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Preface

his book was written out of 20 years of teaching and writing broadcasting
history and out of the sincere conviction that our normative knowledges and
standard accounts of broadcasting in the United States need serious revision.
The Egvi_si_(ms__‘that I bring to it stem from commitment to a cultural studies
approach to history and social analysis, central to which is a focus on the workings
of power in our culture and in our meaning-preducing institutions and practices.

It is not hard to see that, in many previous histories of the central role that
media have played in our nation’s and the world’s events, an unspoken but pow-
erful hierarchy prevails that selects, defines, excludes, and emphasizes in accor-
dance with values that privilege the stories and strategies of certain social groups
and marginalize those of others. Mostly, in the Western world, this hierarchy has
privileged the experiences and interests of men over women, of Europeans over
people from other parts of the globe, of the educated upper and middle classes
over the working class. It has also tended to preserve conservative and power-
laden visions of social structure, families, sexuality, the role of business and gov-

ernment, and an unquestioning view of America’s dominant and isolated place ip
the world. Additionally, the focus of traditional histories tends to center on the
hardware of conimunication—technology, organizations, laws, economics—and

to skip over the ways that these crucial components interact with cultural values,

social discourse, audience formation, and the production of meaning, without

which broadcasting cannot be fully understood nor its social and political impor-
tance appreciated.

It is my intention in this book to uncover the arbitrariness of many of these
biases, to counterpose some of the people, events, and ideas that contradict these
exclusions. and to foreground some of the untold stories of U.S. broadcasting his-
tory in all thelr meqsy, culture constructmg complexity. Only Connect examines

Yo “ach chapter opens with an overview of
the social tensions of its ‘nstonca.l ical period, looks at the media environment that
influenced broadcasting, and proceeds to examine not only industrial and regula-
tory developments but also the rich texture of programming innovations, the
audiences they created, and the debates they provoked.

Uniquely, this book employs a Connection, or case study approach. Each
Connection goes into a particular issue, event, program, or influential figure in
depth, as an illustration of the larger picture the chapter has sketched out. Each
Connection is based on the work of one or two historians whose research has
broken important ground in the field, and 1 encourage readers to consult their

Xv
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publications directly for deeper insights than this broad overview can accom-
modate. Thus the purpose of the Connection structure is not only to illustrate
key developments in broadcasting history in all their fascinating detail, but to
point to significant works in this vital field and to encourage readers to think
about history as a lively area of scholarship and debate, not as inert facts in a static
past. Each chapter closes with Notes, F urther Reading, InfoTrac College Edition
sources, and a list of Web sites that readers can consult for their own research
and enjoyment.

Only Connect seeks to place broadcasting in a detailed web of social, politi-
cal, and cultural connections that inform and illuminate what takes place in the
studio, on the screen, and in the living rooms of the nation. In doing so, it high-
lights the tensions and contradictions that run through broadcasting’s history,
bringing out social struggles, utopian and dystopian visions of media power,
attempts to restrict what can be said and heard over the air, and disputes ever
opening up the airwaves to a more democratic system of voices and images. It is
an interventionist history, seeking to generate questions.as much as to provide
answers.

To write in this way is not to imply that previous histories have nothing to
teach us: They do. They taught me, and I have drawn heavily from many of them
in researching this book. Throughout, the work of Christopher Sterling and John
Kitross, in Stay Tuned: A Concise History of Broadcasting in the United States
(Wadsworth 1986) has provided a basic reference point and remains one of the
most comprehensive sources for U.S. broadcasting history, particularly in the
areas of policy and industry structure. I owe them a great debt in this book. Simi-
larly, Erik Barnouw’s masterful three-volume history has inspired generations of
students to pursue the study of the fascinating melange that is broadcasting in this
country; all of us draw on his work and particularly admire the progressive vision
he brings to the role media can, and should, play in a democratic system (A His-
tory of Broadcasting in the United States, Oxford 1966. 1968, 1970). I am also
appreciative of Michael Emery and Edwin Emery’s sweeping The Press and
America, 8th edition (Simon & Schuster 1996) for a cultural interpretation of the
history of the print media. Other historians without whose reference works the
field would have been much impoverished include John Dunning (On the Air:
The Encyclopedia of Old-Time Radio, Oxford 1998), Tim Brooks and Earle Marsh
(The Complete Directory to Prime Time Network TV Shows 1946-Present, Bal-
lantine Books 1982), Alex McNeil (Total Television, Penguin Books 1996), Harry
Castleman and Walter J. Podrazik (The TV Schedule Book, McGraw-Hill 1984),
and Harrison B. Summers (editor, A Thirty Year History of Programs Carried on
National Radio Networks in the United States, 1926-1956, Amo 1971). For gen-
eral background reading on U.S. history, nothing is more useful than Howard
Zinn's The Twentieth Century: A People’s History (Harper 1988). There are also
many scholars whose works I have featured in the Connection sections of this
book, or included in the text or in the Further Reading lists, who have done
important and groundbreaking work in the field of media studies. I'd like to thank
them all, and hope that they in turn will find this book of use.

The people who helped me in the writing, revision, and publication of this
volume are numerous and have not only inspired and guided my work but have



PREFACE xvii

saved me from some really embarrassing errors. Special thanks go to Jennifer
Wang and Jason Mittell, my first readers, who provided more helpful suggestions
than I can enumerate and caught more mistakes than I will ever fully admit to!
Douglas Battema supplied a thoroughgeing critique and also, crucially, a depth of
background on the history of media and sports, which this writer badly needed.
Thanks to my readers through Wadsworth, whose reviews guided my revisions.
They are: Douglas Battema, University of Wisconsin at Madison; Susan L.
Brinson, Auburn University; Steven Classen, California State University at Los
Angeles; Susan Douglas, University of Michigan; William E. Loges, University of
Southern California; Anna McCarthy, New York University; Edward Morris,
Columbia College at Chicago; Lisa Parks, University of California at Santa Bar-
bara; Michael K. Saenz, University of lowa; Thomas Schatz, University of Texas
at Austin; Reed W. Smith, Georgia Southern University; and Thomas Volek, Uni-
versity of Kansas. Karen Austin, my former editor at Wadsworth, helped to bring
this project to fruition through her enthusiasm and support; without her it
wouldn’t have happened.

Overall, I dedicate this book to my colleagues and students, past and pres-
ent, at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Without the scholarly environment
that they have created—with its truly impressive array of ideas, theories, re-
search, publication, discussion and, yes, argument—my own intellectual life
would be greatly diminished. I believe the last eight years working at Madison
have taught me more than any other academic experience of my life, and I'm
grateful to be part of this lively, provocative, and productive group. As our former
graduate students go out to universities and occupations around the world, I am
proud to be able to cite their work and contributions in my own scholarship and
to know that they are influencing generations of students in turn.

We cannot truly understand the workings of broadcasting, our most per-
vasive medium, if our histories focus only the stories of the few at the top and
ignore the many oppositions and uprisings of subordinate groups as they have
struggled for a stronger position in our imperfect democracy, through our imper-
fect media. Though only glancingly alluded to, I hope my strong commitment to
a more perfect and egalitarian political system, with democracy as its base and a
vital and diverse media to support it, has come through clearly in this work. Only
Connect seeks to demonstrate the ways in which the United States has devel-
oped, struggled, argued, and connected through its broadcast media in particular.
First radio, then television, now supplemented by the Internet, have both united
and divided us as a nation and as citizens of the world. Yet I believe the overall
progression (not without serious remissions) from a controlled paucity of author-
itarian voices to a more diverse, open, and inclusive system is the good news of
the twentieth century. It didn’t happen without work, debate, and conflict, how-
ever, and many signs at the beginning of the twenty-first century point to a
renewed danger of concentration of control and closing off of democratic possi-
bilities. However, as I note in the concluding chapter, it is heartening to see that
knowledge of history actually can help to deflect or diminish the effects of certain
counterprogressive events that would set back the cause of diversity and democ-
racy. I can only hope that this volume might contribute to the re-imagining of the
future through revision of our stories of the past.



MAKING HISTORY

The title of this book, Only Connect, comes from Howards End, a novel written by British
author E. M. Forster in 1910.! You may have seen the film produced in 1992 by Mer-
chant-Ivory and released to much critical success in the United States. It’s about the inter-
secting lives of three families in Edwardian England—the romantic, liberal Schlegels; the
wealthy. conservative Wilcoxes; and the poor, struggling Basts—who meet by chance and
who, through a series of accidents and misunderstandings, find their lives forever altered.
Forster opens the book with the phrase “Only connect . . " above the first paragraph, and the
process of making connections—between actions and their outcomes, between rich and poor,
between the past and the present—creates all manner of problems for the characters.

In the books climactic scene, Margaret Schlegel tries to make Henry Wilcox see that his
behavior affects the lives of others. He doesn’t see the connection between his own infidelity,
which ruined the life of Mrs. Bast, and his condemnation of her sister Helen’s out-of-wedlock
pregnancy.

“Not any more of this!” she cried. “You shall see the connection if it kills you, Henry! You

have had a mistress—I forgave you. My sister has a lover—you drive her from the house. Do

you see the connection® Stupid, hypacritical, cruel—oh, contemptible!—a man who insults

his wife when she’s alive and cants with her memory when she’s dead. A man who ruins a

woman for his pleasure. and casts her off to ruin other men. And gives bad financial advice,

and then says he is not responsible. These men are you. You can’t recognize them, because
you cannot connect. . . . Only say to yourself: ‘What Helen has done, I've done.””2

Henry Wilcox here stands for the inequities and blind spots of a whole way of life in early
twentieth-century England, a time during which change took place so rapidly that people’s
values, heliefs, and perceptions could barely keep up. It takes a while longer for Henry and
the other characters to realize the results of these failed connections, but by the end of the
book Margaret and Henry are married, Helen has had her baby in defiance of Victorian
morals, and the future seems brighter. Some connections have been made, and Forster holds
ont the promise of barriers lifted and contradictions at least temnporarily resolved.

Why begin a book about the history of broadcasting with a quote from an author who
wrote before radio, and most certainly before television, were even invented? For one thing,
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Forster’s novel is about the tragedies that occur when connections fail, or are mishandled.
Sometimes it's communication that fails—the telegram arrives too late, a dying woman’s will
is ignored, or two conversations overlap in a way that confuses them both. Other times it’s a
social or perceptual connection that’s missed—the failure to understand how one family’s
affluence and good fortune is gained at the expense of a whole class of others or how an
unconsidered effort to fix things can have tragic results. It is also a meditation on the changes
that twentieth-century culture and “progress” are making on traditional ways of life, how a
shift in one direction can cut off another, and how each “improvement” comes along with pos-
sibilities for ruin.

This ambiguity at the heart of progress—the push/pull tension that says as one thing is
gained, another might very well be lost—forms the core of Forster’s vision in Howards End
and also informs the history of broadcasting in our century. With each new marvel of com-
munication—promising so much progress and improvement in quality of life—came worry
about the negative effects of the new connections. For each utopian hope, there was a cor-
responding dystopian fear, and many of them, as we shall see, revolved around the barriers
that new forms of communication and connection both knocked down and, in other places,
built up.

History, too, is about making connections. This first chapter will not plunge immediately
into a chronology of broadcasting-related events, but will spend some time considering
exactly what role 1, as the author of this book, and you, as its reader, play in the construction
and use of this thing called “history.” You may have picked up this book because it is part of a
course on the history of broadcasting, or because you are interested in reading an overview of
radio and television’s impact on twentieth-century culture, or because you have an interest,
personal or professional, in the media and like to keep up with books in this field. The subject
of this book most likely seemed transparent: a tracing of the varions circumstances, condi-
tions, and actions that led to the development of broadcasting and its uses in the United
States, with all the major players and programs highlighted and the most important issues dis-
cussed. The word cultural in the title might have alerted you to the likelihood that radio and
TV programs and their audiences would be emphasized over the more traditional, and almost
excliisive. emphasis on mdusfry and policy found in many books on the subject.

However, even a moment’s reflection will reveal that the enormously complex and varied
set of events that might be said to comprise broadcasting’s past—even if we limit it to the
United States and to primarily this single century and to only the national networks that are
our common experience—cannot possibly be included within the pages of one book. This
is particularly true if we consider the ways that radio and television have intersected with
people’s lives as an important part of the history of broadcasting. For example, suppose we
consider that TV’s history is not just a history of the networks, or of the FCC (Federal Com-
munications Commission), or of media magnates like Rupert Murdech or David Sarnoff, but
equally of the many people, you and me included, who have used the medium, carried its
information and meanings into our lives, figured in the marketing and programming plans of
decision makers, and understood ourselves and our world through its representations. Then
television would have a billion histories—as many histories as there are viewers to experience
it. Where could we possibly begin such a history? How could we draw lines around it suffi-
cient to contain it within the covers of a single book?

In short, we can’t. And part of the intellectual heritage of twentieth-century postmod-
ernism is acknowledgment of this fact. The traditional historian takes a stance above and
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beyond the content of the book—omniscient, omnipresent, and invisible, neutrally and objec-
tively setting out what is manifestly true about the past: “just the facts.” This book is predi-
cated an the premise that such a stance is false and misleading. Each book, and especially a
textbook designed for the classroom. starts out with a distinct set of assumptions and theories
that guide the author in making the inevitable and extensive selections—what to put in, what
to leave out—that go into writing a book. As cultural and historical theorists such as Michel
Foucault and Michel de Certeau teach us, each book starts with a preconceived framework of
ideas—about what’s important and what'’s not, who counts in history and who doesn’t, which
sets of causes and effects are relevant to the story and which aren’t—that all too often the
author hides behind a mask of neutral knowledge and objectivity.

Thus knowledge is never neutral and objective, but partial, contingent, and constructed.
De Certeau, for instance, reminds us that a historical narrative always begins at the end: By
the time the author sits down to write, he or she has already determined what the outcome of
the story will be, and even the events that begin the history are merely the product of the end
of the author’s series of decisions and choices. However, it is not the selection and privileging
process that is at fault here—no book can be written, no story told without it—but rather the
denial that such a process exists, and most of all the corresponding erasure of the role of you,
the reader. Are you just a passive recipient of the “true facts” about the liistory being told?
Does history happen without you, or do you play a role in deciding what history is?

Throughout this history, you will be frequently reminded that this author has made selec-
tions and omissions in the countless billions of events that make up the history of broadcast-
ing and what led to the particular choices and inclusions made. You will be introduced to the
work of many other historians and authors as we go through this historical narrative, so that
their varied and sometimes conflicting perspectives can serve as a balance to mine—and to
yours. You will be encouraged not to read this history as a seamless whole, as an inevitable and
already completed progression of events, but as a creative process of interpretation and con-
struction in which you can, at any moment, intervene. You can draw upon your own knowl-
edge, look into historical evidence at your own initiative, evaluate the interpretation given an
event or program, and ask some hard questions that the book overlooks. This is what making
history is all about; it is not just a historian in a room surrounded by books and musty docu-
ments, writing out some true and self-evident story of the past “as it really happened,” but a
process by which both writers and readers activate a certain perception of their culture, past
and present, and put it into use in their daily lives and shared understandings.

1 don’t pretend that our role is equal; as the author, I have obviously set the ground rules
and laid out the field of play. And I won’t deny—as you may not either—that who I am as a
person plays an important role in the choices I have made: As a White, middle-class, Mid-
western American woman born in the mid-1950s, my interpretation of events comes along
with not only a set of overt theoretical beliefs, which I can and will highlight and discuss, but
with a set of assumptions and biases of which I am not always aware. If you occupy a social or
cultural position different from mine—if you are, say, a young African American woman, or
an older Asian man, or a son of Latino immigrants, or from an Orthodox Jewish family, or per-
haps even a neighbor of mine with a very different set of opinions—then you will no doubt
see many holes in my perceptions, many points at which your experience of our mediated cul-
ture departs from mine that need to be included. And when you express these views, putting
them into words in class or into writing as you do your own historical work, you enter into the
process of constructing history, and you enrich it.
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THE POWER OF HISTORY

So what are the basic goals of this book and the conceptual framework it uses to get there?
My purpose is to offer an overview of the complex and often amazing way that our primary
tw entletll century broadcast media—radio and television—have intersected with our national
culture to pmduce not only institutions (such as networks, stations, cable channels, the FCC)
but also texts (programs, messages, representations, documents), sacial disconrses,(ways of
thinking and talking about these phenomena), and audiences (real, experienced, measured,
and imagined). [ believe that the best way to understand how broadcast media work in our
society is to look at them as conduits for social and cultural power. This includes the power to
create understandings about the world and the people who Tve m it, the power to direct our
attention toward some things and away from others, the power to influence how we see our-
selves and our potential in life, the power to ensure that certain kinds of things get said over
and over, while others remain silent, on the margins, without a voice.

Obviously the media are centers of huge amounts of economic and social power, not only
in the United States but all over the world. The single largest sector of the U.S. export econ-
omy is now media and intellectual property. Radio and television are multibillion-dollar per
year businesses. Hundreds of thousands of people are emploved in the entertainment sector
of our economy. Our political process, and the political processes of other nations, have been
and continue to be fundamentally influenced by the power of the media.

It Flows Two Ways

Yet, we the audience are not powerless in this media megalith. Every day we pick and choose
among a variety of prograins, messages, and meanings available to us. We understand media
texts dependmg on our own knowledge, values, and experiences. We accept the truth of some
messages and reject others. Of course, the power to make meaning out of texts is not neces-
sarily equal: Analogous to the author/reader situation, the producer of a text makes the initial
plavs while the audience has a harder time being heard. One has all the mighty machinery of
the media industry on its side, the other can find it difficult to talk back or to find an entry
point into the machine.

Are we ever influenced in our thinking without our conscious knowledge, persuaded of
the fact of something without being totallv aware of it? Yes, or advertising wouldn’t be as ef-
fective as it 1s! This can be particularly true when television or radio produces an overwhelm-
ing consensus about something. when it frames or represents a “tact” over and over, in a
variety of settings, in a way that conforms with deep-seated social inores. For instance, one
popular way of e\plammg the domestic sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s is that they simply
reflected the reality of people’s lives during that conservative, family-oriented, rather dult
period of history. As post-war baby boom families purchased TV sets for their new suburban
living rooms, ndtumll\ they w(mted to see people just like themn on TV. Donna Reed families
begat The Donna Reed Show. Does this explanation work?

This brings us to the first Connection in this book. The Connection feature pulls together
the historical or theoretical material in a focused case study. Tvpically, a Connection highlights
the work of scholars or historians in the field, summarizing their arguiments and referring you
to their work if you are interested.
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A typical American family, Donna Reed version.

Connection Seeing Through the Fifties

Here, we consider the way that television and history intersect. Before getting into a more theoretical
consideration of just what history is and how it has been redefined by poststructuralist theorists and his-
torians in the late twentieth century, let's go back and look at a basic historical fact that most of us
already know about television: Television in the 1950s emphasized the White middle-class family to the
exclusion of all else. Furthermore, we might also know that this was simply a reflection of how American
society “was” in the 1950s—a point of view that even affected political policymakers in the 1990s. Con-
servative leaders in the early nineties like Newt Gingrich, Pat Robertson, and Governor Kirk Fordice of
Mississippi invoked a 1950s vision of the “safe streets, strong families, and prosperous communities of
yesteryear,” and others recalled the era as a time in which “things were better” and “the country was
moving in the right direction.” “Strong families” meant heterosexual, nuclear units with a dad who
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worked, a mom who stayed home and looked after the house, and good clean kids who respected their
parents. “Things were better” because the government stayed out of people’s private lives, and families
were self-sufficient and right-thinking.

Where does this perception of the past, specifically the 1950s, come from? Certainly there were
many programs on television during this time that did depict such families, and many of them were
highly rated. Father Knows Best (CBS/NBC 1954-1962), Leave It to Beaver (CBS/ABC 1957-1963),
The Donna Reed Show (ABC 1958-1966), The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (ABC 1952-1966),
Make Room for Daddy (ABC/CBS 1953—-1964), Dennis the Menace (CBS 1959-1963), and Beulah (ABC
1950-1953) all featured a family composed of a stay-at-home mom, a vaguely employed dad (but
always white collar), a minimum of two children with at least one being male {you could have a family of
all sons but never all daughters). They were always White but of no discernable ethnic heritage (not
noticeably Irish, or Polish, or Italian), of no particular refigion but definitely Christian (never Catholic, how-
ever, and not Jewish, though many of the actors, writers, and producers were). The mere possibility of
anything or anyone not heterosexual was never alluded to, and though Mom or Daughter might occa-
sionally get restive about their preordained domestic fate, they always got over it in @ humorous manner
that reinforced the rightness of “traditional” ways.

These families lived for the most part in a substantial suburban single-family home, with a yard and
trees and neighborhood schools that the kids coutd walk to. Their kitchens contained the most modern
appliances, they dressed well, owned at ieast one car, and entertained regularty. They ate meals together,
served by Mom (unless there was a maid, usually depicted as an African American woman, as in Beulah
or Make Room for Daddy). Not only were all the families affluent and mysteriously nonethnic, so was
everyone else in their neighborhood and social circle.

Mary Beth Haralovich explains the success of this type of show by linking it to the economic needs
of the networks and their advertisers during these crucial post-war decades.* She discusses the various
government incentives encouraging home ownership in covertly segregated communities outside the city
limits, the strategies of the expanding post-war consumer products industry, and the rise of market
research designed to promote consumption. These three trends were closely tied to the emergent busi-
ness of the television broadcast networks, as they promoted TV set sales to suburban homeowners;
aired shows sponsored by the manufacturers of home appliances and other consumer goods; and in-
creasingly used market research to match up audiences, products, and appropriate programming.

Both programs and advertising spots reinforced the same _C(ﬂsumeri§t_lifg§tyjé; The Cleaver's
kitchen featured the same appliances advertised during the commercial breaks; the Nelsons could be
seen using the Kodak cameras that sponsored their show. By combining these strategic economic imper-
atives with a realistic film-based style of production, programs such as the ones above produced a rep-
resentatioral universe that naturalized the conditions they were in fact trying very hard to sell to the
American public: the ideal consuming family. By featuring families such as these—and only families such
as these, excluding working-class, non-White, and nontraditional families—such programs seemed to
claim that this was how Americans just naturally were. {If not, something was wrong with them.)

in fact, as Haralovich and others have shown, this was far from an accurate picture either of most of
the programs on TV at that time or of the average American family. The majority of families in the United
States were not in fact nearly as affiuent, “nonethnic,” or “traditional” as their TV models. The statistical
majority of U.S. citizens occupied lower-middie and working-class jobs and neighborhoods, identified
strongly with their diverse ethnic and racial heritages, and included a far higher percentage of women
working outside the home.

TV's efforts to convert Americans to an affluent, consumption-based lifestyle can be seen as an
ongoing social project that in fact contradicted the way that most of us actually lived our lives. Educational
films such as “A Date with Your Family,” for instance, produced in 1947 (Ephemeral Films), demonstrates
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how clearly unnatural such a middle-class milieu was for its intended audiences, who needed to be
instructed in how to conduct family life along proper middle-class consumerist lines. As sociologist
Stephanie Coontz wryly puts it, “Contrary to popular opinion, Leave /t to Beaverwas not a documentary.”

Secondly, these programs, though popular, were far from the dominant or most highly rated pro-
grams of the 1950s and 1960s. A quick look at the top-rated 25 shows for 1959-1960 reveals only The
Danny Thomas Show (Make Room for Daddy), Dennis the Menace, and Father Knows Best; westerns
made up the largest number of top programs (Gunsmoke, Wagon Train, Have Gun Will Travel, Wanted:
Dead or Alive, The Rifleman, The Lawman, Chevenne, Rawhide, Maverick, and The Life and Legend of
Wyatt Earp) and by far outranked the family shows overall. Meanwhile, other shows featured playboy de-
tectives (77 Sunset Strip), a single working woman (The Ann Sothern Show), stand-up comedians (The
Red Skelton Show, The Ed Sullivan Show) and “hillbillies” (The Real McCoys). A look at local television
schedules might even contradict the unarguably dominant “Whiteface” of TV, as Doug Battema argues.$

Could it be that our perception of the 1950s, both socially and on television, is more influenced by
Nick at Nite reruns than any kind of historical fact? And this is not simply idle speculation when govern-
ment policy depends on just such questions. How we interpret the meaning of the domestic sitcoms of
the 1950s depends on the connections we make: Do we connect these sitcoms to a historical mode of
family life as it simply “was,” as conservative rhetoric in the 1990s attempted (and that we might decon-
struct by looking at conservative political objectives)? Or do we connect them to a host of industrial and
social strategies and changes, as Haralovich does? Depending on the context into which we put these
television programs, and the explanations we write around them, their history changes, even though the
facts of their existence do not.

HISTORY = THE PAST + HISTORIOGRAPHY

History is a slippery object. The family sitcoms mentioned above are historical texts, pro-
duced in the pas aparticular set of circumstances. Does that make them history? And
if so, can we understand them, as conservative leaders in the nineties apparently did, as trans-
parent windows to the world of the past? Clearly this is wrong, but how can we make sense
not only of television’s—and radio’s—relationship to the past but of what history is, and how
we can possibly “know” anything abaut it?

Here we need to make a distinction: The English language uses the same word, history,
to_denote both “the past” (all those events that occurred sometime before the present
moment) and “historiography” (writings about the - past). They are not the same, and Keith
Jenkins in Re-Thinking History suggests that we break apart the two terins to arrive at the
equation above: History (our understanding of what happened in the past) consists insepara-
bly of both the past and historiography.”

Jenkins points out the many logical reasons why we can never know anything about the
past without the intervention of some kind of writing or telling: The past is such an infinitely
immense body of events that our consciousness could never encompass it all; the past is infi-
nitely variable, depending on the perceptions of each individual participant or observer. The
past cannat be directly experienced but only hinted at through what Jenkins calls traces of the
past—documents, records, memories passed on through verbal or visual means, monuments,
artifacts, or television shows. Some traces are more closely connected to the past than others
(the courtroom transcript of a trial, say, rather than a news story or a docudrama about it)

>
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some we call reliable whereas others are flawed (but why?); all must go through a process of
interpretation and validation to mean anything,

Historical Erasures

Just as the writing of history must depend on some available and credible traces of the past (or
else we would not grant it the special status of fact as opposed to fiction), the past can only be
known through such traces and through the writing that brings themn together. The past does
not exist independently of historiography—for how could we ever know it except through
what is written or somehow preserved? But neither could history ever be written without
careful use of clues to the past, or it would cross the border into fiction.

Furthermore, as historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot reminds us in Silencing the Past, his-

tory is made not only by official historians, writing official histories.® Rather, we produce and
use history every day, and such use alters the historical record. If we, or a conservative politi-
cian, choose to remember the United States in the 1950s as a place patterned after The
Donna Reed Shotw, then this use becomes part of the historical record and thus a part of his-
tory. The repeated assertion that 1950s America res o s r.of TV si .ac-
ively begins to erase from qurc emory=—from our history—a whole set of events
such as militant labor strikes, African Americans’ struggles for basic civil rights, restrictions
hgainst Blacks and Jews in many “idyllic” suburban communities, and McCarthyism playing
yut behind the scenes) that were every bit as much of the past as the happy domestic families
m TV.

Even though some events can be proved to have happened, if they are not repeated in
the right places, or worse, if they are overlooked or omitted by powerful histories, they can be
silenced out of existence. Trouillot uses the example of the successful revolution in Haiti
in the 1790s that brought former slaves to power and established an independent Black-
governed state. The story of Haiti’s revolution was downplayed or written out of accepted
Western history by White American and European writers unable to face the contradiction
between treasured democratic ideals and the kind of race-based thinking that allowed and
justified enskavement.

We might think similarly about the history of working women on television. A medium
that depended on extraordinarily powerful female producers and executives—Lucille Ball,
Donna Reed, Ann Sothern, Joan Davis, and others—could not permit these women to play
themselves as themselves: successful businesswomen. Instead, the prevailing emphasis on
getting women out of their wartime jobs and back into the homne to be good consumers meant
that television’s women had to present themselves as housewives only (or domestic laborers,
if they were non-White), even if some, like Lucy, constantly struggled to get out. Thus the his-
tory of 1950s America becomes a pastoral vision of moms at home, despite the fact that by
1960, 40 percent of American women worked outside the home, making up over a third of
the total workforce, and the fact that in television many found powerful and influential
careers.

HISTORY AND NATION

What determines which facets of the infinitely variable past are preserved and remembered,
and which are forgotten and silenced? Here is where social power comes in, and with it an-




HISTORY AND NATION

other extremely relevant concept for the study of broadcasting: the nation. If you were born
and raised in the United States, you have probably never thought about broadcasting as a spe-
cifically national medium. That is becanse you live in one of the most ethnocentric cultures in
the world. We export our media products across the globe, and it is a rare country that has not
had seme experience with U.S. films, music, or television, not to mention similar products
from other countries.

In contrast, unless you are Latino/a and have tuned in to the growing world of Spanish-
language media, you have probably never experienced media inade outside the United States
except on an occasional basis—a recording from Brazil, perhaps, a movie from India, or a
BBC show on public television. We Americans—meaning citizens of the United States—live
in a cultural cocoon created by our own powerful imedia industries. Despite our reputation as
a melting pat country where a myriad of cultures meet and adapt, and there is much truth to
that, when it comes to television, in particular, we are extremely insular. When’s the last time
you saw a sitcom from Singapore, a soap opera from Mexico, a news report from Russia, a
palice drama from France? Yet citizens of most of these countries routinely watch news on
CNN, reruns of Friends, the latest episode of The Bold and the Beautiful or NYPD Blue. They
are learning much about our culture; we are woefully ignorant of theirs.

Our Way

Included in this ignorance is the indisputable fact that broadcasting, in particular, is deeply
tied up in the nationalist project. That is, from the very beginning, as we shall see, control
over broadcasting has been a crucial part of defining who we are as a nation, defending our
national interests over those of other countries, :fid creating a sense of our national heritage
and histor%This is also true for other nations; in fact, in virtually every other country in the
world, radio (and later television) was considered such a vital part of national interest that it
was put under the direct control of government and supported by public funds. Only in the
United States was broadcasting permitted to be funded by private, commercial corporations
through the sale of advertising time. Most other countries thought that was a crazy idea—
just asking for social disorder and squandering a valuable national resource. But we did it
our way.

Our unique broadcasting history came about partially because of our lucky position as a
very large country without inuch concern about competition for limited broadcasting fre-
quencies. or much worry that our two contiguous neighbors—Canada and Mexico—would
infringe on our broadcasting territory. It was also a result of the deep-rooted American reluc-
tance to let the federal governiment make too many of our important decisions for us—and
our equally strange willingness to let major corporations take on that role instead.

One of the greatest utopian promises of the revolutionary new technology of radio in
the 1920s was its ability to tie our vast and varied country together as a nation. Here was a
medium through which a polyglot people could learn not only to speak proper English but
also learn about their national heritage and just what it meant to be American. When televi-
sion came along, these promises were heightened. In 1941, David Sarnoff promised an eager
nation that “The ultimate contribution of television will be its service towards unification of
the life of the nation, and, at the same time, the greater developiment of the life of the in-
dividual.”® Even today, you must be a U.S. citizen to own a broadcasting station. (Witness
Australian Rupert Murdoch’s problemns in this area when he purchased the Fox network.)
Similarly, one of the strongest arguments used by the media industry to get the deregulatory
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Telecommunications Act of 1996 passed was that only by these concessions could the U.S.
industry remain a worldwide power and resist takeover by powerful foreign companies.

Border and Identities

As historians Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob point out in their book, Telling
the Truth About History, an important aspect of the developing discipline of history in the
United States and Europe—what they call “scientific history”—was its concern with demon-
strating and justifying the spread of Western knowledge and democratic nationalism.! This
nationalism is the defining focus of most history as we know it, as nationalism has been one of
the prime motivating factors in the past events of the last two centuries. But, defining “nation”
does not just mean fighting wars, instituting governments, and defending our borders against
foreign encroachments; it also means shaping a notion of who we are and who we are not, of
giving ourselves an identity as a nation apart from all others.

This means that the structuring categories of identity within our national social system—
those classifications and hierarchies that define each individual’s role and allot his or her posi-
tion in life (most relevantly race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, class)—are just as vital to our
national history as laws, wars, and politics (the stuff of traditional historiography), as Appleby,
Hunt, and Jacob argue. For instance, we can understand one of the central events of the
twentieth-century, World War I1, in two ways. The first is as a war of fnational borders:\Ger-
many’s attempt to take control of other countries and those countries’ assisted defense of their
national sovereignty. The other is as a war o@zterior borders,)or identity: the attempt of a
nation to assert a superior Aryan national idenfity and to wipe out its Jewish citizens and oth-
ers who did not conform, those who provided the “other” category without which so-called
Aryan identity could not exist. Borders and identities—these are the stuff of nations. And so
they are the stuff of history. Equally, they are the stuff of broadcasting.

This book, therefore, although conforming to the nationalist focus of broadcasting gen-
erally and confining most of its attention to the United States, constantly remains aware of
that border and takes frequent glances across it, looking for what it excludes and leaves out.
We'll attempt to always keep in mind that there is nothing natural about the way broadcasting
developed in the United States (in fact, it is very different from the rest of the world) and let
those comparisons and contrasts inform our analysis as we go along.

Second, we'll trace the ways in which identity’s interior borders liave played such a cen-
tral role in the formation of broadcasting structures, programs, and practices. Race/ethnicity
and gender, in particular, provide some of our culture’s primary social strategies of classifica-
tion and stratification, in real life as on TV; we'll see how radio and television participated in
dominant ways of thinking, used gender and race in their programs and industry structures,
provided challenges to the dominant social system, and generally contributed to our ongoing
social shifts of power.

Finally, this book will look at radio and television as one of our nation’s primary sites
of cultural negotiation, dispute, confrontation, and consensus, a place where all of these
things—nation, power, culture, history, identity—come together in a frequently infuriating
and always fascinating melange of sounds, images, and endless discussion. Just to kick things
off, our second Connection looks at a particularly exotic example of broadcasting’s “woollier”
side to examine what happens when radio, populism, power, knowledge, and nation engage in
a border skirmish.
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Connection The Strange Case of Dr. Brinkley

Starting in 1923, residents of a good part of the state of Kansas were treated to a new experience, car-
ried over the astounding new medium of radio. They heard themselves addressed like this: “You men,
why are you holding back? You know you're sick, you know your prostate’s infected and diseased. . . .
Well, why do you hold back? Why do you twist and squirm around the old cocklebur . . . when | am offer-
ing you these low rates, this easy work, this lifetime-guarantes-of-service plan? Come at once to the
Brinkley Hospital before it is everlastingly too late.”"? This was only one small part of the pitch made over
radio station KFKB (for Kansas Folks Know Best, “The Sunshine Station in the Heart of the Nation") by
John Romulus Brinkley, “M.D., Ph.D., M.C., LL.D., D.PH., Sc.D.: Lieutenant, U.S. Naval Reserves; mem-
ber, National Geographic Society.” Though most of these degrees and distinctions had been achieved at
less than distinguished institutions (such as the Bennett Eclectic Medical School in Chicago) or through
outright purchase, Brinkley hati by the early 1920s built up a considerable practice centered around his
miracle cure for “male trouble™: the implantation of goat glands from special Toggenburg goats (known
otherwise for their wooi, but this was not what interested Brinkley) into the testicles of patients experi-
encing such symptoms as “No pep. A flat tire.” Brinkley’s hospital adjoined a flourishing stock farm so
that, as historians Gene Fowler and Bill Crawford describe, “transplant recipients could stroll among the
frisky bucks and take their choice.”’?

In 1923, Brinkley was awarded one of the first radio station licanses in Kansas, based in the small
town of Milford where the Brinkley Hospital was located. The station schedule included a typical assort-
ment of musical performances and “talks,” including three medical lectures a day by the good doctor.
Soon he added another feature, The Medical Question Box, on which he read letters from listeners seek-
ing medical advice, diagnosed his listeners’ ailments over the air, and recommended patented medi-
cines—prescribed by number—that they could obtain from one of the 1,500 certified members of the
Brinkley Pharmaceutical Association across the country. Patients began to stream into Milford for the
relief the doctor provided; the town’s post office could barely handle the volume of mail that poured in.
The new medium of radio had created one of its first regional stars. A survey done by the Radio Times in
1929 pronounced KFKB “the most popular radio station in America.” 13

Etr Brinkley was on a collision course with both the FRC (the Federal Radio Commission, the FCC’s
precursor) and the powerful American Medical Association (which Brinkley reviled on air as the “Amateur
Meateutters’ Association”)|When KFKB was given an upgrade to 5000 watts while the Kansas City Star's
application to take its station to equal power was denied, the newspaper launched an exposé of Brink-
ley’s medical franc_:ﬂi:s*e. Their investigation was buttressed by the ongoing public accusations of medical
quackery am Brinkley made by Dr. Morris Fishbein, head of the AMA, which was beginning its suc-
cessful drive for the professionalization of the practice of medicine. Soon the FRC reversed its previously
tolerant stance and in late 1929 revoked Brinkley's license, charging that he was in fact operating a
point-to-point service for commercial purposes and not a proper broadcasting station in the public inter-
est. The Kansas Medical Board revoked Brinkley’s medical license a few months later.

Brinkley—known simply as “Doctos” by everyone, even his wife—fought back by running a write-in
campaign for governor of Kansas in 1930, using the slogan “Let's Pasture the Goats on the Statehouse
Lawn.” His campaign was a mode! of populist appeal; Gene Fowler and Bill Crawford claim that later
Southern politicians Huey Long and W. Lee “Pappy” 0’Daniel (another radio sage) would use Brinkley’s

11
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Brinkley's audience was overwhelmingly working class and rural. Radio brought considerable
novelty to their lives.

example in their successful campaigns in Louisiana and Texas, respectively.’ Here Brinkiey deviates
from the picture of the lovable quack (after all, in the 1930s the AMA was still promoting tobacco use
as safe and recommending that pregnant women drink alcohel) and into the dark side of the power of
radio populism: bigotry and anti-Semitism. Jason Loviglio explores the links Brinkley’s political speeches
made between the health of the “red-blooded American man” and the attempts by Hollywood and Jews
(“they of the circumcision”) to “emasculate” true (White Protestant) Americans.® These less-than-virile
qualities would fater be associated in Brinkley's increasingly fascist diafribes with the New Deal, com-
munists, income taxes, and federal and professional regulators generally.

By all rights Brinkley should have won the 1930 governor's race; his write-in votes carried him to the
win, but his politicai epponents pressed a case that invalidated over 50,000 ballots that did not have his
name written down exactly as “J. R. Brinkley” (as opposed to “Dr. Brinkley” or simply “Doctor"). Rejected
by his country’s national institutions—federal, state, and professional-—despite his considerable and
continuing popular support, Brinkley made a move that defied the national basis of broadcasting and
revealed radio’s intierently subversive character: He determined to continue broadcasting into LS.
national territory from the safety of Mexico. Opening up his pioneering ‘porder blaster” station X%ﬁn
Villa Acufia, Mexico, just across the Rio Grande from Del Rio, Texas, Brinkley capitalized both on the =
ican government's desire to use these stations to forge a more equitable frequency agreement with the
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United States and on the unique nation-defying capability of radio. As Brinkley observed, “Radio waves
pay no attention to lines on a map.”'¢

XER (later renamed XERA) sprang to life with 50,000 watts, later upped to 150,000, then to
500,000, and eventually to an unbeligvable 1 million watts of power (the highest permitted in the United
States at the time was 50,000)Ehis allowed it to reach most of the continental United Stateq at a favor-
able positian on the dial right between popular stations WGN Chicago and WSB Atlanta. It developed into
not only a showcase for the doctor’s flourishing medical practice but for a host of other popular cuitural
forms either outiawed or marginalized by sanctioned U.S. broadcasting; fortune telling, astrology, the
radie equivalent of personals columns, djrect selling to listeners, hillbilly (early country) and Mexjcan
music, and fundamentalist preachers of uncertain denomination. Brinkley himself expanded into other
medical concerns, including one recommendation with which he was years ahead of the AMA: “If you
have high biood pressure, watch your diet. Eat no salt at all.""”

But the forces of sanctioned knowledge—in this case, medical—could reach even where broad-
casting regulations couldn’t. In March 1939 Dr. Fishbein published a series of articles in the AMA publi-
cation Hygeia called “Modern Medical Charlatans,” in which Brinkley played a featured role. Brinkley filed
suit against Fishbein and the AMA for libel, but the tide had begun to turn. Despite an outpouring of pop-
ular support, the case was lost, and seon the fickle public came forward with a host of lawsuits against
the doctor. Not long after, the Mexican government, having finally reached a better frequency allocation
agreement with the United States, closed down the station.

The demise of Dr. Brinkley's astonishing career did not bring a hait to the world of the “border
blasters.” Many similar stations continued to operate into the 1970s and 1980s, bringing a host of cur-
rently illegitimate or unauthorized programs and voices into U.S. airspace, and providing a forum where
figures like the legendary DJ Wolfman Jack and the charismatic Black preacher Reverend ke could thrill
with a touch of the forbidden. Today their inheritors are mostly Spanish-language stations, still bringing
a different cultural voice across national boundaries and pointing up the contradictions that the advent of
broadcasting introduced to an apprehensive nation: A medium that knows no boundaries is bound and
restrained by national laws and regulation; a medium that reaches the public directly and effectively cre-
ates an equally pressing desire to direct and control it; a medium that holds out democratic promise falls
under the sway of racist demagogues. Broadcasting must, by law, operate within the public interest—
but what if it's goat glands the public really wants?

The story of Dr. Brinkley encaps

ulates the way that radio became a focal point for ques-
i ' s and identities, authoritative power and the threat of
uncontrolled populism,_It is a story that is omitted or downplayed in most accounts of U.S.
broadcasting because it concerns culture literally at the margins of dominant history: pushed
across the border, excluded, maverick, unofficial, and unsanctioned. It concerns an area of
culture {many would be unwilling to give it that name) that falls far outside the places and
spaces where culture is usually created. Situated in small-town rural America, appealing to
the uneducated working classes, addressing themn in ways not approved of by such elite insti-
tutions as the AMA but that clearly speaks to their innermost fears and hopes, mobilizing eth-
nocentric racist appeals that created an “us” that was embattled, misunderstood, sick, and
tired—Dr. Brinkley and his brethren on the border made connections via the miracle
medium of radio that the larger society could not tolerate.! His story shows us where the bor-
ders of broadcasting culture are, and who gets to draw them.

=y T,
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CHAPTER 1 MAKING HISTORY

CONCLUSION

Thus history is not the mere writing down of static, dead events in a fixed chronology. Rather,
it is a continuous and interactive process, constantly taken up, shaken up, revised, and utilized
by people in the here and now, including the readers of this book. When it comes to broad-
casting, we will see that the same issues of inclusion and exclusion, of fact and fiction, of bor-
ders and identities, of empowered and silenced voices that play such a vital role in the making
of history also form the significant forces in the development of radio and television. As we
begin with an examination of the cultural milieu from which broadcasting arose, we will be
looking at the currents of power swirling around radio’s imagination. invention, deployment,
and use. The central task will be to make the connections that help to explain why radio, tele-
vision, and newer technologies developed as they did. We can also begin to imagine the con-
nections that failed: the technological potential that was suppressed, the programs that never
made it to a wider audience, the possibilities for a different kind of interaction with broad-
casting that were shunted off to one side or actively discouraged. In addition, we'll examine
the ways that our culture devised to think about this new set of phenomena: the discursive
patterns that encouraged thinking and talking about radio in some ways and not in others, and
the hopes and fears that engendered them.

Throughout, be looking for the gaps in this history, the questions that you have that go
unaddressed here, or the issues that don’t get fully explored. Then, make your own interven-
tion into history. Each chapter will include lists of further reading and other sources of infor-
mation, such as Web sites, that can be mined for current and historical information. This book
sets out some guideposts for a tour through the almost 100-year-old existence of our culture’s
most central and controversial medium. It is up to each one of us to take these signs and inter-
pretations, connect them, and make them into history.
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Where does a cultural history of U.S. broadcasting start? It would be easy to begin with
the invention of radio, because this is the basic technological breakthrough that al-
lowed broadcasting to emerge onto the cultural scene. From there we could trace radio’s pro-
gression and evolution until it attained its current state of perfection in the 1990s. But wait:
What we've just sketched is the typical progress narrative, by which a certain phenomenon
springs into existence; undergoes a pattern of “natural” growth based on its “essential” quali-
ties; is improved upon, updated, and advanced; and arrives at some equally arbitrary stopping
point. By this narrative, once movies were invented, they got better and better until they
became the Hollywood film industry today. Automobiles just had to evolve the way they did,
and now have reached technological fulfillment in, say, the Dodge Caravan. In radio, one
clever invention followed another, leading inevitably to the exact kind of radio and television
that we have now. This kind of story has a certain charm—it can be made easily into television
documentaries, for exanple, like Ken Burns’ recent Empire of the Air. Yet it closes off histor-
ical investigation in some important ways: From what cultural milieu did the invention spring,
and what problems did it promise to solve? How were some potential uses of this new tech-
nology privileged and others discouraged? Could it be that progress in one direction shuts
down development in another?

Empire of the Air also provides an excellent example of another trope of historical writ-
ing: thetgreg._t man” igrﬁrgt% By this popular historical device, radio’s invention and prog-
ress stems from the actions of a handful of extraordinarily powerful, creative, and influential
men (and they are almost always men). Their actions, personal characteristics, feuds, deci-
sions, and genius determine the direction of history. They are the ones who identify the pri-
mary potential inherent in the new technology and personally direct its “natural” growth. In
Burns’ entertaining 1992 PBS film, we are told the history of radio through the personas of
three figures: inventor and con man Lee De Forest; rags-to-riches RCA chairman David
Sarnoff; and eccentric, thwarted technological genius Edwin Howard Armstrong. Certainly
these men were important individuals whose position, farsightedness, or talent thrust them
to the forefront of events and who did indeed exert a strong and lasting influence on the his-
tory of radio.

Yet we forget that those on the tip of the iceberg of history are held up hy other people
and events of the past, those not receiving so much attention. We might justifiably turn our
attention to the events and circumstances that produced these men and their achievements,
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and that discouraged or obscured other participants in radio’s development. David Sarnoff’s
role as untiring radiotelegraph operator, relaying news of the Titanic disaster (somewhat
embellished by the RCA chairman in later years), could not have played out without technical,
legislative, cultural, and social developments that set the scene for his starring performance

What was the context for radio’s development? Out of what mixture of social, cultural,
and technological forces did radio emerge—not only as a machine, but as a practice? Who
decided that we needed a technology that could make sounds fly invisibly through the air, to
be received at a great distance by those with the right kind of technological know-how? What
surrounding social and cultural circumstances influenced the ways that this technology devel-
oped and was put into use? And was the development of radio always a straightforward pro-
gression? If so, progress for whom?

These questions take us back in time, to a period shortlv after the turn of the twentieth
century and before the first world war. This is not a dead and long-past period, as we might
think from our position in a new century, but a vital time whose concerns and interests touch
us even today. We are not so very different from our great-great-grandparents. We worry
about the same things (new technology’s threat to children, the fear of social disorder), we
share the same interests (the lives of celebrities, salacious true stories of our fellow citizens’
misdeeds), and we struggle with similar problems (immigration, intolerance, the economy,
warring nations). U.S. radio came into being at a particular time, in the particular social stew
of the Progressive era, and it is here that we venture to trace the multiple roots of broadcast-
ing history.

SocCIAL CONTEXT: THE PROGRESSIVE ERA

Society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be
said to exist in transmission, in communication. There is more than a verbal tie between the
words common, community and communication. Men [sic] live in a community in virtue of
the things they have in common: and communication is the way in which they come to pos-
sess things in common.!

In our nostalgia for the past—demonstrated. for example, by our glorification of a handful of
1950s sitcoms as icons of a better time—we tend to think of years gone by as a more inno-
cent, more stable, less troubled time than today. Things were better back then. In the words
of the opening song of Norman Lear’s famous seventies sitcom All in the Family, “Those
were the days.”

In fact, we are probably describing our feelings about our own idealized childhood more
than any particular historical period. If even the 1950s in the United States—a period of rela-
tive affluence and stability, though not quite of Donna Reed proportions—can be said to have
its dark underbelly, then the period from 1890 to 1920 in this country might be said to resem-
ble hell on earth: children 8 and 10 years old working at heavy machinery for 12 hours a day;
no Social Security for older folks who might end their days in poorhouses; a higher crime rate
than at any time until the 1970s; Jim Crow laws in full force and about 70 lynchings per year
in the South and Midwest; a full-fledged Ku Klux Klan campaign against Catholics, with
crosses burning on church lawns; no poverty programs; and starving immigrants arriving at
our ports to find not streets paved with gold but a hard land indeed.

17



18

CHAPTER 2 BEFORE BROADCASTING

Immigration and Nativism

More than any other factor, it was the force of iinmigration that turned these decades at the
beginning of the twentieth century upside down. People from all countries streamed into the
United States at a greater rate than ever before. More than 30 million immigrants, many from
southern and eastern Europe, left their homes for the new country during this 30-year period.
Immigration reached a peak in 1907 when almost 1.3 million new Americans disembarked on
our shores, at a time when the country’s total population was less than 100 million. By 1910,
the percentage of foreign-born people residing in the United States had reached 14.5 per-
cent, the highest by far in this century. (In 1970 the figure was 4.3 percent; by 1999 it had
risen to 10 percent.) In a country with only a tenuous hold on a natioual sense of identity and
unified culture, this influx of millions of people with different languages, cultural traditions,
religions, politics, and ways of thinking created an unprecedented feeling of social disruption
and instability. Nativist organizations and movements sprang up, such as the Ku Klux Klan
and the America First party, dedicated to upholding a White western European supremacist
position to keep the forces of “difference” in their place.

This period was also marked by a population shift fromn country to city. In 1880, over 70
percent of the population lived on farms or in rural areas; by 1920 that proportion was down
to less than 50 percent, and urban residents constituted the majority of the population. Living
conditions in America’s cities reached a new crisis of crowding, disease, crime, and poverty.
African Americans continued to be treated as not fully American, as their right to vote, find
decent employment, and expect fair and equitable application of laws were systematically vio-
lated. Many left their Southern farms and small towns for the promised better life in North-
e cities. Asian Americans, who could not even own property by law, gathered in the cities of
the West Coast and New York.

Progressive Intervention

In response to these widespread problems, a movement of social intervention and remedia-
tion sprang up. Sometimes called the Progressive movement, its theorists and practitioners
believed that the only way to ameliorate these dire conditions was through a scientific
approach to people and their problems, combining sociological study and analysis with social
work, education, and legislative reform. John Dewey, quoted above, was a major Progressive
theorist; Jane Addams and her Hull House workers applied Progressive thought to the immi-
grant neighborhoods and streets of Chicago. Rather than simply reject the “foreigners” in
their midst and retreat to the hostile racism of the nativist movement, Progressives believe
that America’s strength lay in its(successful assimilation of the diverse cultural currents
swirling through the country. Not only White middle-class Protestants subscribed to Progres-
sive values; these years also mark the birth of such organizations as the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro Im-
provement Association, the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the National Consumer’s
League, and the National Association of Colored Women.

These groups understood that communication was one of the priinary, most essential fac-
tors in assimilation, progress, and democracy. Immigrants could not become true Americans,
could not arrive at an understanding of and appreciation for their new lives as citizens of a
democracy, without communication. African American and other ethnic and racial groups
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could not bring their message to the wider public without techniques of publicity and discus-
sion. Similarly, established White citizens could not be brought to a full understanding of
other cultures and races’ rights witheut information and connection. Although education was
the primary means to bring the nation together, especially for the children of the immigrants,
another way to reach all Americans was through the popular media. Communication would
help to create a common culture and a sense of community. Progressives were the first group
to theorize the media’s social effects and to include it in their social platforms. The way that
radio was received and understood when it entered the picture owes mnch to Progressive
concerss.

The Woman Problem

One more socially progressive yet destabilizing issue in the late 1800s and early 1900s was the
push far women’s rights. The women’s suffrage movement has a long history in this country,
dating back as far as the American Revolution but coming inta widespread debate in the years
before and after the Civil War. Despite many setbacks and delays, by the second decade of
the twentieth century women had achieved a significant ainount of political progress. Several
Western states had already granted women the right to vote, and the push for a federal
amendment to the Constitution was about to reach fruition. On August 26, 1920, this law
would finally be passed, but until that time and even after, the question of women’s status and
rights remained a perplexing and troubling issue.

Many of the assumptions on which our nation was founded—the separation of public
and private spheres, the gendering of kbor, the control of reproduction, the ownership of
econoniic assets, ideas about inen’s and women’s essential differences—were thrown into dis-
array by the very idea of woinen exercising their opinions in the public space of politics. To
admit women to the polling hooths was not a mere technicality of law but an admission that
beliefs underlying many aspects of American life might need to be reconsidered. Further-
more, the new media expanding throughout the country—popular books and magazines,
films, the penny press (much of it addressed to women us the quintessential purchasers of
goods for the family)—gave women’s voices and experiences a new public Iife. Suffragists may
have been the first political action group to incorporate media coverage and publicity as vital
elements of their organizing work. Through posters; events staged for news coverage; promo-
tional materials such as buttens, ribbons, and even Kewpie dolls; and several long-standing
feminist newspapers such as the Woman’s Journal, the first-wave women’s movement recog-
nized the value of communication media and used it successfully to win their objectives.
Radio would continue this tradition of feminized address and open up more areas of debate
and controversy.

The War to End All Wars

The new popular media also played a large role in the domestic context of World War 1. The
nationalist fervor stirred up by the need to mebilize a nation for war grew out of the pressures
of immigration and nativism; in many ways those pressures were brought te a boiling point by
the war’s demand for unity. As historian Robert Wiebe, in particular, points out, the United
States remnained a “segmented society” into the early teens.? Immigrants lived in ethnic
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enclaves in city and country, spoke their own language, often sent money home, and even
returned home again themselves in numbers far greater than popular memory recalls. But
the war provoked a need for all to declare themselves as “American” and to forsake their for-
eign ways—not in the gentle, assimilatory manner prescribed by the Progressives but with
loyalty oaths, denial of ethnic heritage, and expulsion if necessary. F rankfurters became hot
dogs, Dachshunds were renamed “liberty hounds,” and German-language papers were
forcibly shut down. Immigrants from eastern Europe and Russia, in particular, were viewed
with deep suspicion. As would occur later with World War 11, the spirit of isolationism ran
high: Why should we get involved in Europe’s problems? In response, war hawks stepped up
their nationalist rhetoric.

On April 6, 1917, President Wilson declared America’s involvement in a war that had
been raging in Europe since 1914. One week later, he named newspaper editor George Creel
to head the Committee on Public Information, the first organized propaganda effort spon-
sored by the U.S. government using modern communications media. The Creel committee
not only censored what newspapers could print about the U.S. war effort but became the
main source for what could and could not be said about the war. The committee also had the
power to request the cooperation of the advertising industry, which complied by creating a
highly successful campaign to sell war to the American public. Critics (on both the nativist
right and the pacifist left) wondered if marketing techniques weren’t overwhelming careful,
rational thought and worried about the susceptibility of the masses to such a coordinated pro-
paganda effort. In this politicized environment of fear and suspicion arose some of the first
studies of media’s effects on public opinion.

THE RISE OF POPULAR MEDIA

From 1890 to 1920, American popular media blossomed like, some would say, weeds on a hot
day. Scientific inventions and technological improvements—such as the telegraph, telephone,
mechanized printing, photography and rotogravure processes, and the nascent motion pic-
ture—led to an explosion in numbers, forms, and types of media by the 1910s. A correspond-
ing Yise in advertising enabled a new form of financial support and dissemination for popular
media |From the earlier period of the colonial press, when only the wealthy could afford
books™and newspapers, the rise of advertising-based media combined with technological
developments to bring affordable books, magazines, newspapers, and other printed and pic-
torial material into the reach of almost every household.

It also brought a shift in the purpose and addregs of the media: From organs of opinion
published by and for the wealthy and educated elite(,@e media became popular—directed at
the common people, reflecting their concerns and interests, using forms O.F'nhess and com-
munication that they could understand and enjoy] Businesses with goods to sell paid to have
ads for their products placed in newspapers, magazines, and even in books and films. This
source of revenue allowed publishers to charge the public very low prices, often only a few
pennies. The public, for its part of the bargain, accepted advertising material as part of the
information and entertainment they received. The advertising-based method of finance also
meant that more people than ever before could be reached by one publication. This feature is
what made commercial media profitable, but it also led to increasing fears of how easily such
mass audiences might be influenced or manipulated. These fears would play a large role in
the early debates over radio.
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Press and Magazines

It was the steam-driven printing press that allowed the first form of popular media to emerge:
the penny press of the 1830s. Samuel Morse’s pioneering development of the telegraph in the
1840s enabled the nascent press industry to expand the reach and breadth of its reporting—
to make almost instantaneous connection with all different parts of the country—and soon the
popular press spread like wildfire. By 1915 over 2,300 daily newspapers appeared in English
in American cities and towns and over 150 in foreign languages. Most cities had at least two
competing papers, and major cities like New York and Cliicago boasted niore papers than an
individual reader could get through in a day. Competition spawned controversy; new media
entrepreneurs like William Randolph Hearst (later the subject of Orson Welles’ famous film
Citizen Kane) introduced sensationalized crime stories, muckraking reports of corruption in
high places, and an emphasis on emotional stories that were believed to appeal to the female
audience these papers courted. In reply, Adolph Ochs’ sedate New York Times attempted a
cooler, more intellectual journalism marked by newly developing standards of objectivity and
journalistic neutrality.

By the teens another form of journalism had arrived: the smaller format and heavily pic-
torial tabloids, led by New York’s Iilusirated Daily News. Patterned after successful British
papers of this ilk, the tabloids developed a combination of sensational headlines, prurient pic-
tures, gossip, scandal, and news that related to common people’s daily lives. They would soon
become the most widely circulated publications in America’s largest cities, providing a per-
spective shunned by more respectable dailies. Similarly, the nation’s African American minor-
ity supported a flourishing Black press. led by influential papers like the Chicago Defender,
the Pittsburgh Courier; and New York’s Amsterdam News. Largely excluded from coverage in
White newspapers, the U.S.s Black and ethnic communities depended on papers like these to
represent their points of view, cover issues from their perspective and in their communities,
and crusade for social and political reform.

Magazines developed at an equal pace. Aided not only by printing technology and adver-
tising revenue but also by an 1879 reduction in postal rates, magazines tended more than
newspapers o specialize by audience and subject matter and also to address their public as
national rather than local. Early magazines such as Godey’s Ladies Book and St. Nicholas
focused on women and children’s interests, respectively. Others, such as Harper’s Monthly,
the Literary Digest, and The Atlantic Monthly, served a relatively highbrow general public
with social, literary, and political content. They were later challenged by more popular titles
like The Saturday Evening Post, McClure’s, and The Ladies’ Home Journal that combined
muckraking social commentary with fiction, fashion, and features. These new middlebrow
journals boasted circulations in the hundreds of thousands, creating a new national audience
that could be mobilized behind serious social issues. Many credit the passage of the Pure
Food and Drug Act of 1906, which curtailed the activities of some of publishing’s heaviest
advertisers, with crusading magazine journalism. '

However, not all popular journals proved so highminded. A host of specialized magazines
sprang up in the late teens and twenties, often tied to other popular culture phenomena.
Movies propagated film glossies like Photoplay and Motion Picture Stories, which told tales of
the stars’ personal lives to their fascinated fans. Physical fitness maven Bernarr Macfadden
founded a media empire with titles like True Story and True Crime. These extremely popular
publications featured accounts of illicit romance, moral dilemmas, and assorted walks on
the wild side, all told as “true stories” in the first person by “ordinary” members of the public.
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Stories were selected by an editorial board that reflected the audience: “numerous girl read-
ers, including stenographers, dancing teachers, and even wrestlers, who were instructed to
read not for style or good taste, but ‘for interest,” and to rate a manuscript on a scale of 90 to
100, depending on how they felt while reading it.”s

Advertising Agencies

The rise of advertising-based media both depended on and itself produced a corresponding
rise in the profession of advertising. From brokers who bought a certain amount of page
space in each city’s dailies and weeklies and then peddled the space to businesses to advertise
their products, advertising grew into a flourishing profession. The first true advertising agen-
cies were founded in the 1880s, offering not only media placement but design and execution
of advertising campaigns, market research, and growing professional expertise. By 1920, busi-
nesses spent over $3 billion a year on advertising, a good portion of that in the popular media.
It was a profession relatively open to women, because women purchased so many of the prod-
ucts to be pitched. A number of women trained in the suffragist movement directed their
experience with publicity and persuasion into the advertising profession. One of the earliest
successful agencies—and one that employed many former suffrage crusaders—was the
J. Walter Thompson firm, founded in 1878 and still thriving today. We will encounter this
agency in an important role later in our story.

Music, Vaudeville, and Film

The urbanization of the United States, in turn, further strengthened an already booming pop-
ular entertainment establishment. Music halls, vaudeville circuits, music publishing, and the
new nickelodeons and small film theaters brought aural and visual culture into easy reach of
urban residents; expanding vaudeville “wheels” or circuits, film chains, and the growing music
business extended popular culture’s reach even into the hinterlands. These entertainments,
even more than print, had an enormous appeal for arriving immigrants, because the barrier of
language was lessened and the opportunities for participation increased.

Music has always played an important role in American life, but before the advent of
recordings and radio, people had to make it themselves. If any aspect of popular culture can
be said to have suffered at the hands of new technology, it is the world of the amateur musi-
cian. Before the 1920s, if you wanted to prolong the delicious experience of hearing the lat-
est tunes performed on the stage by a touring vaudeville troupe, you had to purchase the
sheet music and play it yourself, perhaps accompanied by friends and relatives. Barbershop
quartets and amateur chamber music formed an important part of social life, entertaining
the whole community from the bandstand in the park or on the street comer in good
weather. Music publishing was an expanding and vital industry, with millions of copies of
sheet music sold each year. Thus music publishers and talent bookers put out much of early
radio’s programming. The phonograph, expanded and abetted by the radio, would soon
change all that.

In America’s teens and twentiesgyaudevill'é provided a range of popular entertain-
ments—from singers and dancers to juggling acts, comedians, pet tricks, acrobatics, comic
and dramatic skits, burlesque, musical acts, minstrel shows, operatic shorts, silent films, and
ventriloquists—to cities large and small. From the premiere theaters of Broadway to the giant
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Orpheum and Keith circuits to tiny local theaters and open air venues, America went crazy
for vaudeville as the main entertainment in town. Many theaters featured talent nights, where
members of the community could try out their own skills as performers. Stars such as Fanny

\an'ce, Jack Benny, Fred Allen, and George Burns and Gracie Allen got their start this way;
vaudeville entertainment existed in and of the communities that embraced it, not located in a
distant Hollywood. Though it constantly struggled for respectability and was never embraced
by espousers of high culture, it was America’s main showcase of popular culture from the
1860s until radio brought it down in the 1930s. Revived briefly by early sion’s variety
shows in the 1950s, it is now only a distant memory

One threat that vaudeville fairly successfully weathered was that of filin. It helped that
early movies were silent. From their beginnings in the short novelty pieces of the first decade
to the development of longer narratives, cinematic techniques, and popular stars in the teens,
the movies had become an established national industry by the post-war years. By 1922, over
40 million people attended the movies weekly, and Mary Pickford (America’s Sweetheart),
D. W. Griffith, Charlie Chaplin, and Lillian Gish were household names. The major motion
picture companies still with us today were founded during this period: United Artists, Fox,
MGM, Paramount, Warner Bros., Columbia, Universal. Filin, vaudeville, the popular theater,
and the music business fed off one another’s talent and creative energy; it was common for a
vaudeville star to make films, publish sheet music, and perform on stage, just as film stars
moved around on this entertaininent juggernaut in a variety of venues. Soon radio would
elbow its way into these cozy relationships.

Early films often formed part of the vaudeville lineup; later, as special motion picture
theaters were built, “going to the movies” usually meant seeing not only one feature film but
a series of comic shorts, cartoons, newsreels. a serial or two, perhaps a stage spectacle based
on the main feature (in a major city), and finally the feature itself, all accompanied by a full
orchestra, a theater organ, or at the very least a pianist. The special effects may have been
minimal, but as an event, movie going could not be beat. In ethnic neighborhoods, silent
movies were often accompanied by a narrator translating the title cards and providing a run-
ning commentary in the local langnage. Young people, in particular, found at the movies a
glimpse of a more afftuent, glamorous life than the local neighborhood or strict old-world tra-
ditions allowed. Parents began to worry that the movies were corrupting the morals of their
sons and daughters by exposing them to dangerous Hollywood ways. And indeed, several
studies have shown that young women from immigrant families, in particular, used popular
culture as a way of breaking out of the strict roles prescribed by traditional family and social
structures.*

Sports and Spectacle

Many other popular activities vied with the media for the public’s attention and leisure time,
some of which provided material for broadcasting. Organized sports, growing in popularity
since the 1880s, represented a major leisure-time activity, especially for men and boys. The
Progressive spirit, which had always emphasized the benefits of physical activity and fitness,
recommended sports such as baseball as excellent outlets and conveyors of good social values
for young men of the immigrant and lower classes. Other nations felt similar pressures. The
Olympic games were revived in 1886, based on the ancient Greek ideal of bringing athletes
from many nations together to compete. The first professional sports leagues were organized
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in the late 1880s, providing an entertaining spectacle for the male public. Other leisure-time
facilities included amusement parks, parks and playgrounds, dance halls, dime museums, and
even the new palaces of consumption—department stores. This is the popular culture milieu
from which broadcasting sprang.

PROGRESSION AND REPRESSION

The Invention of Mass Culture

Not everyone looked upon this explosion of popular culture with delight. The terms mass cul-
ture and mass communication began to appear in discussions of current social trends, with
overtones of faceless, threatening mobs overwhelming individualism and self-control. In the
context of social disruption related above regarding immigration, it is not surprising that Pro-
gressive thinking had its repressive side. These strange, foreign, or different people should
not be hated, reviled, and rejected; rather, they should be educated, brought into the fold of
Americanness, and shown the higher path. This could only happen, many well-intentioned
reformers felt, by teaching them how to suppress their baser savage instincts (any tastes and

abits different from those of upper-middle-class western European Americans) in favor of

anctioned high cultur%@rganizations like Anthony Comstock’s New York Society for the
Suppression of Vice patfolled burlesque theaters, dance halls, and workmen’s clubs, while
social workers attempted to turn city youth’s attention away from the temptations of movies,
jazz, and confession magazines, and toward a sphere of “higher” art and entertainment.

The term Gass also had political implications; it was a term employed by economic theo-
rist Karl Marx to refer to “the people,” the laboring proletariat, who he argued would eventu-
ally rise up aud overthrow tT-?eE&)fnTnant capitalist order. Between 1911 and 1917, it was the
title of an influential political journal in the United States, The Masses. which espoused a pro-
gressive socialist agenda and, in the years leading up to World War I, took a decisive pacifist
stance. In the jingoistic years of the war and the Communism scare that followed, the term
mass became associated with radical politics and Reds by middle-class defenders of the
American majnstream.@lass culture Was often considered to be the suspect terrain of immi-
grants, militant labor unions, and Communists and bence represented a clear and present
danger\—in the words of the 1918 Sedition Act—to established order and control. Much
more than the equivalent term popular culture, which would not gain widespread use until
after World War 11, mass culture and mass communication are terms that date from the con-
flicted late teens and early twenties of the twentieth century and denote a deep uneasiness
with populist democracy and technological progress.

High and Low in the Culture Wars

Not surprisingly, these are the same years during which American culture consolidated the
bifurcation of culture that had begun in the late 1800s into “high culture” and “low culture,”
as historian Lawrence Levine describes.> Even as popular media disseminated its low, mass,
often vulgar forms to a growing lowbrow public, other institutions created a separate and ele-
vated sphere for the more legitimate high forms favored by educated western European
elites. Opera houses, symphony halls, “legitimate” theaters, museums, and libraries simulta-
neously preserved higher forms from the taint of the popular market and restricted admission
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to those able to appreciate (and afford) such fine arts; yet they also provided a way for those
from more humble backgrounds to educate themselves, elevate their tastes and aspirations,
and hence achieve a form of upward social mobility.

The notion of taste crept into social discourse. Carefully distanced from economic, social,

or political terms, taste was sownething each individual might possess (theoretically) regardless

of class, gender, or race, but the determination of what constituted good taste and bad taste
could only be made by a select few. To show the limits of taste as a cultural standard—and to
give just one example of the first outbreak of the culture wars of this century—we’ll look at
jazz—one of the most compelling and threatening musical forms ever to emerge from the
rich cultural stew of twentieth-century American culture.

Connection The Scandal of Jazz

In 1917, according to a report in the venerable penny press The New York Sun, a new kind of sound agi-
tated the ears of White Americans. Writer Waiter Kingsley reported a conversation he'd had with vaude-
ville impressario Florenz Ziegfeld, who described how his “Ziegfeld girls” had encauntered a kind of
music they'd never heard before on a tour to Cuba. These strange sounds “put little dancing devils in
their legs, made their bodies swing and sway, set their lips to humming and their fingers to snapping.”®
Ziegfeld quickly made use of a new technology that allowed him to avoid the perils of travel and bring the
music to him: He commissioned a recording from the Victor phonograph company, who sent a technician
“down there” and brought back what this one, highly biased, account called the first strains of jazz in
America. Ziegfeld featured the new music in his next Broadway “Follies,” and the rest is history.

In fact, {azz was an American invention, 2hd it significant that Ziegfeld's highly self-serving histor-
ical narrative displaces it offshore—across the border—ta Cubga. Historians have iong debated the ori-
gins of jazz as a musical form, with little consensus, except that it emerged from the Black communities
of the South, migrated north, and via the expanding popular culture industry began to reach a wider—
and Whiter—audience in the late teens and early twenties. By the late twenties White musicians and

bandleaders had begun to appropriate the form, blending it with more European musical traditions ta
create the Big Band sound so popular on early.radia,

Aiding this process was the invention of our first medium of recorded sound: the phonograph.
Thomas Edison figures as the primary innovator in the technology of capturing sound through its ana-
logue transformation into magnetic signals embedded in wax on a cylinder, later refined into a flat disk
made of acetate. Early phonographs could both record and play, as the needle on a long arm either put
down or picked up concentric tracks of magnetic translations of sound waves that were either drawn in
or amplified outward by a large trumpet horn. The impact of recorded sound on the spread of nonmain-
stream music cannot be overstated. it is one of the first technologies that allowed music and sounds
from far-off or@cially isolated places to be brought to the wider society Without the observer having to
travel there, or bring the musicians into places where they weren't particularly wanted, or force the
music to suffer translation inta: unfamiliar note systems or performances. With jazz, a highly specific (and
highly racialized) cultural form was detached from its environment and transpianted into new settings via
technology.
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Recordirg technology combined with radio brought jazz to the middle-class world, sparking one
of the twentieth century's first social panics.

Phonograph companies sent reccrding technicians into the hills of Kentucky, down the red clay
roads of the Black South, and onto Native American reservations to record sounds and music unigue to
those cultures. Combined with the migration of America’s largest excluded minority, African Americans,
to Northern and Midwestern cities, by the end of the teens a market for what were called race records
developed in both White and Black neighborheods. Jazz began to emanate not just from the downtown
nightclubs and not just from the segregated halls of the cities’ “Darktowns” but from middle-class living
rooms via the phonograph (and later, as we shall see, the radio). And although many enjoyed and popu-
larized this phenomenon, the backiash was swift and vocal.

“Mezz" Mezzrow, an early (White) Chicago jazzman, put it bluntly, “Our music was called ‘nigger
music’ and ‘whorehouse music’ and ‘nice’ peaple turned up their noses at it."” The editor of the Musical
Courier described one jazz band’s performance as “a kind of savage rite” with “all of the players jolting
up and down and writhing about in simulated ecstasy, in the manner of Negroes at a Southern camp-
meeting afflicted with religious frenzy.”® The national music chairwoman of one of the major Progressive-
affiliated reform groups, the General Federation of Women's Clubs, wrote an article in 1921 called “Does
Jazz Put the Sin in Syncopation?” Describing jazz as “originally the accompaniment of the voodoo
dancer, stimulating the half-crazed barbarian to the vilest deeds . . . to stimulate brutality and sensual-
ity,” she explained the threat that jazz posed to civilized life:

Jazz disorganizes all regular laws and order; it stimulates to extreme deeds, to a breaking away from
all rules and conventions; it is harmful and dangerous, and its influence is wholly bad. A number of
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scientific men who have been working on experiments in musio-therapy with the insane, declare
that . . . the effect of jazz on the normal brain produces an atrophied condition on the brain cells
of conception, until very frequently those under the demoralizing influence of the persistent use of
syncopation . . . are actually incapable of distinguishing between good and evil, between right and
wrong.?

This explicitly racialized threat is further developed by other moral guardians of American life, includ-
ing one Fenton T. Bott who wrote about the negative effect of jazz on youth in particular:

Those moaning saxophones and the rest of the instruments with their brokeri, jerky rhythm make a
purely sensual appeal. They cali out the low and rowdy instincts. All of us dancing teachers know
this to be a fact. We have seen the effect of jazz music on our young pupils. It makes them act in a
restless and rowdy manner. A class of children will behave that way as long as such music is played.
They can be calmed down and restoted to 7ormal conduct only by playing good, legitimate music.”®

Im 1922, the Ninth Recreational Congress, a gathering of Progressive reform groups concerned with
youth and leisure activities, declared a war on jazz. One speaker, Professor Peter Dykeman of the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, claimed that “Jazz is the victim of its wild, modern devotees, who are as bad as the
voodoo worshipers of darkest Africa.” He linked the spread of this “African” practice explicitly to new
technology, claiming, “We are in danger of becoming a nation of piano-pumpers, radio-rounders, and
grafanola-grinders. Those mechanical instruments, if unwisely used, are dangerous to the musical life of
America.""

These outcries against jazz grew out of Progressive beliefs in the power and importance of commu-
nication in national culture combined with fear of the undisciplined masses, linked to deeply rooted
racism. They call for regulation of these new technologies and cultural forms, made on the basis of a
racial, ethnicized, and class-based hierarchy of taste and high/low culture distinction. Jazz's very popu-
larity spoke against it and awoke troubling notions of uncontrolled, barbaric masses disporting them-
selves without discipline or restraint. As early as 1922, radio was being identified as one of these trouble
spots, and we will see that the link between jazz and radio would have a lasting effect on its industrial
structures and regulation.

FrROM RADIOTELEGRAPHY TO THE WIRELESS

We are now ready to introduce the technological innovation hovering at the edge of the Pro-
gressive era, which began to feature more and more largely in the rhetoric of these decades.
Americans had become used to the telegraph’s ability to transmit coded messages via wire
over long distances, and to the wired voice medium of the telephone that brought personal
communication into homes and offices. But the ability to transmit without wires—wireless—
remained only a vision until the Italian/British inventor Guglielmo Marconi made it a reality
during the very last years of the nineteenth century. Backed by decades of research by other
innovators, Marconi was at last able in 1901 to send the dots and dashes of Morse code, long
used in telegraph communication, from England to Newfoundland across the Atlantic, having
dazzled the Americans with a ship-to-shore radio report on the Americas Cup race in 1899.
He was followed by American inventors Reginald Fessenden and Lee De Forest, both of
whom contributed key devices to the development of wireless telephony, the transmission of
noncoded voice and music. Fessenden’s high-speed alternator allowed him to send out what
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has been called the first true broadcast on record: a concert of music and holiday readings
transmitted on Christmas Eve 1906 from Brandt Rock, Massachusetts. De Forest’s disputed
invention of the Audion tube permitted better amplification of received radio waves that
made later low-cost crystal sets possible. F inally, the even more powerful Alexanderson alter-
nator, the brainchild of General Electric engineer Edward Alexanderson, meant that consis-
tent transmission over very long distances, even overseas, would finally become a reality.

These inventions were first aimed at solving the urgent industrial problem of ship-to-
ship and ship-to-shore communication. In an age in which expansive imperial and industrial
empires made the global shipping trade a vital national concern, communication between
ships and ports, the expedient dispatch of cargo, and the ability to call for help in emergen-
cies urgently required a medium that could cross the waves without wires. Wireless sets
were installed on ships as early as 1899. The Titanic disaster in 1912—made infinitely worse
because of insufficient and inattentive wireless operators—provoked the passage of the
Radio Act of 1912. It was a revised version of an earlier piece of legislation, the Wireless
Ship Act of 1910. This set of rules, a version of which was jointly agreed upon by 29 nations,
mandated radio equipment for all long-distance vessels and set up standards of operation to
enable wide and continuous mutual communication. The U.S. Navy also adopted radio com-
munication early on, and wireless soon became an important aspect of national defense.
Already the federal government had been brought into the radio business, setting an impor-
tant precedent.

As these technological steps in the faster, further, and more accurate slinging of sounds
across the airwaves—often called the ether in the terminology of the times—garnered public-
ity and public investment, they intersected with innovators whose genius lay not so much in
technology as in use. America’s growing population of radio amateurs soon became a major
determining factor in decisions about how to use this new medium, how to direct and control
it, and how to think about it in the context of American culture. The term amateur refers to
the growing group of technologically adept tinkerers—young and old, male and female, from
all ethnic and class backgrounds—who became fascinated with the possibilities of this new
technology and determined to experiment on their own. Often putting together their own
radio sets, which could both receive and transmit, wireless amateurs tapped out identifying
messages in Morse code and received others’ messages in an ongoing contest to see “how far
they could hear.” Edwin Howard Armstrong, Lee De Forest, and Frank Conrad, innovators
in radio, all started out as amateurs, experimenting at home with the wonders of the ether.

The technological breakthrough that made amateur wireless possible was the develop-
ment of the crystal set. This was a low-power device that used silicon-based crystals to detect
radio-wave transmissions, a system that was inexpensive and simple enough that almost any-
one could obtain the basic components and put together a radio set capable of picking up
both code and voice transmissions. During the pre-World War 1 years, from 1906 to 1917, the
amateur community boomed. Radio amateur organizations and publications sprang up that
would later become major lobbying and opinion centers as radio went public. There were two
major national organizations: the Radio League of America, founded by Hugo Gernsback,
which claimed to have 10,000 members by 1910; and the American Radio Relay League
(ARRL), founded in 1914 by Hiram Percy Maxim and still active in ham radio operations
today. These two colorful visionaries might be thought of as the computer hackers of today’s
Internet scene. Great men or not, their story (in the Connection that follows) brings together
the spirit, struggles, and personalities that mark the amateur movement and allows us a
glimpse of a very different way that radio might have developed.
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Connection Radio Hackers: Hugo Gernsback
and Hiram Percy Maxim

itis hard for us today to understand the world of innovation in which the early radio amateurs lived. We
are so accustomed to radio and television as one-way media—receive only—that the idea of a radio or
television set that could both receive and send messages is hard to envision. Likewise, we are so used
to the idea that only big companies can broadcast over the airwaves that it sometimes comes as a shock
to remember that the frequencies on the electromagnetic spectrum that allow these companies to
broadcast in fact belong to the public—to us—and are only managed on our behalf by the federal gov-
ernment, who grants such companies licenses. Why can't we use these frequencies to send out our own
signals? Why isn't broadcasting more like the Internet: a medium of open, individual access, little cen-
tralized control, using an infrastructure of public computers and data links to allow us both to browse and
to post, to receive and to contribute information, to be active originators as well as passive receivers?

This is the vision that the amateurs had for radio, and for more than a decade it was the dominant
model. It took a concerted effort on the part of big business and government, feeding on the elite pub-
lic’s fear of the masses, to change that vision tc the highly centralized, one-way, restricted-access sys-
tem that is broadcasting. Hugo Gernsback and Hiram Percy Maxim headed organizations whose
members fought against this centralization of control of early radio, and the story of what became of their
mode! might serve as a warning for what could happen to the Intemet as well.

You may have heard of Hugo Gernsback in quite a different context: He is more widely known as the
father of science fiction. In 1925, after basically giving up on amateur radio, Gernsback took his futuris-
tic visions to another medium, founding Amazing Stories magazine that published some of the first sci-
ence fiction in the United States. He also wrote sci-fi novels himself, and the annual Hugo Awards for
outstanding achievement given by the World Science Fiction Convention each year are named after him.
An immigrant, Gernsback arrived from Luxembourg as a young man in 1904 with an invention to mar-
ket. an improved dry battery. He started up a racio supply house on the back of this innovation, and soon
began to publish one of our first magazines of popular technology called Modern Electronics. It later
became the still widely circulated Popufar Science.

This was the first period of wireless growth. Using Morse code (because voice transmission
wouldn't become practical until around 1915), hosts of radio hackers built their own crude crystal sets
and began to venture onto the airwaves. Calling out to one another using code phrases that efficiently
conveyed “I'm here” and “| receive you,” and constantly striving to receive distant signals, the amateurs
soon began to organize themselves into clubs and associations to promote DXing {as it was called) as a
hobby, to share techniques and tales, and eventually to lobby for favorable treatment from an increas-
ingly intrusive government.

Hiram Percy Maxim also got involved in radio during this time. Maxim came from a family of inven-
tors; his father and grandfather founded the Maxim-Vickers Company of England, which made munitions
and later ventured into electronics. Hiram Percy himself graduated from MIT (Massachusetts Institute of
Technology) at age 16; his early inventions include a gas-powered tricycle, an electric automobile, and
finally (based on exhaust muffier technology) the Maxim silencer for guns. Born in 1869, Maxim was 45,
old by amateur radio standards, when he founded the ARRL. Realizing even then that amateurs were
being perceived as disruptive, undisciplined “small boys” whose signals interfered with more
“respectable” uses of the medium (ard who sometimes played practical jokes on air), Maxim set out to
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organize amateurs into a network of operators across the nation—a relay league—who could be
counted on in times of emergency to hurry to their stations and spread the word from operator to oper-
ator, alerting authorities and sharing important communication. The ARRL lobbied Congress for a few
special high-power frequencies to allow more expedient relaying, published a book of members and call-
signs, and began to publish its own magazine, QST (still published today). The ARRL also encouraged
better standards of operation and responsibility and thus helped to improve the reputation of amateur
radio as a field. As historian Susan Douglas puts it,

Maxim clearly sought 6 discipline America's amateurs and to establish distinctions between those
who were skilled operators with efficient apparatus and those who were hac@. He wanted to make
the amateurs, both in reality and in image, more docile and cooperative, more in harmony with the
prevailing social order.’?

With this kind of initiative and improved press coverage, amateur radio grew into a highly regarded
hobby for young men (and a few women). Amateurs ventured into voice transmission as this became
possible and began to innovate some of the practices that would mark early broadcasting. Concerts, of
both live and recorded music, were played to all who could receive them. Speakers were invited to give
talks on issues of the day. Operators invited friends in and indulged in chatting and joke telling, or
exchanged information on community events, special sales, weather ﬂd sports reports, and the like. As
pressure ta enter World War | increased(radio was promoted as patriotic training )sure to come in handy
for the boy who enlisted with these important skills.

in April 1917, the United States formally declared war on Germany. At this point the amateurs were
ordered by the government to shut down their transmitters for the duration. Many amateurs entered the
Signal Corps, and they later formed an important core of innovators after the war with the improved
technology they liberated from the Navy. This is the point, too, at which many more women became
involved in wireless operation, as they were recruited to serve as trainers for the male operators who
would go overseas. As the cover of QST put it, in its last issue before wartime suspension, “The Ladies
Are Coming.” But not until September 1919 would the Navy Department, under whose jurisdiction radio
fell, lift the ban on amateur transmitting. By 1921, more than 10,000 licensed amateurs sent and
received invisible messages across U.S. airspace.

The amateurs, with a few prominent figures like Hugo Gernsback and Hiram Percy Maxim at the
head of national organizations, had established a new form of communication. As a QST editorial put it
in 1921, “Do you realize that our radio provides about the only way by which an individual can commu-
nicate intelligence to another beyond the sound of his own voice without paying tribute to a government
or a commercial interest?”'3 These organized amateurs defined and fought for their vision of radio, what
they began to call citizen radio. Establishing an important argument that the airwaves belonged not to
any private interest but to the public, to the citizens, they envisioned radic as a minimally controlled,
open-access, two-way medium that would allow citizens to communicate freely, under voluntary codes
of behavior that would be enforced by the community. If this sounds something like early Internet philos-
ophy, it is not a coincidence.

What happened? In 1922, radio broadcasting suddenly began to look like a viable business oppor-
tunity (as we shall see in Chapter 3). Hundreds of commercial operators applied for licenses, represent-
ing a wide variety of business concerns from radio equipment manufacturers to department stores,
newspapers, religious establishments, and even dry cleaners and chicken farms. Broadcasting a mixed
schedule of entertainment and information designed to promote and publicize their businesses, nascent
commercial operators began to crowd the available spectrum space. Amateur organizations like the
ARRL soon began to resent not only these untrained and undisciplined operators hogging their band-
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Women amateurs made up a relatively small but enthusiastic part of the citizen's radic
movement.

width but also the tendency of businesses to blame the amateurs for the crowding. Stories about the
carelessness and dangerous hoaxing of the. amateurs began o appear in the press. Wha knew who
these amateurs were? They might be Reds, or militant unionists, or even jazz enthusiasts, indulging in
their corrupting tastes and spreading them invisibly through the airwaves' The amateurs tried to correct
and calm these tears. They pointed to the far more frequent violations caused by commercial stations,
who had a substantial investment to protect and didn't mind whase frequency they stepped on. They
defended their practices anc argued that the commercial stations broadcast the most questionable
material. But their lobbying and press power waned as major corporations like RCA, Westinghouse, and
General Electric got into the game.

In 1922, as Chapter 3 describes, the U.S. government passec some severe restrictions on the new
business of radio, designed to aid the corporate broadcaster. These decisions created three different
hangs on which operators might broadcast and for which a license was required. The amateurs were
cansigned to the least favorable assignment, below 200 megahertz (MHz), and forbidden to broadcast
most of those things that they themselves had pioneered: music, talk, weather and sports reports, and
news. By 1923 relations between commercial interests and amateurs had soured to the extent that QST
nc longer reported on statior broadcasts and began to focus on purely amateur activity. By 1924, the
magazine had adopted a cynical, defeatist tone as it editorialized,
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But say, isn't it funny how the cupidity of commercial interests is always being attracted by amateur
development? The history of amateur radio in this country has largely been one of guarding our
cherished right to existence from the designs of somebody who would like to have something of
ours, generally because they think they can make some money out of it. Ho, hum. 4

The era of amateur radio came to an end as radio became big business. The vision of citizen radio faded
from public memory.

Hugo Gernsback turned his attention to the more promising world of science fiction. In the years to
come, he would imagine, though not develop, such devices as fluorescent lighting, radar, jukeboxes, tape
recorders, loudspeakers, and television. Later writers such as Arthur C. Clarke and Ray Bradbury would
acknowledge Gernsback'’s influence on their work. He experimented with some of the world’s first televi-
sion broadcasts from station WRNY in New York City in 1926 and encouraged his readers to build their
own TV receivers, much like they had built their crystal sets a few years before. He imagined, in his writ-
ings, multistage rocket boosters to the moon and tethered space walks. Gernsback's death in April 1967
occurred just two years before the Apollo moon landing.

Hiram Percy Maxim turned his efforts toward international amateur radio. He is credited with found-
ing the International Amateur Radio Union (IARU) in 1925. Maxim continued as the president of the ARRL
until his death in 1936, where he helped to ensure the continuation of ham radio against the increasing
inroads of commercial spectrum usage. By 1934 there were over 46,000 licensed ham operators in the
United States, and the ARRL's Emergency Corps played a crucial role in such disasters as the 1936
Johnstown flood and a major East Coast hurricane in 1938.

These are two great men whose stories fade beside those of the radio victors like David
Sarnoff, William S. Paley, and the radio stars whose fame rests on a very different vision of
what broadcasting could be. Gernsback and Maxim represent the side that lost and that was
forced into abscurity and relative silence by big business, commercialization, and national
regulation. Yet the concept of public ownership of the airwaves, the idea that the people have
some rights and interests in the way that broadcasting is organized and performed, is a legacy
we owe the radio-amateurs, not the major corporations that followed. And it seems clear that
this vision is the one that informed the early development of Internet and Web technology—
and that it might be vulnerable to the same pressures that destroyed amateur radio. Is it 1922
in the story of the Internet? As radio moves into the boom years of thel920s, the parallels
become uncanny.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has tried to paint a picture of the complex social and cultural web into which
radio was introduced in the 1920s. The late teens and early twenties were a period of
immense social and political upheaval. Immigration, nativism, World War I, the newfound
power of women, migration from farms to cities, the growth and problems of urban life, and
a growing popular culture challenged Progressive notions of assimilation and control. Enter-
tainment industries like publishing, advertising, sports, movies and vaudeville rose up to
amuse, inform, cajole, and educate this polyglot breed of Americans. A new kind of culture
developed at the grassroots level that many, especially the established elites, feared and
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resisted. Mass communication began to be recognized as a powerful new social phenomenon
in an atmosphere of expanding democracy and social instability. The advent of radio drew on
and affected all these trends. Far from arriving as a finished, uncontroversial technology that
could be easily adopted into existing structures and hierarchies, radio stirred up conflicts,
offered competing uses, provoked struggles over whose interests would prevail, and raised
fears about the dangerous cultural forces that might be unleashed by this invisible medium of
connection and commurication. Out of these many forces radio broadcasting arose as a vital
and necessary participant in the American experience.
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CHAPTER

BROADCASTING BEGINS:
1919 TO 1926

n 19153, filmmaker Cecil B DeMille directed a sensational, controversial movie called The

Cheat for the newly formed Paramount Pictures corporation. Though it was made a bit ear-
lier than the period we'll be dealing with in this chapter, it paints a telling picture of America
in the prosperous and xenophobic teens and twenties. Considering that it was remade twice—
in 1923 and 1931—it apparently spoke to citizens of the dav as well.

Set in an affluent Long Island community, the film involves a wealthy, bubbleheaded
young society wonian who has been entrusted with the proceeds from her Red Cross chap-
ter’s drive to aid Belgian refugees. Her husband, who has been experiencing some difficulties
in the volatile financial market of those decades, has cut off lier dress allowance. Determined
to have a new dress at all costs, she remembers what she overheard at a recent dinner party
about a stock that just cannot go wrong, and she takes the clnb funds to a broker, who invests
them thinking that they are her own. The stock, of course, goes down rather than up, and she
must come up with more funds if she wishes to recoup her initial investment. In desperation,
she turns to the “shadiest” person she knows: her mysterious, sinister Japanese neighbor, who
lives in a nearby mansion surrounded by exotic decor. He agrees to loan her $10,000 but on
one condition: If she cannot repay him Dy the stated time, shie will become his mistress.

When she fails and comes to beg for more time, he reveals the “savage beneath the skin”
and viciously brands her with his own special mark, to show that she is now his. This scene in
particnlar outraged audiences and censors, especially because the filin makes it clear exactly
what will happen next. But in the nick of time her husband rushes in and shoots the “evil Ori-
ental.” The hushand is arrested and tried, and the repentant, chastened wife proclaims her
own guilt in a climactic courtroom scene, culminating with her revealing the scar in the shape
of a Jupanese character that the brand has made. The courtroom erupts in a riot of outrage
against the Japanese merchant, with the (all White male) audience shouting “Lynch him!
Linch him!” while urging the conrt to “right the wrc mg of the White wonan.” The role of the
sinister Japanese was played by Sessue Hayakawa, who built a career out of such parts in the
absence of other opportunities for Asian actors at the time.

SOCIAL CONTEXT: THE JAZZ AGE

In its evocation of affluence and sudden reversals, dependent but resentful wives, authoritar-
ian vet insecure husbands, social climbing and fear of ostracism. and particularly its projec-
tion of all that is wrong with modem society onto a nonAmerican Asian character, this film

35



36

CHAPTER3 BROADCASTING BEGINS: 1919 TO 1926

captures much of the spirit of the 1920s. During this time the stock market and the general
economy boomed; more Americans became middle class or wealthy during this decade than
ever before, and the prosperity seemed like it would go on forever. Many invested in the
stock market. New ventures sprang up by the thousands. The banking and financial sector
took precedence over old-line manufacturing and transportation industries. The media in-
dustries expanded, converged, and spread across the country. Americans just wanted to have
fun. Sound familiar?

Yet, the fun did end. The stock market crashed in 1929, ushering in the Depression. And,
in fact, those times of well-being had not been shared by all. With the unprecedented eco-
nomic prosperity and social change, along with an equally strong backlash of racism, fear of
immigrants, and fundamentalist morality, the 1920s resemble 1990s America more than a lit-
tle. The borders of the nation—both internal and external—were being patrolled with a
vengeance, and it is in this charged milieu that radio broadcasting became a national medium.

Restrictions and Backlash

After World War 1, which had slowed the influx of foreigners to American shores, immigra-
tion began to pick up again in 1920. However, the militant Americanism whipped up by
wartime propaganda now viewed this flow as a threat rather than an opportunity. In 1921 the
most stringent set of immigration restrictions in the United States was enacted and later cod-
ified in the National Origins Act in 1924. Not only did this legislation restrict the number of
people from other countries who could enter this country to less than 200,000 a year, but it set
quotas on the national origins of immigrants, based on pre-1890 immigration records, which
was well before most of the eastern European and Asian immigration started. This meant that
only northern and western Europeans would be admitted in any numbers from that time for-
ward—a deliberate program to Whiten and Aryanize the United States. Asian immigration
was cut off alinost completely, because the Chinese Exclusion Act, which did exactly what it
sounds like, had been in effect since 1882. These laws, and the social attitude that they re-
flected, effectively closed the book on the early pluralistic period of American culture. From
that point on, an emphasis on unity, consensus, and assimilation would prevail—even as a
multitude of factors fought against it.

Not surprisingly, these attitudes fed the flames of the nativist resurgence that the war
years had legitimized. The Ku Klux Klan, which had died out after the post-Reconstruction
restoration of White supremacy in the South, revived in 1915 under the inspiration, some
claim, of D. W. Griffith’s film Birth of a Nation. However, the Klan remained small and ob-
scure until the post-war years, when a renewed attention not only to persecution of African
Americans but also to the dangers posed by Roman Catholics, Jews, foreigners, Bolsheviks,
and organized labor boosted its membership to over 4 million in 1925. By that time the Klan
was not only in the South but also in the Midwest. Membership peaked again in 1928 during
the campaign of the first-ever Catholic candidate for president, Alfred E. Smith. Lynching
and cross burning remained popular Klan activities throughout the decades.

Black Resistance

Nativists and racist groups were very threatened by the rise of the early civil rights movement.
The African American community, in particular, had responded to the patriotic call of the war
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years by putting aside their objections to segregation and discrimination in the military and
society at large and enlisting in the war effort. Promised that their send i v
would result in social reforms after the war_but instead slapped with renewed hatred, segre-
gation, and unemployment, Black Americans felt betrayed, Reformers began to advocate a
more militant, less conciliatory stance. Leaders like W. E. B. DuBois, one of the founders of
the NAACP and editor of its influential magazine The Crisis, advocated a new kind of Black
nationalism and Black cultural identity.

In the meantime, continued migration to the cities brought sizable African American
communities together—in New York's Harlem, Chicago’s South Side, Pittsh gh, Detroit,
and many other industrial centers. This is the period of th(@arlem Renaissangr, an uprising
of African American literature, art, and political theorizing exemplified by such figures as
Countee Cullen, Claude McKaye, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston. and many others.
Black musicians like Louis B. Armstrong, Count Basie, Bessie Smith, Alberta Hunter, and
Duke Ellington achieved national fame during these vears, giving the twenties the memo-
rable title “the jazz age.” Developing media like recordings, movies, the popular press, and
soon radio brought their achievements to a national audicnce. And due in part to enforced
segregatian, African American communities built up economic and social institutions of their
own. Black universities thrived, the Black press gained prestige and importance, and the
educated Black middle class grew in size and social clout. Yet still America remained deeply
segregated.

What Did Women Want?

Freud's famous perplexed question might be answered in many different ways during the
1920s. Though American women had won the right, at last, to vote in elections, many other
social and political areas remained closed. Most universities and professions would not admit
women; many public and civic spaces such as clubs, juries, sports arenas, public parks, and
pubs and restaurants were either legally or virtually off limits to females; and though married
women could now own property, it was nearly impossible for a woman to establish credit or
obtain backing for business ventures. Reproductive control could not even be discussed pub-
licly, much less made widely available, despite the struggles of birth control pioneers like
Margaret Sanger. Most women remained in thrall to biological reproduction and the sexual
double standard. Black women and women of other ethnic groups remained doubly disen-
franchised, despite the laws on the books. Women of all races, like African Americans, had
responded to wartime exigencies by taking jobs in factories, on streetcars, and in the military
itself, but found themselves disemploved and unwanted once the hovs returned.

However, a spirit of rebellion against traditional gender roles pervaded the land. Women
cut off their long Victorian tresses in favor of the new bobbed look; they traded in ankle-
length skirts for the short skirts above the knee; they ventured out on the town for entertain-
ment, where they might even drink and smoke cigarettes; and despite all discouragements,
they took on jobs and hoped for careers. The Happer—a quintessential 1920s good-time
girl—arrived, and 22 percent of women worked outside the home by 1930. More women
entered universities, and women’s clubs and organizations continued their widespread influ-
ence in many areas of social and political reform. One of the most effective was the League of
Women Voters, still active today. The consumer movement would strengtlien during the next
few decades largely through women’s organizing.
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Yet it is often reported that the push for the women’s vote—much anticipated and feared
as a potential power in social reform and politics—at this early stage only produced one clear
result: Prohibition. The Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, passed in 1919, made
the production, transportation, and sale (if not consumption) of alcohol a federal offense; the
Volstead Act allowed for its reinforcement. Temperance and women’s suffrage were tightly
linked issues; they represent the last gasp of the Victorian “separate spheres” philosophy,
which positioned women as the moral guardians of the home. As long as women’s power was
seen as relating to domestic issues, it was not overly threatening, and the banning of alcohol
was perceived as a social reform that would improve the living conditions of women, children,
and families. Prohibition and votes for women: It sounded like an uplifting unbeatable com-
bination. In practice, however, keeping Americans from drinking proved utterly impossible
and may even have set back the impact of American women on polities. It also drove drinking
underground, where some of the forces most feared by reformers were able to gain an
impressive foothold.

Bootleggers and Speakeasies

It is ironic that when we think of the 1920s, the decade of Prohibition, we envision hip flasks,
road houses, speakeasies (illegal drinking establishments that had te be entered via a pass-
word), hot jazz clubs where the liquor flowed like the music, not to mention the mobsters
who distributed the illicit beverage. Though it is true that the reported number of Americans
who consumed alcohol dropped during the twenties, it is also true that organized crime took
root and flourished largely because of the illegal liquor trade. From disorganized gangs who
committed petty crimes in their own neighborhoods, criminal organizations like the mafia
grew during the 1920s into regional and even national powers, and are still with us today.
Partly we can thank new technologies for their achievements: Without such modern devices
as the telephone, the automobile, fast boats for smuggling off the coast, and of course effec-
tive weaponry, the mob would have remained immobile, cut off, and small time.

Bootlegging is the term used for the illegal traffic in liquor. It comes from the practice of
concealing liquor flasks in one’s boot tops and came to denote a whole network of organized
crime. Al Capone, the Chicago gangster, is probably the decade’s best-known figure, but other
names are familiar to us through movies from Little Caesar (1930) and Scarface (1932) to The
Untouchables (1987). Violence in the cities reached an all-time high, as rival gangsters took
their business disputes to the streets. Bugsy Siegel, Bugs Moran, Lucky Luciano, and their ilk
belonged to those immigrant and “other” classes whom the reformers most wished to reform.
Through many techniques—including smuggling alcohol from Cuba and the Bahamas, mix-
ing denatured alcohol with flavoring, and manufacturing their own alcohol out of corn—boot-
leggers sold their illicit goods to a national market of tavern, restaurant, and nightclub owners,
who learned that it could be profitable to cheat the federal government. The mafia, in turn,
especially after Prohibition was repealed by the Twenty-First Amendment in 1933, put their
expertise to use in other fields (such as narcotics, gambling, prostitution, loan sharking, and
extortion) and also developed structures of cooperation and regional division, like any legiti-
mate monopoly. This was not the lesson the reformers had intended to teach. Prohibition,
though stemming from deeply moral and paternalistic impulses to lift the benighted working
classes and immigrants out of their slough of poor self-control, backfired by creating a nation
of happy scofflaws. Perhaps there are parallels in drug enforcement today.
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Popular Entertainments

The twenties represent the first decade of modern mass media. American film became not
just a national but a global phenomenon, as motion picture studios sprang up, consolidated,
purchased theater chains across the country, and exported their products abroad. By the end
of the twenties virtually every town and hamlet in the United States had its downtown movie
theater, and movie attendance per week more than doubled, reaching an all-time high na-
tional average of three visits to the theater per house he .. Audiences followed the
adventures of serial stars like Pear] White, thrilled to the exotic sex appeal of Rudolph
Valentino, laughed and cried with Charlie Chaplin, swashbuckled with Douglas Fairbanks,
sutfered along with the good heroines like Lillian Gish, and secretly wished to emulate the
bad girls like Clara Bow and Theda Bara. Movie magazines abounded, film celebrities in-
creasingly became news, and many flirted with the new medium of radio. When the talkies
were introduced in 1927, a whole new era of cooperation between film and radio began,
despite the disappointment of a few soprano-voiced male stars and leading ladies with impen-
etrable accents. Before long the moral influence of the movies and their exotic source in
Hollywood attracted national concern. The Hays Office was created in 1922 to patrol film
morality and censor the worst offenses, under the fairly willing cooperation of the Motion Pic-
ture Producers and Directors Association (MPPDA).

This was the high point of vaudeville, which continued to rival films with live stage enter-
tainment coast to coast. <audeville and film became increasingly intertwined, With stage stars
moving easily to pictures, and screen gems frequently featured on stage. Some producers
took vaudeville to new “legitimate” heights, as variety shows and revues began to dominate
Broadway. Impressarios like Florenz Ziegfeld produced a Follies spectacular each year on
Broadway, where soon-to-be stars of film and radio like Fanny Brice dazzled audiences.

The music industry experienced an enormous expansion. More professional musicians
found paid employment in the 1920s than in any decade before or since. Each vaudeville per-
formance, stage revue, Broadway musical, film theater, and radio station had to have its in-
house nsusicians—often an entire orchestra—and nightclubs, speakeasies, hotels, restaurants,
and dance halls provided additional venues. Sales of sheet music and recordings added to the
vitality of America’s musical culture, and popular singers and performers became virtual
members of the household. Song and dance crazes swept the nation: the Charleston, the
Lindy, the Bunny Hop.

In print it was the era of jazz journalism. The sensational tabloids increased in number
and readership. Sex scandals, murder trials, graphic photographs, and screaming headlines
vied for attention on the newsstand. Though the number of daily papers declined, consolida-
tion in the journalism industry brought national newspaper chains into competition. Syndica-
tion reached new levels, as newspapers sought to hold readers by providing not only news
eoverage but feature stories, recipes, advice columns, serialized fiction, sports analysis, and,
above all, comics. The(comic strip bad debuted a few years earlier, but by the twenties pages
of the daily and weekly paper began to fill up with such perennial favorites as Dick Tracy,
Barney Google, and Popeye and Olive Oyl. Some comics took on serial storylines, such as The
Gumps. Little Orphan Annie, and Gasoline Alley. Magazines proliferated in all genres, pub-
lishing far more fiction and poetry than can be found today, and the confession magazine in
particular enthralled the public with steries like, “Side Door to Hell,” “I Killed My Child,”
and “How Can I Face Myself? I Let Him Cheapen Me.”

ee
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With all of this media activity (inuch of it supported by advertising) and with the con-
sumer products industry reaching new heights along with the economy, this was also a period
of great growth for the advertising industry. Major firms expanded nationally and internation-
ally, merged and consolidated, and began to create specialized bureaus and techniques for the
various nedia. By the late 1920s a few perceptive firms had instituted their own radio depart-
ments, preparing for further ventures into this promising new medium. While memorable
phrases and catchy jingles began to find ineradicable places in popular memory, and the ad
industry gained prestige and respectability, a certain suspicion of these new magicians of
prosperity remained. A jingle from Printer’s Ink in 1932 sums up most Americans’ mixed feel-
ings about the whole profession:

Glorifying pink chemises, eulogizing smelly cheeses,
Deifying rubber tires, sanctifying plumbers’ pliers,
Accolading rubber panties, serenading flappers’ scanties,
Rhapsodizing hotel fixtures, sermonizing on throat mixtures;
Some call us the new town criers,

Others eall us cock-eyed liars!'!

Who Are These Americans?

There are a myriad of other important social strands we might trace during this vital and cre-
ative decade. Sacco and Vanzetti and the Red scare, the Scopes trial, labor organizing, Charles
Lindbergh’s famous flight, Babe Ruth’s amazing baseball feats, the host of American writers
and artists who left America for Europe—all of these are memorable parts of Roaring Twen-
ties culture. But the underlying common denominator of these years, on all levels, was the
fear of fragmentation and the yearning for some kind of national unity. In the face of political
disputes, labor unrest, Toreignness and difference, racial tensions, gender troubles, and vio-
lent crime, the nation struggled to define itself as something whole, identifiable, coherent.
What was America, and who were Americans? Did we really have our own culture, character,
and identity? Or were we just a shifting, volatile mass of separate parts, all in conflict with one
another, with no common ground on which to stand? Even our geography worked against an
easy assumption of integration, being vast and spread out over distances incomprehensible to
most nations.

But as historian Robert Wiebe has theorized, there was one identifiable factor pulling
America together. This was what had allowed the United States, despite all internal fragmen-
tation and opposition, to spring together so quickly in 1917 when war beckoned and to orga-
nize and fight effectively. This is what the twenties boom would build on and the crash of
1930 would call into questionthe close alliance of interests between modern corporations
and the federal govemmenDThis alliance developed to a greater degree in the United States
than in most other nations of the world. The working relationship developed by such govern-
ment organizations as the Federal Trade Commission (established in 1914), the Interstate
Commerce Commission (1887-1996), the 5 913), and many other
dm federal and state level at once allowed for a certain amount of gov-
ernment control over business and created favorable conditions for big business to prosper.
As Wiebe puts it,

[P]rivate leaders had come to believe that they also could not function without the assistance
of the government, increasingly the national government. Only the government could en-
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sure the stability and continuity essential to their welfare. . . . They required long-range,
predictable cooperation through administrative devices that would beud with a changing
warld. . . . They wanted a powerful government, but one whose authority stood at their dis-
posal: a strong, responsive government through which they could manage their own affairs in
their own way.2

The government, in turn, realized that in a divided country suspicious of centralized control,
private corporations could de more to stabilize and shape conditions voluntarily, but with
guidance, than outright state intervention or ownership might.

The alliance of government and industry put labor unions, in particular, outside the fold.
It meant that labor would from here on out be fighting an uphill battle against unfavorable leg-
islation. It also meant something in terms of national identity: Whoever these Americans were,
they would be defined not only as citizens living in a commmunity or as workers building an
economy, but most importantly as consumers living in a marketplace. Industry, particularly the
booming consumer products and media industries, would serve as the essential link among
conflicting cancepts of the people, the public, the audience, the nation. Government would do
at least part of its job through the intermediary of the private corporation. This central alliance
would have a direct and lasting impact on the new communication medium of radio.

RADIO ACTIVITY

RCA: The Radio Corporation of America

A decisive moment in shaping U.S. broadcasting occurred in 1919, just after the war. Radio
had played an important part in the war effort, and it had not gone mmoticed by the U.S.
Navy and other government observers that one company owned the patents and manufac-
tured almost all the vital parts and units necessary for effective radio transmission: the British
Marconi company, still run by inventor (,ugllelm() Marconi. Luckily, the British were our
allies, so cooperation in radio developent during wartime swas no problem. But administra-
tors in W ashmgton predicted that the next time this might not be so. In the atmosphere of
distrust and isolationism that followed World War I, the U.S. government sought a way to
bring radio into its national fold, safe from outside interference.

One idea was to let the government, most probably the Department of the Navy, take
over radio outright. Many argued vociferously for this position, and indeed it was the path

taken by almost everv other nation faced with a similar decision dunng these years. Radio, as,

a technology and as a form of national communication _seemed sj ly_m_(l_\g_tal_to_n;@pgl
im. ancKt(x) important as a unifier for cultural and social systemq, to be left in the hands
J_p_g'—xay owners who might use it as they pleased. Also, groups such as the amateurs had
argued that the spectrum was a public resource, not to be sold or assigned to private use. Of
course, the amateurs would certainly have balked at the idea of the Navy—one of their most
hated foes—taking over, and many Americans felt the same way, not least of which were the
major companies who had already invested heavily in the new te(hnol()g\

In March 1919, while this debate raged, it began to look like the General Electric Cor-
poration (GE) might sell not only a number of the advanced Alexanderson alternators to the
Britisli Marconi Company hut also exclusive rights to future sales. This would have given
Marconi a virtual world monopolv on state-of-the-art radio equipment, including within
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the United States, where the American Marconi subsidiary would have assumed a dominant
position. Even General Electric felt a little queasy about this proposition, and their chairman
Owen D. Young approached Acting Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt for guid-
ance. Though the exact nature and extent of government assistance is not clear, GE was en-
couraged to purchase a controlling interest in the American Marconi company; later, it
purchased the rest of the stock. Why would British Marconi go along with such a move? Well,
because the U.S. government had seized control of all operating stations, including Marconi’s,

during the war and had not yet given them back, Marconi recognized that it stood a better
chance of realizing some proﬁt this way than if it tried to resist the compelling ¢ combination of
federal and corporate power. Tt sold out, t, and walked away with exclusive rights to the use of
the Alexanderson alternators in Europe, its home market. ((iE twith the help of the govern-
ment, now had almost total control over U.S. radio.

In October 1919, GE with the guidance of the federal government formed a subdivision,
grandly titled the Radio Corporation of America (RCA). This nationalistic organization, com-
prised of the powerful radio oligopoly that would dominate broadcasting for most of the cen-
tury, brought together the major companies involved in radio research to pool their patents
and coordmate the development of radio in the United States. It was shpulated in RCA’s char-

shi -rcent American, that its board of directors must consist

entirely of U.S. citizens, and that one member must be a representative of the government.

One of those board members was David Sarnoff, formerly with American Marconi; later he

would be named president of RCA. Westinghouse and the American Telephone and Tele-

graph Corporation (AT&T) became part of RCA in 1920. In 1921 the United Fruit Company

became a minor partner, because of its involvement in radio communication in its fruit ship-
ping business.

Through a complicated system of agreements, the companies involved in RCA agreed to
divide up the business as follows: AT&T could manufacture and sell radio transmitters and
could specialize in the field of radiotelephony (providing a telephonelike service between
interested parties). GE and Westinghouse could manufacture radio receivers, which they
then would sell to RCA. RCA would operate as a sales agent to retailers for all radio receivers;
authorize others to manufacture receivers using AT&T, GE, and Westinghouse patents and
collect and distribute their royalties; and operate all maritime and transoceanic stations ob-
tained as part of the deal. All four companies could manufacture equipment for their own
use—meaning that all could, if they so desired, build and operate their own domestic radio
broadcasting stations. In 1921, no one understood very clearly what exactly radio broadcasting
might be. Very soon, they would.

Early Regulation

By 1920, various amateurs, experimenters, businesses, and other interested parties had
begun to take advantage of improvements in voice transmission made during the war by air-
ing an invisible, but not unnoticed, national show. Most simply talked, some played music,
and some put out various reports for the edification of the local and national listeners. More
and more people applied for broadcasting licenses. In January 1922, the Interstate Com-
merce Commission (ICC), under whose jurisdiction radio fell, inserted this clause into all
amateur station licences: “This station is not licensed to broadcast weather reports, market
reports, music, concerts, speeches, news, or similar information or entertainment.” To keep
their license, amateurs now had to agree to these restrictions and accept an assignment to the
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less desirable airspace below 200 megahertz. These were the grandfathers of ham radio op-
erators today. Those who wished to continne providing information or entertainment had to
apply far a more stringent broadcasting license on the 360 megahertz band. Thousands did,
and quickly this band became crowded, with signals overlapping and interfering with one an-
other, especially in major metropolitan areas. All the members of RCA, including RCA itself,
established early stations.

Westinghouse was the first major corporation to venture on air, because it had its own in-
house amateur: Dr. Frank Conrad, an engineer. Conrad had joined the amateur fraternity in
the teeus; his broadcasts became so popular in the Pittsburgh area by 1920 (aided by the
recordings he played that were donated by and credited ta a local record shop) that the
Joseph Horne department store mentioned Conrad’s etherial concerts in their newspaper ads
aimed at selling radios to the public. Noting this, Conrad’s superiors at Westinghouse con-
cluded that receiver sales could only be enhanced if they began to provide some organized,
regular entertainment that could be received on them. Conrad’s garage station soon became
KDKA—often referred to (with some dispute) as the nation’s oldest station, and the > only,
“K” station east of the Mississippi. In 1921 Westinghouse opened up two more stations: WBZ
in Spnngﬁeld Massachusetts, and W]Z in Newark, New Jersey. Later that same year KYW-
Chicago debuted.

Defining “Quality”
But there was a problem. How could Westinghouse provide its superior brand of service—
and thereby convince the public to buy RCA radio sets—if it was to be constantly harassed
and interrupted by the uncontrolled broadcasts of area amateurs? And recall from our discus-
sion of the jazz panic in Chapter 2 that these are the very vears during which much concern
arose over just what kind of music and cultnre might be wafting invisibly through the airwaves
and into middle-class homes. Westinghouse went to the ICC to present a solution to the
problem: If the government itself was not to take charge of this powerful new medium, then
perhaps it should help big business to establish order and control. Westinghouse officials pro-
posed that the ICC create a new radio frequency at 400 megahertz (MHz) dnd anew type of
Class B station license. -

ass B broadcasters would have to meet more stringent standards of quality than the
Class A stations on the 360MHz band. Besides l)roadcastmg at a ln}_,her power—5()()—l()()0
watts —a was expressly forbidde
any other kind-ofrecording, Instead, they were restricted to dmn;_, h;_g_t&_m Tlus is the
origin of radio and television’s insistence on the superiority of live programming that would
persist into the 1960s. The intention of this rule was, first, to give precedence to stations that
were not duplicating something that the public could get elsewhe -re in another form—to keep
radio entertainment unique and original. (This would later hinder the movie studios from get-
ting into radio, as we shall see.) Second, the rule would have the effect of making sure that the
desirable 400MHz licenses went only to wealthier and more established organizations,
because providing live entertainment on the air was much more expensive and difficult than
playing records (and might cut down on objectionable jazz).

Setting an important precedent, government and business, working together, had come
up with a way to “improve” broadcasting and restrict access to “responsible” parties, without
infringing on any actual First Amendment rights as to what radio broadcasting should consist
of. Class B licenses became available by the end of 1922. Though their frequency and name
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changed in the aftermath of later radio conferences, the principle of classification and prefer-
ment remained, along with the first blow to open access on the airwaves.

AT&T, GE, and RCA all opened up stations on the new 400MHz band within the year.
RCA, after a failed experiment with station WDY, agreed to take over WJZ and a new station,
WJY, from Westinghouse in 1923 and moved the stations to New York City. It also initiated
station WRC in Washington, DC. AT&T opened up station WEAF in New York City in
August 1922. GE made its on-air debut with WGY in Schenectady, New York, in February
1922 and later KOA-Denver and KGO in Oakland, California. They were joined by many oth-
ers. Some former Class B stations that survive to this day include WWJ-Detroit, WSB-
Atlanta, WOR-New York, WIP-Philadelphia, and KHJ-Los Angeles.

Radio Conferences

The decision to create station classification had come about as a result of the 1922 Radio Con-
ference, convened by Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover on February 27. Fifteen rep-
resentatives from government and industry were invited to, discuss current problems and
future plans for radio. Some important recommendations coming out of this conference
included

* To keep radio under control of the Commerce Department, rather than the Post Office
or the Navy

* To continue to have the Commerce Department assign frequencies, power, and hours
of operation, rather than letting anyone broadcast whenever and wherever they might
want

e To ensure that radio generally should be operated in the public interest, not just in the
selfish private interest of the individual broadcaster

Though a bill introduced to make these and other resolutions into law failed to emerge from
committee, they set the tone for further discussions.

Another National Radio Committee conference was called in March 1923, and again it
was a small one with only 20 delegates—none from the amateur community or from the gen-
eral public. Notable here were recommendations for division of the country into five regions
for the purpose of assigning licenses and an extended discussion of how radio was to be fi-
nanced, given the increasing restiveness of the American Society of Composers, Authors, and
Publishers (ASCAP). The powerful music rights organization had become concerned that too
much of its artists’ material was being played on the radio, with no compensation to its cre-
ators. Nothing was resolved at the conference, but a group of broadcasters, seeing the writing
on the wall, got together that same month to form the National Association of Broadcasters
(NAB) to look after@eir copyright interests as a grou;a They are still a power in the broad-
casting industry today.

It was agreed at the second conference that the Commerce Department must continue
its work of selectively assigning licenses. But later that year a challenge in court ruled that the
Radio Act of 1912 had given the government no such right; the assigning of licenses and fre-
quencies was a purely clerical task that should involve no preference or exclusion. Congress
needed to pass a new radio bill if more than this minimal kind of regulation was wanted. How-
ever, it failed to do so, and stations continued to proliferate in the airwaves.

A third conference was convened in October 1924, this time with an expanded base of 90
delegates and with small broadcasters and others outside the government/industry alliance
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included. Here tensions between RCA and operators of smaller stations began to emerge,
sparked by RCA’s statement that it would soon begin a chain of superpower 50,000-watt sta-
tions across the United States, in the absence of any restrictions preventing it. No agreement
was reached, except that monopolistic practices should be discouraged (a shot at RCA), and
no concrete recommendations were made to Congress. F inally, Secretary Hoover determined
to resolve the issue of radio once and for all. Calling the largest conference yet—400 dele-
gates from across the nation—on November 9, 1925, he deliberately restricted the debate to
the problem of how (not whether!) to limit the increasing number of stations flooding the air-
waves, on what standard of public interest such decisions should be made, and by whom.

Principles and Precedents

The results of this conference were introduced to Congress as House Resolution 5589 in
December 1925 and eventually became the Radio Act of 1927. In Chapter 4 we discuss the
provisions of this critical piece of legislation, which led directly to the Communications Act

of 1934 and our current body of law on broadcasting. But the conference resolutions set in

place several important concepts that would dominate U.S. broadcasting for the next several
decades. First, the principle of open access to all comers was rejected in favor of restriction
based on quality: A few quality broadcasters were better for the nation than many poor or.
mediocre gnes. Second, this distinction should involve the notion of the public interest; Al-
though a difficult term to define, a standard s e used by all parties to.deci ho-w
bLa.llowed_on the air and who would not, Third, neither government nor private interests
alone should be allowed to dominate radie; decisions as to quality and public interest should
be made by an alliance of the ¢two. Radio, unlike the press and the movies, would instead be a
regulated mediumrglespite potential infringement of First Amendment protections.

Finally, adverfising was given a tacit okay as a means of support for radio, although an
excessively direct or hard-sell approach would not be regarded favorably; advertising on the
air should display good taste. This meant that, after all debate, the United States would not
seek governinent or public funds for broadcasting, unlike most other nations, and radio would
become a commercial medium in private hands. Related to this, ASCAP’ claims for compen-
sation were determined to be just, and from that point on broadcasts were ' idere.

ublic perforinances. Permissions would have to be sought and royalties paid. This too would
raise‘t}he stakes for radio, making it harder for low-budget stations to survive. Thus the
groundwork was laid for American radio to develop into a privately owned, government-
regulated, advertising-supported national system of communication and cultural unification.

1> . &

Early Broadcasters

Though the majority of stations during this early period were owned by radio equipment
manufacturers and dealers, other categories included educational institutions, newspapers,
and retailers. About 75 percent of early stations fell into the commercial category, meaning
that their purpose was to promote or publicize the main business of their parent company.
Direct advertising as we know it today was frowned upon, but indirect advertisement through
simply publicizing a service, performer, publication, or company was entirely accepted and in
fact provided most of the material on early radio.

Radio drew blithely and fairly indiscriminately from the popular entertainments of the
day: Music publishers and song pluggers put on shows featuring their music; talent agencies
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thrust their clients before the mike; magazines sent representatives to read stories and articles
over the air: newspapers provided news reports, serials, and household columns; hotels and
night spots provided live broadcasts of their in-house orchestras; novie theaters broadcast
their stage shows and organ recitals; vaudeville houses and theaters previewed their shows;
and retail outlets and businesses sponsored various programs with a discreet plug or two at
open and close. Most programs were less than 15 minutes long, and a piano was always kept
on hand in the studio in case some talent failed to show up and the announcer might be
forced to fill in.

How did this chaotic, experimental world of early broadcasting evolve by the end of the
decade into the regularly scheduled, daypart-divided world of recognizable program genres?
What forces and influences shaped early radio practices, and how did early broadcasters de-
cide what was appropriate—or inappropriate—for the newborn medium? The answers to
these questions would become important worldwide, as the United States literally capitalized
on its head start in radio to provide ideas and examples (not always the best examnples) to
countries across the globe. Here we look at the career of Bertha Brainard, who got in on the
ground floor of radio with a few fresh ideas that she turned into precedent-setting programs.
She eventually became the first director of commercial programming for the National Broad-
casting Company (NBC) and had considerable influence on how radio actually took shape
and prospered. Her individual story lets us see the confluence of many important elements
that shaped American broadcasting.

Connection Bertha Brainard and NBC

Most published stories about Bertha Brainard—in keeping with the way the media treat women gener-
ally—emphasize her looks. A successful woman in a man’s world, she seemingly surprised most writers
of the period by being “five feet two and intensely feminine,” “scarcely big enough to reach a micro-
phone,” and “possessing what Elinor Glyn designates briefly as ‘It'” (a twenties word for sex appeal).
“Petite, pretty, with her pink and white skin, biue eyes, and red gold hair, she looks more like a butterfiy
than an important executive,” one reporter gushed. Another put it bluntly: “People who do business
for the first time with WJZ are rather surprised to learn that Miss Brainard is really the ‘boss’ of the
works. . . . A visitor entering her spacious office sees a beautiful, red-headed woman seated at a daintily-
decorated desk; and his first impression is that he is about to meet one of those soft-voiced females who
direct you to tables in tea rooms."3

Brainard must have gotten used to such a reaction, and certainly her career shows that if anything
she used it to her benefit. She entered radio at a crucial moment before the industry had fully established
itself, when, as is often the case in cutting-edge movements, gender roles stayed flexible long enough to
let at least a few women through the door. Many women seized opportunities in early broadcasting;
some—Iike Brainard and other women executives like Judith Waller and Janet MacRorie at NBC and
writers and producers like Irna Phillips, Anne Hummert, and Elaine Carrington—made great successes
with their work in the field. Others were diverted into more traditional feminine paths such as secretarial
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Bertha Brainard served
as NBC's f rst director of
commercial programming.

work and public service and child-oriented programming. But Brainard stayed on the business side of
the developing industry and rose to positians that allowed her to exercise a considerabie-influence-oa-the
mgjiirln.

Born just before the turn of the century in Montclair, New Jersey, she followed the traditional path of
many women lucky enough to go to college by pursuing a teaching deg-ee. Wortd War | diverted her into
the war effort. She became one of those young ladies doing men'’s jobs: in this case driving an ambu-
lance in New York City that transported wounaed soldiers from ships to area hospitals. After the war she
briefly became manager of a resort hotel (where most likely her responsibilities included arranging for
entertainment for the guests), then took a job on the Daily News Record, a trade journal of the New York
fashion indesstry. Most accounts say that her first brush with radio was listening to her brother’s crystal
set as stations came back on the air after 1919. She became convinced of the enormous possibilities in
this new medium but also was sure that it could not grow without a higher standard of entertainment in
its programs. Why not bring together the snormous reserve of live talent in the New York City area with
the growing medium of publicity that was radio?

Luckily for Brainard, her timing was perfect. She approached Westinghouse station WJZ soon after
it had gone on the air in Newark, New Jetsey, with an idea, as one article puts it: “Why not link radio to
the stage by broadcasting a weekly dramatic review?"# Alliteratively titied "Bertha Brainard Broadcast-
ing Broadway,” her show went on the air in the spring of 1922. Soon Brainard was bringing Broadway
stars themseives before her microphome, to talk about their roles and even to perform skits. From there
it was a short step to begin broadcasting entire performances from the theater, with herself as narrator,
commentator, and host. The success of this very early show led to her appointment as WJZ's program

World Radio Histol
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director. In 1923 she was named assistant manager of the station, just as WJZ outgrew its Newark stu-
dios and moved to a deluxe new broadcasting facility on 42nd Street in Manhattan, not far from Broad-
way's twinkling lights and pools of talent. Though many early stations across the country were emulating
these practices by bringing whatever local talent they could find to put on “ether performances,” few
could rival WJZ's prime location and Brainard’s head start. Soon she had inaugurated many new pro-
grams, including the first hour-long show directed especially to women as an audience.

Despite her duties as a producer, Brainard continued her on-air announcing work, as did many
women at this time. But in 1924 a debate began to rage in radio circles: Were women'’s voices suited to
radio? It was touched off by a letter to the new magazine Radio Broadcast, which claimed that the voices
of women, when they could not be seen, were irritating and offensive to most listeners. Columnist Jen-
nie Irene Mix surveyed a number of station managers to get their opinions. Although most disagreed,
some concurred, saying that women’s voices on air “lacked personality,” were “monotonous,” or were
“affected.”> Some blamed microphone technology, which They claimed could not reproduce higher tones
as well as lower. Because many women actually served as announcers, the claims remained moot until
one station manager reported the results of a listeners' poll he had taken in 1926 that showed that
men's voices were preferred over women'’s voices by a ratio of 100 to 1. His explanation of this resuit
reveals his bias: “Men are naturally better fitted for the average assignment of the broadcasting
announcer . . . coverfing] sporting events, shows, concerts, operas, and big public meetings. . . . The
woman announcer has difficulty in repressing her enthusiasm and in maintaining the necessary reserve
and objectivity.”®

It was Charles B. Popenoe, Bertha Brainard’s boss and station manager at WJZ, who commissioned
this study and publicized its findings. Just a few months later, Brainard would take over his position as
Popenoe moved into corporate financial work. The somewhat suspect conclusions of this survey would
continue to be reported as fact and would act as a barrier to women in radio, except in daytime shows
directed at female audiences. The door of opportunity for women that radio had opened was already
beginning to close. But Brainard herself managed to escape upward.

In 1926, NBC was just beginning to put together the network that would bear its name for the next
75 years. The idea of a network (sometimes called chains or webs) was one that regulators and industry
had ]USt begun to envisage. Rather than a series of sMeach broadcasting from its local
area, or a or a set of superpower stations (like Dr. Brinkley’s) blasting across entire regions, networking was
the interconnection of broadcasting stations using wires. A program could be produced in one location—
say a talent-filled city like New York—and sent over land lines from station to station, city to city, across
the country. Though this took an over-the-air medium actually out of the air and back into wires similar
to telephone or telegraph, it allowed for important improvements in central control, cultural unification,
and economic efficiency. AT&T had experimented with networking as early as 1923 (because it owned
the wires), connecting WEAF to two other stations to relay the World Series games.

With a network, one large corporation could supervise the programs for an entire national network
of stations, rather than letting a lot of small-time and possibly irresponsible stations in a lot of small cities
broadcast whatever they pleased. Certain standards of quality could be maintained, bringing nationally
recognized and legitimated talent to towns and cities from coast to coast. Advertisers who were ensured
of large audiences nationally might finance the most glamorous and high-budget productions. In 1926
only a few stations could be reached by wires, but soon this would spread. However, RCA was forced to
use inferior quality telegraph lines for its networking experiments, because AT&T was reserving phone
company lines for itself.

Brainard’s position as manager of NBC's flagship station meant that as RCA began to experiment
with linking stations together, it was her task to provide the programs. In 1927 she was appointed NBC's
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new director of eastern programming; this changed to director of commercial programming in 1929.
Referred to in one article as “the feminine brains of the National Broadcasting Compary,”” she took over
programming responsibilities as they shifted from providing a space on which promoters could display
their wares to a department that actively created innovative and attractive programming that advertisers
might be persuaded to sponsor. In particular, she recognized that women would compsise the major part
of the broadcasting audience and that programming directed toward women would have the greatest
appeal to advertisers. She believed that drama had a particular appeal for women and audiences gener-
ally and pushed for a more entertainment-based schedule that included music, variety, comedy, sports,
and theater, as well as news caverage that kept radio’s dramatic focus in mind.

A quick sample of programis introduced on NBC in the very early years under Brainard include musi-
cal programs like the Brunswick Hour of Music, the National Symphony Orchestra, and the Maxwell
House Hour, one of the first news commentary programs, by Frederick William Wile; for women, General
Mills" Betty Crocker cooking show, and the Radio Household Institute program. Sustaining programs—
those put on by NBC as a service, not for commercial spansors—include Cheerio, an inspirational talk
show; public affairs discussion by the Foreign Policy Association; a number of religious programs; an
informative drama show called Great Moments in History; and dramatic sketches (forerunners of the sit-
uation comedy) like Real Folks of Thompkins Corners and Romance Isle (perhaps a precursor to Fantasy
Island?y.

In 1932, Bertha Brainard proposed a vision for the economic support of radie that, had it been
adopted, might have provided a very different economic model for radio and television. As she wrote in a
menio to NBC's sales director,

1 am Jooking forward to the day when you and the sponsors realize that the daytime hours are our
most important selling times and the rates for the daytime hours will be double those of the evening,
in view of the fact that all our real selling will be done to the women in the daytime, and the institu-
tional good will programs will be directed to the mixed audiences after 6:00 p.m. | am such a con-
firmed feminist that I thoroughly believe this is going to take place, and in the not too distant future.8

Though her predictions never came true, they offered a vision of radio that acknowledged the con-
sumer power of women and also provided a way to shelter prime time programs from an overly com-
merzial function. At night, sponsors might provide programming for corporate publicity—much as on
PBS today—rather than to sell products. What actually happened, however, was that by the mid-1930s
program production passed out of the networks' hands and into the control of the advertising agencies
and sponsors. The networks would become little more than censors and custodians of airtime, and the
power of early programmers like Brainard would wane. Yet it was on such early stations as WJZ and
WEAF, as we shall see, that the precedents for broadcast genres and practices were set.

Early Programs and Audiences

How did radio programs develop out of the needs of stations, networks, advertisers, and audi-
ences? What influences from other popular media, sales strategies, and audience preferences
came together to produce the earlv broadcast programming? And how did early audiences
respond? In our next Connection, we pick up the story of early radio innovation with a look at
the other station: WJZ’s rival WEAF Here a show debuted that would set the nation on its ear
and begin to change the relationship of radia to its public.
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Connection “Eveready Red” Wendell Hall

Frustrated with its limited role of radiotelephony established by the RCA agreement while watching its
partners jump into the promising new arena of broadcasting, AT&T came up with an exciting idea in
1923. If it opened a station and allowed individuals and businesses to buy blocks of time on the air to fill
with whatever materials they might like (rather than providing its own schedule of programming), this
deal would resemble the use of a telephone booth rather than actual broadcasting, from which AT&T was
barred. WEAF gave the name “toll broadcasting” to the idea, to show its affinity with telephone practices.
This is generally regarded as the first instance of outright sale of time to advertisers and therefore the
first example of commercial broadcasting. However, the only real difference was that WEAF proposed
that they charge for what stations like WJZ were doing for free. In fact, very quickly even this distinction
waned as RCA's stations and others began to charge as well. And before too long WEAF began to pro-
duce its own programming as an inducement to advertisers, rather than rely on substandard sponsor-
produced shows.

When AT&T determined in 1923 to try toll broadcasting, it was lucky to encounter a few forward-
looking businesses and ad agencies who already seemed to believe that radio could enhance their sales
plans. The N. W. Ayer Agency, one of the first to get involved in radio, had little trouble persuading the
National Carbon Company that this medium could do wonders for Eveready battery sales. First of all,
radio had begun to move from the garage into the living room. Before 1920, amateurs had to build their
own receivers. They were bulky and messy, trailing wires and dripping battery acid. But the first com-
mercially manufactured sets became available that year, and between 1923 and 1924 the number of
households owning at least one radio set more than tripled. Though still only about 5 percent of ali
households owned a radio, that percentage nearly doubled each year of the decade until by 1930 it
reached akmost 50 percent. After the introduction of Edwin Howard Armstrong's superheterodyne re-
ceiver in 1924, quality and ease of reception improved. Another decisive breakthrough would come in
1926, when sets were introduced that could be plugged directly into household current, rather than rely
on batteries. But it was the prospect of selling batteries to the growing crowd of radio owners that
excited N. W. Ayer and the National Carbon Company.

And so on December 4, 1923, The Eveready Hour made its debut on WEAF. Drawing on the experi-
ence of WEAF's other groundbreaking show, Samuel Rothafel’s Capital Theater Gang (later known as
Roxy's Gang), National Carbon determined to stage a variety program. Based on vaudeville and music
hall precedents, this program would bring together a varied cast of singers, musicians, storytellers, dra-
matic skits, and a central announcer around a different unifying theme each week. Often the themes
invoked a patriotic or nostalgic note, celebrating American identity and historical heritage. Graham Mac-
Namee, WEAF’s charismatic general announcer, served as master of ceremonies, and an abundance of
stars drawn from stage and screen made guest appearances. But what tied the show together was a few
central performers who returned each week, creating a sense of continuity and community in the invisi-
ble radio audience; this led not only to increased battery sales but to a whole new kind of relationship
between performer and public.

A form of invisible, private yet public intimacy developed between isolated listeners, sitting with
headphones in urban living rooms or remote farmhouses, and their weekly friends who seemed to speak
directly to them, whispering in their ear, returning each week to delight and entertain. Film stars were
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visible and compelling, but they appeared irregularly up there on the screen and never as themselves.
Stage performers were live, right there in front of you, but separated by a stage platform and only avail-
able in public. On the radio, though, charming new friends performed only for you. They addressed you,
hoped you liked the show, told you what had happened in the week intervening, and begged for some
kind of return indication of friendship. No wonder “applause cards” (mail-in response cards) poured in by
the thousands.

The most popular member of The Eveready Hour troupe was ukulele-strumming, red-headed Wen-
dell Hall. Hall had started out in vaudeville, traveling around the country as the world’s one and only
singing xylophonist. Luckily for his reputation and the history of radio, Hall at some point decided to jet-
tison the bulky xylophone in favor of the much smaller and lighter ukulele, and for this instrument he
composed the 1923 hit tune “It Ain't Genna Rain No Mq,"" Barnstorming around the country to promote
his song, Hall performed not orly on stage and in music stores but increasingly on local radio stations.
The tune became one of the first national hits of early ragio. National Carbon signed him on. Buttressed
by the kind of visibility Hall had gained, the company tied his bright red hair to their produ;:l—baneries

with a red-painted top—and he became “the red-headed music maker” an %veready Red" o his fans.

Luckily for us, Hall saved many of those cards and letters that kept coming in. They argarchived at
the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, and paint a poignant, lively picture of the impact that this new
radio intimacy had in the lives of people from all walks of life. Some seemed surprised at their actions,
like this couple from New York:

My Dear Wendell—for such you must be called—anyone who can “radiate” such a genial person-
ality as you, at once becomes a friend. Each night you have entertained us, we have just grinned,
until it hurt and when A.J.N. [the announcer] mentioned to write—why we obeyed the impulse.

Some turned their cards into works of art, as with one fan who decorated the front with a sketch of
Hall as the face of a locomotive train coming down the tracks, with red hair flaming. He wrote, “I want
this to show my appreciation for the ‘Red Headed Music Maker'—you old brick head. You are as much
of a crackerjack as any | have heard.” He signed off with “Shake—you are good.”

Others testified to Hall's humor: “If there is any grouch around that you couldn't pull a laugh out of
he must be dead from the neck up.” Some wrote not to Hall but to his sponsor, like this letter from Wash-
ington, DC:

Please, oh please give us more of the Red Headed Music Maker, everytime we hear him we like him
better, he sure is funny as & crutch. After you hear him two or three times and you pick up the paper
and find he is going to perform you feel just Ike you are going to a nice big party and someone you
know is going to be there.

But one of the most touching sets of letters comes from a listerer in Davenport, lowa, who wrote
successively on March 19 and 21, 1924, Her notes, in spiky handwriting with seemingly random words
underlined, give a clue as to radio’s powerful intimate voice.

Grandma was aroused from “dreamiand” last night at midnight by the “Radio” which is at the head
of my bed—sounded like a voice in my room. . . .| am so anxious to hear “red head” again | fell in
love with him even if | am 74 years old.

Grandma wrote again two days later, this time asking for one of the “gifts” that radio performers often
used to gauge their popularity:

Dear Sir—guess | can call you “dear” as your “little red headed sweetheart” is too far away to get
jealous of “Grandma" who is 74 years ofd but “fell in love” with you and yous “red head.” Wish |
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Early radio entertainers aroused a sense of intimate familiarity in listeners of all ages—a new
kind of social relationship.

could see you and tell you how much | have enjoyed your music on “Yuku" and your songs etc. |
could see your smiling face and snapping eyes in imagination. Now | want your picture and | hope !
am not to [sic] late to get one amid the many others who want one also. . . . | am a lover of the
“Radio.”

Popular radio announcers and performers found themselves inundated with such letters. Many sent
gifts, gave news of their own family events (as if the radio stars knew the listener as well as the listener
knew them), and even proposed marriage. Perhaps to ward off more such letters, Hall was married on
The Eveready Hourin 1924.

Wendell Hall, though born in Kansas, often adapted a Southern accent and sang songs in the min-
strel dialect. Another letter points to one of radio’s more unsettiing features—its invisibility—which
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might allow important visual social cues to go unnoticed or to be confused. In the socially divided
1920s, in which race and ethnicity in particular marked a persan’s place, radia could blur racial, ethnic,
and even gender distinctions. This could be either pleasurable or distressing, as a letter from a 1924 lis-
tener indicates:

The very idea of that lady wanting to know if you were white or colored. What's the difference as
lorg as she was being entertained and enjoyed it? We all have paid good money to hear and see
cotored entertainers while she was getting her concert free. | suppose your southern drawl threw
her completely off the track, and she could only picture you with a dark face when she heard you
speak. Quite different with me. . . . Won't you please send me a photo of yourself, regardless of
color?®

Raglio did pro ide greater access for African American pedocners ta the general public than tn:mezl;c

possible, particularly in the area of music. On the other hand, it also breathed a whole new life into the
minstrel show Blackface tradition—where White performers impersonated African Americans by smear-
ing their faces with dark makeup and joked and sang in a heavy dialect. The minstrel style waned on
stage even as it persisted into the 1940s on radio. The Eveready Hour featured George Moran and Char-
lie Mack in their popular “Two Black Crows™ act. Such a minstrel duo became a standard feature on radio
variety shows. Ethnic impersonators also abourded, with imitations of Irish, Russian, Italian, German,
Greek, Mexican, and many otrer accents and grew into one of radio's (and vaudeville's) staple comedy
forms.

As The Eveready Hour built in popularity with its local audience, AT&T was making plans to extend
its appeal nationwide. it hadn't taken the company long to perceive that, under the RCA licensing agree-
ment, they held one key card that could make them the dominant figure in radio: their enormous network
of land lines and their expertise in operating them. With high-guality telephone lires, stations could be
linked into networks of much better transmission quality than with tre telegraph lines that RCA was
forced to use. AT&T began experimenting with interconnection of stations as early as 1923. In spring
1924 they connected stations in 12 cities for a special broadcast of the Republican National Convention.
By October they were ready to begin offering a daily 3-hour block of programs over land lines, originat-
ing from WEAF, and by spring 1925 13 stations in 12 cities had taken them up on the offer. The Eveready
Hour, airing on Tuesdays from 9 to 10 pm, formed a cornerstone of the schedule. Other key early network
programs included The A&P Gypsies from 9 to 10 Pm on Mondays and the Goodrich Silvertone Orches-
tra (featuring the “Silver Masked Tenor") oa Thursdays from 10 to 11 pm.

By late 1924, the huge popularity of this growing radio medium made it clear that the RCA members
would have to resolve their competitive situation somehow, because the 1920 agreement had not antic-
ipated the new uses to which radio technology was being put. Westinghouse, GE, and RCA itself were
frustrated by AT&T's refusal to let them use phane company lines; AT&T’s jealous guarding of its lines
combined with its aggressive entry into radio szation operation had the appearance of an attempt to
monopolize the entire industry. In November, a judge issued a finding that AT&T did not have an exclu-
sive right to wireless telephony under the earlier agreement. This prompted a recensideration of priori-
ties, and in July 1926 AT&T sold station WEAF to RCA and retreated into its primary business: the sale of
telephone service. Now RCA owned the two flagship stations of two nascent networks, referred to as the
Red network (anchored by WEAF) and the Blue network (anchored by WJZ). The cornmercial network era
was about to begin. The Eveready Hour and Wendell Hall would continue as one of NBC network’s origi-
nal hits until 1930, by which time over 50 variety shows graced the airwaves.
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Other Important Early Stations and Programs

However, AT&T and the RCA partners were not the only game in town, and New York City
did not have a monopoly on broadcasting innovation. Chicago, in particular, was a vital cen-
ter of radio production until well into the 1930s. Its distinctive style rested on the fact that
here the major stations were owned by newspapers. Newspaper publishers had been among
the earliest to see the publicity value of radio and to recognize what we would now call syn-
ergies in content. One of the earliest pioneering newspaper stations was WW]-Detroit,
owned by the Detroit News. But Chicago had a concentration of competing newspapers and
stations. The two most important, both founded in 1922, were WGN, (still) owned by the
Chicago Tribune, and WMAQ owned by the Chicago Daily News.

Not surprisingly, such stations used the newspaper model as a guide to radio content.
They also took full advantage of Chicago’s position as a center for jazz music with a plethora
of broadcasts from night clubs and hotels. While WGN concentrated on more cultural and
educational programming in keeping with its image of serious public service to the city,
WMAQ experimented with more popular forms. The nationally sensational Blackface com-
edy series Amos ‘n” Andy debuted on WGN, as an experiment in a comic-strip-based serial
form, but soon switched to WMAQ from which it was syndicated across the nation. WMAQ
began broadcasting the Chicago Cubs games in 1924. As program director Judith Waller
put it,

The Chicago Daily News was a family newspaper and as we got underway 1 became inter-
ested, and I think the paper was interested too, in publicizing the various departments of the
paper. When I thought of a women’s program, I would think of it emanating from the
women’s department of the paper, or a children’s prograin coming from the children’s depart-
ment. . . . We tried to tie the paper and the station together.!

Later, Chicago would originate one of radio and television’s most persistent and enduring
genres—the soap opera. Again, this would draw on the serialized women’s fiction featured in
most popular papers of the day and prove just as appealing in a new form.

Another group of influential stations were operated by universities and educational insti-
tutions. One of the leaders—and a leading candidate for the “oldest station in the nation” con-
test—was WHA at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. Broadcasting even before the war,
a hardy gang of experimenters led by Professor Earle Terry became one of the most outspo-
ken purveyors of a model for radio based on education. Transmitting school programs, lec-
tures, informational talks for farmers, public affairs discussions, children’s programs, and
household advice shows, WHA became a powerful advocate for educational radio, as we will
see in Chapter 4. Much later, it would play a key role in educational television.

In 1937, the National Advisory Council on Radio in Education put out a history titled,
Education’s Own Stations.! Author S. E. Frost compiled statistics that showed over 180 edu-
cational stations going on the air between 1921 and 1926, though over half of them lasted less
than five years. In 1926, then, there were over 90 educational stations broadcasting, with
most of the largest and most persistent operated by the great Midwestern land-grant univer-
sities. Some of the most successful include WRM (later, WILL) at the University of Illinois in
Urbana; WSUTI (formerly WHAA) at the University of Iowa in lowa City; KSAC at Kansas
State in Manhattan, Kansas (broadcasting on KFKB until Dr. Brinkley got the frequency!);
WWL-New Orleans, operated by Loyola University (the only station owned by an educa-
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tional institution that operated as a eommercial broadcaster); New Mexico State’s KOB in
State College, New Mexico; WEAO of Ohio State University in Columbus (later changed to
WOSU): KOAC from Oregon State in Corvallis; WPSC at Penn State; and WBAA at Purdue
University in West Lafayette, Indiana. For most of these stations, agricultnral broadcasts
were just as important as more standard educational content.

However, as we shall see in the next chapter, after 1927 the number of educational sta-
tions dropped dramatically. From 1927 through the 1930s, the numbers going off the air
exceeded the number of new licenses until by 1937 only 38 educational stations remained.
Although this seems a strange phenomenon when so much was made of radio’s ability to edu-
cate and inform, we can see the roots of this result in the social discourse around radio in the
early 1920s.

SOCIAL DISCOURSE

As radio developed as an industry, as an experiment in media regulation, and as a new experi-
ence for listeners, it also became a center of debate and diseussion. How was radio talked
about and understood, both by influential figures and by the general public? What cultural
influences and associations were employed in defining the potential and problems of this new

technology? What did people talk about when they talked about radio?

Utopian Hopes, Dystopian Fears

55

G)ne key idea in the social discourse of the 1920s, as we have seen above, was the desire for .

national unity.\Immigration laws, Americanization drives, education, and reform all worked
toward the gdal of an assimilated American identity that would pull together this disparate
nation into a unified whole. Of course, it was felt that such unification might also have its
dangerous side. Some types of division and distinction were to be preserved and even encour-
aged, such as that between races, between men and women, between social classes. All cul-
tire was not equal, as the jazz debates proved. Some cultural elements and practices were
thought of as debased, barbaric, and not to be tolerated; others were considered uplifting,
beneficial, and desirable.

The niost common recurring element in early discussions of radio, in the United States
and in other countries, was the notion of national u nity. “Repeatedly, the achievement of cul-
tural unity and homogeneity was held up, implicitly and explicitly, as a goal of the highest
importance.”'? The new medium of radio promised to aid beneficial cultural standards of uni-
fication but also threatened to weaken some important social divisions and distinctions. Radio
was much discussed in the press, in government debates, in club meetings, and no doubt
around the dinner table and backyard. Utopian hopes and dystopian fears for radio’s unifying
propensities fell into four areas.

First, tadio promised a new kind of physical unity. The miracle of wireless transmission
could link together the vast distances of this nation in a way never before possible. Remote
communities could tune in to symphony concerts and news analysis from far-away cities.
Chicago could hear what New York was doing, and the remote West Coast cities of Los Ange-
les and San Francisco could beam their culture back east. Pittsburgh could hear Seattle, and
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Bangor could listen in to Dallas, along with all points in between Shut-ins—those whose
physical condition or isolation made it difficult for them to participate in communal culture—
could have it brought to them via radio waves. Geographic and physical separation could be
overcome by electrical agitations in the ether.

However, removal of physical barriers to communication could also pose adfhreaf it
could tear down the boundaries between middle-class neighborhoods and the nightclub strip
downtown, between decadent city and innocent country, between the private home and the
public forum. W()lnen—mmn’emc privacy invaded by seductive salesmen or
romantic crooners while their husbands were at work. Children could enter into cultural
spaces where their physical presence would have been strictly forbidden. Writer Bruce Bliven
gives a foretaste of these worries in a 1924 article called “The Legion Family and Radio” (and
here legion means “those whose numbers are legion,” such as the masses or common people):

Ten-year-old Elizabeth is a more serious problem. Whenever she can, she gets control of the
instrument [radio], and she moves the dials until (it is usually not a difficult task) she finds a
station where a jazz orchestra is playing. Then she sinks back to listen in complete content-
ment, nodding in rhythmic accord with the music. Her eyes seem far away, and a somewhat
precocious flush comes gradually upon her cheeks. . .. Mother Legion abominates jazz.'®

Elizabeth would never be allowed to attend a jazz club, but with radio the suspect racialized
music could come to her. Such fears were widespread, and would soon be translated into
social research. Dr. Brinkleys story, too, illustrates what many considered the dangers of too
powerful—and too undisciplined—use of radio’s physical unification.

Second, radio promised cultural unity. Implied in the worries about radio and jazz above
is the notion that some kinds of cultural unity might be problematic—everyone’s children lis-
tening to jazz, Dr. Brinkley’s medical advice—but it also promised greater exposure than ever
before to reforming, uplifting cultural influences on a national scale. In England, the British
Broadcasting Corporation had made this notion their cornerstone, building a publicly owned
and financed national broadcasting system to give the public “not want it wants, but what it
needs.” Other countries followed suit. As we will see, the formation of our own National
Broadcasting Company (NBC) promised some very similar cultural benefits, and early regy-
lation clearly favored this vision. Broadcasting would be selective, not open; would prefer
‘@ality” to diversity).md would operate in the public interest, as defined by important official
gatekeepers.

However, radio possessed certain characteristics that defied this sort of cultural control.
It was invisible, knew no physical boundaries itself, and had a long tradition of free-spirited
amateur broadcasting behind it. Despite the nationally unifying efforts of networks, local sta-
tions abounded, providing their idiosyncratic and often suspect local fare. Foreign language
stations, in particular, managed to remain on the air in small numbers until World War 11,
although they often came under federal scrutiny.

But the element that more than anything else, it seemed, might incline radio toward the
vulgar, the barbaric, and the illegitimate was its commercial base in advertising {Advertisers
wanted to-sell products, and this they would do through whatever means proved most effec-
tiv@f jazz sold products, then it would be jazz; if Blackface performunces did the same thing,
then Blackface it was. Though the national networks might prefer to control and unify cul-
tural expression on a high level, and though the government might encourage this mission, as
long as advertising remained the basic support of radio, an avenue for the proliferation of
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diverse popular tastes remained. Cultural unitv and commercialism seemed at odds, unless
they could be forcibly harnessed together.

Another form of unity radio could accomplish was linguistic. Radio (with a few excep-
tions) spoke English, though many Americans could not. Radio was seen as an instrument for
spreading fluency in the unifving English language, and not just any English: proper, gram-
matical, and unaccented English, as it should be spoken. Up until World War I1, the United
States contained pockets of ethnic groups who, despite having been horn here, and perhaps
even having parents who were born here, continued to speak another language at home,
attend church services in that tongue, and read foreign-language newspapers. Now they could
be brouglit into the English-speaking fold. Class mobilitv.could be achieved, as well, by learn-
ing how to speak properly and avoid the working class ain’t and double negative. And what
sorts of culture would be conveyed in this perfect English? One visionary, later to become
NBC'’s head of programming on the West Coast, brought radio’s potential for linguistic, cul-
tural, and physical unity together in one glorious vision:

In America, no . . . homogeneity exists, or can be obtained, until the entire population has
been taught to speak the same language, adopt the same customs, vield to the same laws,
from childhood. Now, thanks to radio, the whole country is flooded with the English lan-
guage spoken by maaster-elocutionists. American history, American laws, American social cus-
toms are the theme of countless radio broadcasters whose words are reaching millions of our
people, shaping their lives toward common understanding of American principles, American
standards of living. . . . Wholesale broadcasting, coupled with restricted immigration cannot
fail eventually to unite the entire American people into closer communication than anything
vet achieved in the history of our development.!*

Yet pesky broadcasters did not always cooperate! In fact, radio provided a whole new venue
for that other American tradition—colorful slang. A_breez ;

stvle e
apparent on many popular shows. Despite the excoriations of English teachers and public

denunciation of various radio performers, a slang-filled, evervday dialect began to pervade
the land.

And this was not radio’s only linguistic transgression. As a purely aural medium, radio
used language detached from its visual context. Who could tell whether that reasonable-
sounding, nenaccented speech actually stemmed from a Bolshevik? A Red labor organizer?
A “Negro” or “Oriental”? Could we even be sure that that high voice was a woman’s (men
frequently played women’s roles)? As for Jewish or Catholic, how could we ever tell? As a
result, radio’s dominant programs obsessively rehearsed the linguistic markers of difference.
Minstrel dialect marked Blacks, and few Black performers were allowed to speak in anything
but minstrel dialect, no matter what their natural speech, because otherwise, how would we
know? Heavy ethnic accents marked Asians, Mexicans, and Irish in comic skits throughout
the land; that's how we might realize their ethnic j itity. and of course recognize a “normal”
voice as nonethnic. “Normal” came to Quean not _Iish, Asian, Mexican, Italian, African,
Greek—though of course that’s what most Americans actually were, by birth or heritage.

Radio opened up as many means of transgression of social identities—perhaps more—as
it did means of normalizing them. This led to a demand for the fourth kind of unifying force:
institutional unity. Given its extraordinary powers—physical, cultural, and linguistic—this
medium seemed to cry for centralized control. The amateurs had experienced the first out-
break of anxiety over radio chaos and had been banished as a svstem of preferments was
established. Major corporations and the federal government agreed with this mandate, as did
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many social theorists of the day. Even advertising creating a unifying institutional force, as the
economies of scale introduced by networking forged a national consumer base for nationally
produced programs and nationally marketed products. And, as we shall see, these same
economies combined with regulatory preferences gradually squeezed out much of radio’s
early localism and diversity.

Yet institutional unity had its dystopian side as well. Many clearly perceived that a unity
based on commercial purposes would shut out much of radio’s potential. Profits would be
pursued at the expense of creative possibilities, unless something could be done to check this
tendency. To some, a unified medium of popular culture itself posed a threatening prospect,
and as later programs lnke the ‘top- -rated Jack Benny Program and satirist Fred Allen began to

: gh culture, some regretted radio’s very scope and reach. Fed-
eral regulatlon of this natlona.l medium created a peculiar double standard around First
Amendment freedom of speech guarantees. If the government could regulate radio, could
the press be next? Later disputes over such provisions as the Fairness Doctrine would bring
these contradictions out in the open.

Public Service Versus Commercialism

As we've indicated briefly above, the tensions rooted in radio’s possibilities and potentials,
both good and bad, circled around two concepts: public service and commercialism. Radio’s
use of the limited public resource of the electromagnetic spectrum, together with perceptions
of unusual social power, combined to create public service expectations for the new medium.
Yet radio’s advertising-based system of financial support, as well as the private ownership of
stations, pulled it in the opposite direction, toward unrelieved private profit.

The public service model of broadcasting, developed in Great Britain and adopted over
much of the globe, fit in. with Progressive notions of reform, uplift, and central control.
Though it might provide{top-down culturaa system by which the license fees of many sup-
ported the cultural tastes of a few), it also invited the masses of the public to participate freely,
to pull themselves up by their cultural bootstraps, to enter into the authorized public life of
the nation. Of course, this offer implied that their own tastes, ideas, and cultures were not as
fit or as suitable for propagation, and it was decades before the BBC recognized that subordi-
nated groups like the working class or women might desire, and benefit from, material that
treated their own experiences as equally important and legitimate. Also, it implied that noth-
ing commercial could possibly operate in the public service.

The commercial model adopted in the United States addressed some of these concerns
but presented pressing problems of its own. Few other nations chose to adopt it, at least
partly because untrammeled commercialism meant a heavy American influence. A public ser-
vice system could at least keep U.S. corporations and cultural influences out. In the United
States, the commercial system ushered in an awkward and potentially dangerous government-
assisted oligopoly, as we shall see. Rather than follow a purely competitive model, the United
States opted for a government protected and regulated system without the element of public
accountability that a fully public system might require. Through rules and regulations that
privileged and protected a small group of national corporations, and often very explicitly shut
out any true competition or challenge, the U.S. commercial model allowed a range of popular
diversity not often seen in public service systems; but at the same time it kept many other
possibilities from developing, especially any form of programming that lay outside the broad
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mainstream. Hiding corporate preferment behind a smokescreen of open competition, it
would take decades and a whole new set of resistant technologies (such as VCRs, cable, and
the Internet) before a more truly diverse and choice-based broadcast environment could
grow. Meanwhile, a lot of companies got rich off the public airwaves. If the British insisted
that commiercial and public service were oppuosite, contradictory, and mutwally exclusive, the
American system tried to prove that they were one and the same and thus failed to examine
the places where that easy equation breaks down.

Public Interest Aiscomnges reskaed in s Notien

The key phrase around which all ese tensions came home to roost like so nany bedraggled
chickens was “the public iuterest. Appearing first in 1922. but confirmed in the Radio Act of
1927 as “the public interest, convenience, or necessity,” this was the wiggle word that suppos-
edly put a check on the greedy inclinations of advertisers and broadcasters to squeeze the last
dollar out of our hybrid system, in favor of paying the public back for its gracious concession
of public airspace. It is the token of the basic quid pro quo of the American systemn: that, in
exchange for free use of the spectrum, broadcasters would forgo profit maximization in favor
of less profitable service to the public. However, what exactly this meant was never fully
defined, because to define would have neant to enforce, and to enforce would have meant to
censor—a violation of First Amendment protections. We wil! trace the evolution of the con-
cept of the public interest over the next chapters, as it shifted and changed in relation to its
social context, industrial conditions, and social theories. Later, industry spokesmen would
claim that the public interest is what the public is interested in. The histoery of broadcasting
shows that it was never that simple.

CONCLUSION

In the period between 1919 and 1926, radio broadcasting emerged from its previous domain
in the garages and attics of the amateurs and became a truly American social practice. Joining
the social upheavals and disturbances of the jazz age, a time of rising affluence, increasing
social tensions, technological advancement, and cultural experimentation, radio added its own
unique voice to the mix. New institutions arose to address and control the growing business of
radio. The Radio Corporation of America was formed in an atmosphere of nation building fol-
lowing the first world war. Thouglt many of its structures were similar to those in other
nations, significantly the United States, alone among the major nations of the world, chose to
entrust its rapidly growing broadcasting system to the hands of major private corporations
rather than to the state. Innovators like Bertha Brainard at NBC and Wendell Hall of The
Eveready Hour helped to flesh out this structure with entertainment, intimate address, and
the creation of a new kind of audience identity. As radio gained in social centrality and impor-
tance to people’s everyday lives, it also attracted serious debate. How should such a powerful
new medium be controlled and shaped to best serve the public interest of all Americans?
How could its threatening aspects be contained and its promises be developed? The next
decade would strive to provide answers to these questions, and in so doing build one of the
most successful broadcasting systems in the world.
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WEB SITES

g WEB SITES

www.oldradio.com Maintained by engineer Barry Mishkind, this personalized site offers arti-
cles about radio, both old and new, and links to nany others.

www.adams.net/~jfs A site devoted to San Francisco’s role in radio development, by amateur
historian Jahn Schneider. Many links to other sites on local radio history.

www.coax.net/people.lwf/aaerhtm  An interesting piece on the history of African Americans in
early radio, with some great links at the end.

www. DistinguishedWomen.com  Go to “Journalism and Mass Media” and scroll down to the
bottom of the page to click on Donna Halper's article, “Remembering the Ladies: A Salute to the
Women of Early Radio.”

www.old-time.com A multipurpose site on old radio, with audio clips, articles, radio logs,
events, and numerous links.
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he boom economy of the 1920s got off to a slow start. Not until 1924 did the stock mar-

ket mount a steady upward advance. During 1925 and 1926, the bull market charged
ahead, and feelings of prosperity strengthened to the extent that the culture of conservation
of the preceding centurv began to give way to the new culture of consumption. In 1927 there
was a sharp spike in the stock index, and 1928 saw a frenzied rise in speculation and ill-
founded investiments. Credit had become the name of the game. Consumers purchased on
credit, businesses expanded on credit, and investors extended themselves well beyond any
sensible margin to invest on credit in the stock market. “Buy now, pay later” became the slo-
gan of the time. More Americans owned their own homes (via mortgage), owned at least one
car (on credit), and shopped in expanding downtown department stores (with charge cards)
than ever before.

Though a recession in the summer of 1929 brought about a steep drop in home con-
struction, newly founded investment trust companies pushed the stock market ever higher.
Radio served as cheerleader and : | accompanist to th the orgy of afl affluence, caming to rely increas-
ingly on ad snpport at a time when advertising sang the theme song of the decade. Why worry
about corporate control, commercial domination, or the sale of the public interest when it was
obvious this state of affairs was good for everybody? It seemed that no matter how the radio
pie was sliced, there wonld be plenty to go around. If things were a little bleaker in Europe,
with war-tori countries struggling to put their economies and political systems back together
and to pay off debt to American lenders—well, they would catch up. The rising tide of afflu-
ence would float all boats into the slipstream of progress, behind the hixury liner America.

But in October 1929, this pleasant davdream came to a screeching halt. On Monday
October 21 the market fell swiftly but recovered somewhat on Tuesday and even gained alit-
tle. On October 24, stock prices fell into a steep downward spiral, but again managed to pull
back from disaster. On Monday, October 28, the infamous Black Monday, the floor collapsed
as the market dropped 49 points, the worst single daily drop during the entire Depression.
Tuesday’s index sank further. By Friday the New York Stock Exchange suspended trading to
catch up with paperwork and allow the market to take a breather.

SOCIAL CONTEXT: DEPRESSION AND A NEW DEAL

Despite feints toward recovery, over the next three vears the market staggered down, down,
and even further down. It hit rock bottom in the despemte vears of 1932 and 1933, at which
point the Times index stood at 58 (from a high of 452 in September 1929), one-fourth of



SOCIAL CONTEXT: DEPRESSION AND A NEW DEAL

American workers had lost their jobs, and banks foreclosed on tens of thousands of family
farms as farmers found no market for their crops. By 1932 Hoovervilles, shantytowns where
the homeless and unemployed eked out a precarious existence, dotted urban landscapes and
countrysides. Bread lines, soup kitchens, and trucks piled high with displaced families’ be-
longings were common sights. Though cartoons showing bankers jumping out of Wall Street
windows provide one vision of the crisis, most people in the middle- to upper-income brack-
ets managed to hang on, though in reduced circumnstances. But for the urban and rural lower
niiddle and working Classes, it was (isaster.

- President Herbert Hoover struggled mightily to turn back this tide of ruin. Pursuing the
alliance tactics of government and industrv that had worked so well in previous Progressive-
era crises. he urged bankers to continue to lend, corporations to invest, and above all to avoid
doubting the general soundness of the American economy. On the advice of industry, Hoover
and the Republican Congress passed the disastrous Smoot-Hawley Tariff in 1930, attempting
to shore up the national economy by once again policing the borders, raising the bars to entry
for goods from other lands. European economies, already unstable, now began to collapse.
The Depression extended worldwide. In 1931 Hoover persuaded Congress to authorize the
Reconstrnction Finance Corporation, a government effort to channel millions of dollarg_i_n
loans to struggling corporations. Hungry citizens objected to this low of largess to those who
seemingly needed it least. But by Hoovers philosophy, these large corporations and banks
were not private enterprises but public entities, working together with government toward
the public good. Rather than penalize the failing private sector, or worse vet allow the gov-
emment to directly manage and control industries as part of the public sector, Hoover fell
back on the Progressive inethod of government encouragement and support of independent,
self-regulating private enterprise. It didn’t work. Conditions worsened. Hoover carried only
six states in the election of 1932,

A newly elected Democratic President, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, came to office in
1933 with a nation in deep trouble and no readv-made plan to change the well-established
way of doing things. But clearly something had to be done. Convening Congress in emer-
gency session immediately after his inauguration, Roosevelt began to encourage and approve
recovery legislation, starting with banking and agriculture (and also finally repealing Prohibi-
tion with the Twenty-First Amendment in 1933). The New Deal began, but it would take a
while for its policies to split the old government/corporate alliance and make a difference for
a struggling society.

Depression

Unemployment hit urban workers the hardest; this meant Black and inmmigrant laborers in
particular. Even those who were employed tound their work cut back to a few hours a week,
bringing in too little to pay the rent, much less feed a family. Many had been led into taking
out loans—for homes or household goods—during the boom years; now bank failure meant

that not only did people lose whatever money they had saved up_but they were in debt that
they could not possibly pay off.Often evicted and thrown out on the street, they moved in
with family meinbers or drifted from shelter to shantytown. Historian Lizbeth Cohen reports
that in Chicago, only half those employed iu manufacturing industries in 1927 still had jobs,
however partial, by 1933. Industrial payrolls fell to a catastrophic one-quarter of what they
had been only five years before.! Ethnic organizations, religious groups, and city agencies that
had played an important role in helping new immigrants and tiding others over hard spots
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found their resources depleted and overwhelined. As these traditional community-building
resources declined, Americans felt themselves cut off from their ethnic and community ties.

Black workers were often the first to be let go, as supervisors (usually White) tried to
save their own neighbors and ethnic group members. According to Cohen, by the end of
1932, between 40 and 50 percent of Chicago’s Black workers were unemployed. Mexican
workers suffered too, and ethnic tensions were exacerbated. In terms of age, men over 40,
exactly those who had built up some seniority and had families to support, found themselves
nearly unemployable as companies sought less costly younger workers. Some turned toward
radical politics. Although the American Communist Party did not experience a huge upturn
in membership, more people joined Communist and Socialist Party protests against inade-
quate employment and relief efforts. These parties made special efforts to recruit African
American and Latino workers who were hardest hit. But as Cohen observes, even political
radicals advocated federal government assistance and guidance to lead the country out of its
€COonomic Morass.

With the main breadwinner unemployed, wives and children scrambled to find jobs,
often in the lower-paid service industry. Jobs as waitresses, housecleaners, and clerks were
somewhat easier to find, and women at that time could legally be paid less than men for
doing the same job. Family roles were undermined, and gender roles were overturned as
women and children found themselves supporting the family and possessing income and
responsibilities that the men now lacked. Many men felt threatened and resentful and took
out their anger and confusion on their families. To help stem what was perceived as the un-
dermining of traditional male authority, some states passed laws forbidding married women
to hold jobs, so that the employment could go to a more deserving male. As existing struc-
tures of family, community, city, and corporate authority collapsed under the weight of the
Depression, people began to look to the federal government to do something—anything—to
relieve the unbearable pressures on their lives.

A New Deal

After 1935, a shift occurred in the comfortable relationship between government and corpo-
rate America established in the earlier decades of the century. With the breakdown of the
economy came a breakdown in public trust of industrial beneficence and a demand that the
government step in to get things back on track. During the early years of Roosevelt's adminis-
tration, even industry itself looked for help and guidance from federal agencies and regula-
tors; later a much more antagonistic relationship would develop as Rovsevelt became at once
one of the most loved, and most hated, presidents in American history.

Some of the more enduring efforts of the New Deal to get the nation back on its feet
were the @vilian Conservation Corps (CCC), which employed thousands of young men,
18-25, in public improvement work;\the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a federally
funded plan to build dams and create electrical power for the impoverished Tennessee River
Valley and surrounding regions; and the Agriculture Adjustment Act (AAA), which estab-
lished a system of loans, land controls, and crop subsidies to aid American farmers. Another
program of the New Deal was the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which employed
over 3 million people a year in conservation and public works. One of the WPA’s most visible
programs was the Federal Theatre, Music, Writers’ and Arts Projects. We see the results of
these efforts all around us today—in roads, airports, public buildings, parks, bridges, murals,
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music, photography, historv and folklore guides, and a heritage of innovative drama and stage
performances. Some well-known names associated with WPA projects in the thirties include
Orson Welles, Dorothea Lange, Claude McKay, Richard Wright, Saul Bellow, Ralph Ellison,
Thomas Hart Benton, John Houseman, Chester Himes, Conrad Aiken, Nelson Algren, and
nany more.

Though all these New Deal programs were controversial, and some were inefficiently
run, they provided employmnent and hope in the Depression’s darkest years. Despite efforts
inade to extend the era’s racial discrimination to these projects and keep minorities out (the
Black press sometimes referred to the NRA, described below, as the Negro Removal Act),
organized groups founded during the Progressive era were able to exert pressure to in-
clude African Americans, in particular, in these recovery programs, as the list of naines above
indicates.

However, one of the first initiatives of the Roosevelt administration proved more contro-
versial: the founding of the National Recoverv Administration in 1933. The NRA attempted
to formally yoke together government and industry leadership, via government funds and
coordination of industrial planning, It foundered violently on the shoals of conflicting author-
ity and labor organization. Though many businesses were willing to accept industrywide rules
and codes enforced by the federal agency, others balked at the intrusion of government into
private enterprise. Small businesses claimed that the government favored large corporations.
The labor provisions of the NRA codes proved particularly inflaminatory, as they attempted to
guarantee workers the right to organize unions and bargain collectively.

The National Labor Relations Board was established in 1934. but resistance to its efforts
was so strong that it took the National Labor Relations Act of 1935 to mobilize compliance.
One of the most powerful pieces of pro-union legislation ever passed, the Act led to the
development of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), a huge umbrella organiza-
tion of mostly unskilled workers in such industries as steel, rubber, and automobile manufac-
turing, which first rivaled, then joined, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) to create the
largest and most inclusive labor organization in U.S. history. The new alliance of government
and labor would lead to two crucial trends in American life as the thirties led inexorably into
the war years, and also as radio developed into a national medium: (1) the growth of a new
kind of grassroots American culture—more assimilated, more government oriented, and
united by radio; and (2) increasing hostility between both sinall and big business and the Roo-
sevelt administration. These twin pressures would lead to a corresponding rise in populist pol-
itics that carved out the controversial ground in-between. Radio would play an increasingly
important role in the middle of this cauldron of cultural tewsions.

RADI0O GROUND RULES

The Radio Act of 1927 as well as its successor, the Communications Act of 1934, are pre-
Depression documents. They reflect the easy relationship between leaders of industry and
the federal government, with its basic trust in the ability of corporations to govern themselves
in the interest of the public, under federal rulemaking designed to preserve stability and give
mild guidance. We will see in Connection that if the Communications Act had been written
even one year later, it is possible that radical changes might have been made in our national
broadcasting system. One thing is certain, however: Contrary to historical accounts that
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depict the basic structures and institutions of American broadcasting as natural and shaped
by consensus, every step to hammer out broadcast regulation was a bitter struggle, pitting
small broadcasters against huge corporations, educational stations against commercial rivals,
and increasingly activist federal government regulators against the economic interests of big
business.

Connection Batties in the Airwaves

As discussed in Chapter 3, the 1924 lawsuit that invalidated the existing framework of broadcast regu-
lation led to the hasty formulation of a piece of legislation introduced to Congress in December 1925.
Extensive lobbying and debate caused ratification of the eventual Radio Act to be postponed until Febru-
ary 1927. Many issues remained unresolved, but with no authority to do anything about the increasing
disorder in the airwaves—over 200 new stations went on the air in 1926, with little attention paid to
overlapping signals, assigned power, or times on the air—Congress was under pressure to pass any
kind of legislation that would relieve the congestion. The 1927 act was intended as an interim measure,
setting up the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) as a center of national radio authority to bring some kind
of order to the airwaves. However, the commission was only given authorization to operate for one year,
at which point it would have to be revisited and reauthorized. This requirement that the right to regulate
radio be renewed every year is a sign of the controversies and conflicts swirling around this radical new
medium.

Historian Robert McChesney has taken a close look at these formative years of 1927 to 1935 in

American broadcasting.? His findings illuminate both what wa ke in the bitter and co sial
debates over broadcasting regulation and how the commercial network system ultimately won out over

all aternative visions. As McChesney argues, those who were best organized and best positioned to have
a voice in rulemaking for radio were able to heavily influence the eventual outcome. Not surprisingly,
those were the major radio manufacturing companies, whose expert advice dominated FRC hearings and
fact-finding efforts. Amateurs, small-station operators, and educational institutions with precarious bud-
gets found themselves shoved to the sidelines while corporate America divided up the airwaves to its
own benefit. The Radio Act of 1927 gave the FRC the right to select applicants for given frequencies and
power but provided little guidance as to what the relevant criteria for selection should be. The phrase
“public interest, convenience, or necessity” was borrowed from public utilities law as a guideline,
although how that interest, convenience, or necessity was to be determined remained a political football.
McChesney shows how the ball was deployed to assure a commercial victary, despite strong opposition.

General Order 40

In March 1927, with the ink on the new Act barely dry, the FRC embarked on a full-scale reordering of
the airwaves. McChesney characterizes the process as one that favored large broadcasters from the
beginning. One Department of Commerce official remarked that “the success of radio broadcasting lay
in doing away with smail and unimportant stations.”® But heavy opposition from smaller station owners
made outright revoking of licenses too risky politically. Instead, the FRC developed a practice based on
its earlier Class B decision. First, it created a number of national “clear channel” stations: superior qual-
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ity broadcasting stations with enough power to be heard over an entire region, assigned to a frequency

where they would have no competition (unless it came from over the Mexican bordert). Most of these

clear channel assignments went to stations either owned by or affiliated with one of the major broad-

(casting manufacturers. For the lower power stafions, the FRC designed a complicated system of fre-

uency sharing, with one station assigned, say, to the morning hours on a particular wavetength, another
the afternoons, and a third the right to broadcast in the evenings.

But how to justify the more favorable assignments? Early on, the FRC commissioned a poll of news-
paper and magazine radio editors to try to determine which were the most popular stations in the com-
munities they served. Here we can see early regulators toying with the idea that the public interest
should be defined simply as “wnat the public is interested in.” However, upon discovering that the public
favored such stations as KFKB, where Dr. Brinkley held forth on goat glands, the FRC pulled back from
this populist stance. Instead, they hired Louis G. Caldwell as general counsel to rethink both the practice
and principles of broadcast regulation. Caldwell came to the FRC with experience as the Tribune Com-
pany’s radio advisor and as chair of the American Bar Association’s Standing Committee on Communi-
cations. He became the main author of the FRC's precedent-setting 1928 General Order 40 and one of
the most influential figures in the history ot broaccast regulation.

For this early exercise in station culling, the FRC under Caldwell’s advice at first linked the public
interest standard to technological capacity. Preferential treatment should go to stations that could “bring
about the best possible broadcasting reception conditions throughout the United States,” which meant,
in practice, those with the deepest pockets and highest quality transmitting equipment. Armed with this
standard, General Order 40 rearranged the assignments of 96 percent of the existing stations in the
country. The unchanged 4 percent were mostly those powerful stations with clear channel assignments
owned by or affiliated with networks. Frequency sharing agreements were put into effect, with licenses
that could be renewed or chalienged every three months. This led to an outburst of dispute, with those
assigned to poor broadcasting times or substandard frequencies inundating the FRC with appeals. It also
led to much hostility within the industry, as broadcasters battied one another for more favorable spots.
However, the FRC’s stated goal to close down “unimportant” stations began to work; McChesney reports
that by November 1928, withir a year of Generat Order 40’s implementation, there were 100 fewer sta-
tions on the air.

Yet this standard still allowed broadcasters like Dr. Brinkley, who had plenty of money and could
afford excellent equipment, to remain on the air, as well as troublesome but technologically proficient
stations like WCFL, the Chicago Federation of Labor’s pro-union broadcasting station. In 1929, the FRC
shifted tactics, coming up with a definition of the public interest that would have lasting impact and vir-
tually drive noncommercial broadcasters from the airwaves. In a decisive break with alternative visions,
tng FRC Q sgvowed any notion that broadcasting should have common carr/erstatuskm other words the

eneral public should hav ss to the airwav

:hemselves. As McChesney puts it, “Rather, the FRC argued that brcadcasters were not licensed to serve
users, but rather to serve listeners.™ The FRC saw its goal as restricting access to the airwaves to a priv-
ileged few, in order that the listeners, now defined as a passive mass rather than as active broadcasters,
might have the best service. (magine if the government decided that only large companies like Disney
and AOL Time Wamer were now authorized to create and operate Web sites, so as to provide a smoother
and easier experience for the rest of us on the Web.) In effect, it disbarred the general public from the
category of “user” and created a two-tiered visian of the public: those elite few who were entitled to use
the airwaves (to broadcast, to obtain station licenses) and all the rest of us, who were entitled only to
passively listen in to their offerings.

So, who was best equipped to provide the newly disempowered listener with superior service? Who
would comprise the new elite? Here the FRC came up with two categories of stations. As McChesney
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reports, on the one hand, there were the “general public service" stations, who did not reflect one set of
private, selfish interests but rather set out to provide a "well-rounded program” that would serve “the
entire listening public within the listening area of the station.” The other category the FRC called “propa-
ganda stations,” whose main purpose was to spread their own views or pursue one agenda rather than
open up the station to a variety of groups and purposes. The former would be given precedence in
license disputes and the latter discouraged from remaining on the air. Astoundingly, the FRC chose to
place private commercial stations—those that sold their time slots to a variety of advertisers—in the
first privileged category and to characterize educational and nonprofit broadcasters as less desirable
propaganda stations! This makes little sense to us today. How can we understand it?

We must recall the cozy relationship between industry and government here. The year was 1928, at
the height of the stock market boom and America's romance with corporate leadership. Commercial
profit drove the economy, advertising drove commercial profits, and the result was good for everyone.
Thus, in the FRC's reasoning, even though it was true that commercial broadcasters employed advertis-
ing to make a profit, which was a selfish, private concern, the side product was a service that benefited
allAmericans, not just those interested in education or labor (or goat glands, or religion, or movies). Thus
advertisers, with their drive to provide that which makes the public happy, could be entrusted to provide
a fairer, less partisan, more well-rounded broadcasting service to the untrustworthy masses of the Amer-
ican public.

As for educational and nonprofit stations, the reasoning went,@ngress could not possibly give a
station license to every single group that might want one for its own purpose:hnd if they had to choose
some groups over others, wouldn't that be undue government tampering with free speech rights? Since
everygroup could not get a license, then no groups should be shown unfair preference. Instead of seem-
ing to endorse any number of random grab-bag groups who might use their air franchise to proclaim
radical, subversive, controversial, dangerous, and selfish views, such groups could simply buy time on a
commercial station like everyone else.

The effect of this categorizing principle, as McChesney writes, was to drive nonprofit stations off the
air in unprecedented numbers. Usually assigned to unfavorable hours on undesirable frequencies,
required to defend their hard-won frequency assignment every three months, often against far more
affluent commercial challengers, nonprofit stations had little left over to actually run their broadcasting
service. So a downward spiral began. After the stock market crash in 1929, as the Depression deep-
ened, nonprofit groups who had been hanging on tenuously lost whatever hold on broadcasting they
had. Meantime, as we shall see, the commercial radio industry flourished. But critics of the commercial
system and educational broadcast reformers had not given up.

The Communications Act of 1934

As McChesney points out, because the Communications Act of 1934 made few fundamental
changes from the structures laid down in the Radio Act of 1927, historians have assumed that
its passage was trouble-free and preordained. In fact, in every year between 1927 and 1934
there were numerous bills for the reform, improvement, and sometimes radical overturning of
the established commercial system introduced into Congress. Rather than quiescent years of
a commercial fait accompli, these were years of debate, organization, and both legislative and
public opinion battles about the nature and structure of the U.S. broadcasting system. During
this period, U.S. broadcasters, regulators, and the general public watched their neighbor to
the north, Canada, completely scrap its previously commercial system and institute a public
service network funded [y license fees, patterned after the BBC. ’Shis provided an important
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lesson for both sides. Though commercial interests won out in the United States, their victory
was by no means inevitable, and certainly not achieved without raising some important ques-
tions that would continue to trouble our commercial network system to this day.

On one side in the battle for the public airwaves were the commercial broadcasters, led
by the emergent but highly successful new advertising-based networks (NBC and CBS), and
the trade/lobbying group, the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB). Their opponents
consisted of a handful of public interest groups and educational broadcasters, hacked by cer-
tain elements of a resentful newspaper industrv as well as the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU). Most influential on the nonprofit side was the National Committee on Education by
Radio ¢eNCER), L o in 19 onsolids E S ic broadcasters

N B

\ By 1934 it had over 11,000 members, who lob-
bied hard for some basic changes in the organization, structure, and financing of American
broadcasting. Some of the ideas proposed by the educational group included setting aside a
fixed percentage of stations for educational purposes, so that public broadcasters would not
have to compete with commercial stations for license assignments (this happened in the FM
band, finally, in 1942); adoption of an entirely new broadcasting system modeled on those in
Great Britain or Canada, with public funding and public ownership of stations; or, lacking the
above, the creation of a number of publich owned and operated stations on the local, re-
gional, and national levels, funded by taxes, that would supplement but not replace existing
commercial stations and networks.

Despite much public support and an extensive lobbying campaign that did produce a
number of bills and amendments in Congress, the nonprofit side was defeated by the com-
mercial svstem at every turn. Partly this must be credited to the Depression, deepening just
as the regulatory debate heated up, which made any thought of diverting much-needed gov-
ernment funds away from more direct economic relief seem frivolous. Yet, had the reformers
managed to delay passage of the Connunications Act even one more year, so that it might
have met a more activist federal government with an established principle of public interven-
tion in commiercial spheres, it might have tipped the scales toward at least some elements of
reform. But on June 18,1934, President Roosevelt signed tlie Communications Act of 1934
into law. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) replaced the FRC as radio’s reg-
ulatory body. Building on the precepts of the Radio Act of 1927, it codified into a lasting body
of regulations—still in force today. despite some major revisions—that made advertising-
based commercial network broadcasting the backbone of the American system.

The Romance Hits a Few Bumps

However triumphant the commercial svstem seemed after 1934, passage of the Communica-
tions Act did not end the tension inherent in radio’s pritate use of public airwaves. Though
the American public appeared largely overjoved with the entertainment and information pro-
vided to them by the commercial networks and stations—as we shall see in Chapter 5—
strong pockets of resistance remained (not least of which was the American public’s pre-
dilection for “substandard” programming). The FCC began its first term in 1934 with seven
commissioners appointed to staggered severni-year terms, with no more than four members to
be from the same political party. Not only radio but also telephone and telegraph operations
would fall under the new commission’s jurisdiction.

Most FCC members possessed legal, public utility, or engineering backgrounds, and
many of them would go on to take positions in the broadcasting industry afterward—a cozy
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relationship that later became subject to federal investigation itself. All were White men
drawn from the educated elite. (Not until 1948 would the FCC get its first female com-
missioner, Frieda Hennock; not until 1972 would the first African American commissioner,
Benjamin Hooks, take his seat, and Latinos would have to wait for Henry Rivera in 1981.
We're still waiting for the first African American woman FCC commissioner. Rachelle
Chong, the first Asian American, and Gloria Tristani, the first Latina, were appointed in the
nineties by President Clinton.) As a body chosen to represent the public interest, they pre-
sented a decidedly skewed picture. Like many privileged reformers before them, they saw
their first duty as protecting the American public from dangerous influences and its own de-
plorable inclinations.

First cracking down on “substandard” broadcasters like Dr. Brinkley, the FCC inaugu-
rated a “raised eyebrow” system of programming and advertising standards. Though broad-
casters’ First Amendment rights prevented outright censorship, the FCC published guide-
lines and suggestions for responsible broadcasting that frowned on (among other things)
medical quackery, astrology and fortune telling, contraceptive advertising, favorable refer-
ences to hard liquor, racial or religious defamation, obscenity and indecency, excessive
violence, the playing of recorded music, on-air solicitation of funds, and some violations of ad-
vertising decorum, such as too frequent or lengthy ads or the intercuption of serious pro-
grams. One stipulation against the presentation of only one side of a controversial issue (not
covering any of the topics above, though) would eventually lead to the controversial Fairness
Doctrine. Though nonrenewal of stations’ licenses was the biggest threat the FCC could
make, it rarely came to that (only two licenses were revoked and eight turned down for re-
newal between 1934 and 1941). But broadcasters realized that their best interests were served
by observing the raised eyebrow and acting accordingly, instituting a system of self-regulatiow.

President Roosevelt would go on to become the first president to make extensive use of
the radio to communicate with the American public, in his famous Fireside Chats. His admin-
istration, however, would launch a series of investigations into the business practices of the
growing industry, as the vague precept of “public interest, convenience, and necessity” failed
to provide much practical assistance in keeping the profit motive from dominating the new
national medium. Though commercial broadcasters made extensive promises to follow up
their high-flown public service rhetoric with concessions to the needs of educational and non-
profit groups, in practice nonprofit or public service programs made up a very small part of
network schedules. When they were given airtime at all, such programs (usually low rated)
were pushed to the margins of broadcasting, or found their times changed so often that audi-
ences couldn’t follow them. The networks themselves offered a few high-profile sustaining
programs like the NBC Symphony Orchestra under conductor Arturo Toscanini, the Univer-
sity of Chicago Round Table, the World Series, and Metropolitan Opera broadcasts, but for
the most part the FCC’s idea that nonprofit groups would be able to share in the network
broadcasting schedule was never realized. Furthermore, advertising agencies began in the
early 1930s to produce the bulk of radio programming directly, taking over what had been
envisioned as a major responsibility of regulated, licensed station owners. Consolidation oc-
curred as broadcasting practices became highly profitable and standardized. By 1938, almost
40 percent of the stations on the air were owned by or affiliated with either NBC or CBS; for
the powerful clear channel stations, that proportion was 28 out of 30.

As President Roosevelt’s New Deal progressed, his appointees on the FCC began to take
a more interventionist approach to radio’s commercial limitations—not by attempting to cen-
sor programs but by looking at the internal operations and structures of the industry itself, in
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the first American president to make frequent and effective use of
radio’s potential for national address.

an effort to open up the airwaves to greater diversity. Attempting to ward off a commercial
monopoly of the airwaves, the FCC investigated AT&T's rate structure between 1936 and
1939, recoguizing that the telephone company’s exclusive arrangements with NBC and CBS
(and highly discriminatory rates for any interlopers) were squeezing out competition. The
slight but effective reduction in land-line rates helped to support one of the major networks’
pain_competitors, the Mutual Broadcasting System, founded in 1934 by a consortium of
powerful independent stations.

In 1941, furthering this investigation, the FCC published its “Report on Chain Broad-
casting,” a study that had begun in 1938 to look into such anticompetitive practices as exclu-
sive affiliation contracts and limitations on the right of stations to refuse network programs
(clearances). It ended by barring many such practices and furthermore recommended a pro-
vision that no one company could own more than one network—a clear slap at NBC, whose
Blue and Red chains dominated the nation. (The result would be the formation of the Amer-
ican Broadcasting Company {ABC), built from the divested NBC Blue chain.) Later, other
prohibitions would be added: fhe “duopoly” rule3)(no one company could awn more than one
station in the same market, (ﬁly recently repealed) and (much later) * hip.”
which barred newspapers from owning radio stations in the same market, or vice versa. How-
ever, existing cross-ownership was grandfathered in, which let such companies as the Chicago
Tribune keep their stations.

Yet, surelv FDR and his appointees kept in inind—especially as the war neared—that
just as commercial network radio had become central to American life, it had also become

TOSS-
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central to American politics. Roosevelt needed the cooperation of the radio networks just as
much as the networks needed the arm’s length regulation of the federal government. So
although the FCC put restrictions on some of the more egregious violations of the public
interest and open-market competition principles, it also took on an increasingly protective
role, such as keeping out interlopers like the film industry, making sure that new technologies
such as FM (frequency modulation) would be developed with the least disruption to estab-
lished interests, and never seriously considering any federal intervention in the commercial,
privatized development of television. Only a few voices—none within the FCC itself—spoke
out about radio’s highly discriminatory treatment of racial minorities or nearly complete ban
on discussion of racial issues. The relationship between corporate America and the federal
government. though at times strained, remained solid. The war years would bring this rela-
tionship even closer, though they would also produce a new wave of criticism. However, in
radio’s growth decades of the 1930s and 1940s, the majority of Americans paid far more atten-
tion to the amusements and ideas issuing from the box in the living room than they did to the
machinations of companies and regulators in Washington. It was the radio age.

NETWORKS TRIUMPHANT

Announcing the NATIONAL BROADCASTING COMPANY, Inc. National radio broad-
casting with better programs permanently assured by this important action of the Radio Cor-
poration of America in the interests of the listening public. . .. The purpose of that company
will be to provide the best program available for broadcasting in the United States. . . . The
Radio Corporation of America is not in any sense seeking a monopoly of the air. . . . It is seek-
ing, however, to provide machinery which will insure a national distribution of national pro-
grams, and a wider distribution of programs of the highest quality.>

With these confident words, RCA publicized its formation of the first official national
commercial broadcasting network on September 9, 1926. Its first broadcast went out over 25
telephone-wire-linked stations on November 15, featuring a live (of course) 4-hour show
hosted by new NBC president Merlin H. Aylesworth in New York. Singers and entertainers
from remote sites in Chicago, Kansas City, and other locations were switched on at the
appropriate time, capitalizing on networking’s ability not only to send out a signal to various
points but to transmit from them, too. By January 1927, NBC had its second network, the
Red, up and running with former AT&T station WEAF as its flagship. Consolidating man-
agement of both networks at its new headquarters at 711 Fifth Avenue in New York City,
RCA thus inaugurated the era of network broadcasting, Only in the 1980s, with the rise of
cable, has anything occurred to disrupt the power of over-the-air broadcasting networks in
American life and culture.

For a time NBC had the field to itself. Stations scrambled to sign on as affiliates of the
only game in town, meaning that they and only they would be authorized to receive NBC pro-
grams in their area. Usually, NBC chose the most powerful and popular station in a given city
as its affiliate (often taking some kind of ownership interest in it, until limitations on the num-
ber of stations a network could own were established). But the second-best station could sign
on with the other NBC chain. Others were out of luck, although for a while NBC allowed
some duplication within the same market. A favorable arrangement with AT&T meant that,
although NBC’ initial announcement assured the public that “If others will engage in this
business the Radio Corporation of America will welcome their action, whether it be coopera-
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tive or competitive,” in practice any rival to NBC’s chains would have to struggle with inferior
quality telegraph wires.

However, as the newly commissioned FRC began its station reassignment process in the
spring of 1927, under the Radio Act that contained specific stipulations against monopoly, it
began to seem to the triumphant RCA/AT&T alliance that perhaps some kind of competition
in the network business night be desirable, if only for appearance’s sake. At about the same
time, a small group of entrepreneurs, shut out of NBC's de facto monopoly, announced plans
to form their own network. Their efforts, and eventual success, provided NBC’s only real
competitor until the mid-forties and also pushed radio broadcasting in a different direction
than it might otherwise have taken. NBC’s confident assertions of upholding elite standards,
providing only the best in broadcasting, would soon be shaken by an upstart whose only cul-
tural claim was that it tried harder—not to please the guardians of highbrow culture but to
please the fickle audience and its even more fickle intermediary, the radio advertiser.

Connection cBs:“we Try Harder”

In the spring of 1927 Arthur Judson was a frustrated man. With new radio regulation in place, the situa-
tion with ASCAP clarified, and NBC's announcement of the beginning of chain broadcasting, things
shoutd have looked bright for his talent business. Having formed the Judson Radio Program Corporation
in January of that year, aimed at providing an economical alternative to ASCAP's high-priced roster of
creative talent, he looked to NBC as a lucrative client. But that network, intent on establishing a talent
bureau of their own, told him in no uncertain terms to take a hike.

He determined on a more radical approach. With associates George A. Coats, an Indiana promoter
with important connections, and well-known radio sports announcer J. Andrew White, he formed a com-
pany called United Independent Broadeasters and set about showing NBC what was what. They would

create their own network. They would approach ron-NBC-affiliated broadcasters, purchase a few hours .,
of time, then produce programs to appear during those hours using the talent they already had under
contract. Advertisers would pay good money to sponsor such programs, especially when they could
reach a regional or national audience via station interconnection—the basic principle of commercial
broadcasting. By late spring they had agreements with 12 potential affiliates, inciuding WOR Newark,
which would be their hub. And UIB, with its low overhead, could charge lower prices for the same high-
quality programs and station coverage than NBC could, and still make a profit. All they had to do was get
AT&T to provide the land lines to link the stations together.

This proved difficult. AT&T was not anxious to jeopardize its exclusive agreement with NBC for a
bunch of ragtag promoters who looked unlikely to be able to pay their bills even if AT&T granted the ser-
vice. They were flatly turned down. This was a setback indeed, since a regular broadcasting service
needed the quality and reliability of transmission that only AT&T could provide, having long ago estab-
lished a monopoly on national telephone service. But George Coats had a few cards up his sleeve. In an
interview published many years later, Arthur Judson recalls,

We now had the stations, but before we could operate we had to have telephone lines. We held
a geod many rather hectic meetings to discuss the question of getting them. We applied to the
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telephone company and were informed that all of their lines were in use and that it would be impos-
sible to furnish lines for at least three years. We argued but got nowhere.

Finally Coats, who was from Indiana, said, “I think I'll go down to Washington. | know some Indi-
ana people in Washington.”

He came back and said, “There's a friend of mine down there.” | said, “Who is he?” “Well,” he
said, “he’s just a man about Washington who fixes things. He has contacts.”

Coats went down to Washington again, came back and said: “If you give him two checks, one
for $1000 and the other for $10,000, he will guarantee that you will get the wires."”

Possibly Coats’ “fixer” had some link to the influential head of the Interstate Commerce Commission,
Indiana Senator James E. Watson, a powerful voice in the history of broadcast regulation.

An ancillary factor may have been their timing: With station reassignment going on, NBC could not
afford a hard-tine monopolistic position and may have pushed AT&T to concede to what looked like, after
all, an operation with very little capitalization or hope of success.%e Columbia Phonograph Corporatiorﬂ UZ;J
had invested in UIB and contributed its name to the project in hopes of promoting its recording artists via
the new chain, but its own business was faltering. The Columbia Broadcasting System made its debut on
September 25, 1927, with a Metropolitan Opera broadcast, but a month later was over $100,000 in
debt. Columbia Records backed out. A Philadelphia station owner, Jerome Louchheim, stepped in to tide
them over, but it wasn't until the struggling business attracted the attention of William S. Paley, young
vice-president of the Congress Cigar Company of Philadelphia, that its fortunes began to improve. Paley
had been one of the network’s early sponsors, touting his company’s cigars with a musical variety show
called La Palina Concert. Convinced that radio advertising was the wave of the future, Paley bought a
controlling interest in the network in September 1928. He would stay on as CBS's head until 1977.

One of Paley’s first innovations was an adjustment of the station payment and compensation
scheme. Under the existing arrangement used by both NBC and CBS at the time, the network paid the
station each time it aired a sponsored program, meaning a program for which the network received pay-
ment from advertisers. This was a fixed amount, from $30 to $50 per evening hour, which many larger
stations felt was far from enough, given the size of their market and their normal charges for airtime. But
stations were additionally required to pay the network for any networmustaining progranfs that they
aired locally; that is@)grams that the network supplied that did not have a national spon@ Sometimes
these programs were serious or highbrow shows that helped to fulfill the station’s public service obliga-
tions; sometimes they were programs that the station could sefl to focal advertisers to bring in revenue.
Charges ranged from $45 to $90 an hour, an amount smaller stations often found hard to meet.
Although radio remained one of the few areas of U.S. business relatively unaffected by the Depression—
indeed, these were growth years for the radio business—the declining economy hit the smallest opera-
tions hardest.

Paley's plan did away with the station’s payments for sustaining programs in favor of a tighter
agreement for guaranteed clearances, with payment to the stations on a sliding scale adjusted for sta-
tion power and market size. In other words, CBS affiliates could have all of CBS’s network programs,
sustaining and commercial, without charge—in fact, the network would pay them. But they had to agree
to take the entire network schedule and not arbitrarily opt out of a given program for their own reasons.
For that kind of guarantee to his network’s sponsors—that their programs would be heard over all the
network's affiliates, with no exceptions—Paley was willing to commit himself to a considerable expen-
diture. Rates paid by the network to the stations now ranged from $125 to $1,250 for an hour-length
commercial evening program, which was a substantial inducement. (This p-actice continues today in the
form of Et?t/on compensation. the fee that networks pay their affiliates for clearan&_—gjof their schedules
to receive commercial network programs.) Meanwhile, NBC affiliates were required to pay the network a
flat rate of $1,500 a month, regardless of their size, until NBC finally reconsidered in 1935.
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NETWORKS TRIUMPHANT

CBS tried harder to innovate popular programs and to tighten network/affiliate relations.

This novel practice indicates one important difference between CBS and NBC, at least in their gar-
lier days. Even on its more commercial Red network, NBC stood poised between two poles. It had
achieved its position of prominenee by promising a level of public service—defined in its announcement
and elsewhere as "highest-quality” programs of the “best” kind—even as the pressure to find commer-
cial sponsorship demanded a wider audience than these quality programs could defiver. NBC needed to
be specific about exactly what it provided as a public service—its sustaining shows—and what it did to
make money. CBS, on the other hand, suffered under no such expectations. As the smaller, struggiing,
lower-priced network, without RCA's deep pockets or governmental ties, CBS unabashedly courted what-
ever sponsorship it could get. It developed an aggressive policy of recruiting top talent and by 1938 fea-
tured as many of the nation’s top-rated shows as did NBC's two networks put together.

In fact, historian Erik Barnouw credits CBS with spearheading most of the major innovations in radio
programming that mark the more glorious moments of the radio age:

The outburst of creative activity that came to radio in the second half of the 1930s was largely
a CBS story. The first stirrings were at CBS, and while these eventually awakened much of the
industry, the most brilliant moments were at CBS—in drama, news, and almost every other kinc of
programming.8

We'll talk about programs in more detail in Chapter 5, but an averview of CBS's standout efforts
would have to include its Columbia Workshop program, which began as a sustaining effort broadcasting
serious drama and evolved .nto Orson Welles' famed Mercury Theatre of the Air {and its momentous
“War of the Worlds™ broadcast) sponsored by Campbell Soup. Also, CBS was the first to build up a news
division offering coverage that would become crucial during World War I!. Howard K. Smith, Lewell
Thomas, Edward R. Murrow, William L. Shirer, and other preeminent names came together at CBS in the
late 1930s to pioneer the concept of the “news roundup,” broadcasts from remote sites and nations
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brought together in a combination of news and analysis. Other well-regarded CBS shows included The
American School of the Air, Arch Oboler's Lights Out, Du Pont's history series Calvacade of America, and
the prestige drama program Lux Radio Theatre.

However, even its most respected programs demonstrate the comfortable refationship with sponsors
from which CBS might occasionally distance itself but always embraced in the end. Barnouw relates the
amusing story of the network's attempt to ban controversial ads for laxatives, a type of product advertis-
ing that tended to receive the raised eyebrow from the FCC and other cultura! critics. CBS offered sev-
eral programs sponsored by laxative manufacturers. With great fanfare, Paley announced in May 1935
that henceforth such products in questionable taste would be expunged from the CBS airwaves, the pol-
icy to take effect as soon as present contracts had expired. Genera! praise, from the FCC and from the
press, ensued. It was common practice at that time for sponsors to let their contracts lapse for the sum-
mer months, when listenership was lowest, and return under new contracts in the fall. Paley’s announce-
ment had the effect of inspiring laxative manufacturers to simply extend their contracts through the
summer and into fall; there would be no contract expirations at CBS, a most profitable development for
the network, and therefore no actual ban. As Barnouw says, “The year in which CBS got its ‘avalanche of
praise’ for banning laxatives turned out to be one of its best laxative years—the best, some say. Eventu-
ally the laxative ban was forgotten."® Likewise, the network’s much-touted limitations on outright sales
talk, 10 minutes during the evening hours and 15 minutes per hour during the day, did not affect the
popular practice of integrating product pitches into the dramatic content of the show.

CBS's need to try harder to establish itself led it to some sticky situations in its early years. Father
Coughlin, a Catholic priest from Royal Oak, Michigan, whose anti-Semitic and hate-filled diatribes won
him a large populist following during the Depression years, found a home on CBS until he became too
hot to handle (Chapter 6). And CBS pioneered the practice of sponsored news and political commentary
programs, such as the Ford Sunday Evening Hour, on which Ford executive William J. Cameron was
allowed to criticize the New Deal and espouse Henry Ford’s antilabor philosophy. Liberty magazine's
Forum of Liberty program gained a prestigious on-air platform for ieaders of industry to broadcast their
antilabor, anti-New Deal views in exchange for buying advertising in the magazine. And CBS joined the
other networks in allowing news programs to be commercially sponsored; particularly as the war
boosted ratings in the forties. : : :

Yet CBS set a certain tone, a certain style, in the radio business that stood in sharp contrast to NBC's
more stuffy corporate image. CBS's slick promotional brochures proclaimed the gospel of radio to the
business community, with much attention paid to ornate covers and deluxe presentation. Paley himself
began to move in glamorous social circles, imparting an air of distinction to the network. Phrases such
as “grace and swift maneuver,” “suave,” “brilliant, dynamic, acquisitive,” were used to describe the cul-
ture at CBS, whereas NBC's corporate culture received the descriptor “ponderous.” Underneath lay a
keen attention to the bottom line.

By 1938, the upstart network was in first place, if NBC's two networks are counted separately. NBC
boasted 135 affiliates, divided between the Red and Blue, to CBS's 106, although CBS affiliates tended
to be smaller, lower-power stations., CBS brought in almost $29 million in total network revenues in
1938, with a profit of $3 million. NBC's revenue that same year totaled $38 million: $27 million from the
Red and $11 miltion from the Blue. As an indicator of the perceived value of network time to advertisers,
CBS in that year charged $8,525 per evening hour, while NBC charged $8,400 for an hour on its Red
network and $7,800 for an hour on Blue.

Both companies had embarked on a campaign to own as many of the desirable clear channel sta-
tions in their network lineup as possible. Besides WABC-New York, which became CBS'’s flagship station,
Paley acquired eight more between 1928 and 1936: WJSV-Washington, DC; WBT-Charlotte, NC; WEEI-
Boston; WBBM-Chicago; WKRC-Cincinnati, WCCO-Minneapolis; KMOX-St. Louis; and KNX-Los Angeles.
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NBC owned ten; besides its original three (WEAF and WJZ in New York, WRC-Washington, DC), it pur-
chased WMAL-Washington, DC; WTAM-Cleveland; WMAQ and WENR in Chicago; KOA-Denver; and KPO
and KGO in San Francisco. Profits from owned and operated stations (0&0's) have always been higher
than network profits themselves; in 1938 CBS’s profit margin for its stations was 16 percent, compared
to a 10.5 percent profit ratio for the network.'® Trying harder brought success.

Furthermore, until barred by federal irivestigation in 1941, both CBS and NBC owned their own tal-
ent bureaus, furthering their monopolistic hold cn the radio entertainment business. NBC's Artists’ Ser-
vice and CBS's Columbia Artists, Inc., signed actors, musicians, humorists, and other kinds of talent to
long-term contracts, then took a percentage on the work they found in radio and other productions.
Barnouw reports that in 1935 Columbia Artists had under contract *approximately haff the artists touring
in the United States.”"! A producer coming to CBS with a new program found herself required to employ
CBS talent, or face prohibitive charges; independent or ad hoc networks like the Mutual Broadcasting
Sysfem, struggling to compete with NBC and CBS, ended up enriching them anyway if they used talent
under eontract to their rivals.

Later, both networks added recording comoanies to their sutsidiary list and r&oved into the tran-
scription businesg(the production and distribution of recorded programs). Plus, as Broadcast Music Inc.
(BMI)—the rival to ASCAP formed by the NAB in 1939 and owned by broadcasters—gained in power,
networks controlled a piece of the music rights pie as well. In many ways the networks of the 1930s and
early 1940s resembled the vertically integrated film companies of the studio system days, and like the
film studios they would be required to divest themselves of some of their monopolistic features in the
New Deal spirit of the 1940s.

If CBS tried harder, then another upstart network of the 1930s exerted sometimes desperate efforts
to stay aflaat. Since necessity is the mother of invention, it also pioneered some unique and blithely pop-
ulist program forms. The Mutual Broadcasting network arose from the combined effarts of four powerful
independent stations—WOR-New York, WGN-Chicago, WLW-Cincinnati, and WXYZ-Detroit—who carved
out a place for themselves and other stations left out of the network oligopoly. By 1940, Mutual had 160
affiliates, many in smaller cities and rural areas; most of them also belonged to one of the smaller
regional chains such as the Don Lee network on the West Coast or the Colonial ne*work of New England.
Eschewing the big-budget variety and prestige drama productions that dominated NBC and CBS prime-
time schedules, Mutual developed a strong presence in such less reputable or marginalized genres as
sponsored news, thriller dramas for young audiences like The Shadow, The Lone Ranger, and Bulldog
Drummond, quiz shows such as Double or Nothing, and religious programs like The Lutheran Hour, The
Old-Fashioned Revival Hour, and The Voice of Prophecy. Though it started out with very loose affiliation
agreements—more like a program syndicator than a network—aby the late thirties competition caused
Mutual to tighten its affiliate structure so as to deliver coverage to advertisers.

It is not mere irony that CBS, the network that had innovated some of the most success-
ful practices in the history of broadcasting, is also responsible for the eventual regulatory
crackdown that would ensue. In hammering out its station compensation deal, which effec-
tively encouraged the expansion of the network system, CBS also undermiined the very basis
and assumptions upon which the U.S. regulatory structure had been based. The Communj-
gatlom Act af 1934 had design: |t< +d th( individual hl‘()dd(dhhu(’ station as ultimate gatekeeper

ible party in X § ; usmg its llcensmg system as the means
by which broadcasters were required to answer to the public. The CBS svstem pulled the
rug out from under this approach, mandating that stations simply turn over the bulk of their
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programming responsibilities to the unlicensed, unsupervised networks. Except as it affected
their owned and operated stations, networks remained outside the regulatory reach of the
FCC. And as networks made the decision to allow advertisers and their agencies to provide
the bulk of radio programming, control over this influential medium receded further and fur-
ther from government hands.

Gradually, exactly the kind of radio structure that early regulators and critics had most
wished to avoid came to prevail across the land: A restricted-access, vertically integrated
oligopoly, dominated by two large corporations and supported by increasingly blunt and intru-
sive commercial advertising, exerted what could be called a stranglehold on radio program-
ming, outside of any kind of public supervision or control. Public airwaves were producing
immense amounts of private profit; educational and other public service programs occupied
less and less space on the broadcast schedule; stations unaffiliated with the networks found it
hard to survive, and local control over the voices in the air declined as each year rolled by.
Radio was suffocating in its own success. This is not to say that the system failed to produce
much that pleased and served the American public—it obviously did. judging by radio’s pop-
ularity—but what was produced came from increasingly narrow parameters.

Yet blame cannot be placed entirely on the networks, whose actions merely pursued the
possibilities put before them. By advocating the kind of paternalistic. elite version of regula-
tion that valued established hierarchies and good taste above social diversity and expressive
freedom, regulators of radio’s middle decades backed themselves inte a corner. They wanted
cultural control and they got it—just not the kind they had had in mind. Commercial net-
works like CBS and its even more populist, hardscrabble competitor, the Mutual network,
followed their audience maximization mandate; they provided a vast array of popular en-
tertainments, many of which spoke to and for the masses far better than did the earnest edu-
cational efforts of highminded reformers. Commercial advertisers did, in fact, know their
public, and reverted to their own version of serving up “what the public is interested in"—
focused, of course, on selling their own products. Yet regulators, rather than open up the air-
waves to more possibilities and creating a diversity of broadcast opportunities, chose instead
to close ranks around their established system. Regulators increasingly used their power to
protect the economic interests of existing networks and powerful stations, occasionally requir-
ing them to make small adjustinents here and there when egregious violations came to light.

THE SPONSOR’S MEDIUM

What happened to NBC’s lofty visions of radio showmanship? When the FRC placed the hot
potato of programming decisions into corporate rather than public hands, who would end up
grasping hold and who would get burned? As we have seen, early radio stations based their
operations around whatever related talent or business needed publicity, but NBC at least saw
its role as a network in very different terms. Instead of letting the entertainment market dic-
tate what programming might be made available, NBC programmers like Bertha Brainard
from the commercial side, Phillips Carlin from the sustaining program side, and their boss
John Royal, Vice-President of Programming, envisioned their task as program builders. Ra-
ther than let publicity seekers come to them, they actively sought out talent, came up with
program concepts, and orchestrated and produced programs from the well-appointed radio
studios at NBC headquarters, which soon moved to the elaborate Rockefeller Center when it
was completed in 1936. Then, if a well-heeled sponsor wanted to purchase the program and
bracket it with a certain (controlled) amount of sales talk for his product, fine. Indeed, this is
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how money would be made. But early@witself as the primary program impressario,

playing a crucial gatekeeping role in keeping radio on a high-and-tasteful—vet profitable—

path. As Brainard described her task in a 1926 letter to a potential client, x eV W
This department secures suitable talent of known reputation and popularity, creates your

program and surrounds it with announcements and atmosphere closely allied with your sell-
ing thought.'?

This state of affairs would last about six years. By 1932 the major point of creative control
of prograns had shifted to the advertising agencies of major radio sponsors; by 1936 almost all
of the prime-time and most of the davtime hours were completely out of the networks’
purview except for some mild censorship (see p. 84). Networks would not regain their power
to select programs and set schedules until after the quiz show scandals of television in the late
1950s. What happened? How could such powerful near monopolies lose the ability to shape
the central component of their business?

Three factors intervened in the earlv to ypid-1930s to shift the center of radio production
away from the networks to the sponsors. Firsk+#he Depression undermined profitability. Even
the electronics industry felt some of the effects of the Depression. RCA’s stock fell along with
everyone elses, and investing large amounts of money in programs “on spec;” without a guar-
anteed sponsor, began to seem less and less attractive. When advertising agencies stepped
forward with a complete program package, asking only that their clients be allowed to buy
time at high prices from the network, it was an easy deal to make. The networks complied and
soon fonnd the most lucrative and popular parts of their schedules preemptiv ' occupied by
sponsored, pre_produced programs. CBS pursued this vision from the start. @

Second, fdvertising agencies too needed to find additional ways of boosting proﬁadur-
ing the economic hard times. Radio presented an attractive opportunity. And the payment
schedule worked out during these early vears proved particularly enticing. An agency that put
together a program could take its usual 10 to 15 percent fee from its client on the total cost of
the show, and on top of that it could get an additional 15 percent from the network when it
brokered the purchase of airtime. This was a nice piece of double-dipping and hastened the
perception of agencies that radio was a good place to direct their efforts. A few agencies, as
we have seen with The Eveready Hour produced by the N. W. Ayer agency, got into radio very
early on, but it was around 1929 to 1930 when most agencies established radio departments
in-house.

Third, given the economics above[it made sense for agencies—particularly those with
the biggest clients, who tended to be drawn to national radio—to produce the most elaborate .
and high-budgeted show possible, because this made their fees highery Why scrape by with
cheap, lesser known talent, with little name recognition, and thus glrarzmtee themselves a
smaller fee, when they might go for the big names (with big costs but also big followings) and
make niore money? And where else to find the big stars but in Hollywood? If the networks
seemed reluctant to look too much toward the West Coast for their talent (their own talent %
bureaus could not rival the studios for top stars under contract), then the agencies would L)VQI\"\’-b
wrest con?rol o'f production. from the st.uffy network' executives and take it into their own w E,%*CWS;\—
hands. Allied with cooperative film studios, ad agencies bypassed the program departments
and talent bureaus of the networks and thus boosted their own fees.

This helped to produce the noted swing toward Hollywood (discussed in Chapter 5) and
helped bail out movie studios who had been heavily hit by the Depression. Tt also turned
radio into a multimillion dollar business very quickly. By 1938, costs for a top-rated prime-
time 1-hour variety program like the Chase and Sanborn Hour (starring ventriloquist Edgar




80

CHAPTER 4 COMMERCIAL NETWORK BROADCASTING: 1926 TO 1940

Bergen and his dummy Charlie McCarthy) ran to almost $36,000 per show, with total pro-
duction costs of $20,000 and airtime charges of $15,900.'%

The conpetition between CBS and NBC also plays an important role here. It is very pos-
sible that had NBC had no real competitor it could have kept up its genteel highbrow role
indefinitely, charging high prices for the programs it devised for its clients and using some of
those profits to produce high-quality sustaining programs, according to the original plan. With
CBS in the game, competing for lucrative contracts and pushing the more generally popular
kind of programming for all it was worth, NBC had to jump into the fray or lose out entirely.
If sponsors began to chafe under the restrictive contract terms and more cautious approach to
programs at NBC, they could take their ideas to CBS and find a welcome reception. Of
course, if it hadn’t been CBS another group would surely have moved into the opening to
start up a rival network.

Without the state-guaranteed protected monopoly of a system like the BBC, commer-
cialization was bound to lead to ever greater competition, competition would lead to going
after the mass audience, and mass audience meant the triumph of the popular over the taste-
ful and elite. But it is easy for us to forget today the vital central role that advertising agencies
played in the shaping of our national broadcasting culture. It was in the production meetings

and client negotiations of the nation’s major agencies that radio programming took shape and
evolved into its mature forms, many of which are still with us on television. The FCC thought
that it could control radio through its stations, but almost before the ink on the Communica-
tions Act had dried the real power had drifted out of government oversight and into the hands
of the commercial marketplace.

This produced an outburst of popular creative innovation, unrivaled since early movie
days..It led to the familiar characteristics of the American system of radio, whose names
became household words not only in this country but eventually throughout much of the
world. History books talk about the William S. Paleys and David Sarnoffs, but those men had
very little to do with the everyday sounds and experiences that wafted across America all day
and most of the nightiBadio was the product of numerous advertising personnel, who com-
missigned the scripts, hired the talent, oversaw production, and dunned the sponsor for pay-
ment \Who were these men and women? They are too numerous to ever emerge fully from
the obscurity of the past, but a few have left archives of their activities that give us a glimpse
into this busy and vital world. One of those is ]. Walter Thompson, a company that would be-
come a major center of radio innovation.

Connection J. Walter Thompson, Radio Showmen to the World
04 . Qpencns amQinoma. o Rodio
O o

In the spring of 1929, a mighty battle took place within the walls of J. Walter Thompson, a New York-
based agency that had been a leader in advertising innovations since 1870. Radio production was heat-
ing up, and although JWT had been one of the earlier firms to establish a radio production department,
times had changed with more and more clients eager to pursue the hot new medium with their own
advertising dollars.
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By the end of the twenties almost 50 percent of U.S. households owned at least one radio. Radio
itself was changing, with more big-name variety shows and an increasing trend toward drama, and
although the major emphasis of most stations was still on music, different possibilities were beginning to
emerge. JWT set up a radio department in_1927 under the direction of William S. Ensign, who had cre-
ated The Eveready Hour for N. W. Ayer and served as the musical director for Roxy and His Gang. Ensign
began signing on major clients like Goodrich Tire, Shell Oil, and Maxwell House Coffee, while other agen-
cies began quickly to set up their own departmerts to compete.

Ensign moved on in the spring of 1929, and was replaced by Henry P. Joslyn, who had come up in
the JWT ranks as head of the music department, specializing in what still made up most of the programs
that JWT built for its clients. It seemed a likely choice. But just two months later this began to look fike a
short-sighted decision: If the future of radio lay not so much in judicious music selection but more in
drama, comedy, and variety, then skills in overall showmanship were required, not just in music. And who
was this radio audience? What did they prefer to hear over the air, and how could it best be linked to the
selling interests of their clients? These were the new questions that needed to be answered.

Contenders for the position of head of radio at JWT posed three different solutions. For Joslyn,
music was and always would be the backbone of radio. Selecting the finest musicians, writing a small
amount of “continuity” (the dialogue or sketch that provided a bridge between musical numbers), and
grafting introductions that made a discreet reference to the sponsor's product—this was the stuff of

radio.

A second contender, Aminta Casseres, had a different idea. Casseres was the highest-ranking
woman at JWT, in a company with a urique approach to the question of gender. Under the supervision of
Helen Lansdowne Resor, co-director of the firm with her husband Stanley Resor, JWT had long before
instituted separate men’s and women’s editorial groups. Men worked with men, women worked with
women—a system that the Resors believed produced the best and most profitable results. Because
American women purchased millions of household products and they were also the major rad:o audi-

and because women were less Ilkely to be hstened to and properly promoted under male supervision, a
sgparate women's division was maintaingd. (A number of former suffragists worked in the JWT women’s
group, selling products to U.S. women just as they had labored to sell the idea of voting rights in the
teens.) Casseres was head of the women'’s editorial group. in her vision for radio, drama predominated.
She was particularly interested in emotional and human interest stories because she believed that these
were best targeted to reach radio’s main audience of women, Later she led JWT's development of day-

time serial drama.

The third likely-candidate was head of new ausiness, John U. Reber. Sometimes referred to as the
Grim Reber, he was a straightlaced New Erglander who nonetheless saw the future of radio in big-name
variety productions. A leading proponent of the theory that ad agencies could do a far better job of cre-
ating radio programming than the radio networks, Reber argued for a tighter relationship with Hollywood,
vauceville, and theater. He argued that these entertainment industries, unlike the radio networks but sim-
flar to the advertising business, had their fingers on the pulse of the American public. Rather than try to
uplift or improve tastes, or restrict programs to a cautious, highbrow mainstream, Reber believed in radio
as a popular medium, calibrated to “what the public was interested in.” And he didn’t mind spending
money to achieve it. Reber was convinced that it was the presence of established big-name stars that.
wauld build radia. Lnlike Casseres, who envisioned creating new program forms that would be unique to
radio, Reber believed in drawing on the entertainment forms already available and popular with the pub-
lic, beyond mere music.
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A young scriptwriter newly employed at JWT in the spring of 1929 humorously related what hap-
pened as these three vied for the position of radio director:

Mr. Josiyn, who had long been head of the radio department, called me in. He liked my continuity,
he said. Would | make such and such changes in the script before #0 o'clock the next morning?
Feeling that my script must have had merit to warrant his attention | gurgled with delight and said
yes sir. . . .

On returning to my desk, | was summoned by Miss Aminta Casseres, one of the copy execu-
tives. She said that as the new head of the radio department, she wanted to thank me for writing
this continuity. She asked if | could make certain revisions—a very different set from the ones
Jostyn suggested. Would | bring her a revised script back in the morning, say at 107 | said yes
ma’am, and returned to my office to ponder. . . .

It was not fer long. The phone rang and | was asked to come to John Reber’s office. He said that
he had been appointed head of radio and liked my stuff. Here were the changes to make (all differ-
ent from the other two sets). . ..

| was not at the meeting when these three worthies, each armed with one of my scripts, fought
out their conflicting ideas. . . . But after several weeks of intramural shenanigans, during which | had
to write all the Thompson shows three different ways, Reber emerged, bleeding, as Our Radio
Chief." .

Reber’s final selection as radio head set U.S. broadcasting on a path it would follow for the next 30
years. Although he was not alone in his innovations, JWT under Reber’s direction did lead the pack in
certain kinds of highly popular programs including the Rudy Vallee/Fleischman's Yeast Hour, the Lux
Radio Theater, The Jack Benny Program, and many other of radio’s preeminent hits of the thirties and
forties. By 1938 the agency was producing at least five of each year's top-ten shows, all from Hollywood.
Reber’s stars included not only Vallee and Benny but George Burns and Gracie Allen, Al Joison, Walter
Winchell, Eddie Cantor, Major Bowes, Fanny Brice, and Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy.

The American Medium

Mow did this alliance among Hollywood, advertising, and radio shape the fundamental
aspects of the medium? One characteristic that marked U S. radio as different from its non-
commercial rivals, such as the BBC, was the early development olkcl_(-)nsmtent scheduling.
Radio programs from the earliest days appeared on the same day at the same time, encour=
aging audiences to build their own schedules around their favorite shows. This seems like an
obvious advantage, but only if one believes, as U.S. radio innovators did, that catering to the
audience’s convenience and building up the largest possible listenership are the goals of radio
production. For the BBC, a more important goal was to provide cultural improvement
through radio. With this motivation, it made more sense to treat radio programs like special
events, unique and occasional, much like attending the theater or a symphonic concert. Audi-
ences were required to consult their program guide, make specific plans to listen to this or
~that, and get up and go about their business when the program was done. In the United
States, a high premium was placed on keeping the listener tuned in all day long, if possible to
the same station, so as to maximize the publicity given to performers and products.
Though U.S. radio schedules remained fairly diverse until the network era, they soon sta-
bilized into the system of time slots (from 15 minutes to 1 hour), starting on the hour and at
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quarter-hour and half-hour intervals, with one show flowing continuously into the other
{punctuated by commercials and station identification). This is the system that worked best in
the competitive commercial environment of U.S. radio, as devised by networks, sponsors, and
agencies working in concert. In Great Britain and other countries, without such pressures,
shows were intermittent and of varying lengths, with simple silence (or dead air, as it was
called in the United States) not just tolerated but often required between programs so as to
preserve a proper respect for the material.

Agencies like ]. Walter Thompson would spearhead another key broadcasting character-
istic: the-differentiation of\ciay-]md pighttime schedulesfthat soon began to mark radio and
still marks network television. In ]Wl's vision, nighttime radio became the star-studded
equivalent of a night on the town. True, major advertisers sponsored the programs and aired
their ads, but in a way that minimized their intrusiveness. The technique of integrated adver-
tising was pioneered at JWT. starting with the Rudy Vallee show and extending throughout
the nighttime schedule. By this method, a pitch for the product or mention of the sponsor was
worked into the dramatic content, rather than stopping the program for a separate, explicit
commercial. For example, Rudy Vallee, nightclub host, strolls casually among the tables and
just happens to hear a young couple talking with enthusiasm about Fleischmann’s Yeast. Cecil
B. DeMille brings out one of his weekly guest stars, who incidentally mentions the wonderful
job that Lux Soap does on her curtains. Gracie Allen asks innocently how they manage to get
milk out of carnations, for sponsor Carnation Instant Milk. Such indirect promotion saved
major stars from having to make explicit product pitches and frequently added to the humor
of the show—particularly as some comedians, like Jack Benny, introduced the habit of
humorously insulting the sponsor. It still sold goods.

The nighttime audience was believed to be the largest swath of the general American
public, and evening shows were skewed toward what were WW
The thinking was that this was the only time of day that men were likely to be listening, so the
major effort must be directed at getting their attention and catering to their tastes (despite
the fact that over 50 percent of the nighttime audience was actually female). This_meant
2 ' LS, COMICS,2 cformers genexally. Despite the many talented
women of stage and screen, female stars appeared mostly as guests or as sidekicks to male tal-
ent in the nighttime hours of U.S. radio. For a long time Kate Smith was the only woman to
single-handedly headline a major evening show, followed by Fanny Brice in 1938. Not until
the war years would radio’s nighttime hours open up to female talent.

©hasizi

wring the dav. on the other hand. the audience was believe o t_entirely
female (despite consistent data showing the male daytime audience as almost 30 percent of
the whole). A separate daytime sphere opened up for American women, dedicated to appeal-
ing to their interests and catering to their needs—within the purview of sponsors, of course.
Entire genres were developed with women in mind, appearing almost exclusively in the day-
time: the serial drama (or soap opera), the daytime talk show. the breakfast show, and a cer-
tain kind of light music program that would later morph into a format for post-TV radio.
Indeed, serial drama—the type of continuous narrative featuring a cast of recurrent charac-
ters that carried over weeks or months—was so identified with the feminine audiences of the

daytime that it became anathema at night. Not until the 1970s would prime-time soaps, aired

orime-time dramas contained heavy soap influence. But from the mid-1930s through the six-
ties, serial drama remained the province of women in the daytime and the target of radio’s
heaviest criticism.
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Network Woes

Once ad agencies had seized the reins of program production and showed few signs of giving
them back, what was a network to do? Well, for starters, simply collecting the fee for use of
airtime kept network sales departments busy, and these departments played a key role in per-
suading clients to try radio, assisting agencies in collecting audience data, and recommending
talent for agency productions. But they also had another function—that of cultural gate-
keeper, oré:tral censor, pf what went out over their expensive air. Some of this function was
strictly commercial: keeﬁlg sponsors from insulting each other, or colliding too abruptly (a
show for Marlboro immediately followed by one from Lucky Strike), or violating FCC stan-
dards. But ultimately one of the network’s key functions devolved onto their so-called Conti-
nuity Acceptance departments. (Scripts were known as continuities at this time, and hence
this means Script Acceptance.) These were the centers of script review and program observa-
tion that attempted to ride herd on the wild and woolly ad agency producers who were
blithely unconcerned with FCC eyebrows or considerations of good taste. Today they're
referred to as Standards and Practices departments, or something similar, and serve much the
same function for television.

At NBC, the head of Continuity Acceptance was Janet MacRorie, a former schoolteacher
of Scottish descent known in some quarters as “the old maid.” Hers was largely a thankless
task. Ad agencies took delight in slipping double entendres past the censors, especially in
radio where inflection or emphasis could shift a meaning completely. And because network
radio went out live, even if the script were approved there were no guarantees that the per-
formers would stick to it. In the 1930s the networks adopted the practice of assigning one of
their own producers to every agency show broadcast from their studios, to keep an eye on
things and to note every deviation from the approved written script. JWT’s archives contains
microfilms of such “as-broadcast” scripts, and sometimes the deviations are highly significant.

For instance, Louis Armstrong, the famous jazz trumpeter, was signed on as host for a
summer replacement for The Rudy Vallee Show in 1937. In keeping with the racial prejudice
of the time, a script was prepared for him that insisted on his speaking in heavy minstrel
dialect. Armstrong, a well-spoken man without any such accent in his normal speech, refused
to repeat the insulting dialect and inserted his own introductions and bridges. The NBC floor
producer noted his substitute dialogue with increasing exasperation and reported these devi-
ations to his superiors. The show was canceled after six weeks, and no African American musi-
cian would host his own sponsored network show again until Nat King Cole in 1946.
Armstrong gained a reputation of being difficult to work with, and although the jazz great’s
career was hardly impeded by the event, the episode demonstrates the kind of cultural polic-
ing that took place under network guidelines and also shows the limits of cultural diversity the
advertisers were willing to allow.

MacRorie labored mightily to set network shows on the right course, producing NBC's
first program policy manual and sending a constant barrage of memos about offensive pro-
grams to the heads of programming, sales, and network operations. In 1938, as the Roosevelt
administration prepared to launch its investigation of the radio industry, MacRorie fired off a
memo to Lenox R. Lohr, president of NBC networks, venting her frustration with what little
effect network policies had had on agency-produced daytime serials:

With criticism mounting against the merit of radio programs in general and the question of
public interest stressed so strongly, I believe we should ask for change in type of material
used on the following programs broadcast from New York:



CONCLUSION

(a) “John’s Other Wife”—a daytime show. Quite bad; story poor—an endless conflict be-
tween the wife and her husband’s business associates. . . .

(b) “Just Plain Bill and Nancy”—a daytime show of no merit whatever—tragedy is para-
mount—babies arriving, babies dying, adults going out of their minds—oxygen tents,
hospitals, murders, robberies, etc. . . .

(¢) “Dick Tracy”—the maral of right coming out on top is greatly overshadowed by colorful
deeds and skill of the miscreants. Plenty of gun play and screams. . . .

(d) “Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch"—a succession of calamities—never a happy mo-
ment—robberies, murders, deaths by natural causes, gangsters, ex-convicts—no relation
between radio script and book of same title. . . .15

The memo goes on in the same vein; the shows continued unabated. The same type of mate-
rial can be found today not only in the women’s daytime ghetto of the soaps but in prime time
as well.

Yet a nemo responding to some of MacRorie’s earlier complaints, from head of network
sales Roy Witmer, sets out the problem in a nutshell:

I hold no grief [sic] for these particular programs. I too think they are morbid. But are we to
give the radio audience what they apparently like to listen to or what we think they ought
to have? The advertisers pursue the former course. The British Broadcasting Company the
latter.!®

In Chapter 5 we will take up in more detail the question of what kind of programs the
American system of national commercial networks, supported by advertising and pro-
grammed by sponsors and agencies, created during the fertile decades of the thirties and for-
ties. And as audiences tuned in by the millions, social critics took note. A body of academic
radio research began to develop, not much of it looking favorably on the radio business, even
as networks and agencies honed their market research skills.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined the development of the American model of commercial network
broadcasting. We've looked at the regulatory and social context within which networks
emerged, the battles over control and structure of the medium, and the way the radio indus-
try survived and adapted. Far from reflecting a natural and simple process of technological
development, U.S. broadcasting emerged out of a great deal of indecision and controversy
over the direction it would take and might well have evolved very differently. But we've also
seen how comnercial forces were able to triuniph over would-be reformers. to shape the sys-
tem to reflect their own economic interests.

Yet the industry itself was not a unified and monolithic enterprise. Though NBC and
CBS quickly became the two wajor players, exerting a strong oligopolistic control over radio
broadcasting in the United States, they also competed with each other and with the ever-
more powerful forces of the advertising industry. This chapter has also traced the often-over-
looked influence of advertising ageucies in radio program production and outlined the
struggle for control over content that they waged with the networks. The next chapter will
take that focus further by examining the radio programs that resulted from this creative and
highly commercialized conflict. Combined, the radio networks. the advertising agencies, and
the taken-for-granted American public created what some have called the golden age of U.S.
radio broadcasting.
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hile currents of regulatory debate swirled behind the scenes and the industry began its

rapid consolidation, standardization, and expansion, the American public learned to
regard itself in a whole new light and to conduct itself in a whole new manner. In increasing
numbers, people invited radio into their homes. By 1931 over half of U.S. households owned
at least one radio set; by the end of the decade that percentage had reached over 80 percent.
Radios were introduced into automobiles in 1930, and by 1940 over one-quarter of all cars
sold could tune into local radio stations on the road. The cost of radio receivers dropped
steadily, though they still represented a considerable investment of a family’s income. Surveys
done during the Depression years showed that the household radio was the last item that
struggling families would choose to give up, as it spoke to them of a world outside their trou-
bles and reminded them that they were not alone.

Radio was one of the few industries relatively unaffected by the Depression. As Business
Week reported in 1932, “It’s like going into a different world when you leave the depression-
ridden streets for the office of a big broadcasting company. Men going past are fat and cheer-
ful. Cigars point ceilingward, heels click on tiles, the merry quip and the untroubled laugh
ring high and clear.”! Other media were not so lucky. As movies, vaudeville, and the press all
suffered a downturn in their fortunes, radio gathered its resources, sweeping them all into its
creative whirlwind and creating the programs and experiences soon known around the world
as American radio. Radio became one of the twentieth century’s most hybrid forms, through
a combination of direct borrowing, skillful adaptation, and piecemeal creativity, based on
radio’s unique characteristics and capabilities.

THE MEDIA MILIEU

The film industry showed an early interest in radio. WEAF's first popular show, Roxy and His
Gang, started out as a simple remote broadcast of the pre-film stage show at New York’s Cap-
ital Theater, owned by the Balaban and Katz chain (soon to be bought by Paramount). In the
days before regulatory and network standardization, when the main business of radio was
inviting various representatives of entertainment businesses on the air to publicize them-
selves, it seemed natural that Hollywood, with its immense reservoirs of talent under con-
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tract, should join in to publicize that other national medium—the cinema. In 1925, Harry
Warner of Warner Bros. put forth a prediction and a challenge:

I am in favor of the motion picture industry, after the wave-length situation has been ad-
justed (as it will be)—building and maintaining its own broadcasting stations in New York
and Los Angeles, and possibly in the Middle West. Through these sources . . . programs
could be devised to beEadcast before and after show hours, tending to create interest in
all meritorious picturestheing released or playing at that timaNights could be assigned to
various companies, calling attention to their releases and advising where they were playing
in that particular locality. Artists conld talk into the microphone and reach directly millions
of people who have seen them on the screen but never came in contact with them personally
or heard their voices. Such programs would serve to whet the appetites of the radio audi-
ence and make it want to see the persons they have heard and the pictures they are appe:

ingin?
Warner followed up on this vision by opening up station KFWB in Los Angeles that same
year, and a second one, WBPI, in New York City in 1926. In summer 1926, Sam Warner took
a portable transmitter on a cross-country tour, broadcasting from theaters showing Warner
Bros. filins.

Over the next few years. organ concerts and the like from movie theaters became a sta-
ple of evolving radio schedules. Pathé, the newsreel company, started a news release service

based on its theater productions. And in the tumultuous spring of 1927, as NBCs fledgling
network sent out its first scheduled broadcasts, and as CBS organized to do the same, the
movie industry made a play for the big time. On May 24, the Paramount-Famous-Lasky Cor-
poration (forerunner of Paramount Pictures) announced that it too would start up aradio net-
work “for dramatizing and advertising first-run motion pictures.” To be called the Keystone
Chain, it would start out with a dozen stations in its initial lineup. Already, interest was high.
But what about obtaining the necessary lines from AT&T?

Paramount’s announcement listed the name of Clarence McKay as an associate of the
project. McKay was president of the Pastal Telegraph Company, one of AT&T’s few rivals in
its attempt to extend its telephone monopoly into the telegraph business. Thus the new Key-
stone Chain represented a threat to established interests on two fronts: as a powerful rival to
RCA’s domination of the radio network business and as an interloper on AT&T’s monopolis-
tic control over radio interconnection. These were no half-broke small-time promoters, like
CBS’s motley crew; this network showed every sign of potential success. Yet the Keystone
Chain failed to materialize due to critical factors in both the broadcasting and the movie
business.

First of all, in June 1927 Adolph Zukor, Paramount’s canny head, became aware of plans
to start up a new network to rival NBC (later to become CBS, see below) and opened up dis-
cussions with its founders about joining forces; perhaps the new network could be called the
Paramount Broadcasting System? Later, as we shall see, Zukor did form an alliance with the
by-then CBS network. But in 1927 other forces intervened.rﬂ\e movie industry was under
investigation by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) for monopolistic practices, largely
based on charges brought by theater owners JTheater owners generally were not at all happy
with the notion of their supplier studios going into the radio business. It had already become
a truism in the industry that radiq was hurting box office_recei ots. (As shown in a 1925 Mov-
ing Picture World headline, “Radioand Snow Blamed for Slump.” Theater owners couldn’t
do much about bad weather keeping audiences inside, but radio they could protest.)
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Second, the film industry was still in the throes of conversion to sound. The two major
sound systems available came from the labs of none other than AT&T and RCA, who had
introduced competing technologies to the market. Going ahead with the Keystone Chain
would have meant alienating both of these crucial suppliers. The major studios had signed a
“standstill” agreement in early 1927—agreeing as a body not to make a decision about whose
system to endorse—but it was due to expire in the fall of that year, at just about the same time
as the announced network would open.

And finally, there was the FRC to contend with. As a network operator and station owner,
Paramount had two strikes against it: It was charged with monopolistic practices even as the
Radio Act inveighed against such actions, and it ran the risk of violating the earlier stipulation
that “nonduplicated” programming (not available in any other form) would be looked upon

-with more favor than that available in some other form. Since Paramaunt promised to feature

reenactments of its own movies (the whole point of which was that they would soon be avail-
able in another form), it is hard to imagine that the FRC would have regarded them with
favor. (They would also most likely have been classified as “propaganda” rather than “general
interest” broadcasters.) As Paramount began to gauge the depth of resistance to its new
scheme—from its own exhibitors, from the federal government, and from its partners in
sound film—this particular venture began to seem like less and less of a good idea. Paramount
held back; no new network emerged.

Though other short-lived attempts by film studios to enter radio networking emerged
over the next few years—including one by MGM-Loews announced in September 1927 but
never consummated—the next major approach was made once again by Paramount. In the
summer of 1929, just months before the stock market crash, Zukor again entered into negoti-
ations with Paley about a CBS arW@gA stock transfer was hammered out,
by which terms Paramount received a 49 percent interest in CBS while CBS received a cer-
tain amount of Paramount shares. In three years, Paramount would have the option of either
buying the rest of CBS or simply regaining its own stock by turning back CBS’s. By 1932,
however, the country was in the depths of the Depression, and although radio’s fortunes con-
tinued upward, the film industry was in steep decline. Rather than further consolidate their
mutual interests, Paramount withdrew its merger offer, and the brief alliance was over.

Radio Still Goes Hollywood

Shut out of networking in its early days, hammered by the Depression, and preoccupied with
the problems of becoming an aural as well as visual medium, Hollywood looked for other
kinds of opportunities in radio. It quickly found them. The very capacities that had driven the
studios to tﬁrﬂgww_wwm broadcasting became a profitable
business it the 1930, its voracious need for falent sent it scrambling westward to Holly-
wood—to the film stars, writers, directors, and producers whose combined efforts would
make radio great. The first to recognize this was the radio giant RCA itself, which in 1929 pur-
chased a controlling interest in the Keith-Albee and Orpheum film companies, merging them
to form Radio-Keith-Orpheum, or RKO Pictures (though their immediate interest was simply
to have a market for their sound-on-film technology, which the rest of the industry had
bypassed in favor of AT&T’s). RCA would now be able to achieve the cross-promotional and
synergistic borrowings envisioned by Paramount, without the penalties. Heightened tensions
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with movie exhibitors in 1932 would produce the short-lived (and much exaggerated) “radio
ban,” by which various studios promised to limit the appearances of their stars on radio, lest
they use up their appeal in the rival medium. But by 1936 Hollywood had already become the
major center of radio production, surpassing Chicago and even New York.

Aided by an FCC investigation of telephone country land-line rates authorized by FDR
in 1935, AT&T reformed its rate structure to the West Coast effective in 1937. Soon both
NBC and CBS had built major production studios in Los Angeles, only a stone’s throw away
from the luxurious studios of their movie competitors. Film stars became frequent and highly
sought-after radio guest stars, particularly on the extremely popular comedyAariety programs
hosted by such renowned radio names as Jack Benny, Rudy Vallee, Eddie Cantor, Edgar
Bergen and Charlie McCarthy. Bing Crosby, and Al Jolson. Another Hollywoed-inspired pro-
gram type was the “prestige drama,” featuring adaptations of Hollywood films or major stage
productions, the most famous of which was the Lux Radio Theatre with movie director Cecil
B. DeMille as host. Hollywood celebrity gossip programs like Walter Winchell's, Hedda Hop-
per’s, and Louella Parson’s drew ratings higher than most dramatic programs.

And as the Hollywood/radio synergy continued, radio stars began to depend on film ap-
pearances to cement their popularity. The Blackface duo Gosden and Correll of Amos ‘n’
Andy fame made Check and Double Check for their parent company’s film arm RKO in 1929.
Rudy Vallee and Bing Crosby became almost as well known for their films as for their radio
shows. A whole genre of celebrity showcase films like The Big Broadcast of 1932 (and subse-
quent Big Broadcasts for the next three years), Hollywood Hotel, and their ilk showed audi-
ences what their radio friends looked like and provided the film industry with a whole new line

of profit. Orson Welles would follow up his reputation-making “War of the Worlds” broadcast
with a contract from RKO to produce his even more widely lauded Citizen Kane in 1940.

The movie studios would continue to take more than a passive interest in radio over the
next two decades. Some would sponsor shows—as in MGM’s Good News series of 1938—
while others got into the transcription (radio syndication) business. And by the mid-1930s
television loomed on the mental horizon of all in the entertainment industry. Once again, the
film studios would make a play to take a major position in that lucrative new entertainment
form; once again they would be defeated by a combination of FCC protectionism and their
own business practices. It took an Australian interloper to finally consummate the marriage of
film and broadcasting, bringing the 20th Century Fox studio together with TV station owner-
ship to form the Fox network in 1988. Paramount had to wait until 1993 to get its network
with UPN (the United Paramount Network). By a final ironic twist, Paramount and CBS at
last completed their long-postponed merger in 1999 as part of the Viacom empire.

The Afterlife of Vaudeville

These were hard years for the once-thriving vaudeville business. Movies had siphoned off
many of vaudeville’s leading attractions, the Depression caused box office receipts to drop
precipitously, and radio mopped up what was left. Two events seemed to mark the official
death of the vaudeville/burlesque circuit, both in 1932: the closing of the Palace Theater
in New York and the actual death of Florenz Ziegfeld, the legendary showman of Ziegfeld
Follies fame. Yet vaudeville lived on in radio. An astonishing number of radio stars moved
onto the airwaves with a version of their stage acts, from Burns and Allen to Jack Benny, Fred
Allen, Fanny Brice, Al Jolson, Edgar Bergen, and Eddie Cantor. Radio humor largely
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stemmed from vaudeville humor, with its traditions of the male/female duo (Gracie Allen and
George Burns, Jack Benny and Mary Livingston, Fred Allen and Portland Hoffa), the satiric
and bawdy burlesque (Fanny Brice, George Jessell, Weber and Fields, Jack Pearl, Abbott
and Costello, Red Buttons and Phil Silver), but perhaps most of all its long heritage of ethnic
and minstrel humor.

We've already mentioned the minstrel or Blackface tradition, from which radio’s first
blockbuster hit Amos ‘n” Andy derived. Many other comedy routines drew on this race-based
genre, and indeed radio preserved the minstrel tradition long after it had ceased to exist in
any other formn. (Though, as historians like Thomas Cripps and Thonmas Bogle have argued, in
the film industry it evolved from actual Blackface performances into an institutionalized way
to restrict the representation of African Americans.) Some of radio’s popular minstrel acts, in
which White men played Blacks through use of accent and dialect, include George Moran
and Charlie Mack as “The Two Black Crows,” Harvey Hindermeyer and Earl Tuckerman as
“The Gold Dust Twins,” and Pick Malone and Pat Padgett as “Pick and Pat,” who also played
“Molasses and January” on NBC’s Maxwell House Show Boat. Both Al Jolson and Eddie Can-
tor got<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>