two results must be noted:

1. The network, to the extent that it sells time, is no longer in
entire control of program planning.

The basic fact to keep in mind is that the radio advertiser is charged
a fixed sum for time, regardless of the size or nature of the audience
which his program attracts, and therefore he insists on selecting and
managing the program, in order to reach the largest number of
listeners. The network in effect loses control of that period of time to
someone whose primary interest is not in good radio fare, but in
potential customers for his products. It is much as if the editor of a
newspaper had to farm out the writing of the news, page by page, to
the corporations whose advertisements appeared on those pages.®

2. The general character of programs thus becomes affected
by the primary concern of the advertiser not with balanced and
varied radio fare, but with customers for his product.

If we have learned anything [says the critic quoted above] from
our experience with commercial radio, it is that the advertiser is less
interested than is the professional radio broadcaster in providing the
public with news information, education, or distinguished drama.
This does not mean that the advertiser is an inferior order of being;
it means simply that his concern with radio is a special one. He wants
to sell his products. His interest is in attracting a mass audience. .
This is the major reason for the sameness of much of our present
radio fare.®

At this point our friend begins to scratch his head and to
mutter to himself. “This,” he comments, ‘is awkward. My interest
is in providing diversified programs. If I tie myself up with a
network so that I can cut in on the rich financial rewards that

5 An extreme example of the extent to which the advertiser’s interests are
dissociated from those of listeners is the comment of the President of the
American Tobacco Co., cited in the Blue Book, p. 17: “Taking 100% as
the total radio value, we give 90% to commercials to what’s said about the
product, and we give 10% to the show. . . I don’t have the right to spend
the stockholders’ money just to entertain the public.’

¢ “Television: There Ought to be a Law, Bernard B. Smith, Harpers
Magazine, September 1948, p. 40.
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COLUMBIA BROADCASTING SYSTEM EVENING PROGRAM SCHEDULE

TIME SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY
6:00 Prudential Family Hour Eric Sevareid Eric Sevareid
6:15 " " " You and Magazines You and Magazines
6:30 Our Miss Brooks Curt Massey Time Curt Massey Time
6:45 [ U] Lowell Thomas Lowell Thomas
7:.00 Jack Benny Beulah Beulah
7:15 " " Jack Smith Show Jack Smith Show
7:30 Amos ‘N Andy Club 15 Club 15
7:45 - - Edward R. Murrow Edward R. Murrow
800 Edgar Bergen Inner Sanctum Mystery Theater
8:15 " » " " - "
8:30 Red Skelton Arthur Godfrey Mr. & Mrs. North
845 - " - " - "
9:00 Meet Corliss Archer Lux Radio Theater Life with Luigi
915 " w " - " " - m o
9:30 Horace Heidt Show Escape
9:45 " " "

10:00 Contented Hour B‘roaray's;y ;atv

10:15 » "

10:30 0 ord

10:45

11.00 News News News
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SUNDAY, 29 JANUARY 1950 — SATURDAY, 4 FEBRUARY 1950

{White spaces indicate sponsored programs; black spaces sustaining programs)

WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY
Eric Sevareid Eric Sevareid Eric Sevareid Criffing Bancrett
Curt Massey Time Curt Massey Time Curt Massey Time d Sarbe b :Ho

Lowell Thomas Lowell Thomas Lowell Thomas

Beulah

Beulah

Beulah

Jack Smith Show

Jack Smith Show

Jack Smith Show

Club 15

Club 15

Club 15

Vaughn Monroe Snow

Edward R. Murrow

Edward R. Murrow

Edward R. Murrow

Mr. Chameleon

FB! in Peace and War

The Show Goes On

Dr. Christian

Mr. Keen

My Favorite Husband

The Geldbergs

Groucho Marx

Suspense

Leave it to Joan

Garg Busters

Crime Photographer

Hallmark Playhouse

News

News
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network broadcasting brings to its affiliates, I'll have to carry
the bulk of these sponsored programs. But then, how can I
achieve diversity? What about my local programs and my service
to significant minorities?” * But he does not yet know, by half,
how awkward it all is. He proceeds to probe further. How far
has this control of programs gone? He studies the evening
program schedule of a large network and finds the situation to
be as represented below. (He notes (1) the number of sponsored
programs and (2) the character of the programs.)

Our friend now asks himself another question. Who are these
sponsors and how many of them are there? He discovers that in
1948 one national advertiser (Proctor & Gamble) bought enough
time (19,812 station hours) on the air to fill the entire annual
program schedule of more than three stations. Of the advertising
business conducted by all networks and stations in the same
year, $239 million (or 60 per cent) was business with national
or regional advertisers; $163 million (or 40 per cent) was with
local advertising. Of one great network’s total advertising rev-
enue, 35.7 per cent came from six sponsors. Of a total revenue
from advertising of some $400 million, 18.5 per cent derived from
only 10 advertisers. Such concentrated power, he comments,
surely puts networks in a most disadvantageous bargaining posi-
tion. With so much of their revenue owed to so few, how far can
independence be maintained? What happens to programs that
are of general interest but not sufficiently attractive to advertisers
to warrant sponsorship? He surveys, rather wryly, the chart
printed above and comes to the sad conclusion that minorities
of taste appear to receive short shrift.

But he remembers some superb ‘documentaries’ he has heard
and goes to the network that produced them, to praise and to

7 Despite the inroads of television, the attraction of radio as an advertising
medium continues to be great. Thus on 13 September 1949 Mr. Niles
Trammell, president of NBC, reported to NBC affiliates that “NBC goes into
the fall season in radio with only 5 evening half hour periods between
8 and 11 p.m. for sale. . . In the daytime, NBC is sold out solid, Monday
through Friday, with the exception of one 15-minute strip.’ (Quoted in
Variety, 14 September 1949.)
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thank it, and to ask why more programs of this general order
are not offered. He now encounters at first hand some of the
problems that networks face in this matter of ‘public service.’
They all stem, it appears, from the same source—the competitive
nature of our system and the networks’ dependence on big adver-
tisers. Here are some pertinent considerations to which his atten-
tion is drawn.

a. A documentary broadcast costs many thousands of dollars.
To pay for it, the network must dig into its own pocket.

b. If (as is usual) it is broadcast at a good evening hour, the
network forfeits the sum paid by the sponsor whose program
the documentary displaces or, alternatively, the program that
might have been successfully sold to a sponsor.

c. Moreover, the network (if it indulges extensively and regu-
larly in public-service broadcasts of this kind) finds itself in an
awkward competitive position on at least two counts. It reduces
the marketable time available to advertisers and thus provides
them with the incentive to turn to more hospitable hosts.
Secondly, advertisers, because they seek a mass market, give
careful attention not only to the effectiveness of the time they
buy and the program they sponsor, but also to the program
preceding theirs. They prefer to cash in on an audience already
attracted in large numbers to the network of their choice. They
tend to look askance at purchasable time, even at a peak listening
hour, if the preceding program musters a comparatively small
audience.

d. Sustaining programs are not always popular with a net-
work’s affiliates. Unsold time is wasted time—at least it means
money wasted. The network’s prestige is such, however, that most
affiliates can generally be prevalied upon to ‘carry’ outstanding
documentaries. Less important ‘sustainers’ fare less well.® Affili-
ated stations are liable to seize this opportunity either to secure

8 For examples of the proportion of affiliates not carrying network sus-
tainers, see ‘Public Service Responsibility of Broadcast Licensees, Federal
Communications Commission, Washington, D.C., pp. 32-3.
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a local sponsor for a program they themselves originate or, more
rarely, to substitute a sustaining program of their own as part
of their service to the community. Theirs, indeed, is a real
dilemma. So heavily are they committed to carrying sponsored
network programs that, if they must carry network sustainers too,
they can hardly call their souls their own. Network-affiliate rela-
tions, in fact, are appallingly complicated.

But our friend remembers reading a suggestion that networks
(and presumably all their affiliates) by joint agreement set aside
a period, or several periods, of time each evening in which they
will cater to listeners who represent various categories of ‘minor-
ity’ tastes. What about it? The network executive smiles, shakes
his head, and explains the difficulties. ‘In the first place,” he says,
‘ours is a competitive system. Such a suggestion is contrary to
the spirit of free competition and indeed smacks of socialistic
planning. In the second place, networks cannot afford such
sacrifice in that narrow span of time when mass audiences of
both sexes are available—and when, therefore, advertising rates
are highest. And thirdly, our affiliates would never stand for it.
Think of the advantage such a plan offers to the non-affiliated,
independent stations with which ours are in competition!’

By this time our friend has had enough, and he goes back
home to figure it all out and to try to reduce the problem to its
essence. He begins by reviewing the five factors listed earlier
affecting his desire and power to be a good broadcaster. He finds
that the first four factors have already come into play and that
the problem seems to work out more or less as follows:

Stations are licensed to serve the public interest and in the
process are permitted to compete with one another for profits.
Under our system, their only effective source of revenue is adver-
tising. Local advertising does not provide enough revenue for
fine, well-rounded program service, nor does the reflection of
local talent and local interests amount, of itself, to program
service in the public interest. Network broadcasting, however,

|
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provides the extended range and the improved quality of program
services desired and, in addition, the much-needed supplemen-
tary revenue from which to derive a profit. But such is the power
of national advertisers and such is the nature of their interest in
radio that programs at reasonable listening hours are dominated
by them. This fact is the more inevitable since ‘effective’ listening
hours are distressingly short. Three consequences follow: (a) Ad-
vertisers concentrate on programs with a potential mass market
to the exclusion (with some rare and honorable exceptions) of
programs of wide interest and inherent merit from a public-inter-
est point of view. (b). Networks and their affiliates have allowed
themselves to be jockeyed into a position in which they are no
longer masters in their own houses. By and large, advertisers,
not networks, determine (at least in the main evening hours) the
over-all balance of program services offered to the public. Such
abdication of control over program planning puts broadcasters
‘in queer’ with the FCC (should it ever decide to fulfil its
statutory responsibility), which holds stations, not advertisers,
accountable for program service in the public interest. (¢) Pro-
grams for audiences to be numbered in the millions, but still
short of the mammoth audiences sought by the national adver-
tiser, and service by local stations to their community are in-
evitably either crowded out altogether or cold-shouldered to
an hour unattractive to the advertiser and inconvenient to many
listeners.

Thus an inherent conflict appears to be involved between the
competitive pursuit of profits and the collective concern of all
radio licensees with serving the public interest. Is the conflict
really inherent or is it capable of resolution—not in ideal terms
but at least in terms of a balance of advantage for listeners
burdened with the now pressing task of making democracy
work? Our friend decides to defer his answer until he has ex-
plored the last of the five factors whose implications he set out
to test.
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5. OBSOLESCENCE

Our friend was much impressed by the seemingly huge profits
earned of late years by the average radio station. But as a
businessman, he knows that statistics lend themselves to de-
ceptively variant interpretation. We have already mentioned
some factors affecting the net gain in prospect for the radio
industry—not the least of which is the mushroom growth of
stations since the war. But we have yet to introduce our friend
to perhaps the most alarming threat to the radio industry’s
financial stability and the chief drain on its accumulated capi-
tal reserves.

In the course of less than sixteen years since our system of
broadcasting was stabilized under the Communications Act,
the radio industry has had to reckon with two revolutionary
developments in radio communication. The first was the advent
of FM, or Frequency Modulation. It may be loosely defined
(and distinguished from AM, or Amplitude Modulation, the
present standard system of radio transmission) as a new means
of transmitting radio signals which enjoys three distinct ad-
vantages. It eliminates virtually all ‘static,” that is, it allows of
reception clear of interference, whether from thunderstorms
or a neighboring doctor’s electrical machinery; it makes pos-
sible the transmission of a much wider range of sound fre-
quencies, i.e. musical transmission will be nearly perfect and
not, as now, distorted by the elimination of higher frequencies;
and it permits the transmission within a given area of many more
signals than is now possible in standard broadcasting without
serious interference. It suffers from one minor disadvantage in
that the range of transmission is limited. But this defect can be
remedied by building ‘booster’ stations that operate automat-
ically, that is, without attendant engineering personnel to regu-
late them.

Apart from the clearer and finer reception thus offered to
listeners, the main effect of FM was to increase the number of
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frequencies available and, therefore, the number of stations
that, physically at least, could be on the air at the same time.
Hopes and fears of the consequences of this revolutionary change
were variously expressed. FM was hailed by many as a welcome
means of introducing new blood into radio. More stations meant
more competition, more scope for experiment, and the testing
of the belief of some that radio’s larger, neglected minorities
would now come into their own.

The radio industry faced the prospect with mixed emotions.
On the one hand, FM seemed to dispense with the need for any
further FCC control over programs. (It was on the licensee’s
privileged access to a restricted public domain that the FCC in
part based its claim to a concern with his program service. )
On the other hand, the industry regarded with some alarm and
considerable distaste a technical change that promised little,
if anything, by way of increased listener interest (and therefore
revenue) while involving considerable expenditure in the ad-
justment of radio transmitters. Listeners’ homes were already
near the saturation point. All that was about to happen was
that radio’s traffic was now to travel to the listener on a ‘black
top’ instead of on a dirt road (though this metaphor does scant
justice to the general smoothness of present radio transmission ).

Nor did the industry relish the prospect of a flood of new
entrants into radio. Radio’s cake, consisting almost exclusively of
advertiser’s dough, was of a certain size; there was little prospect
of enlarging it. More stations would mean a smaller slice of
cake for everyone, and some broadcasters were reluctant to see
their relatively exclusive club converted into a genuine, com-
petitive free-for-all. Initial moves by the FCC, designed to
encourage newcomers and program experimentation, were there-
fore strenuously resisted, and after public hearings the FCC
revised its proposed regulations in favor of the industry.’

9 One of the FCC’s proposals was that all applicants for FM licenses who
were already operating on AM should guarantee to broadcast, for a few
hours a day, original and distinct programs on FM, not simply simultaneous
transmissions of their AM programs. This proposal was designed to even
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The results are to be deduced from statistics of current FM
operation. The transition from AM to FM drags haltingly along,
and comparatively few FM stations are operating today. The
industry, moreover, has successfully re-established its control
of traffic on the new ‘black top.” It has acquired a handsome
share of the FM frequencies in the most desirable locations and
a predominant control of all FM licenses thus far issued. As of
1 August, 1949, there were 739 FM stations actually on the air;
of these, 674 or 91 per cent were broadcasters already oper-
ating on AM.*® The financial outlay and the prospect of deferred
profit on their investment have proved too much for newcomers
to move in in large numbers.

The second revolutionary development is current, and the
street fighting is to be observed around us daily. Its outcome,
as far as radio is concerned, is still obscure. Whether radio’s
citadel itself will be stormed we cannot tell; the suburbs and
outskirts of the town, however, we must almost certainly con-
cede to the insurgents. Television is here. It is estimated that
there will be twenty million television sets within five years.
There is rather alarming (but not yet wholly convincing) evi-
dence that many owners of television sets prefer even inferior
television programs to their favorite radio programs. There is
some evidence, too (but it is likewise insufficient), that a similar
desertion of the movies in favor of television is under way. At
least the possibility that radio is obsolescent has to be faced.
(Perhaps a more decisive factor in this troublesome equation is
the seemingly substantiated fact that advertising over television,
engaging both eye and ear—and in due course, no doubt, to

out to a small extent the financial outlay both of established broadcasters
and of newcomers and also to force the pace of experimentation. It was this
regulation that the industry persuaded the FCC to withdraw. In addition,
the industry ingeniously and effectively loaded the dice against newcomers
(on the principle of squatters’ rights) by offering to its AM advertisers
simultaneous transmission over FM without extra charge. Newcomers conse-
quently sought in vain for advertisers crazy enough to substitute payment
for ‘something for nothing.’
10 Figures provided by the National Association of Broadcasters.




THE RADIO INDUSTRY 59

captivate the former with ravishing color—is even more per-
suasive than in radio.)

When considering such facts as these, the critic of radio is
forced to curb his impatience to see the industry plow back
some portion of its gargantuan profits into public-service
broadcasting. Our friend, the would-be broadcaster, has already
- become convinced of the complications inherent in radio’s present
setup; he now sees more clearly for what these profits have in
part been earmarked. Hard on the heels of the conversion of
AM to FM transmitters comes the liability for television. The
major strain is on the networks and more particularly on the
two protagonists NBC (backed by its owner, RCA) and CBS,
who in 1947 fought one another to a standstill over the issue of
black and white or colored television. Huge capital outlay on
research, experimentation, and promotion has been involved.
The risks are frightening, the issue for radio perplexing and
obscure.

With this bird’s-eye view of some implications of the last of
our five factors, our friend decides that he has probed far
enough. To simplify the whole question he reduces it to an
elaborate—and loose—metaphor. A few burly and well-padded
anglers (the advertisers), using hired rods (radio time), are fish-
ing for very large fish (mass audiences) and throwing small
fry (lesser audiences) back into a very small pond (limited
listening hours) which stands on private and posted property
(the public’s wave lengths). The men who hire out the rods
(the broadcasters) would like to go fishing themselves, for
they at least have licenses and know the man who owns the
property. But they are afraid to do so—except at times when
the anglers are not around, and when it is either too dark or too
early in the day for fish, large or small, to rise—for fear of losing
their well-padded customers. There is a game warden (the FCC)
on the property, but he seems uncertain of his rights and has
been a good deal intimidated by some influential friends (the
Congress) of the anglers, who appear to have forgotten that
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they owe almost everything in life not to the anglers, but to the
man who owns the property.

It is at this point that, for our part, we decide that the com-
plications of radio have unhinged our poor friend’s mind and
driven him to dizzy flights into metaphorical fantasy. With
regret and with an uneasy sense of deserting a fellow in distress,
we now leave him, to pursue our own more earthly analysis of
a seemingly insoluble problem. The question we now have to
ask—and it is the last that we shall couch in terms of metaphor—
is whether we can have our cake and eat it too.

Profit and Public Service

We have traced broadcasting from its infancy to its recent
coming of age. We have watched it change and develop in the
range, character, and quality of its program services and in the
structure of its organization. It has acquired an integrated per-
sonality and a co-ordinated control over its limbs and muscles,
as well as a voice of its own with which it today bespeaks a
point of view markedly different from that of earlier days. The
‘official’ voice of radio is that of the National Association of
Broadcasters, a trade association founded in 1923, of which all
four networks and 52 per cent of all AM and 64 per cent of all
FM stations are now members. In 1948 the NAB made public
a guide for the achievement of its purposes, involving subscrip-
tion by its members to various standards of practice.’* It opens
with a ‘broadcasters creed,” part of which is worth quoting:

We believe that American Broadcasting is a living symbol of
democracy; a signiﬁcant and necessary instrument for maintaining
freedom of expression. . . That its influence in the arts, in science,
in commerce and upon the public welfare, generally, is of such mag-
nitude that the only proper measure of its responsibility is the common
good of the whole people; that it is our obligation to serve the people
in such manner as to reflect credit upon our profession and to en-

11 ‘Standards of Practice,’ National Association of Broadcasters, Wash-
ington, D.C.
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courage aspiration toward a better estate for all mankind . . . ; that
we should exercise critical and discerning judgment concerning all
broadcast operations, to the end that we may, intelligently and sym-
pathetically observe the proprieties and customs of civilized society;
respect the rights and sensitivities of all people; . . . enrich the daily
life of the people through the factual reporting and analysis of the
news, and through education, entertainment and information, by the
full and ingenious use of man’s store of knowledge, his talents and
his skills.

This is surely an unexceptionable statement of belief, and the
impressionable reader, moved by the lofty tone of the credo,
might be excused for rejoicing that ‘God’s in his heaven, All’'s
right with the world’ of broadcasting. But we know that all is
not right—and never can be—and we have wearily to pursue the
question of what accounts for the obvious disparities between
radio practice and the above pious expression of the radio in-
dustry’s beliefs.

For the radio industry to bespeak ideals to which it is not in
fact primarily devoted and to which its practice only partially
conforms profits us as little as for the perfectionist to pester
radio to achieve the impossible. Both are red herrings to put
us off the scent in our hunt for a practicable, compromise solu-
tion of a real and perfectly understandable problem. Our radio
system is not perfect, nor are radio’s practitioners. They are not
even primarily and predominantly devoted, as the credo im-
plies, to public service; our system does not ask them to
be so devoted. The radio industry is invited to seek profits,
and it is for this reason that its members are in business.
(A non-profit system or even a limited-profit system would
not be ours, nor would it prove attractive to radio’s present
practitioners.) The industry is asked simply to plow back
some of its profits in order to cater to certain ‘lines’ of taste
and interest that are socially and culturally important but
not, under our system, ‘profitable.” The propensity of business-
men to become preoccupied with profits to the exclusion
sometimes of the consumer’s interests is likewise recognized
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under our system of broadcasting. Self-discipline, though de-
sirable, is recognized as unlikely to operate without the presence
of checks and balances. The radio industry is but one of three
partners. It is on the pressures exerted by the other two that
our system relies to keep profits and the public interest in more
or less stable equilibrium. When we take all aspects of the
problem into account, we see that the amount of money avail-
able for ‘plowing back’ is less than the innocent observer of
radio’s balance sheet may have been led to expect. If we can rid
our thinking of all verbal fustian involving the confusion of the
ideal and the practicable, and likewise immunize ourselves to
such verbal blandishments on the part of others, we shall be in
a better position to see radio for what it is and to know where
constructive criticism can be usefully applied.

It should be clear by now that under our system radio is lim-
ited in specific ways in what it can achieve for society. We must
distinguish at the outset between inherent and induced limita-
tions peculiar to our system, for some critics have blamed the
industry for defects of service for which it is not itself respon-
sible. For the perfectionist both kinds of limitations involve the
curtailment of his hopes of radio; for the realist it is only the
latter type that merits further exploration. Inherent limitations
are the physical and circumstantial factors we have reviewed
above: limited available frequencies and limited effective hours
of listening. Induced limitations are such man-made complica-
tions as have been superimposed upon the physical. These are
of two main kinds: (a) factors adversely affecting the free play
of competition and the anticipated advantages to the listeners
to be derived therefrom; (b) factors limiting the diversity of
programs offered to the public.

The reader should be familiar with some aspects of the prob-
lem of the monopolistic trend in radio from our summary of the
FCC’s Report on Chain Broadcasting. We know, too, that this
trend is not confined to radio or even to the mass media of com-
munication as a whole. Some men question whether the ava-
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lanche can be kept from rolling on and gathering still more
stones along the way. Considering the circumstances of tele-
vision’s advent, we wonder whether we are about to see press,
radio, movies, and television consolidated into a single, giant
empire, ruled by a few powerful, controlling interests. The ques-
tion is what, if anything, can be done about it.

The FCC’s efforts achieved at least the loosening of RCA’s
strangle hold on two of the four then existing networks. Our
discussion of network-affiliate relations should have indicated
why some of the other provisions of the Report on Chain Broad-
casting have been more honored in the breach than in the ob-
servance. So great is the identity of interests of networks and
affiliates that the latter have been prone to accept a voluntary
servitude, even though the FCC’s regulations gave them a key
with which to unlock their handcuffs. A degree of interdepen-
dence and mutuality of interest is present in these network-
affiliate relations that is altogether absent in most other industries
in which the giant fish have (as detailed in the report of the
Federal Trade Commission) swallowed the minnows. This fact,
however, does not exempt radio from the criticism of perhaps
the staunchest upholder of the virtues of true competition and
the rights of the small businessman. Morris Ernst indeed re-
gards the mass media of communication as the prime example
of the dangers of monopolistic tendencies in industry. A few of
his criticisms and proposed remedies may be cited here.?

He recommends the complete divorce, by legislative fiat, of
ownership of radio stations and newspapers, and a like severance
of NBC's tie to its parent organization, RCA. He is against mul-
tiple ownership of stations. He proposes a degree of tax exemp-
tion favoring the small-station owner, the lowering of line
charges (to reduce the financial burden of affiliated stations’
having to contribute to the heavy costs of wire connections be-
tween their station and the network program’s point of origin),
and some limitation on profits. He also recommends Congres-

12 Ernst, Morris, The First Freedom, Macmillan, New York, 1946.
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sional investigation of patent ownership and its crippling effects
on small-business operations in and out of radio. Whether the
reader agrees or disagrees with such proposals, he must decide
"where he stands on the monopoly issue and equip himself to
take an intelligent stand on the controversy that is bound to
continue on this subject.’®

What next, of factors limiting the diversity of programs of-
fered to the public? Clearly, nothing can be done about the
inherent limitation resulting from the paucity of hours during
which the public as a whole can listen. But there can be little
doubt that a greater variety of programs is possible—and indeed
desirable—than now obtains. A man-made limitation, and a
paradoxical one, prevents it. The authors of the Communica-
tions Act were undoubtedly aware of the problem of limited,
effective, listening hours. It was hoped, however, that this limit-
ing factor might be offset to a considerable extent by diversity
of service resulting from competition between stations. It is
true that the scope for such competition is affected, except in
a few large cities, by the limited number of frequencies avail-
able, but our present difficulties result from further man-made
limitations superimposed upon the physical. Although we have
discussed some of them, we may here recapitulate, with refer-
ence to the question of diversity.

1. According to the FCC’s Blue Book local stations have, with
rare exceptions, done little to groom and use local talent or, with
or without such talent, to foster local pride and interest in com-
munity affairs.

2. Affiliated stations, again according to the Blue Book, have
tended to act as mere transmitting agencies of networks’ more
popular entertainment programs while electing, by contrast,
not to carry some of the better network sustaining programs
aimed at minorities of taste.

3. Networks’ dependence for revenue on national advertisers

13 For another list of recommended reforms see White, Llewelyn, The
American Radio, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1947,
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(aggravated by the undue bargaining power of a few heavy
investors in radio time) has led to the latter’s acquiring the
whip hand in determining what programs should be offered to
the public, especially in the evening listening hours, and to an
excessive concentration on entertainment programs. Competi-
tion in this restricted field has in turn led to such abuses (as
many consider them) as the give-away programs and other en-
ticements to listen, apart from the inherent interest of the en-
tertainment offered. Thus the theory of diversity through com-
petition, which operates with considerable measure of success
in ordinary commerce, has in radio tended to work in reverse
because of the peculiar nature of radio advertisers’ interest.

4. The prospect of increased competition seemed assured by
the advent of FM. But we have seen how, for perfectly under-
standable (though, from the public’s point of view, regrettable)
reasons, the industry insured itself against any considerable
influx of new blood into radio. Here again we have to ask our-
selves among how many stations, particularly now with televi-
sion’s rival claims to take into account, the available advertising
dollar can be divided and still leave room for profit.

5. Effective radio coverage for listeners everywhere (though
no great, universal choice of programs) is physically feasible
and is provided for under the FCC’s system of frequency alloca-
tion. But again hopes have been confounded, and again for
understandable reasons. Broadcasters have concentrated in
thickly populated areas, and listeners in more sparsely popu-
lated areas have had to take a back seat, because advertisers,
with some obvious exceptions, have relatively small interest in
rural listeners as a market for their wares. This situation is part
of the price we pay for a system in which the advertiser calls
the tune; it is a problem that is less acute under other systems.**
There is little that can be done about it. It is difficult to see

14 See references to this matter in the discussion of British and Canadian
broadcasting in Ch. vi
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how commercial broadcasters can be forced to operate other
than in areas of their choice. Operators of clear-channel stations
might conceivably be made to carry a specified percentage of
programs especially designed to meet such listeners™ distinctive
needs. The FCC might be empowered to make such a require-
ment. Can it, however, specify (without being arbitrary) what
such distinctive needs are?

This admitted defect in our system might be mitigated to
some extent by the resourceful operation of FM stations in a
band of frequencies reserved by the FCC for use on a non-
profit basis by educational institutions. But few such have as
yet decided to take up their option, presumably on grounds of
the expense involved.’®

The reader must not judge whether or not a fair case has
been presented for the contention (advanced, we hope, dispas-
sionately and without rancor) that there is, in practice, some
degree of conflict between the industry’s pursuit of profit and
its service of the public interest until he has taken account of
two considerations:

1. There is, of course, legitimate and inevitable difference of
opinion as to what extent and kind of service of the public in-
terest is desirable. Special personal or group interests will color
each individual's conception of the ideal station’s balance of
program services, but everyone should at least have a point of
view on the subject. A useful exercise is to compile a list of de-
sirable program services and to plot these in what seems fair
proportion at appropriate times of day over a week of hypotheti-
cal broadcasting. The comparison of this program schedule with
the current programs of the reader’s particular local station (or,

15 [t is perhaps significant of the temper of the radio industry that efforts
to establisﬁ a state-wide system of such educational stations—in California—
were strenuously resisted and finally scotched and that among the objections
raised was that of ‘unfair competition. Believers in education can snatch
at least one chestnut of consolation from this fire by realizing that educa-
tional broadcasts are deemed by some members of the industry to constitute
serious competition to commercial broadcasting.
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for that matter, with any or all of the network schedules) will
‘provide the measure of his legitimate approval of what radio
now offers.*®

2. It is only fair to record that the radio industry itself dis-
putes the contention that conflict of any kind exists. It justifies
present practices by claiming that radio ‘gives the public what
it wants.” Listeners, it claims, are well-satisfied with radio. More-
over, it is argued, this must be so, for the advertiser’s only
chance of recovering his financial outlay on radio time and
talent is the listener’s satisfaction. Radio, indeed, is but one of
many working illustrations of the principle, tested by time and
experience, that free, competitive enterprise and the pursuit of
private profits are synonymous with public welfare and the
people’s satisfaction. Some venture even further and identify the
principle with the concept of democracy itself. (It is in this
sense, presumably, that the NAB'’s credo sees radio as ‘a symbol
of democracy.’)

The reader should examine each of these claims fairly and
carefully. He will be repaid by a fuller understanding not only
of the mind of the radio industry but of a conflict of views in
the broader field of industry-government relations which threat-
ens a dangerous schism in our society and a hopeless confusion
over the meaning and import of our democratic faith. For in-
stance, is it here implied that any system of broadcasting other
than ours (government-controlled radio, for example) is un-
democratic, and if so, in what sense? The reader should further
and more particularly ask himself what validity is attached to
the view that any attack on private enterprise, any suggestion
that it must yield some of its independence and subordinate its
primary objective—profits—to broader considerations of public
interest constitutes an attack on democracy. He may even won-
der whether an American citizen who believes that socialistic

18 For a sample of desirable program services that might be expected
from any station claiming to serve the public interest, see Siepmann,
Charles A., Radio’s Second Chance, Little, Brown & Co., Boston, 1946.
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planning and the nationalization of certain key industries is
desirable is disloyal to the American concept of democratic life.
Before reaching a conclusion he might recall Walter Lippmann’s
warning of the danger of the ‘either or’ mentality.




RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF THE LISTENER

‘Get what you want, or you will be forced to like what you get.’
—BERNARD SHAW

Our system of broadcasting is frequently described and justified
as being democratic. If this is the fact, the broadcaster is ac-
countable to the public and the public should have the final
voice in radio’s operation. How far is this true in practice?

We have previously described the system as one of free, com-
petitive enterprise within a framework of governmental regu-
lation. But this is inadequate as a definition since it omits, ex-
cept by implication, any reference to the public. We might better
describe our system as involving a triangular relationship com-
prising the industry, the FCC, and the listening public The
public constitutes the base of the triangle.

That our system was intended by its authors to be democratic,
in theory, at any rate, is borne out by some of the facts already
reviewed. The air waves belong to the people. Broadcasters
have only temporary and conditional access to them. The pri-
mary condition of such access has reference to public interest.
Both the extent and the limitations of the FCC’s powers like-

1 The advertiser, too, has acquired such power that he warrants inclusion
among the ‘forces’ at work. But our system does not officially acknowledge

his role. He is, or should be, like the ‘expert, of whom someone has said
that he should be on tap but never on top.
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wise relate to considerations of public interest. Obviously the
listener was meant to be ‘on top.” But though the Communica-
tions Act puts him there, it unfortunately gives him no direc-
tions how to stay there, and he suffers from the further disad-
vantage of being, like the Hydra, a many-headed monster
provoking the question how so many heads rising from a
single trunk can think and talk in unison. In radio, as throughout
the whole field of democratic life and action, the problem is
one of securing for the conglomerate public an effective and
practicable way of voicing its collective will.

In a situation so inherently complex as the voicing of a hun-
dred million wills it is futile to look for a simple or a single
solution to the problem. But we might recognize at the outset
two inescapable realities in the situation: (1) Where expression
of the collective will is concerned, it is unlikely that anyone
will get his way entirely. We must be prepared for compromise.
(2) If none or comparatively few of us exert ourselves to main-
tain our rights and to express our wishes, our rights will be
forfeited and our wishes flouted. The blessings conferred by
democracy must be earned. For, even though radio itself seems
to delude us to the contrary, we never get something for nothing.
Our system of broadcasting will not be democratic until listen-
ers exemplify, in their concern over its destiny and in their ac-
tion, the three conditions of all democratic living. They must
know about it, they must care about it—as one cares about
something one believes in—and they must participate in its di-
rection and control. How far does the listener measure up to
these elementary tests?

Late in 1945 and again in 1947, the National Association of
Broadcasters financed a nationwide investigation of the public’s
attitude toward broadcasting, which gives us some answer to
this question.? The following facts were revealed:

2 The figures and quotations below are from the two studies which were
later published: The People Look at Radio by Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Harry
Field, Chapel Hill, 1946; and Radio Listening in America by Paul F.
Lazarsfeld and Patricia R. Kendall, Prentice-Hall, Inc., New York, 1948.
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1. KNOWLEDGE

Only 50 per cent of a representative cross section of the listen-
ing public were aware that government has anything to do with
the operations of radio stations; 16 per cent actually denied that
it had; 34 per cent did not know. Only 22 per cent knew that
Britain has a different system. Indeed, ‘in the case of the or-
ganization of radio, people do not even seem to know that any
other alternative way of running radio actually exists.

2. CONCERN

Radio caters to a variety of tastes, though in unequal measure.
It touches on delicate issues. Questions of fair play and equit-
able service arise constantly and inevitably, for everyone can-
not be pleased at once and there are always those who can
never be pleased at all.

It would seem therefore that concern about radio would be
widespread and, in some quarters, intense, but this is far from
true. Of those asked whether they ever felt like criticizing when
they listened to the radio, 36 per cent answered ‘no.” This un-
critical attitude varies, of course, among the social strata, but
even among the college-educated people tested, 23 per cent
were never critical. As we go down the socio-economic scale,
the proportion of the uncritical increases. Among high-school
graduates 31 per cent and among grade-school-educated listen-
ers 49 per cent are never critical. Such figures speak volumes
about radio and about democracy, and their implications are
worth pondering.

3. PARTICIPATION

On the extent to which listeners are active in influencing the
policy of networks and stations, or in support of (or opposition
to) the FCC, the report gives us only indirect clues. No ques-
tions were asked on this important subject. But it is clear that
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if only half of the listeners are aware that government has
anything to do with broadcasting, the FCC can hope for little
information or advice from the public regarding the performance
of some 3000 stations which, without such help, it cannot hope
to police. The suspicion that few listeners are in any sense active
about radio is confirmed by the paucity of independent Radio
Listener’s Councils in existence. Correspondence, or rather the
absence of it, would seem to suggest that those most critical of
radio give vent to their spleen in private conversation or in con-
vention resolutions rather than in constructive criticism ad-
dressed to the proper quarter—the radio stations and networks.
All in all, one has the impression that listeners are vastly ig-
norant about our system of broadcasting and, with rare excep-
tions, are as uncritical of its performance as they are unaware
of its unrealized potentialities.

It is true, of course, that we cannot all be actively concerned
over all the issues that affect our individual fortunes and our
democratic way of life. Life is too short and the modern world
too complex. Is radio, then, one of those matters that we can
relegate to a secondary level of significance in the over-all func-
tioning of our society? Let us suppose that it is of first im-
portance and ask ourselves how, then, the listening public can
make itself effectively felt and cease to be the sleeping partner
who, as things are now, has a big share of responsibility for
whatever is wrong with broadcasting.

There are at least six ways in which the public can be aroused
to a greater concern about broadcasting and become a more
active partner in its affairs. No one of them is wholly satisfactory
of itself. Indeed, all of them together constitute only a remote
approximation to the ideal. This, however, should not discour-
age us, for such crude approximation is the lot of man. Many
of us would be much happier and much saner if we ceased
crying for the moon and disciplined ourselves to understand
the truth about ideals. Ideals are goals to be pursued. It is ar-
rogant for man (as the artist or the saint, whose life is devoted
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to the pursuit of the ideal, will tell you) to hope that he will
attain them. We are entitled, and indeed must be committed,
to a healthy discontent with most things as they are, ourselves
included. But we destroy ourselves if we insist on nothing but
the best. That is too much to hope for. The satisfaction and
inspiration of living derives from journeying in the direction of
our heart’s desire, not from reaching journey’s end.

1. The listener can exercise his franchise in radio most simply
and conveniently—and, in the long run, most effectively—by
listening. The size of an audience is at least a crude index of
a program’s popularity, and, though this should not be the sole
criterion for determining what programs should be offered, it
is an important one. Radio, after all, is mass communication.
The manifold claims upon its service are such that it cannot
properly afford (especially in our commercial system) to cater
to a mere handful of listeners. Like a railroad system, radio has
main lines and branch lines of service. Service on branch lines
is likely to be less regular and less efficient than on the main
line—until the listener population on the branch line grows. If
the population decreases, the branch-line service is likely to be
closed down. Voting by listening is thus an important means of
determining the direction and extent of radio’s services.

2. Not only can we ourselves listen (and thus register our
individual vote) but, as in politics, we can canvass others to
vote with us and thus support our program candidate. Such
canvassing occurs, in an unorganized, haphazard fashion, in
people’s casual exchange of comment on programs they have
heard. Audience-building of a more organized kind holds out
possibilities that as yet have scarcely been tapped.

Here is a weapon of peculiar value to those who represent
minority tastes. Indeed, the canvassing of others is the only way
in which minorities of any kind can ever hope to escape from
their ‘inferior’ status. Respect for minorities is a graceful token
of the recognition by majorities that they, despite their num-
bers, may be mistaken. But they will not wait forever to be
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persuaded. Minorities must bestir themselves. By and large
(and obvious exceptions will occur) they must increase their
following or go under.

All of us can and should canvass in this fashion. The oppor-
tunity to do so is greatest when our private interest coincides
with a group interest, such as that of church members or trade
unionists. Probably the most potentially powerful group in our
society is the teaching profession. An intelligent and sympathetic
influence on the program choices of children might produce
within a generation a transformation of radio’s program struc-
ture.

3. Not only can we listen but we can write. It is important to
do so. The available means for measuring ‘listener load’ are
far from accurate. Radio’s meter, the rating system, is unreliable
at best. To count up letters is admittedly no substitute, for this
is an even less reliable test of the size of audiences. But the
purpose and the usefulness of correspondence are in terms of
human rather than scientific values. It is a means of resolving
a curious paradox about radio, which is surely the most human
and, at the same time, the most impersonal of all modes of com-
munication. Its hold on our emotions, as we shall see in the next
chapter, is peculiarly strong. Radio personalities, together with
screen stars, are modern objects of idolatry, a fact that when
you come to think of it, is strange. For the voice we hear on
the air is a disembodied voice; the strains of music in our living
room come to us distilled from the air, not from the strings of
violins. Thus, when we write letters we remind ourselves that
there are human beings ‘at the other end.’ It is a salutary ex-
ercise by which we may partly recover that sense of belonging
of which the machine age has so disastrously deprived us.

Correspondence has the simultaneous advantage of reminding
broadcasters that listeners too are human and not merely figures
on a statistical chart. Mass communication tends, almost in-
evitably, to reduce people to cyphers. You cannot ‘know’—still
less can you ‘like'—a crowd, a fact that accounts, perhaps, for
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the insincerity and cynical contempt for their clients of some
who cater to mass appetites. Such considerations make it clearer
not only why we should correspond but with whom we should
do so.

a. Correspondence is probably most important with your local
station. In the first place, it is yours. It operates on a wave
length that constitutes your ‘private line.” Indeed, the local sta-
tion’s first responsibility, as the FCC has repeatedly insisted,
is service to, and reflection of, the life and interests of local
listeners. The local station is likely to be your most responsive
court of appeal, for it is directly and exclusively dependent on
your good will. Moreover, if your interests are local, it is the
only agency that can serve your need. At the local-station level
there still survives that comparative intimacy of relations that
the term ‘community spirit’ betokens. The virtues that stem
from its survival need tender nurturing.

To discount the value of your influence as a single correspon-
dent (and thus to bespeak the false and dangerous humility
implicit in the plea “‘Who am I to comment?’) is to sell your
democratic heritage for a mess of potage. For such non-partici-
pation is the bane, and ultimately spells the death, of demo-
cratic life. Moreover, lone correspondence is not your only
weapon. Just as listening can be organized, SO can correspon-
dence. This is an age of collective bargaining, of group pressure.
You can supplement or substitute your private correspondence
by letters to which your friends or members of your group ap-
pend their signatures. Such correspondence all but forces ac-
knowledgment, consideration, and perhaps even action.

b. Correspondence with a network may seem, at first glance,
to be no more than the doubtful privilege of cranks and busy-
bodies. For here, we might think, the individual voice is surely
lost in the simultaneous, undifferentiated tumult of the millions.
In fact, however, though we may count for less in one sense,
we count here for more in another. Our discouragement stems
partly from a misconception, an illusion, in regard to what a
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network is. The illusion is the result, in radio as in other ref-
erences, of the modern, impersonal, remote, and mammoth
structure of operating enterprises. (In this connection, we might
offer the psychologist an intriguing field of research. What, for
the average man, would be the mental picture evoked by the
word Standard Oil, or RCA, or, for that matter, NBC? Would
it be a man, a building, a diagram, or a chart? Whatever it is,
one might hazard the guess that the image is not likely to be
personal.)

If our guess is right, it is likely that the ordinary listener con-
ceives of a network as a great, monolithic structure impervious
to the weather of public opinion, proof even against earthquakes
of listener agitation. This conception is illusion, for it obscures
the fact that networks are not in fact monolithic but are com-
posed essentially of innumerable human bricks. Apart from their
personnel, they are nothing. It is equally illusory to assume that
this personnel is all of one mind. In every network are contend-
ing factions, conflicting interests. Correspondence is a means—
and, if organized, a most effective means—of influencing a
network’s internal balance of power. It is testimony to be used
by our friends within a network in an atmosphere where ‘money
talks’—but where the currency takes the form of listener prefer-
ences. There have been instances (and there could be many
more) in which programs have been saved from discontinuance
by listeners’ correspondence. We have, at any rate, no right to
declare our impotence until we have tested every available
avenue of influence.

c. It would appear to be ignorance of the FCC’s existence,
rather than objections to it, that accounts for the meager cor-
respondence addressed to it by listeners. The surveys already
quoted show that a significant pcrcentage of listeners look to
government as a desirable protector of their interests on the air.
Thirty per cent desire that the government insure that news is
accurate; 23 per cent that it insure that controversial discussion
is fairly balanced; 21 per cent that a reasonable amount of edu-
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cational broadcasting take place over all stations.* Yet rarely
have such views been communicated direct to the FCC, which
has been left to act on behalf of listeners without encourage-
ment and largely without criticism. This situation is disastrous
to the effective operation of our system, which depends on the
interlocking directorate of the three partners. .

The best time for correspondence with the FCC is just prior
to the date on which a station’s license comes up for renewal,
i.e. every three years. If the renewal of licenses is to be other
than perfunctory (as it now is, except in rare instances), the
Commission needs considered judgment of a station’s steward-
ship by responsible members of the community. This judgment
should come preferably from groups representative of various
interests in the community, for the Commission cannot act on
the whim of individual listeners.

It has been suggested that the FCC would do well to hold
hearings on license renewal in the community itself, rather than
in Washington. The hearings would thus become a local event
to which the local press would give publicity, and witnesses
would be spared the expense and inconvenience of a journey to
the Capital. Whether by this or some other means, the need to
associate listeners actively with the Commission’s licensing ac-
tivities is urgent. For the effective representation of radio’s senior
partner is at present even more farcical than that of the ma-
jority of shareholders at the annual meetings of our large cor-
porations.

4. The Radio Listener’s Council is an entity of which prob-
ably not one listener in a thousand has ever heard. This fact is
not surprising, for few of these councils are in existence. It is,
however, important to know about them since they represent
probably the most promising means of educating radio’s audi-
ence to its responsibilities. The cynic is likely to claim that
democracy—even in the limited sense in which it as yet exists
at all—survives in spite of, not because of, the people, and only

3 Lazarsfeld & Kendall, op. cit., p. 89.
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through the almost superhuman efforts of a mere handful of
devotees. (Most of us, alas, are idiots in the original, Greek
meaning of that term—people who attend to their private affairs
and let public affairs go hang.) This is altogether too true of
radio, and the Listener’s Council is one of the rare exceptions
proving (i.e. testing) the rule.

Great, but as yet unrealized, possibilities for making radio
truly a people’s platform are available in the Radio Listener’s
Council. The idea of such councils is the federation of interest
in radio of all social groups in a given community—independent
of influence or financial support by radio stations. The functions
of such a council may be thus summarized:

1. To collect and publicize essential facts on the present state of
broadcasting. .

2. To facilitate and encourage discriminative listening to worth-
while programs.

3. To bring pressure on stations to eliminate abuses.

4. To voice the needs of the community by preparing blueprints
of worth-while programs to be executed by a station.

5. To provide listeners with opportunity to meet and to discuss
their interests in radio.

6. By means of bulletins and circulars to alert listeners to im-
portant developments in radio.

7. To carry its members’ views to the Federal Communications
Commission, whether with reference to matters of policy
raised in public hearings before the FCC or to the renewal of
a given station’s license.

8. To influence not only radio but the press by correspondence
and prepared articles on radio as a social force.

Three such independent councils, two of long standing, offer
precedents for all to emulate: The Radio Council of Greater
Cleveland, The Wisconsin Association for Better Radio Listen-
ing, and The Radio Listeners of Northern California. All three
have been through their growing pains and have a wealth of
information to offer on the know-how of organizing and holding
the interest of members. All of them issue bulletins and guides
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to their members, steering them to programs of proved value,
keeping them informed on current happenings, and garnering
the needs and opinions of individual members. All of them are
watchdogs for the listener, ready and able to protest the abuse
of air time and to promote its better use.

The growth of such councils is important. It is a community’s
best safeguard against the exploitation of the people’s wave
lengths and the surest guarantee of the consideration of its
needs by radio stations. Nothing, perhaps, will mnore affect the
future of broadcasting than knowledge by a station that, when
its license comes up for renewal, there will be included in the
docket an accurate and critical appraisal of its services, compiled
by the community and presented by a Listener's Council in
evidence before the FCC.*

It is quixotic to hope that the ordinary listener will become
informed and active in the ways thus far enumerated other than
over a long period of time. Nor is he likely to progress far by
his own unaided effort. It is for this reason that we have stressed
the importance of action in association with others. Two means
remain to be noted by which his progressive understanding of
radio’s importance may be naturally and easily enhanced.

5. The first is the development of a responsible corps of radio
critics and the parallel development of significant research. The
critic is, among other things, the retail agent of research. He is
also publicist (of programs available) and, in his own right, a
commentator. He can set up signposts, for the listener to follow
along the road to more discriminating choice and enjoyment
of programs and to a broader appreciation of what is at stake
in broadcasting.

The problem posed for him—by the amount and evanescence
of all that goes out over the air—is not as serious as it seems at
first sight. In the first place, the ‘sameness,’ the stereotyped

4 This section on Listener’s Councils is reproduced from The Radio
Listener’s Bill of Rights by Charles A. Siepmann, Freedom Pamphlet Series,
Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B'rith, New York, 1949.
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character of much that is broadcast, reduces to manageable pro-
portions the amount of matter calling for distinctive comment.
(Up to a point the stereotype is inevitable. You cannot be origi-
nal, and still less distinguished, for sixteen hours a day the whole
year round.) In the second place, the publicizing and criticism
of programs are only part of the critic’s duties. He has wider
fields to conquer, for radio (as we have seen) illustrates, in
convenient miniature, many major problems and controversics
of our time. Thus the intelligent radio critic is at once a student
of political and social science, a psychologist, an educator, and
a philosopher. In an age that compels us more and more to
draw on others for knowledge and understanding, he can assume
a leadership in the market place of thought that may prove
epoch-making. For in radio a vast audience awaits him. Radio
is everybody’s business, a subject pre-eminent, perhaps, in the
commonalty of its interest.

The hostility of the press to radio as a dangerous competitor
is slowly yielding to recognition of what has long since been
demonstrated—that radio supplements rather than substitutes
the function of the press and is in fact a recruiting ground for
newspaper readers by increasing the number of those who are
news-minded.® As this perennial hostility decreases, there should
be room for more radio columnists dispensing useful criticism
rather than mere chitchat. The popularity of such a responsible
and intelligent columnist as John Crosby shows the possibilities
for the extended reader-interest that radio provides. It is a pity
that he has few peers, even in New York, and scarcely a col-
league of even approximate calibre outside the city. Radio badly
needs critics.

6. Last but not least is the role radio itself might play in edu-
cating listeners. The shocking ignorance about our system re-
vealed in the studies sponsored by the National Association of
Broadcasters shows the need. Radio bristles with controversy

5 For confirmation see Lazarsfeld, Paul F., Radio and the Printed Page,
Duell, Sloan, & Pearce, New York, 1940.
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and lends itself to many-sided discussion. True, the Blue Book
was discussed on at least one network, but against what back-
ground of familiarity with the facts and issues? In 1948 hearings
on the FCC's ‘Mayflower decision’ raised the vital question of
freedom of speech. Yet few listeners were acquainted by radio
even that hearings were taking place, to say nothing of the
variant points of view expressed. In the same year the National
Association of Broadcasters finally completed a Code of Ethics
governing the conduct of its members in broadcasting. More
than a year was required to compile it, yet the listening public
was never consulted. These examples show that much must be
achieved before the industry’s insistent claim that it relies on
listeners for guidance can be accepted. Radio’s confidence and
clear conscience regarding its service to listeners will be dem-
onstrated when networks and stations admit regular critics of
radio to the air, thus fostering constructive interest in better
programs.



Vi

THE LISTENER IN AMERICA

‘The average person is surrounded today by ready made intellectual goods
as he is by ready made foods, articles, and all kinds of gadgets. He has
not the personal share in making either intellectual or material goods that
his pioneer ancestors had, Consequently they knew better what they them-
selves were about, though they knew infinitely less concemning what the
world at large was doing.”

—JOHN DEWEY

Leisure is important, particularly today when for millions work
is unrewarding other than in terms of dollars. It is in our leisure
hours that we have opportunity to discover ourselves and to
increase our stature as civilized people. Indeed, we might say
that the measure of a given civilization is the amount of leisure
it offers and the use to which this is put. It is the latter that
is crucial.

Here in America radio is our main pastime. More than 90
per cent of American homes have at least one receiving set.
Millions have several. The average man and woman spend more
leisure hours in listening to the radio than in anything else—
except sleeping. The poorer and the less educated we are, the
more we listen—and naturally so. For radio—cheap, accessible,
and generous in its provision for popular tastes—has come to be
the poor man’s library, his legitimate’ theater, his vaudeville,
his newspaper, and his club. Never before has he met so many
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famous and interesting people, and never have these people
been at once so friendly and so attentive to his wishes. Even a
President has repeatedly addressed him as a friend!

“The proper study of mankind is man,’ and such is the main
object of our study in this book—man, primarily, in America.
Radio’s ubiquity, its variety of services, man-in-America’s avid
and almost universal use of them, and the extensive research
of these uses provide us with unusual opportunities. We can use
radio as a mirror in which to study the reflected face of John
Q. Public.

To speak of the ‘public,” except in a very rough and ready
sense, however, is a snare and a delusion. People have almost
nothing in common except their primal instincts. Even though
radio can boast of a fairly full house (in terms of homes
equipped with a receiving set), the house is never actually full.
This is the first essential fact that the student of radio must
grasp. A few simple illustrations may help.

1. ‘Everybody’ never listens at the same time.

9. While millions listen to the same program, millions of others
are listening, by choice, to something else or, because they do
not have a satisfactory choice, are not listening at all. (Under
competitive pressure from television, radio has begun, belatedly,
to study the habitual non-listener.)

3. Despite network operations, the range of choice varies for
different listeners. Many are ‘earthbound’ in quite a narrow
sense. Rural listeners are particularly limited in what they may
choose to hear.

4. The time of day and other occupations condition the num-
ber of people who can listen, even if they want to, at a given
hour. Daytime listening is a prerogative mostly of women, as
late-nighttime listening is of insomniacs and night watchmen.
Thus, radio’s public is never whole. But outward circumstances
are as nothing, in terms of their fragmentation of the listening
public, as compared with tastes. There is broad agreement on a
few points, marked disagreement on most.
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I. SHARED ATTITUDES

1. Ranro v GENERAL

Listeners, by and large, think well of radio: 80 per cent believe
that it is doing either an ‘excellent’ or a ‘good’ job.* This, alas,
is somewhat less flattering than it sounds if we remember that
35 per cent never feel like criticizing when they listen. The
public, apparently, is not exacting. Radio is such a boon that
listeners hesitate to look the gift horse in the mouth. This throws
interesting light on the poverty of many people’s lives before
the advent of radio; their resources for relaxation and enjoy-
ment were meager.

2. NeEws

The majority of listeners regard radio as a reliable and con-
venient source of news; 76 per cent like to listen to the news
in evening hours; 44 per cent use radio, rather than newspapers,
as their main source of news.?

The listener’s main criticism of radio news is that it is too
brief and lacks detail, and that there is a scarcity of local news.
(Listeners who are in this sense critical, though they are com-
paratively few, thus support the FCC’s contention in its Blue
Book that local stations are not adequately serving their com-
munity.) Regarding local news, 36 per cent of those with an
opinion (in 1945) were critical. How radio can meet such
criticism and still satisfy the public’s voracious appetite for other
types of programs is a nice point. In competitive broadcasting,
which precludes concerted planning of programs on different
wave lengths, the dilemma is particularly marked.

1 These and the following statistics are from Lazarsfeld and Field, The
Listener Looks at Radio, Chapel Hill, 1946, and/or Lazarsfeld and Kendall,
Radio Listening in America, Prentice-Hall, New York, 1948.

2 In the first NAB survey, in 1945, 61 per cent was the figure. Dr. Lazars-
feld thus accounts for the change: ‘Now that the war is over, it is possible
that news has become less vital to the average citizen or that he is likely
to think so; therefore, we can expect the re%ative importance of radio to
have declined somewhat.” Lazarsfeld and Kendall, op. cit., pp. 34, 35.
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3. CoMEDY

In addition to news, only one other program category has an
equally general appeal—comedy and variety. Some critics com-
plain that programs of this type are stereotyped and dull—in
the sense that they employ routine formulas, vary little over
the years, and pull out only a few stops in the register of en-
tertainment. We should notice, however, that, valid as this crit-
icism may be, it is as much a reflection on listeners as on radio, for
in this field of service especially radio is highly responsive to
public opinion. Here is a good example of how easily we seem
to grow to like what we get, of how we tend to adapt to, rather
than control, environmental influences.

News has one other near rival for the crown of popularity, and
that is music; 76 per cent of listeners like some kind of music on
the air. But here tastes differ widely, and as a category music
is too broad to be informative; we shall, therefore, revert to the
subject when we consider differential preferences.

4. ADVERTISING

We referred in Chapter 1 to the interesting history of public
attitudes toward advertising, perhaps the most striking of all
examples of public adjustment. Opinion in this matter has
veered from north to south, from active dislike to ready toler-
ance and even to positive enjoyment: 32 per cent, apparently,
are in favor of programs with advertising, 385 per cent ‘don’t
particularly mind them,” and only 31 per cent either do not like
them (22 per cent) or would eliminate them (9 per cent).

How far can an industry dependent for its livelihood on
advertising afford to be complacent over the evident resentment
of almost a third of its customers? This question is the more
pointed for the fact that ‘opponents of advertising feel so very
strongly and are so articulate in promulgating their opinions.
On the other hand, the defenders of commercials make mild,
friendly statements when questioned directly. . . But the main
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danger is yet to be mentioned. . . —attitudes toward advertis-
ing color what people feel about radio as a whole. The more
irritated people are toward commercials the less likely they are
to react favorably to radio as a whole.’® The problem, how-
ever, is not insurmountable. Very few (9 per cent) desire the
destruction of our system of broadcasting by taking all adver-
tising off the air. Reform is possible if radio is prepared to take
account of the main causes of eriticism. Complaint, where it
exists, is that commercials are too long and too frequent, that
they are boring, that unwarranted claims are made, that social
taboos are violated, and that unpleasant devices are employed
to get our attention.

These facts and figures are the results of personal interviews
with a carefully selected, representative cross section of ‘the
public.’ They are subject to qualification on a number of counts,
but there is no reason to doubt their approximate accuracy.
They pose several questions: What accounts for these shared
attitudes? On what evidence or experience do they rest? What,
from a social point of view, does all this amount to? Would a
similar survey conducted in some other country, with a different
system of broadcasting, produce similar results, and if not, why
not?

However, there is even more evidence (far more than we can
here cite), resulting from similar, as well as variant, interview
techniques. One such variant allows of a much fuller and more
intensive exploration of the minds of the persons interviewed.
They are not asked predetermined questions (which inevitably
circumscribe and reduce the spontaneity of the response) but
are encouraged to describe their experiences in.their own way.
Only thereafter are prescribed questions introduced. It is to an
inquiry of this kind that we now turn for more light on the
public’s state of mind as once more revealed in the context of
radio—though not as confined to radio or even, necessarily,
deriving from its influence alone. We have always to remember

3 Lazarsfeld & Field, op. cit., pp. 24, 25.
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that our predispositions antedate radio; it is our image it reflects,
though at times with such hilarious or grotesque distortion as
occurs in the hall of mirrors at a fun fair.

On 21 September 1943 a beloved star of radio, Kate Smith,
did and achieved something unprecedented.* Between 8 o'clock
in the morning and 2 am. the next day, she broadcast, on 65
successive occasions, an impassioned appeal to the public to buy
War Bonds. The response was phenomenal. By the time her
broken and exhausted voice was heard for the last time, thirty-
nine million dollars’ worth of bond pledges had been registered
by listeners. A sample of her audience was subsequently in-
terviewed by men and women trained in psychology and soci-
ology. We summarize below some of their main findings and
hypothetical interpretations, selected for their bearing on the
subject we set out to probe in this book—the state of mind of
our society and its relevance to the operation of broadcasting.

One of the major discoveries of this inquiry was that the
success of Kate Smith’s radio marathon was due not simply to
well-chosen propaganda stimuli (i.e. to persuasive reasons given
for buying War Bonds now) but to two factors in listeners
attitudes stemming from a much wider social context. ‘Listeners
responded differently in terms of their constructions of “what
Kate Smith was really like.” Other responses clearly involved
reference to the “kind of world in which we live”.” It is with
the first of these two factors that we are here concerned.

4 This summary account is culled from the pages of Merton, Robert,
Mass Persuasion, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1948. Unlike the study
previously cited, the sample chosen for this inquiry was unfortunately not
nationwide. The cost proved prohibitive. The study comprised 100 intensive
interviews and a brie}aer polling interview with 978 New Yorkers. For this
and other reasons the extent to which the conclusions are ‘representative’
remains a matter for surmise, That they are very broadly so, however, would
seem to be established by the corroborative evidence ofy other studies in and
out of the field of radio.
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5. INTEGRITY

Many respondents attached enormous importance to what they
considered Kate Smith’s integrity. What grounds had they for
this belief? Here was a person unknown except as a radio per-
former, a disembodied voice, invested by listeners with the aura
almost of saintliness. What occasioned this ‘projection’? The
investigators’ interpretation of this extraordinary phenomenon
is suggestive.

The enormous importance ascribed to her integrity reflected our
subjects’ conviction, partly based on experience and magnified by
consequent anxiety, that they are often the objects of exploitation,
manipulation and control by others who have their own private
interests at heart. The emphasis on this theme reflects a social dis-
order. . . It is a product of a society in which “salesmanship”—in
the sense of selling through deft pretense of concern with the other
fellow—has run riot. Only against this background of skepticism and
distrust stemming from a prevalently manipulative society were we
able to interpret our subjects’ magnified “will to believe” in a public
figure who is thought to incarnate the virtues of sincerity, integrity,
good fellowship and altruism. . . The very same society that pro-
duces this sense of alienation and estrangement generates in many a
craving for reassurance, an acute need to believe, a flight into faith.
For her adherents, Smith has become the object of their faith. She
is seen as genuine by those who seek redemption from the spurious.®

We have no proof that this is one of those shared attitudes
we are now engaged in listing. But if it is a valid description
of a cause-effect relationship,® we have ample means—through
radio and other media of mass communication—of testing the
danger of its becoming such an attitude, as revealed in the
prevalence of manipulative techniques. Individuals, according
to our creed, are ends in themselves; to use them as instruments
is to belie that creed.

5 Ibid., Fp. 10, 143.

6 A similar interpretation of the effects of a manipulative, money-centered

society is to be found in Mannheim, Karl, Man and Society in an Age of
Reconstruction, Harcourt, Brace & Co., New York, 1940.
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Should we assume, however, that such a social disorder is
widespread, it might be argued that this is refuted by our pre-
vious cvidence that commercial advertising is widely popular.
But the contradiction is less real than apparent. For it to be
real, we should have to assume that all, or most, radio advertis-
ing is unscrupulously manipulative—which it is not. Moreover,
the more deep-seated the people’s belief that they are constant
victims of commercial duplicity, the greater is their desire (and
therefore their tendency) to invest those who betray them with
that virtue that people wish them to possess. It is thus that the
human psyche, when uncontrolled by reason, ties the noose by
which to hang itself.

Kate Smith is here a case in point. People invested her with
virtues that they had no valid reason to believe she possessed.
She may have meant every word she said, but there was nothing
in the circumstances to justify belief that she did so. The te-
alities of the situation were simply these: a famous radio star
took a script, conceived and written by others, and gave it the
impassioned rendering of an accomplished actress. The situation
was essentially contrived, as the product was, on the face of it,
synthetic. And before we hasten to condemn Kate Smith—should
she not have been personally identified with all the words she
spoke—let us remember that some of the inducements dangled
before the listener to buy bonds were themselves spurious and
that the true purpose of the drive—to prevent inflation—was
sedulously concealed.

6. Tue SeENSE oF BELONGING

We shall have frequent occasion to refer to the decreased
‘sense of belonging’ that modern conditions of life have pro-
duced; it is part of ‘the curse of bigness.’ It is already a far cry
to the days of the town meeting and to times when men felt
themselves personally involved in the direction of public affairs.
It is not, therefore, surprising that one of the compelling factors
in the Kate Smith campaign was the welcome feeling it induced
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among individual listeners of joining with others in a common
effort. ‘It provided surcease from individuated, self-centered ac-
tivity and from the sense that the war was too big for the in-
dividual’s effort to count.

We need no statistics to prove the almost universal desire for
such significant participation. Radio here simply offers a con-
venient example of a shared attitude. But it is also a powerful,
integrating influence in this regard.

A striking example of how radio can evoke a sense of signifi-
cant participation is its use of the ‘documentary’ technique, by
means of which listeners are made aware of important aspects
of our life that present problems for solution through intelligent
social participation. Blame for the fact that these programs do
not as yet command mammoth audiences or actually result in
widespread participation cannot be laid primarily at radio’s door.
Radio, it would appear, is still too new for us to have learned to
harness it successfully to the wagon of co-operative social action.
It remains, and more’s the pity, an ‘outrider.’ One of the major
problems of our time is not merely the control of the mass media
of communication, but their effective use and integration with
other educational resources directed at restoring that sense of
significant participation that so many people appear to have lost.

f
7. SERVICE AT A PRICE

Some claim that ours is a ‘money culture,’ that the ‘almighty
dollar’ provides our main motivating force, and that altruism is
conspicuous by its absence. That some among us are thus moti-
vated brooks no denial. To what extent ‘dollar preoccupation’
constitutes a shared attitude is not, as yet, susceptible to proof.
But a rich society, like a rich man, has always to ask itself how
far the inducement of high monetary reward takes precedence
over more weighty considerations in matters of vital decision.

How far, for example, is the reluctance to enter, or to stay
in, government service influenced by the greater monetary in-
ducements offered by private industry? Or, to take two examples



THE LISTENER IN AMERICA 91

from radio itself, is it fair to claim that the radio industry has
subordinated public service to a consideration of pure profit?
What is the general effect on listeners of radio’s ‘give away’
programs? To what extent does the ‘pot of gold’ psychology
distort our general sense of values?

Social statistics are not of primary importance here. The
question is most pertinent and most capable of being accurately
answered as we apply it to ourselves. It is primarily a private
question but with important public implications. It raises the
abiding problem of the extent to which we are dominated by,
rather than ourselves determining, social mores.

The Kate Smith study throws some light on this question. One
of the prevailing convictions among her listeners, which con-
tributed to their strong attachment to her, was that she was not
paid for her all-day broadcasts. ‘This readiness, in our commercial
civilization, to serve without pay was taken as the very touch-
stone of sincerity and disinterestedness. The swift astonishment
with which informants looked upon this disinterested act only
expresses their belief in its rarity . . . and since she was un-
remunerated, reasoned our informants, it follows that what she
had to say was genuine, heartfelt and true.’”

8. Crass CONSCIOUSNESS

Through decades during which ours was still an expanding
economy and the frontier was still ‘open,’ the success of the
private-enterprise system was instrumental in creating a shared
attitude peculiar to America. Even the poorest and most recent
immigrant believed that here, at any rate, the ladder of oppor-
tunity was ava