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t’s hard not to be
romantic  about
radio: few inven-
tions evoke such nos-
talgia. such deeply
personal and vivid
memories. Ask anvone
born before World War

I about radio. and

vou'll see that person time-travel to the lost world of
Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, and Arturo Toscanini;
to the jokes of Jack Benny and Burns and Allen; to the
sobering commentary of Franklin Roosevelt and Edward
R. Murrow. Those born after World War H grew up tun-
ing in to Jean Shepherd in the darkness of their bed-
rooms: blasting Sam Cooke. the Beatles, or the Doors
while cruising around in their parents” cars or baking on
the beach: talking back to Howard Stern. Rush
Fimbaugh. and Dr. Laura Schlessinger. Listening In is
the first in-depth history of how radio culture and con-
tent have kneaded and expanded the American psyche.

But Listening In is more than a history. It is also a
reconsideration .of what listening to radio has done to
American culture in the twentieth century and how it has
brought a completely new auditory dimension to our
lives. Susan Douglas explores how listening has altered
our day-to-day experiences and our own generational
identities, cultivating different modes of listening in differ-
ent eras.

Douglas reveals how radio has played a pivotal role in
helping us imagine ourselves in invisible communities—of
sports fans, Fred Allen devotees, rock nrollers. lam oper-
ators, Dittoheads—creating both deep cultural niches and
broad national identities. Listening In is also a penetrating
look at radio as a guiding force in shaping our views of
race. gender roles, ethnic barriers, family dynamics. lead-
ership, and the generation gap.

Listening In begins in the 1920s. when the “radio
boom™ swept the nation. It charts the Golden Era of radio
comedy and drama in the 1930s, when Jack Benny’s
opening salvo of “Jell-0. ladies and gentlemen™ and the
haunting strains of the theme to The Shadow captured
the American imagination. It chronicles how the broadeast
Journalism of Edward R. Murrow, H. V. Kaltenborn, and
William Shirer brought World War Il into every American’s
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living room. It traces the importance of DXers and mod-
ern-day ham operators, reflectors of radio’s twin gifts of
democratization and subversion. It limns the artistry of
sports commentary, from Harry Caray and Red Barber’s
haseball to Graham McNamee’s boxing. With standard-
hearer Wolfman Jack, it reports the ascendance of DJs
and the Top 40 format and the FM revolution of the
1960s and 1970s. Finally, it captures the rise of National
Public Radio and the phenomenon of talk radio in the
1990s.

Douglas explores two little-understood aspects of
radio: the commodification of radio and the act of listening
itself. She explains how radio researchers invented the idea
of the audience. then learned how to market to it—a phe-
nomenon whose implications changed the entire media
industry. Douglas describes the different modes of listening
that radio has cultivated through different eras and how
these soundscapes have shaped our sense of ourselves,

How we listened. where we listened, who we listened
to and why: With her trademark wit and erudition.
Susan Douglas has created an eminently readable cultural
history of radio that fixes its place in our lives as shaper
and reflector of our passions and obsessions,
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Preface

Between 1966 and 1970, Erik Barnouw published his now-classic History of
Broadcasting in the United States. It was the first and best overview history of
American broadcasting ever published; everyone relied on it, and it was three
volumes, each of them about 350 pages. ‘

This book is the first attempt at an overview of radio’s nearly hundred-
year history since then. It is only one volume. To say that it is incomplete
would be a monumental understatement; there are enormous chasms here
waiting to be filled by other historians. Each chapter could have been a book
in its own right. And there are chapters not included here that could be, like
one on children’s radio, one on radio drama, another on late-night radio or
classical music stations and their listeners or pirate radio or the history of
country and western radio. The importance of regional radio to ethnic groups
or recent migrants to an area such as Los Angeles should be a book. So should
an exploration of how Latino populations have used radio to build and sus-
tain communities in the United States. WDIA, the pioneering Memphis sta-
tion that was the first in the country to feature an all-black on-air staff, de-
serves more scholarly attention. I could go on and on. The hard thing for all
of us who regard radio as a crucially important area of study—one that still
remains neglected, although talented young people around the country are
starting to rectify that—is the dearth of archival tapes of what went on the air.
Nonetheless, we must excavate, reconstruct, and preserve what we can.

There is still so much history here waiting to be written, so much work to
be done examining the act of listening to the radio and its relationship to per-
sonal identity and cultural values and practices. Such work is centrally im-
portant to our ongoing understanding of who we are as individuals, members

/ ix
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of groups, and members of a culture known as “America.” And so much more
research needs to be done on how the various media engage us cognitively in
ways that have major social and political consequences.

I hope that other scholars will fill in these holes and that they will continue
to think about and remind us what it has meant to have radio listening help
form us and the cultures to which we belong. Because listening, as much as
seeing, has made us who we are. So here, gaps and all, I want to put radio lis-
tening on the table as an overlooked and crucially important cultural practice
that has a history and, I hope, a future.
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Introduction

different ages, begin their musings about the thing. “Ah, radio,” they say,

and then off they go, into reveries about Jack Armstrong, the All-Ameri-
can Boy, or Jean Shepherd, or Wolfman Jack. Few inventions evoke such nos-
talgia, such deeply personal and vivid memories, such a sense of loss and
regret. And there are few devices with which people from different generations
and backgrounds have had such an intimate relationship. Ask anyone born be-
fore World War II about the role of radio in his or her life, and in the life of the
country, and you will see that person begin to time-travel, with an almost eu-
phoric pleasure, to other eras and places, when words and music filled their
heads and their hearts. It is a lost world now, a place once overflowing with the
music of Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, and Arturo Toscanini, the jokes of
Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, and Fred Allen, and the more sobering words of
Franklin Roosevelt, H. V. Kaltenborn, and Edward R. Murrow.

Much of this world is gone forever, having lived only briefly before evapo-
rating in the ether. Only portions of it are preserved on tape. But it’s not just
Americans who grew up in the 1930s and ’40s who get romantic about radio.
Millions of us born after World War II remember lying there in the darkness of
our bedrooms, or driving around at night in our parents’ cars, listening to Sam
Cooke, or the Beatles, or the Doors, and feeling illicit pleasures. The music
transported us out of the house, out of our dull neighborhoods, and off to
someplace where life seemed more intense, more heartfelt, less fettered. Even
very hip pop and rock stars of the 1970s—Elvis Costello, Donna Summer,
Queen—sang about radio with a sense of longing. As the fabulous Freddie
Mercury put it on Queen’s classic “Radio Ga-Ga,”

ﬁ sigh seems such a corny way to start. But that’s how so many people, of

/ 3
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I’d sit alone and watch your light/ My only friend through teenage night/
And everything | had to know/ | heard it on my radio.

The refrain then summed up the sadness, even a hint of betrayal, that radio
had been displaced:

You had your time/ you had the power/ you’ve yet to have your finest hour/
Radio.

People who grew up with radio still pine for the old radio days, for their in-
timate relationship with the box in their living room or bedroom, for a culture
without television. They miss what now seems like the simplicity of those
times, the innocent optimism (even during the Depression and the War), the
directness of the medium itself. But what they yearn for most is the way that
radio invited them to participate actively in the production of the show at
hand. A listener could ornament any radio broadcast, whether it was a politi-
cal speech, Inner Sanctum, Fibber McGee and Molly, or the New York Philhar-
monic Orchestra, with appropriate visuals. This meant more than imagining
the people and their expressions, the setting and its architecture and decor. It
also meant that with words and tone of voice as your only clues (often rein-
forced by sound effects and music), you conjured up people’s emotional states,
their motivations, the tenor of their interactions with others. You envisioned
Mary Livingstone rolling her eyes at Jack Benny’s unfounded vanity; you
winced as the entire contents of a closet cascaded out into a hallway; you even
glimpsed the elusive, invisible Shadow. You had to fill in the other senses—
taste, touch, and smell—also. Even though you might be lying on the living
room floor, or lounging in a chair, you were anything but passive.

Listening to radio was like being a child again, having stories read to you
and being expected to have—and use—a vivid imagination. And what radio
listeners miss most are these, their supple, agile, bygone imaginations. They
miss their role in completing the picture, in giving individual meaning to
something that went out to a mass audience. They miss the mental activity, the
engagement, the do-it-yourself nature of radio listening. They miss having
such a free-ranging role in giving mass culture its private and public meanings.
They miss the kinds of conversations radio provoked, in which friends or fam-
ily or co-workers talked together to fill in the blanks. They miss radio’s invisi-
bility. When people sigh about radio, they are yearning for a mass medium that
stimulated the imagination instead of stunting it. They are also acknowledging
how deeply radio burrowed into people’s autobiographies, marking, shaping,
and responding to who people were at different points in their lives.

Not that this relationship to radio ended with the advent of television. On
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the contrary, that generation born after World War I, the baby boom, also had
a very special and intense relationship with radio, although the terms were
necessarily different. People certainly listened to radio by themselves in the
1930s and ’40s, but, especially during the early evening hours, radio listening
was largely a family affair. Thirty years later radio listening was often more pri-
vate. By the mid-1950s most American homes had television, which, domi-
nated as it was by shows like Zorro, The Real McCoys, and The Adventures of
Ozzie and Harriet, was filled with kid shows and family programming. Baby
boomers, certainly those born in the 1940s and *50s, went to radio for some-
thing else. We turned to radio for rebellion. And we turned to it for an affir-
mation of our sense that, as a generation, we were indeed different. Young
people in the 1990s, searching for the increasingly rare “alternative” stations, or
tuning in to what’s come to be called modern rock, still use radio to locate oth-
ers like themselves, to inhabit a world not meant for those over thirty.

One primal experience those born before and after the Second World War
share is lying in bed, sometimes with the covers just barely over our heads, lis-
tening intently to the box next to us. Maybe it was the darkness, the solitude,
or being in bed, but the intimacy of this experience remains vivid; listeners had
a deeply private, personal bond with radio. One group listened to The Shadow
or The Lone Ranger, another to DJs like Alan Freed, Cousin Brucie, Wolfman
Jack, or Tom “Big Daddy” Donahue. Both groups listened to music, to the
tunes that would become the theme songs for different moments and eras of
their lives. Baseball bridged this generational divide, as tuning in to ball games
became a national passion, especially from the late 1930s to the late 1960s.

We also started listening when we were young, even before we became
teenagers, and we often listened alone. Radio kneaded our psyches early on and
helped shape our desires, our fantasies, our images of the outside world, our
very imaginations. Unlike other major technologies—automobiles, airplanes,
or trains—that move us from one place to another, radio has worked most
powerfully inside our heads, helping us create internal maps of the world and
our place in it, urging us to construct imagined communities to which we do,
or do not, belong. While radio brought America together as a nation in the
1930s and ’40s, it also highlighted the country’s ethnic, racial, geographic, and
gendered divisions. And radio hastened the shift away from identifying one-
self—and one’s social solidarity with others—on the basis of location and fam-
ily ties, to identifying oneself on the basis of consumer and taste preferences.’
Certainly it has played a central role, over the last nine decades, in construct-
ing us as a new entity: the mass-mediated human, whose sense of space and
time, whose emotional repertoires and deepest motivations cannot be extri-
cated from what has emanated through the airwaves.
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But while radio listening has been a constant fact of twentieth-century life,
the way people listened to radio was profoundly shaped by the era in which
they began to listen. In the 1920s people had to tinker constantly with their sets
to pull in different stations, discovering through their headphones a host of
unearthly sounds—static, blasting, feedback—they’d never heard before. By
the mid-1930s the noise had cleared enough to allow Americans to concentrate
on stories on the radio. By the late 1950s the stories had largely disappeared. In
other words, different generations learned to listen to and use the radio differ-
ently. So it’s not only what people listened to—Benny Goodman or the Rolling
Stones—that defined generations. It’s how they listened as well that shaped
people’s memories, associations with others, their sense of who they were and
their place in history.

This book is about those times—whether curled up in our beds, sitting in
the living room with our families, or blasting around in our cars—when Amer-
icans listened to the radio, often with a passion. It asks what it meant for a cul-
ture glutted with visual stimuli to turn, dramatically and avidly, to listening,
The book argues that radio’s invisibility—the fact that it denies sight to its au-
dience—has been absolutely central to its effects on American culture. It
considers what people listened to in different eras as the device and the pro-
gramming evolved; and it examines how this technology, and the program-
ming on it, introduced us to, and cultivated in many of us, different modes of
listening that helped constitute us as individuals, and as Americans. While the
impact on radio of inventors, corporate leaders, and certain self-satistied D]Js
and talk show hosts has been duly recorded in books both pop and academic,
the relationship of us, the listeners, to this invention remains unexplored. This
book takes on that exploration.

I confess that this is, at times, a romantic book, in the way that Woody
Allen’s Radio Days is a romantic movie. Allen’s valentine to radio acknowledges
that its commercials were often sappy and moronic, its stars sometimes preten-
tious and talentless hypocrites, and many of its shows utterly mindless and po-
litically retrograde. Ever since the 1920s critics have rightly complained about
the commercial bastardization of radio. In fact, listening to old programs
today—even famous, highly rated ones like The Edgar Bergen and Charlie Mc-
Carthy Show—one is struck by how bad they often were. From its start radio
perpetuated ethnic, racial, and gender stereotypes, and it played a defining role
in making consumerism our national religion. By the 1930s radio was under
oligopoly control, managed almost exclusively by two networks, CBS and NBC,
who in turn had their content tightly regulated by advertising agencies and their
corporate clients and, to a lesser extent, the FCC. Radio was hardly an unfet-
tered vehicle for the democratic expression of diverse American voices.
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Yet there is something about the medium itself that makes listeners willing
to forgive—even forget—much of this. I want to understand why this is so.
Radio historians, myself included, have most often had a political and economic
emphasis to our work as we have traced how radio fell under, and advanced,
corporate fortunes. Indeed, given radio’s history, it would be impossible to
abandon this emphasis, and I don’t intend to do so here. But radio as a tool of
corporate agendas is not the only or at times even the most important histori-
cal story, although at other times, of course, it is. The sighing about radio should
interest us too, the silky nostalgia that swirls around it, and radio’s role in con-
structing and activating the collective memories of so many Americans.

I want to suggest that this nostalgia is especially powerful because it is
rooted in the act of listening. In other words, you can’t appreciate the impor-
tance of radio until you understand the importance of hearing. This may seem
baldly obvious. But existing histories of radio—with the exception of Marshall
McLuhan’s 1964 best-seller Understanding Media—do not pause, even for a
minute, to meditate on the particular qualities and power of sound, and how
these have shaped the power of radio. Yet it is clear that with the introduction
of the telephone, the phonograph, and then radio, there was a revolution in
our aural environment that prompted a major perceptual and cognitive shift
in the country, with a new emphasis on hearing. Because sound is dynamic and
fleeting, radio conveyed a powerful sense of “liveness”—it was, from the be-
ginning, “an account of what is happening, rather than a record of what has
happened.” Radio was a perceptual technology that extended, deepened, and
magnified hearing to completely unprecedented levels. It provided “a flood of
aural experience” and a changing relationship to sound.

What I have attempted to do, then, is conduct an archaeology of radio lis-
tening from the 1920s to the present, and to lay out what I see as the differ-
ent modes of listening that radio cultivated in Americans in different eras. 1
do so because I have become convinced that the modes of listening radio cul-
tivated in us in our formative years powerfully shaped our individual and
collective identities and also shaped the contours of American cultural and
political history. Listening to the radio has become such an embedded, taken-
for-granted feature of everyday life that we are oblivious to how we have
come to listen to specific broadcasts differently, and we have forgotten that
this was something we all had to learn. It is high time that we stopped,
cocked our ears for a bit, and considered the fact that how we learned to lis-
ten to radio shaped our subjective, inner selves and the generations of which
we are part. No, generations are hardly monolithic; they are riven with all
sorts of divisions that radio—or any mass medium—could hardly smooth
over. But radio surrounded different generations with common and evolving
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aural soundscapes that their members tuned in, entered, imbibed, or turned
off, and understood to be theirs.

It is also time to scrutinize that old bromide “Radio stimulates the imagi-
nation,” and think about exactly what radio encouraged Americans to imagine
during different historical eras and how it did so—through music, sound ef-
fects, ambient sound, and the invention of a new form of discourse, radio an-
nouncing. With a few exceptions I have identified these modes of listening
with particular broadcasting genres: for example, news listening, story listen-
ing, baseball listening, and music listening (which has its own subcategories, as
people listen to music in multiple ways). But within and across these genres—
and certainly modes of listening overlap with one another—listening ranges
from flat and informational, as when people take in the weather or the latest
headlines, to deeply layered and multidimensional, as when fans envision the
geometry of a ballpark and feel they actually see the arcing trajectory of a home
run. Americans chose to enter these modes of listening, often with great antic-
ipation, and they learned how to switch modes, often instantly, as The Chase
and Sanborn Hour, for example, moved them from a solo by Gordon MacRae
to a commercial to a skit in which they imagined Mae West as Eve in the Gar-
den of Eden. Individuals developed their own repertoires of listening styles out
of these modes and moved fluidly between different cognitive and emotional
levels, and all this through hearing alone.

Even today, in the age of TV and the Internet, Americans have learned to
turn to radio to alter or sustain particular emotional states: to elevate their
moods (classic rock, oldies), to soothe themselves (classical, soft rock, smooth
jazz), to become outraged (talk and shock). Some modes of listening have
helped constitute generational identities, others a sense of nationhood, still
others, subcultural opposition to and rebellion against that construction of
nationhood. Most modes of listening generate a strong feeling of belonging.
Even as mere background noise, radio provides people with a sense of security
that silence does not, which is why they actively turn to it, even if they aren’t
actively listening.

How has radio listening made Americans who they are? Of course, this is a
ridiculous question: there’s no “typical American,”and it is impossible to speak
of some collective “we.” People of different generations, regions, sexes, races,
and ethnic groups have listened to and used radio very differently. And there
have been and remain massive individual differences in how people listen and
what they attend to on the air. Most of these differences I am unable to explore
here. But my goal is also different, and goes against the grain of much work in
media studies that has rightly emphasized the specificity of media impact and
the often highly individualized ways in which people interact with and draw
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meanings from the mass media. While acknowledging these differences as cru-
cial to our understanding of the wide-ranging effects of the mass media, I want
to reflect on some of the commonalities of radio listening, on how radio might
have shaped very different listeners in sometimes similar ways.

Laying out such a schema is risky business. Radio historians struggle with
one of the spottiest, most ephemeral historical records in all of the mass media.
So many of the shows weren’t recorded; so many of the listeners, who were
asked by ratings services which shows they liked (and whether they remem-
bered who the sponsors were), were never asked how they listened or why they
liked listening to certain kinds of shows. We have less to go on than we would
like. And there has been virtually no collaborative work between media histo-
rians and cognitive scientists that explores how particular media—in this case
one that addresses only the ears—affected the life of the mind. But we must
start somewhere. With all the academic attention on the power of “the gaze,”
the power of hearing to shape individual and collective subjectivity has gotten
short shrift.! It’s time to rectify this.

Radio is arguably the most important electronic invention of the century.
Cognitively, it revolutionized the perceptual habits of the nation. Technically,
culturally, and economically, it set the stage for television. It forever blurred the
boundaries between the private domestic sphere and public, commercial, and
political life. It made listening to music a daily requirement for millions of
Americans. For the entire span of the twentieth century, listening to radio—
first introduced to America as “wireless telegraphy” in 1899—has been a major
cultural pastime. Even with the advent of television, which was supposed to
make radio obsolete, radio has remained a thriving cultural and political force.
Today we have twice as many radios in America as we do people.’ And they lis-
ten in, on average, about three and a half hours a day.

Yet radio as an invention, and a cultural force, is regarded as mattering very
little now in the grand scheme of things, especially in the face of cable TV,
blockbuster movies, and the Internet. It is low-tech, unglamorous, and taken
for granted. There are only a handful of books about radio after World War 11,
even if we include the recent self-promotional offerings by Howard Stern and
Rush Limbaugh.® The press and most cultural observers ignore radio, except
when Stern pushes his own rather relaxed limits of tastefulness too far, or when
conservative talk show hosts instruct their listeners on the best method for
gunning down federal officials. It’s as if radio fell off the planet after television,
when, in fact, the reverse is true.

But radio is also hard for our culture to remember properly. We enshrine
and relive our history through images—TV documentaries, movies, museum
exhibits, and magazines—or through books. Except for the rare radio docu-
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mentary, there is simply no form in which the medium’s enormous impact on
American life can be properly conveyed. Radio, therefore, drops out of all too
many of the stories told about our past. So we see World War II through news-
reels and think of it as a visual war, when this was, first and foremost, a radio
war that millions listened to and imagined. Or we read books about the 1930s
and the word radio isn’t even in the index, even though 40 million people
might have listened simultaneously to the same show on a given night. The in-
dustrial, commercial forms in which our collective memories are preserved
and re-presented are, simply put, biased against what was the dominant mass
medium in the country for thirty-five years.

What follows is a thematic history and, of course, a highly selective one—
covering one hundred years of this technology’s history properly in one vol-
ume is impossible. I will not tackle the institutional histories of the networks,
the ad agencies, or the Federal Communications Commission. Nor is this a cel-
ebration of radio’s “golden age,” a fond review of all the hit shows and their
stars; that has been done, many times. Entire, critically important genres of
radio programming, such as dramas, children’s shows, soap operas, and many
of the comedies, won’t appear here. Rather, I have chosen examples of certain
kinds of programming, from Duke Ellington to Rush Limbaugh, that exem-
plify the particular ways in which Americans turned to listening. Beginning in
the 1920s, when the “radio boom” swept the nation, and ending with NPR and
talk radio in the 1990s, the following chapters will focus on those topics—
radio comedy of the 1930s, the invention of broadcast journalism, listening to
baseball and boxing on radio, the rise of the D] and the Top 40 format, the FM
revolution of the 1960s and *70s—that capture key moments in the evolution
of radio listening in America. In the 1930s we also see the beginning of radio
research, the start of turning you and me into a commodity—an audience—to
be bought and sold, delivered to advertisers for a price. This, too, has shaped
our sense of who we are and why we matter. When you have researchers work-
ing in collaboration with advertisers and networks, seeking to unlock the black
box of individual motivation and somehow rewire its innards, you have a
major recasting of a society’s psyche.

The rise of the computer has been accompanied by elegant analyses of its
impact on our identities and our models of society, and Sherry Turkle’s The
Second Self suggests how we need to rethink the impact and significance of
radio. Turkle explores the profoundly intimate relationships people forge with
their computers until the machines become “second selves” that alleviate lone-
liness but make no unreasonable or threatening demands for intimacy. The
computer fulfills the “desire for fusion” with something outside of and bigger
than oneself. Turkle suggests that, while providing a sense of community and
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of technical mastery, the computer undermines our confidence in the distinc-
tiveness and importance of human intelligence. In her follow-up study, Life on
the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, Turkle found that as people play
games and talk with others in cyberspace, the invisibility and anonymity of the
medium allow users to assume all sorts of identities. Many come to think of
themselves as consisting of multiple personas that are in constant tension with
one another, and they often enjoy the ability to create new selves on-line.’
Turkle’s work prompts us to ask how radio, which brought so many diverse
personalities into the home, set the stage for this new twentieth-century rela-
tionship between the self and unseen others, and between the local and the dis-
tant. Radio, by cultivating different modes of listening, also fostered people’s
tendency to feel fragmented into many selves, which were called forth in rapid
succession, or sometimes all at the same time.

Radio played a pivotal role, especially in the first half of the century, in
helping us imagine ourselves and our relationships to other Americans differ-
ently. It constructed imagined communities—of sports fans, Fred Allen devo-
tees, rock ’n’ rollers, ham operators, Dittoheads—and thus cultivated both a
sense of nationhood and a validation of subcultures, often simultaneously.
Radio did indeed, as the cliché goes, bring the country together, and we need
to explore more precisely the linguistic and musical mechanisms through
which this occurred. In bringing this about, the radio networks cemented New
York City’s role as the cultural capital of the nation.

But radio, because it was never totally centralized in America, also did the
opposite—provided niches and outposts for different people of different
tastes, attitudes, and desires. Even during radio’s “golden era,” that heyday of
network programming and a vast, national audience, certain listeners identi-
fied themselves as Fred Allen fans who would never be caught dead listening to
Eddie Cantor or Major Bowes’ [Original] Amateur Hour. Radio, much more
than movies, sped up the process whereby people identified themselves, and
their relations to others, through the consumerist mirror of taste prefer-
ences—in humor, in music, in detergent—a form of identification now ram-
pant today. In part because of radio, such identifications began to destabilize,
however imperceptibly over time, those based on ethnicity, locale, political af-
filiation, and class.

Radio also transformed Americans’ relationship to music. Indeed, after
radio Americans didn’t just have access to music, we needed it, often on a daily
basis. It is easy to forget that, ever since the 1920s, it has been music that has
predominated the broadcast day, even during the height of radio comedy and
drama. And this, too, may help explain the powerful nostalgia that radio
evokes. Music so effectively taps our emotions—brain mapping by cognitive
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scientists shows that the brain’s musical networks extend into its emotional
circuits’—that we develop deep, associative memories between particular
songs and our own personal narratives. People often remember when they first
heard certain songs: where they were driving in their cars, how they felt, what
their hopes were.

Radio introduced a new orality to American culture, in which ancient ways
of conveying myths, heroic stories, or morality tales intermixed with more
modern ways of conveying information, through text and images. And so ac-
customed are we to turning on the radio and hearing Linda Wertheimer re-
porting the news, the DJ introducing a new song, a sportscaster giving the
play-by-play, that we forget that all these modes of radio talk, just like radio
technology itself, had to be invented. How exactly would you do a vaudeville
skit on the air so people knew who entered the room when, or what had just
happened that was funny? How would you help people rendered blind by this
medium see a man hit a line drive? What accents and patterns of speech were
acceptable? How could you get people to remember that Kent cigarettes were
better because they had “micronite filters”?

Broadcasters on the air had to calibrate how they would speak so that they
appealed to as wide a range of socioeconomic classes and geographic regions
as possible. They had to figure out how people would remember specific in-
formation and particular personalities. In the process radio voices—from co-
medians and newscasters to DJs—introduced Americans, over the years, to the
concept of audio signatures—from “Holy Mackerel” or “This . . . is London” to
the howl of a wolfman. Radio talk relied often heavily on repetition, on rhyth-
mic cadences, on alliteration and mnemonic devices to facilitate ready recall
and retention.’ People learned an “acoustic shorthand” that evolved from one
era to the next. The constant reinvention of radio talk, and the way its signa-
tures and cadences got grooved into our inner lives, also powerfully shaped
generational identity.

These changes have affected nearly all of us, whether we realize it or not.
But having said that, I want to suggest that radio has been a critically impor-
tant and often redefining invention for men. While I don’t want to diminish,
for a minute, the importance of radio to women and girls, for men and boys
there has been something especially liberating about this device.” Whether
claiming the technology as their own, as legions of crystal set tinkerers and
ham operators did, or reclaiming musical virtuosity and music appreciation as
distinctly masculine, as jazz musicians did in the 1920s and as millions of male
rock ’n’ roll fans have done since the 1950s, boys and men have found in radio
not only a hobby but also a medium that validates their aesthetic and emo-
tional needs. That radio talk show hosts like Howard Stern, Don Imus, and
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Rush Limbaugh brandish distinct yet insistent brands of masculinity and
speak to a largely male audience further identifies radio as a medium in which
boys really feel they can be boys without apology.

But radio—by making musical pleasure acceptable for men; by produc-
ing a fraternal subculture of hams eager to feel a sense of connectedness to
each other; and by letting male hysterics like Limbaugh vent their emotions
about politics, culture, and women invisibly over the airwaves—has also
given men access to those “stigmatized parts of themselves” that have been
deemed feminine and therefore inadmissible." In other words, through radio
men have also been able to become more like women without appearing to
do so.

Of course, masculinity has hardly been an unchanging construct in the
twentieth century. Like femininity, it has been both a surprisingly durable con-
cept and one that has been challenged, threatened, and rejuvenated through-
out the century. Manhood is not some fixed, wired-in essence: it is a mantle
boys and then men must learn how to put on and wear. Masculinity, like fem-
ininity, is a fluid, dynamic, and contradictory set of attributes that men must
choose from, and during certain eras some attributes are more in favor than
others. The self-restrained, honorable, good provider of high moral charac-
ter—to pick just one archetype—was, at the beginning of the century, at odds
with the more uninhibited, physically tough, and pugnacious ladies’ man—an-
other archetype, and the latter came to see the former as an overcivilized sissy."”
John Wayne and Edward R. Murrow, for example, were both icons of resolute
manhood in the 1940s and ’50s, but their methods of achieving and demon-
strating their manliness were quite different indeed.

The historian Gail Bederman cautions us, in her wonderful book Manli-
ness and Civilization, against identifying certain eras as constituting “crises” in
masculinity, lest we imply that in other eras notions of manhood were some-
how set. Bederman is right: warring conceptions of manhood have always vied
for supremacy. But in the twentieth century we see four eras in particular when
anxieties about manhood became pronounced, and when radio played a cen-
tral role in enacting and mediating between models of masculinity. These eras
were the beginning of the Great Depression—certainly one of the most pro-
found crises in capitalism and patriarchy in this century; the late 1940s and
early 1950s, when overcivilized “organization men” seemed to beget their op-
posite, juvenile delinquents; the late 1960s and early 1970s, when many young
men saw in the Vietnam war masculinity run amok; and the late 1980s and
1990s, when a backlash against feminism solidified into various versions of a
“men’s movement.” Radio comedy in the 1930s, the rise of the D] in the late
1940s, the birth of the “progressive” or “underground” FM format in the late
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1960s, and the rise of talk radio and shock jocks were all expressions of these
periods of heightened gender anxiety.

Radio, in fact, played a central role in tuning and retuning certain versions
of manhood, foregrounding sometimes more “feminine” traits, at other times
more “masculine” ones, most frequently negotiating a new hybrid between the
two. So I want to encourage a new take on how we think about men and ma-
chines. In the 1970s scholars influenced by feminism began to study how sci-
entists, engineers, factory owners, and corporate leaders used a range of
technologies to “master” nature (conceived of as female) and to buttress male
privilege. These scholars turned their attention to the long-neglected topics of
female factory workers, the marginalization of female scientists, and how do-
mestic technologies, like vacuum cleaners and washing machines, often cre-
ated “more work for mother.” Studies of gender and technology, then, focused
most frequently on women. When they focused on men, what emerged was an
often scathing critique of how technological problem solving, when fused with
male arrogance, led to the rape of the environment and the subjugation of
women and minorities.”

But certainly this is not the whole story, although it is a powerfully im-
portant one. Many men have also used technology—and this is especially
true of communications technologies and the automobile—to rebel against
dominant definitions of masculinity that have insisted they act like ruthless
conquerors or corporate cogs. They developed technologies that extended
sensory experience, like seeing and hearing, and that allowed for artistic ex-
pression. They used technology to reaffirm that they had feelings, and souls.
Certainly male privilege remained: technical skill certifies that you are still a
man. But such skill could also be a fig leaf, veiling the censored desire to be
a nurturing, sensitive, emotionally expressive human being. It is time to take
these impulses into account as well when thinking about how and why men
use machines.

The radio boom of the 1920s occurred when the ideal of masculinity ad-
vanced by Theodore Roosevelt and Tarzan books—men as strenuously living,
vigorous, even primitive he-men afraid of nothing, especially wild animals—
began to seem rather preposterous in the face of the bureaucratization engulf-
ing male work life. More to the point, being aggressive, overly competitive, and
individualistic was actually dysfunctional—contraindicated—in many of the
urbanized, industrialized, and corporate workplaces of the twentieth century.
Possibilities for individual public distinction, not to mention rugged indepen-
dence, seemed to shrink year by year. White-collar workers, whose numbers
had increased eightfold between 1870 and 1910, found their work increasingly
routinized and anonymous. “When changes in the workplace caused men to
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feel uncertain of their manhood,” writes the historian Anthony Rotundo,
“their primary response was to seek new forms of reassurance about it.”"*

Radio, often in very different ways, was a perfect vehicle for such reassur-
ances. When tinkering with machines like radios, men affirmed that they had
distinctly specialized—and masculine—skills that required control and disci-
pline to achieve. As ham operators they could join a fraternity that, until the
1980s, was almost exclusively male. And they could escape into the air, away
from home and work into a place where men like them, who knew a secret
code, congregated in comfort.

The content of male entertainments, from spectator sports to swashbuck-
ler films, also addressed anxieties about threatened masculinity. And radio
comedy of the 1930s—which has been persistently cast as something that
“cheered America up” during the Depression (as if Depression with a capital D
is the same as depression with a little d)—becomes much more interesting and
revealing if we look at it from the perspective of gender. Here, the linguistic
slapstick—the puns, wordplay, insults, and malapropisms—that so character-
ized the form enacted the crisis in masculinity that the Great Depression pre-
cipitated. Moving from Burns and Allen to Edward R. Murrow and Lowell
Thomas, and then to Red Barber and Harry Caray, we see newly reimagined
terrain for men and for America, a region of risk and rivalry, of conquest and
victory, yet of comradeship and mutual support.

Radio today seems so trapped in the amber of corporate control that it is
easy to forget how much of radio technology and programming came from the
bottom up, pioneered by outsiders or rebels who wanted something more, or
something different, from the box than corporate America was providing. And
what they wanted from radio was more direct, less top-down communication
between Americans. Whether they were the ham operators who in 1920
pushed a phonograph in front of a microphone and introduced “wireless con-
certs” at a time when RCA thought radio would be best used to send Morse
code messages between corporate clients, or the guys in their bell-bottoms and
tie-dyed T-shirts who took a technology barely in use—FM—and transformed
itinto the dominant form of radio broadcasting, men have used radio to rebel
against the technological and programming status quo in the industry. At
times they turned tinkering, listening, and programming into a subversive ac-
tivity. This rebellion is not just interesting culturally; it has had a profound im-
pact on the business and technical history of the industry.

Radio is an especially rich example of such technological insurgency, in
which the design and use of inventions is fought over, contested, and reimag-
ined by a host of actors, including consumers, despite the power of corporate
control.” Technological insurgency has traditionally come from young men. It
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has been especially robust after wars, when the availability of devices devel-
oped for military use interacts with a retreat from the rigid codes of masculin-
ity that battle imposes, and we see hobbyists using technology in more
life-affirming ways. It flourishes when industries are in flux and corporate at-
tention is elsewhere. Burgeoning youth cultures sustain and expand such in-
surgencies.

How radio would be used, and its impact on American culture, was never
inevitable, and these dynamics were actually devised and redevised through-
out the century, as the industry responded to—and eventually co-opted—in-
surgencies coming from the grass roots. The radio audience, it turns out, has
always been filled with rebels: amateur operators, or “hams” as they were com-
monly known, who proved that shortwaves weren’t worthless, as the experts
thought; teenagers in the 1950s who used their transistors to forge a separate,
rambunctious, generational identity in a way Bell Labs never anticipated; the
hi-fi enthusiasts of the late 1940s and ’50s who pushed first the phonograph
and then the radio industry to develop receiving equipment that offered
genuine fidelity listening. Pushing radio to signal farther and to sound more
lifelike—or even better than life—has been the ongoing quest of radio tinker-
ers. It was the amateurs who pioneered using radio for broadcasting, not Mar-
coni, its inventor, and certainly not David Sarnoff, the president of RCA, who
rewrote history to make it seem like broadcasting had been his brainchild. And
it was often young people, whether jazz enthusiasts of the 1920s or rock 'n’
rollers of the 1950s, who pushed radio beyond the confines of suffocating re-
spectability and into more exciting territory. Changing technologies, from
shortwave to satellites, interacted with newly invented programming genres
and formats, sometimes with the technology pushing forward cultural inno-
vation and sometimes the other way around.

More than the movies, mass magazines, or television (and up until the In-
ternet), radio has been the mass medium through which the struggles between
rampant commercialism and a loathing of that commercialism have been
fought out over and over again. There has always been a dialectical relationship
between oligopoly control of radio programming and technology on the one
hand and technological insurgencies defying this control on the other. Listen-
ers both acquiesced to and rebelled against how radio was deployed by the net-
works.

It is this contradictory stance toward mainstream culture, the absolute cen-
trality of ambivalence to the American consciousness, that radio, with its
hodgepodge of daily delights and outrages, spoke to and heightened. One mo-
ment you were elevated, the next, insulted. Whether we consider the debate
about network versus local programming in the 1920s or the intense battles
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over radio and rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s, we see in this sweep of history a series
of ongoing cultural wars, between the wish for a national culture and the de-
sire for cultural diversity, between the urge to conform and the need to rebel,
and between a longing for collectivism and the seductions of narcissistic indi-
vidualism. '

Radio has given full expression to these distinctly American tensions while
necessarily exacerbating them. This stems, in part, from a fundamental con-
tradiction that characterizes radio. There is a rift between the inherent techni-
cal properties of radio and the economic system in which it was—and
is—embedded. The deeply personal nature of radio communication—the way
its sole reliance on sound produces individualized images and reactions; its ex-
tension of a precommercial, oral tradition; its cultivation of the imagination—
all work in stark contrast to the needs of its managers, who seek homogenized
responses, and need a like-minded audience instead of idiosyncratic individu-
als. With television, which is less personal and much less reliant on the imagi-
nation, this tension barely exists. With radio, the audience has been continually
pulled between the liberating technical properties of the device and the con-
fining properties of how it has been financed and managed. As a result, there
has been a cyclical, twenty-year pattern in radio’s history, beginning in the
mid-1920s, when rebellion and anarchy were ultimately tamed and co-opted
on the air, only to reappear through different technologies, formats, and sub-
groups of listeners.

If radio histories were one’s only guide, one would believe that television
did “kill” radio in the postwar years. But anyone who lay in bed at night listen-
ing to Elvis Presley, the Chiffons, the Chambers Brothers, or Elvis Costello
knows otherwise. With the advent of television and the collapse of network
programming on radio, the medium turned to more local and more special-
ized audiences. And one of the fastest growing and most loyal audiences was
teenagers. This marriage between radio and the young was cemented first by
the invention of the transistor and second by the proliferation, thirty years
after its invention, of FM radio in the late 1960s. As radio became more
portable—and between 1949 and 1960 the number of portable sets made by
U.S. companies quadrupled, while the number of imported Japanese transis-
tor sets increased sevenfold—it accompanied people everywhere, to the beach,
to work, in the backyard, and on buses, cars, and subways. Life magazine in
1961 proclaimed teenagers especially to be “hooked on sound.” For young peo-
ple, listening first to fast-talking, hip DJs and later to their more somnolent FM
counterparts on “free form,” radio meant walking that line between conform-
ing with the most defiant examplars of your own generation and rebelling
against the homogenized conformity of middle-class adult culture.
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What outraged or troubled certain members of the establishment about
the teenagers’ love affair with radio was that white teenagers—millions of
them—were listening to and falling in love with African American music and
performers. What used to be safely sequestered as “race music” was now sneak-
ing in through the bedroom windows of suburban households, threatening a
cultural miscegenation that made self-appointed moral guardians apoplectic.
And here we see another critically important thread in the history of radio: its
central role in providing a passageway between white and black culture.
Radio—more than any other mass medium—simultaneously reinforced and
profoundly destabilized white supremacy and racial segregation in the United
States throughout the century.

From Amos 'n’ Andy and jazz to rap music, radio has supplied white peo-
ple that private place, that trapdoor into a culture many whites imagine to be
more authentic, more vibrant, and richer than their own. Through radio
whites could partake of the spirit of black culture without being forced to wit-
ness or experience its deprivations and injustices. Whether what they heard
was itself an imagining, a simulation—as with Amos ’n’ Andy—or an accom-
modation to white norms—as with the Supremes—many whites felt they
gained access to something previously hidden, forbidden, and much more
genuine than the calculated homogenizations of the culture industry. Since
radio simultaneously reinforced and perpetuated racial stereotypes while also
making African American music enormously popular, we need to contemplate
the consequences of this auditory voyeurism, for black and white listeners, and
for black performers.

It is easy to castigate the industry for its long history of intransigent racism:
the record of exclusion speaks for itself. But the record isn’t this simple. Here I
disagree with the media historian Michele Hilmes, whose emphasis in Radio
Voices is on radio’s role in “constructing a national norm of ‘whiteness’ ™ Yes,
this was one of the things radio did. But on the radio (as elsewhere in popular
culture), white ridicule of black culture and of African Americans mixed with
envy, desire, and imitation: with what the University of Virginia scholar Eric
Lott has called “Love and Theft.” By the time Norman Mailer wrote his famous
(and infamous) piece “The White Negro” in 1957, there were already dozens of
white DJs trying to pass for black on the air and plenty of white listeners who
adored what New York Times editor Mel Watkins has labeled “racial ventrilo-
quism.” And white Americans didn’t make Amos 'n’ Andy radio’s first major hit
series only because they were all racists and wanted their prejudices reinforced.
Radio may have been used throughout its history to reaffirm the supposed su-
periority of whiteness. But it has also been used, since the 1920s, to challenge,
laugh at, and undermine this flimsy conceit. Borrowing from Toni Morrison,
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Hilmes argues that African Americans on the radio served as “our nation’s pri-
mary ‘projection of the not-me.” " This was true. But not always, and not for
everyone. For often at the very same time, African Americans, especially
through their music and slang, also served for whites as projections of “wish-
it-was-me.”

With the increasing privatization of American society, where we watch po-
litical speeches, take in concerts, shop, attend sporting events, and go to the
movies all from the sequestered, solitary comfort of our living room sofas or
computer monitors, there remains the powerful, atavistic desire to be part of a
larger group, lose ourselves in a crowd, exchange ideas with strangers, and get
a more immediate sense of ourselves as part of a nation. While radio can never
substitute for what once was, it does, in a small and indeed atrophied way,
speak to this desire. The yearning for some form of public discourse, for a place
where less slick and less mainstream opinions could be articulated, the desire
to be heard: all these shaped the success of talk and call-in radio. National Pub-
lic Radio, with its more liberal listeners and agenda, and certain (but not all)
call-in shows that are more conservative are mirror images of each other in a
way, speaking to the desires of people who see themselves as outside of and
often at odds with the hypercommercialized, hypercynical mainstream and
who want public articulation of a different kind of truth.

Finally, contemplating the ongoing relationship between radio and Amer-
ican consciousness, we have to consider how the rise of television, at the ex-
pense of radio, has stunted the American imagination. It is easy to romanticize
the glory days of radio and to idealize radio listeners over television viewers. So
let’s be clear that over the past seventy years radio has had more than its share
of political demagoguery, crass, relentless commercialism, and superficial pub-
lic programming that helped reinforce racism, sexism, and elitism. The shame-
less radio coverage of the Lindbergh trial in 1935 was every bit as revolting as
what we had to witness with the O. J. Simpson case." Having acknowledged
this, however, and without falling into a glazed-eye nostalgia about Burns and
Allen, Lowell Thomas, or Alan Freed, it is important to reflect on the relative
cognitive impact of the different mass media. And the conclusion I believe one
will come to is that while radio, banalities and all, expanded the imagination,
its successor, television, constricted it, and we are the worse for it as individu-
als and as a culture.

We don’t usually think of having visuals as being a greater constraint than
not having them. After all, there is a hunger of the eyes, a desire to see for your-
self, the notion that seeing a person or witnessing an event is more complete
than just listening. And in many ways this is true. But the small screen requires
visual economy, and because of both its technical constraints and the nature of
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its economic support, it relies on easily conveyed visual stereotypes that reduce
uncertainty and confusion. We see the same “types,” the same scenes over and
over. And the play our own minds are allowed, the room our own imaginings
are given, necessarily shrinks. In fact, our imaginings become irrelevant. The
musician and writer Ben Sidran has astutely noted, “The advantages of orality
have rarely been recognized by Western tradition.” It’s time for this to change.”

In all too many popular accounts of the history of technology, we get an
overly simplified “before-and-after” story, in which some machine—the cot-
ton gin, the car, the computer—revolutionizes everyday life. Advertisers past
and present have, in selling their clients’ products, actively promoted the no-
tion that it is technological change that causes social change (and, in this case,
always for the better).”” The mirror opposite of this also empowers technol-
ogy—let’s say, the nuclear reactor—to transform America, but for the worse.
In the mid-1990s we’ve been witness to all sorts of overheated and contradic-
tory predictions about the Internet: it will re-create political and cultural com-
munities in cyberspace; it will bring pornographers, stalkers, and credit-card
scammers into our homes, corrupting our kids and ransacking our privacy.
Utopian and dystopian visions, each stark and unrealistic, collide.

But machines can and do accelerate certain trends, magnify cultural weak-
nesses, and fortify certain social structures while eroding others. Americans—
torn as we are between our passion for “progress” and our desperate desire for
tradition—love and hate what machines do to and for us, often at the same
time. We in America have an embarrassing history of naively embracing new
technologies as if they could solve all our problems, and produce world peace
in the bargain, then excoriating them when they fail to do so. This inclination
to invest certain machines, especially communications technologies, with ex-
travagant hopes about their potential to extend democracy, reasserts itself re-
peatedly in America.”

And few technologies have been more freighted, time and again, with such
dreams and disillusionment than radio. With all the breathless predictions
today about how the Internet will democratize communication and flatten hi-
erarchies among Americans, to bring about a new republic in cyberspace, we
should remember that radio—at least as it was envisioned around 1924—was
going to provide culture and education to the masses, eliminate politicians’
ability to incite passions in a mob, bring people closer to government pro-
ceedings, and produce a national culture that would transcend regional and
local jealousies. Because radio has taken so many forms over the century and
is such a flexible, adaptable, and relatively inexpensive technology, it has been
used both to buttress and to challenge the economic, political, and cultural sta-
tus quo in America. It has been neither the particular technical qualities of the
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device nor people’s goals and ambitions but rather the often unstable, unpre-
dictable marriage between the two that has determined radio’s relationship to
social change in this country.

What is also critically important to remember about machines and Amer-
ican history—and this is certainly true of radio—is that no technology’s con-
sequences are singular or pat: they are messy, contradictory, and not easy to
document. As Claude Fischer has pointed out in his prize-winning social his-
tory of the telephone, America Calling, the telephone simultaneously eased and
stimulated people’s anxieties.” The phone made it possible to know much
sooner whether someone has arrived safely after a journey, or is doing well
after surgery, or is stranded someplace and needs a ride. But the phone also in-
vaded people’s once well-protected privacy, eliminated control over whom one
spoke to when (until the advent of the answering machine), and accelerated
the arrival of bad news. It is here—in the fluid, barely charted flow between
technology and its users—we can explore how people continued to reinvent
radio and how it, in turn, sculpted and resculpted the people—the culture—
that turned it on.

Machines, of course, do not make history by themselves. But some kinds of
machines help make different kinds of histories and different kinds of people
than others. That is what we should weigh as we review the role listening in has
had in making our society what it is—and what it isn’t—today. Radio made
history as corporations and individuals used it, sometimes in harmony and
sometimes in opposition. Technological change is an ongoing, often unpre-
dictable struggle, and the most noteworthy changes often happen when the in-
dustry is in transition and users are feeling rebellious. Radio is currently
experiencing a breathtaking corporate consolidation as fewer and fewer com-
panies own more and more stations; many DJs and announcers feel their au-
tonomy suffocated. But history teaches us that as final as this may feel, the
struggle over radio listening will continue; too many of us are restless once
again.

The year 1999 marks radio’s anniversary in the United States—one hun-
dred years since Guglielmo Marconi came from England and demonstrated,
during the highly popular America’s Cup races, that Morse code signals could
be sent “through the air” without any wires. In that one hundred years Amer-
icans have embraced the invention in a variety of ways, redesigning how it
looked, where it could be taken, and what it conveyed to its listeners. In turn,
the invention reshaped America. It is time to reassess the importance of this
device, and to reflect on how we have changed radio and how it, in turn, has
changed us.
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The Zen of Listening

ost of us know that feeling, driving alone at night on a road or

highway, surrounded by darkness, listening to the radio. Before so

many of us installed tape decks and CD players in our cars or
trucks, it was the voices and music on the radio that provided that lifeline
we needed, pulling us out of the solitary night and toward our destination.
We clung to it to stay afloat, sometimes letting our thoughts drift off, some-
times belting out some song at the top of our lungs (and even adding, in the
supposed privacy of our cars, dramatic facial expressions and gestures we
would never display before others), sometimes talking back to DJs or news-
casters. Relief and pleasure came, too, from not having to work at making
conversation, from not being obliged to talk back, and even from not hav-
ing to pay complete attention.' We were taken out of ourselves through
radio, yet paradoxically hurled into our innermost thoughts. (Television, by
contrast, just doesn’t do this.) We felt, simultaneously, an affirmation of the
self—so wonderfully narcissistic—and a loss of self—such a joyful escape
from scrutiny of the self—and the mixing of the two was often euphoric. Es-
pecially thrilling, back before the rise of FM, when 50,000-watt AM stations
like WSBK or WABC could be heard for hundreds of miles, was cruising
through Ohio or Connecticut or Texas and hearing stations several states
away.

There we were alone, yet through this device we were tied by the most
gossamer connections to an imagined community of people we sensed
loved the same music we did, and to a D] who often spoke to us in the most
intimate, confidential, and inclusive tones. (Cousin Brucie of WABC in New
York addressed us as “cousins”; we were all part of the same cool family.)

/ 22
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Our relationship was with the D] and with our fellow listeners as we imagined
them, not as they were. “At an emotional level,” writes the Oxford psychiatrist
Anthony Storr in Music and the Mind, “there is something ‘deeper’ about hear-
ing than seeing; and something about hearing other people which fosters
human relationships even more than seeing them.”

Before starting this book at the usual place, with the radio boom of the
1920s, I'd like to explore why the act of listening might be so pleasurable and
how it cultivates both a sense of national unity and, at the same time, a con-
spiratorial sense of subcultural difference, of distance from, even superiority to
that national ethos. Then I'd like to link these thoughts about listening to a
brief explanation of how radio works—and especially how AM radio works,
since that was the first method of broadcasting and the one that defined radio
for nearly sixty years.

It has become impossible to use the perfectly innocent term “imagined
communities” without citing the Cornell scholar Benedict Anderson, whose
highly influential book of the same title gave him a copyright on the term, at
least in academic circles. Anderson asked how nationalism—the notion of a
country with a distinct identity, interests, and borders to which one be-
longed—came to emerge so concretely by the end of the eighteenth century.
And he insisted that while political states have borders, leaders, and popula-
tions, nationality and nationhood are imagined, because most of a nation’s
members will never actually meet one another, “yet in the mind of each lives
the image of their communion.” Furthermore, divisions based on class, race,
and gender aside, people still manage, and still need to conceive of the nation
“as a deep, horizontal comradeship.” In addition, the nation became imbued
with a sense of destiny, and historical upheavals and discontinuities became
part of a national story of historical continuity guided by and directed toward
some larger, grander purpose.

The most pivotal development, Anderson argued, that transformed hunks
of populated territories into imagined communities of nations was the news-
paper. Every morning, at roughly the same time, people read the same stories
about the nation, its leaders, and some of their fellow citizens in the newspa-
per. It was this daily ritual of taking in the same stories, the same knowledge,
at the same time as you knew those who shared your country were, that forged
this sense of comradeship with unseen others. And the paper, through its sto-
ries and, later, its images, was a concrete representation—one you held in your
hands every day—that such a nation did exist and did have particular, distinc-
tive characteristics.

Reading the newspaper may have been a crucial first step in cultivating this
sense of national communion. But radio broadcasting did this on entirely new
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geographic, temporal, and cognitive levels, inflating people’s desire to seek out,
build on, and make more concrete the notion of the nation. For it wasn’t just
that this technology made imagined communities more tangible because peo-
ple now listened to a common voice and a shared event at truly the exact mo-
ment as others around the region, or the country. Listeners themselves insisted
that this technology enhance their ability to imagine their fellow citizens, as
well as their ability to be transported to “national” events and to other parts of
the country. Certainly advertisers and the networks, seeking to maximize prof-
its by having as big an audience as possible, pushed radio to be “national” and
promoted it ideologically as a nation-building technology. The sheer geo-
graphic scope that these new, simultaneous experiences now encompassed—
when 40 million people, for example, tuned in to exactly the same
thing—outstripped anything the newspaper had been able to do in terms of
nation building on a psychic, imaginative level.

But before we get too carried away by this vision of one nation under the
microphone, we must remember that people also used radio to tune in on dif-
ference, and to use that difference to imagine a pecking order within the na-
tion, where they were often—but not always—on top. What survives as radio’s
historical record—the personal papers, press accounts, recorded shows—fa-
vors network history, often erasing the fact that radio was also always a local
medium with independent stations. In other words, while it has become a
commonplace to assert that radio built national unity in the 1930s and be-
yond, we must remember that what radio really did (and still does today) was
allow listeners to experience at the same time multiple identities—national, re-
gional, local—some of them completely allied with the country’s prevailing
cultural and political ideologies, others of them suspicious of or at odds with
official culture.

There was also a new cognitive dimension to these imaginings that make
radio’s role in constructing imagined communities—including those that are
oppositional to or uneasy with “the nation”—much more powerful than what
print can do. This has to do in part with the act of listening itself, with the
knowledge that you and other listeners are experiencing that very moment of
your lives in exactly the same way. Hearing the president address you and oth-
ers as “my fellow Americans,” or Walter Winchell call out to “Mr. and Mrs.
America and all the ships at sea,” tied utterly diverse and unknown people to-
gether as an audience, even as subgroups of this audience resisted and cast
themselves against such nationalist hailings.

In the very early years of radio, characterized by “DXing” (ham radio code
for distance signaling), when listeners tried to tune in stations from as far away
as possible, people didn’t have to imagine their compatriots several states
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away—they heard them, with all their differences and similarities, on the air.
The networks, which brought together a national audience for political con-
ventions, presidential addresses, comedy, and drama, allowed people to hear
and participate in the acts of communion—applause, laughter——that annealed
them to the concept of nation, and of history “in the making.” And there is no
doubt that hearing excerpts from old radio shows, and the songs that used to
be broadcast, activates a powerful nostalgia old newspapers just don’t. Why is
this?

Despite the anti-Semitic ravings of Father Coughlin, the “radio priest™;
the incessant and irritating jingles for Swan soap, Jell-O, and Rheingold
beer; the consignment of black people to roles as servants and buffoons; and
despite the numbing repetition of Top 40 radio that made songs like “You
and Me and a Dog Named Boo” national hits—we are inclined to remember
the medium at its best. Perhaps that’s because the music, the shows, the
sports, and the news—even from the 1960s—seem so innocent and opti-
mistic by today’s standards, so free from the cynicism that now curdles pub-
lic discourse. And let’s not forget that broadcasters themselves consciously
wedded radio to nostalgia early on, primarily by playing old favorites that re-
minded people of their youth. This was true in the 1920s, when old standards
were listeners’ favorite music to hear, and it was true of foreign-language sta-
tions in the 1920s and ’30s, when songs from “the old country” transported
immigrants back to their motherland and their youth.* There are few major
radio markets today without an “oldies” station. Radio exploited and nur-
tured nostalgia, so that many listeners hearing in, say, 1945 a song they had
first heard on the radio in 1930 were in fact nostalgic for their old nostalgia.

But I think there’s more to radio nostalgia than simply longing for lost
youth. Of course people become nostalgic when they see old television shows
or movies that remind them of when they were growing up. But there is some-
thing very primal about hearing itself, about listening, that makes this medium
so prone to being wrapped up in the gauze of nostalgia. “Radio stimulates the
imagination”—this is a truly hackneyed platitude that we would do well to un-
pack, and to do so we have to focus on what happens when we listen. And we
have to analyze how radio taught us to listen, and to what. Thirty years ago, in
his best-selling book Understanding Media, Marshall McLuhan called radio
“the tribal drum” because the medium promoted a real sense of collectivism
among people that harkened back to “the ancient experience of kinship webs.”
He added that radio was “a subliminal echo chamber of magical power to
touch remote and forgotten chords.™ Although McLuhan had a tendency to
get a bit carried away like this—and to cast technology as the most powerful
and revolutionary force in history—his insistence that radio evoked the re-
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sponses, desires, and imaginings of preliterate cultures deserves reconsidera-
tion.

Most of us probably think as much about all the different ways we’ve come
to listen to radio as we do about how and when we breathe. Radio listening is
such a mundane, effortless act that we have become oblivious to its complexi-
ties. Yet radio has taught us, socialized us how to listen to different things, and
how to feel during different modes of listening. From the interactions between
who we are and how—and during what eras—we learn these modes, we de-
velop our own repertoires of listening. Think of the different listening modes
we might inhabit in one day alone, and how we often actively seek out those
modes, with the pleasurable anticipation of the way they will make us feel and
where they might take us, cognitively and emotionally. When people tunein to
NPR or Rush Limbaugh, to talk radio or the news, whatever the ideological
thrust, they expect to concentrate, to follow histories, biographies, stories, and
debates. This is different from listening to Jack Benny or Burns and Allen, and
certainly different from channeling into a Top 40 station in the 1960s to hear
“Dock of the Bay” or “Will You Love Me Tomorrow?”

In trying to conduct an archaeology of listening in the twentieth century,
the radio historian finds herself without much to lean on. Those of us who do
media studies, and those who study perception and the brain, have done al-
most no collaborative work to understand how watching television, or going
on-line, might be different from listening to the radio. And surviving broad-
casts are not autonomous “texts” that can be analyzed independently: people
listened to them under a variety of circumstances. Nonetheless, there is excit-
ing work to draw from, especially more recent research on music and emo-
tions, that helps us understand people’s powerful and intimate ties to radio.

It turns out that there probably are compelling physiological reasons peo-
ple are so nostalgic for radio. People loved radio—and still do—because, as
cognitive psychologists have shown, humans find it useful—in fact, highly
pleasurable—to use our brains to create our own images. What we call our
imagination is something the brain likes to feed by generating images almost
constantly: that’s what imagination is, the internal production of pictures, of
images. Autobiographical accounts from great conceptual scientists like
Michael Faraday, James Clerk Maxwell, or Albert Einstein describe a process in
which they did their most creative work using visual imagery, which was later
translated into equations and theorems.

But even those of us who aren’t geniuses often find the visual and spatial
imaging that we do quite powerful. In fact, studies show that people tend to re-
member word sequences they have generated much better than those that have
been spoon-fed to them, because such “active engagement” dramatically im-
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proves memory.” And this holds true for images and ideas as well. (We all know
how disappointing it is to go to a movie made from a book we’ve read and find
that the lead characters look nothing like the vivid portraits we had painted in
our mind’s eye.)

Obviously, people’s visual imaging is richest when they aren’t being bom-
barded by interference from externally produced images (as they are, for ex-
ample, when they watch TV). And the more we work on making our own
images, the more powerfully attached we become to them, arising as they do
from deep within us. Processing external visual imagery is a very different—
and more passive—cognitive mode from imagining one’s own and, in fact, can
often temporarily shut down, or at least overrun, the brain’s own visual imag-
ing apparatus. When two groups of children were given the beginning of a
story—one group via radio, the other via TV—the children who had heard the
story created much more imaginative conclusions than those who had seen the
television version. It is interesting that children who see a story on TV remem-
ber the action better; those who hear it on the radio remember the dialogue
better. Children also draw more imaginative pictures when they hear a story on
the radio." Imaginativeness is a skill that you develop and get better at, a skill
that radio enhances.

Here we need to distinguish between hearing and listening. We can pas-
sively hear, but we must actively listen.” While much radio listening involves
conscious attention to the program at hand, listeners can also shift cognitive
gears and zone out into a more automatic, effortless mode. Right now, as you
read this, you are hearing things you may not be paying much attention to—
the light buzz of a computer, the hum of the fridge, birds chirping. Listening is
active, and we usually notice when we change modes. You're in the supermar-
ket with the usual Muzak playing—it’s like the fluorescent lights, you don’t
even notice it—until a song you really hate (for me, that would be “Volare”) or
one you really like comes on and breaks through your concentration on the
shopping list. Now you are listening, although certainly not with the same level
of concentration as you would be at a lecture or during a news broadcast. Pas-
sive hearing, which is a kind of automatic processing, rarely becomes inter-
twined with what the “I” is thinking or doing; active listening almost always
does.”” And with radio listening, however automatic it may seem to flick the
radio on (most come on automatically when we start our cars), we are still
making a choice to enter a particular auditory realm. In fact, one of the plea-
sures of radio may come from the ability to move between such dramatically
different states of awareness.

Certainly the listening process is not the same for all of us. And as we see
how radio listening has changed over the years, it becomes crucial that we try
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somehow to historicize what listening “meant” in different eras. Sitting in the
garage with headphones on while pulling voices out of a sea of static is related
to, but different from, listening to a ball game while mowing the lawn. Listen-
ers learn to respond to certain forms of address, to grow weary of some and
embrace others. So while cognitive psychology offers exciting new insights as
to why radio listening might be an especially rich pastime for many people, we
must also proceed with caution. For learning how we listen and what moves us
emotionally when we hear it is culturally determined as well, which is why sitar
music might move an Indian to joy or sorrow and leave an American cold.
Each culture, in different eras, trains its members’ perceptual apparatus in par-
ticular ways, so that what might seem “hardwired” is often actually learned."
What researchers seem to be discovering is that there are basic structures for
and internal sequences of communication within the brain that are then in-
flected by the culture within which one grows up.

When the radio boom first swept through America in the 1920s, the word
miracle was used repeatedly to try to convey the revolutionary, and mystical,
properties of the device. Radio really was miraculous then, but today the word
miracle rings hollow and flat. It has been devalued and gutted as it has been
used to describe the most banal things, from mayonnaise to laundry detergent.
Yet there was a time when radio was pure magic, as hokey, naive, and inflated
as that may sound today. This wasn’t simply because of its novelty. The magic
was—and is—in the act of listening itself, in relying on and trusting your ears
alone to produce ideas and emotions. The magic comes from entering a world
of sound, and from using that sound to make your own vision, your own
dream, your own world.

It is this absence of imagery that is radio’s greatest strength, that allows
people to bind themselves so powerfully to this device. It is this feature of
radio—its extension and magnification of the ear, of hearing—that defines its
meaning to the imaginative transformations of American life in this century.
There is a cognitive basis for this. Dr. Mark Tramo, a neurobiologist at Harvard
Medical School, emphasizes that when information comes solely through our
auditory system, our mental imaging systems have freewheeling authority to
generate whatever visuals they want. Many people seek out such sensory pu-
rity. Anyone who has camped in the woods at night, associating different night
noises with all kinds of soothing and dangerous possibilities, knows the power
of sound. And anyone who has darkened a room, closed his or her eyes, and lay
down between giant stereo speakers turned up full blast knows the cognitive
and emotional pleasure of focusing entirely on the purely auditory.” When
sound is our only source of information, our imaginations milk it for all it’s
worth, creating detailed tableaux that images, of course, preempt. No wonder
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listening in—especially at night, with almost no visual interference—remains
a primal experience fusing pleasure, activity, and desire.

I don’t mean to suggest that we never use our imaginations when we watch
a film or TV: often we are imagining how we would handle the situation we are
watching, or we project ourselves into the film or TV show as the hero, the vil-
lain, the love object. We can imagine how the place we are seeing smells, or how
the wind or sun feels on our skin—we imagine the senses that can’t be ad-
dressed. But creating our own mental images of how things look is a much
more pleasurable and powerful cognitive activity.

When radio listening as a craze, and then as a daily pastime, swept through
America in the 1920s and ’30s, it disrupted the cognitive and cultural practices
of a visual culture and a literate culture in a way that neither the telephone nor
the phonograph did. By the 1920s Americans, especially those in cities, took in
a kaleidoscope of newspapers, magazines, billboards, advertising posters,
vaudeville shows, electric lights, and movies. Illustrations and photographs
had transformed nearly all printed material. Everywhere there were more and
more pictures to help one reimagine the world and one’s place in it. Seeing was
regarded as the most important sense, the visual privileged over everything
else. Seeing more, seeing farther, seeing better: this was what so much of the
new technology in entertainment and in science strove for.

And then came radio. Certainly the device was hailed as the next logical
step in some inevitable march toward progress and modernity. Here was a
giant auditory prosthesis that extended people’s range of hearing to distances
previously unimaginable.”

But radio also carried people back into the realms of preliteracy, into
orality, to a mode of communication reliant on storytelling, listening, and
group memory. America became an odd hybrid in the 1920s and after, a
modern, literate society grafted together with a traditional, preliterate, oral
culture. It was an atavism Americans clearly loved. For orality generates a
powerful participatory mystique. Because the act of listening simultaneously
to spoken words forms hearers into a group (while reading turns people in
on themselves), orality fosters a strong collective sensibility. People listening
to a common voice, or to the same music, act and react at the same time.
They become an aggregate entity—an audience—and whether or not they all
agree with or like what they hear, they are unified around that common ex-
perience. So even though the visual system of the brain is larger and much
more extensive than its auditory system, it seems that hearing’s immediate
and transitory quality is what gives it such power. The fact that we hear not
only with our ears but also with our entire bodies—our bones, our innards
vibrate, too, to sounds, and certainly to music—means that we are actually
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feeling similar sensations in our bodies at exactly the same time when we lis-
ten as a group."

In part because of this physical response, listening often imparts a sense of
emotion stronger than that imparted by looking. “Listening,” argues one re-
searcher on perception, “is centripetal; it pulls you into the world. Looking is
centrifugal; it separates you from the world.” While sight allows us some dis-
tance and power—the power to gaze, study, dissect, to be removed, apart from
our surroundings—sound envelops us, pouring into us whether we want it to
or not, including us, involving us. Even before we are born, we can hear others.
As infants, when our eyes are still struggling to focus, we are much more
soothed, startled, or scared by sounds than by sights. As we grow up, “hearing
is the precondition for the integration of people into their environment”;
through listening, we learn proper social behavior and speech.”

Our ears have always been part of humans’ early warning system about
danger. We can close our eyes but not our ears; darkness curtails seeing, and
thus accentuates hearing all the more. And sound-—a glass shattering, a ball
hitting a bat, a door slamming—usually telegraphs change and often triggers
an emotional response to that change. Listening, without being able to see
what or who goes with the sounds, takes us back to a way of being in the world
nearly obliterated by modern society. And since the auditory world is a fleet-
ing world, an immediate world—words, unlike images, are perishable, gone as
soon as they are uttered—listening encourages a concentration on the present.
“What is heard on the air is transitory, as fleeting as time itself, and it therefore
seems real,” noted researchers in the 1930s. When the listener turns his dial,
they added, “he wants to enter the stream of life as it is actually lived.”* It is es-
pecially this evanescent nature of what we hear, this absolute simultaneity of
experience, that drives us to bond together.

And let’s not forget that radio performers and producers turned the use of
sound into an art. Hadley Cantril and Gordon Allport, two pioneers in radio
research, noted how radio produced “close-ups” of sound, extracting the last
ounce of emotional quality from even the “sound of silence.” “When it comes
to producing eerie and uncanny effects,” they added, “the radio has no rival”
They noted that even in the early 1930s, listeners would “enhance this distinc-
tive quality of radio” by sitting in the dark and closing their eyes so that “their
fantasies are free.” In no time the listener could jump from ancient Rome to a
Los Angeles police precinct, then to a haunted house, and, even better, the
image she conjured up could be three-dimensional, wasn’t confined to a movie
screen or a proscenium, didn’t have a curtain framing it, and wasn’t subject to
any theatrical artificiality. It was, in many ways, better than seeing. Celebrating
this new emphasis on “the listener’s visual imagery, a relatively neglected func-
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tion of the adult human mind,” Cantril and Allport offered a prophetic pre-
diction, and this in 1935: “The advent of television will change the situation
and will destroy one of the most distinctive benefits that radio has brought to
a too literal-minded mankind.”"”

Listening to radio also forged powerful connections between people’s
inner, thinking selves and other selves, other voices, from quite faraway places.
Inner speech is, of course, an almost continuous aspect of our selves, as we
think and talk silently to ourselves throughout the day.”® It accompanies all the
rest of our experiences and is the inner thread of continuity to our sense of
being in the world. With radio, this interior “I” began oscillating with the
voices of those never met, never even seen. Some of these were the voices of the
politically powerful and the rich, others were of ministers, educators, or labor
leaders, and still others of comedians, singers, and actors. By the mid-1930s,
with the highly commercialized network system in place, a great majority of
these voices—which sought to sound familiar, intimate, even folksy—repre-
sented a centralized consumer culture.

How one’s inner voice resonated with these was now part of a new national
dynamic. So was the process of imagining who was speaking, of visualizing
what was happening and comparing your highly personal yet mediated imag-
inings with those of others. Obviously, people imagined what was being de-
scribed on the air. But they could also picture what was not described, adding
their own details and flourishes. And they had to imagine the fantastical, things
they had never actually seen, like the Martians in The War of the Worlds.” There
were pleasures, then, in belonging to the group while standing above it. There
was a reaffirming sense of synthesis, of harmony, in knowing that your vision
of Jack Benny’s vault, where he hid all his money, was in sync with everybody
else’s. But at the same time, hearing something rather than seeing it allowed
you to hold something in reserve that was just yours, your own distinctive
image and vision. Your image of Benny’s vault was simultaneously your cre-
ation and part of a collective vision. I am not a McLuhanite—I do believe that
the actual content of radio programs matters and plays a great role in the de-
vice’s influence. But we can’t really understand radio unless we also focus on its
distinctive address to the cars and our own interiority.

At the same time that radio activated people’s imaginations in powerful
and freeing ways, the medium could be less demanding, especially if you
were listening to music. You could do something else while listening, you did-
n’'t have to watch and you didn’t have to concentrate, depending on what was
on. Radio could adjust much more to physical circumstances—cooking din-
ner, driving to work—than any of the other media. We could “continue with
our lives” while listening.”® This meant that radio listening also became inter-
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woven with the ritualized routines of everyday life—reading the paper, eat-
ing meals. So even when radio was little more than an auditory escort
through the day, it became enmeshed in people’s memories of the stages of
their days and their lives.

There is another reason people’s associations with the songs on the radio
are so intimate and fond: people’s relationship to music is so emotionally in-
tense. There is a physiological reason for this too: the brain’s musical networks
and emotional circuits are connected. According to Mark Tramo, the auditory
system of the brain feeds into the limbic system, the part of the brain from
which we derive emotions and memory. The limbic system then generates a
host of associations and emotional states. Once activated in a pleasurable way,
the limbic system may want to sustain that level of arousal. When a D] seeks to
create the perfect segue from one favorite song to another, he is responding to
his limbic system’s signal back to the auditory system, asking for more of the
same.”

Cognitive psychologists suspect that there is a physiological explanation
for why people like hearing the same piece of music, whether it’s Eine kleine
Nachtmusik or “My Girl,” over and over. The brain apparently becomes accus-
tomed to patterns of music based on exposure to different musical traditions
and stores knowledge of certain kinds of musical sequences in groups of cells.
Based on these stored connections, the brain will predict which notes will
come next in a sequence. When this prediction is right, the connections be-
tween the brain cells where these sequences have been stored become even
stronger. The more we listen to certain kinds of music, then, the more we learn
to like it. While the brain seems to like the surprise that comes when musical
expectations are violated—such as through syncopation, dissonance, or un-
usual melodies—evidence suggests that predictability produces more pleasure.
Successful music in a range of styles handles this paradox by setting up our
musical expectations and then toying with them before providing a familiar
resolution.”

So the inevitability in music that the brain seems to like is both physiolog-
ical and cultural, for our culture teaches us what is inevitable and what isn’t. As
the science writer Robert Jourdain notes in Music, the Brain, and Ecstasy, “For
every musical style, there is a style of musical expectation.” He reminds us, too,
of what we already know from everyday life: different people listen differently
at different times, some looking for a stimulant, some for a tranquilizer, some
for distraction, some for intensity and clamor.” It also seems clear that most
people’s musical tastes get established during adolescence. While people seek
out more complex music as they grow up, many reach a point, sometime in
adulthood, when their established mental groovings prevent them from en-
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joying new music, like punk or rap. Hence the success of “oldies” and “swing”
stations.

Most people listen to music to enhance, or travel to, a particular mood. Re-
searchers have found that many people, often unconsciously, use various
media to alter bad moods or sustain good ones, and men especially choose very
involving media to blot out anxieties. This is one reason why the development
of “formats” in radio became so successful—when people turn to the “country
and western” or “modern rock” or “sports” station, they know exactly what
moods and feelings will be evoked and stroked.

Radio in the 1920s and beyond, then, reasserted the importance of listen-
ing in a visual culture, and it required—or at least allowed—people to develop
a repertoire of listening styles and emotional responses depending on the pro-
gramming and site of listening. Radio cultivated two broad categories of lis-
tening, linguistic and musical. Listening ranged from highly concentrated and
serious, as when people tuned in H. V. Kaltenborn during the Munich crisis, to
barely attentive, as when radio provided “beautiful” background music. And
certainly some music listening, like following an opera or singing along at the
top of your lungs with Aretha Franklin, is deeply engrossing and transporting.
There are pleasures in listening with others and pleasures in listening alone.

People indeed developed an ear for radio and over the years acquired mul-
tiple and overlapping listening competencies. There seem to be three major
ways that listening to the radio activates us cognitively. First, of course, is that
we listen for information: What did Congress do today? Who won the ball
game? Where did the Germans bomb? Why was the Grateful Dead concert
canceled? What was the name of that last song? This is a relatively flat kind of
listening: we are taking in dates, names, times, concepts, and the like but are
not asked to imagine much.

Dimensional listening is another matter and is activated by a range of
genres. Here, whether we were listening to Fibber McGee and Molly, Edward R.
Murrow on a London rooftop during the blitz, Jean Shepherd, or the Chicago
Cubs, we created in our mind’s eye three-dimensional locales; saw living
rooms, cityscapes, battlefields, ballparks; watched the cascading contents of a
closet, or distant flares, or a bat cracking a ball. This listening is work—you
have to keep track of people and locations—but it is also highly gratifying be-
cause it is your own invention.

Concentrated music listening is dimensional as well, for here you enter the
layers of the music. Music is dynamic, has patterns of harmonies and se-
quences, backgrounds and foregrounds that one can move between. A
Beethoven symphony and “Purple Haze” both have this dimensional quality,
and with popular music listeners often move between memorizing the lyrics
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and focusing on the instrumentation. Of course, not everyone listens to music
this way, or at least not all the time: often, people also let it simply wash over
them.

The third way in which radio listening seems to bring forth certain cogni-
tive and emotional modes is through associational listening. Here I'm drawing
from recent models of the memory as an “associative network” in which con-
cepts and images are linked together in our brains not according to some
grand, chronological scheme but rather according to the often haphazard sen-
sory relations that characterized an event or period in our lives. When one
node in the memory is activated, it activates the other nodes with which it was
associated at the time.*® Whatever I might think of the song “Incense and Pep-
permints” by the Strawberry Alarm Clock (1), I can’t help but have the first few
bars hurl me immediately back to 1967. Repeated constantly on the radio as I
drove around with my boyfriend, went to work, or sunbathed at the beach, the
song evokes a host of associations with past people and places. It was this on-
going auditory repetition that allowed radio to forge especially strong links in
our memories between our personal lives and the broader sweep of popular
culture.

The different modes of listening that radio cultivated drew from and in-
termixed informational, dimensional, and associational listening to varying
degrees. The earliest mode, pioneered by “ham” operators but pursued by mil-
lions of others during the 1920s, was exploratory listening, in which people—
mostly men—put on headphones to see how far they could listen and what
they could pick up. Ham operators today are the remaining devotees of such
listening. As radio programming became more routinized, Americans devel-
oped both concentrated and distracted musical listening, the former especially
promoted by “musical appreciation” programs, the broadcast of opera and
symphonies, and later by D]s and by “free-form” programming on FM stations
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The “beautiful music” format, so favored in
dentists’ offices and elevators, insists on distracted listening, which is why so
many music lovers loathe it.

Dramas, plays, soap operas, and many radio comedies tapped into and re-
shaped story listening, a pleasurable mode of listening that requires concen-
tration on language, wordplay, verbal imagery, and sound effects. While story
listening was all but unavailable on radio by the 1960s, people like Jean Shep-
herd on WOR in New York kept it alive, as does NPR today. News listening
called for similar concentration but, especially with the outbreak of World War
11, was much more serious and, as cultivated by Edward R. Murrow, H. V.
Kaltenborn, and others, required the imagining of national and international
maps, a focusing on the fateful relationships between the individual, the fam-
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ily, and the world. Sometimes news listening was strictly informational, but es-
pecially when an eyewitness report came on and reporters turned to the first
person, listeners were asked to shift quickly into a dimensional mode.

Various rock and pop DJs from the 1950s to the 1970s, on AM and then
FM, cultivated breakout listening, a combination of music and patter listening
that asked for concentration on the music, especially its beat and lyrics, and
encouraged a sense of transport to a rebellious auditory outpost hipper than
the rest of the mainstream media. In the 1980s, with the reining in of the music
D] by program directors and syndicators, Don Imus and Howard Stern be-
came the exemplars of a new, even more transgressive version of breakout lis-
tening. FM stations—the pioneering classical music stations of the 1950s and
then the underground or free-form stations of the late 1960s and early 1970s—
cultivated fidelity listening, in which listeners immersed themselves in the
lush, layered, stereophonic soundscapes that the new technology made possi-
ble.

Governing and encasing much of this was the voice of authority—the
ads—which asked for obedient, uncritical listening, although it was not always
forthcoming. Ad listening insisted that people concentrate on sales pitches and
adopt a worldview in which there is no problem that can’t be solved by con-
sumer goods. Since sales pitches are an affront to our autonomy and freedom
of choice, while the notion that you can just buy something to solve thorny
personal dilemmas is quite seductive, ad listening was and remains a mode of
deep ambivalence, in which resentment often predominates but the welcome
mat is not entirely hidden.

People’s repertoires of listening, of course, varied, depending on their in-
dividual traits and their level of education, their race, their gender, their age,
and so forth. But radio foregrounded and promoted certain modes of listen-
ing that dominated particular eras, and this played a powerful role in forging
generational identity. People developed special affinities for the modes of lis-
tening that they grew up with and that dominated their lives as young adults.
So when people are nostalgic about radio, whether it’s for Jack Benny or Wolf-
man Jack, it is a nostalgia for a distinct, bedrock way of perceiving one’s place
in the world, through modes of listening, that is tied to one’s youth.

In other words, people are nostalgic not just for what they listened to but
for how they listened to it. Researchers know that music helps produce social
cohesion among groups, and throughout history music in various forms has
been an intrinsic, essential part of cultural rituals. By the early twentieth cen-
tury in America, music began to take on more of a generational identity, as rag-
time, and especially jazz, swing, rock ’n’ roll, and rap were generally embraced
by the young and shunned by their elders. Because most Americans develop
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their musical preferences when they are teenagers, they choose certain music
to express their solidarity with their peers.** And since the 1920s radio has been
the key distributor of popular music. When the pleasure of recognition is tied
to memory—to songs from one’s youth, from the past—the powerful delights
of repetition, nostalgia, sense of membership in a generation, and a defined
historical moment fuse to further cement people’s romantic attachments to
the radio of their youth.

The zen of listening comes not only from the transporting qualities of au-
ditory processing. It stems also from the unfathomable and magical nature of
radio propagation. The fact that most people didn’t really understand how
radio worked added to its allure. Here we should turn briefly to technology.
That realm out there—first called the ether, then, less romantically, the elec-
tromagnetic spectrum—is invisible, but it isn’t “the air,” even though it became
common to refer to radio waves going through the air. People are also nostal-
gic for the vagaries of radio transmission, for the vexing but romantic unpre-
dictability of shortwave broadcasts from Europe during the war, for the ability
to pull in an AM station several states away. What gave AM its particular prop-
erties?

For decades scientists and engineers sought to help people understand
radio by using the analogy of the pond and the stone. You throw a stone into a
pond—that’s the radio signal—and ripples flow out in all directions—those
are the radio waves—until they hit the shore—your radio receiver. The crests
of the waves radiate in a pattern, and the distance between each crest is the
wavelength. The longer the wavelength, the lower its frequency: fewer of them
hit the shore. And the shorter the wavelength, the higher the frequency. The
height of each wave is its amplitude, the number of waves hitting the shore per
second is its frequency. Transmitters at AM stations superimpose sound on
these waves by altering, or modulating, the waves’ amplitude; at FM stations
they modulate the frequency. As these signals travel farther and farther from
their transmitter, they become attentuated, weaker.

It is about at this point in the explanation that most people’s attention be-
gins to wander. This water analogy, which has at least helped most of us un-
derstand the rudiments of radio signaling, has also perpetuated the sense that
radio waves need a physical medium, like the air, in which to move: if they’re
going to make ripples, they have to make them out of something. Hence the no-
tion of “the ether,” that turn-of-the-century phantasm that served as such a
crucial bridging concept for everyday people (and many scientists and inven-
tors as well) as they sought to grasp how messages could travel without wires
from one place to another.

James Clerk Maxwell, the scientist who predicted the existence of electro-
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magnetic waves in 1865, advanced the notion of this invisible medium, which
included light and heat as well as radio waves. Referred to also, even more mys-
tically, as the “luminiferous ether,” it was “imponderable”; it filled all unoccu-
pied space, it was invisible and elastic, it was odorless, and while it was
everywhere, it did not interfere with the motion of bodies through space.” But
radio waves were thought to disturb it and produce waves in it, just like the
stone in the pond. This was, in other words, a mechanical model, not an elec-
tronic one, which is why “the ether” was helpful to people’s imaginings about
radio but not to their comprehension of how it worked. Efforts to prove the ex-
istence of the ether failed, and by the 1920s the notion had been abandoned ex-
cept by the popular press.

Rick Ducey, of the National Association of Broadcasters, suggests that it’s
more helpful if we think about radio waves as energy, especially since the radio
frequency portion of the electromagnetic spectrum, which we can’t see or
touch, goes beyond the limits of human perception.?® But we are familiar with
sound as energy, having seen the clichéd demonstration of the singer whose
tones shatter glass or watched (and felt) our stereo speakers vibrate when we
turn the music up too high. The part of the spectrum that most of us hear as
sound is roughly between 1,000 and 12,000 to 15,000 hertz (cycles per second).
To put it another way, the energy in that frequency range we experience as
sound. (The human ear can detect sounds in the range of 20 to 20,000 hertz,
but normal conversation, for example, is usually around 1,000 hertz.) But our
personal audio apparatus is not capable of detecting more rapid frequencies,
and as you move up the spectrum, you move out of the audio frequency range
and, eventually, into the radio frequency range of energy. To detect that energy,
at that speed, you need electronic circuitry. Energy way up the spectrum—vi-
brating at one billion megahertz—our eyes respond to; we perceive this as
light.

Most people don’t want to know about radio circuitry, or, for that matter,
about the electromagnetic spectrum. But people do remain curious about pre-
cisely those features of radio that enable or prevent their hearing farther, more
clearly, or with more fidelity. Why was it, for example, that in the 1950s and
’60s, people could hear far-off AM stations at night but they can’t with FM?
Why does FM sound better?

Depending on their frequency, radio waves travel around the earth differ-
ently. FM, which today is the standard, relies on “direct” waves, which travel
only to the horizon and then off into space, which is why FM’s range is limited
to approximately 50 miles. AM, by contrast, benefits from both ground-wave
and sky-wave propagation. Ground waves follow the curvature of the earth be-
fore dissipating and thus go farther than direct waves, sometimes up to 75



38 \ LISTENING IN

miles during the day. Sky waves travel away from the earth but can be reflected
back to it by the ionosphere. When sky waves are bent back to earth, they can
“land” hundreds, even thousands of miles away from the transmitting station.

AM frequencies are not bent as dramatically by the ionosphere as short-
waves are and thus can’t achieve the distances that shortwaves can. But at night
they can often go much farther than during the day, anywhere from 100 to
1,500 miles from the transmitter. This is because the lower layers of the iono-
sphere (called the D and E layers by radio technicians), which are approxi-
mately 45 to 75 miles above the earth’s surface, act like a huge sponge during
the day, absorbing the signals that pass through them. But after the sun sets
these layers disappear, and the ones above them—anywhere from 90 to 250
miles above the earth—combine to form a dense layer that acts like a mirror to
sky waves. The reason that DXing was such an adventure, and so unpre-
dictable, in the 1920s was that the ionosphere itself is constantly moving and
billowing, both horizontally and vertically, making the reception of some fre-
quencies, from some locations, crystal clear one night and silent the next.”

In other words, the special characteristics of AM propagation made radio
listening ideal for building etheric communities, because people could skip
over distances and hear so much farther than they can with FM. In the early
1920s some local stations around the country instituted “silent nights,” when
they went off the air so listeners could try to pick up faraway stations. As trans-
mitters increased in power—from 500 to 5,000 to 25,000 and then 50,000 watts
on some stations by the late 1920s—obviously their more powerful signals
could travel farther. But stations at the lower end of the AM band, near 550
kilohertz, could cover a much broader area with less power than those higher
up the band, between 1,200 and 1,500 kilohertz, which might need ten times
the power to cover the same distance.” Other factors, like whether the signal
travels over water, especially salt water, or whether the soil around a radio sta-
tion is especially conductive electrically, can also extend a station’s reach.

FM—frequency modulation—sounds better than AM in part because it’s
in a portion of the spectrum less prone to natural interference, and because its
channel width is 200 kilohertz—twenty times the 10-kilohertz channel width
that AM has. In fact, the discrepancy is even worse, because the AM channel
has only a 5-kilohertz information capacity. With so much more frequency
space, there’s more room in which to encode more information, so FM has a
rich sound resolution AM simply can’t achieve. FM, because it operates on
higher frequencies than AM, is also slightly better at penetrating solids, like
buildings, which is why you hear FM slightly longer when you drive through a
tunnel, while AM dissolves into static as soon as you enter.”!

Regulation also ensured network radio’s ability to expand its scope. In 1928
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the Federal Radio Commission, the predecessor to the FCC and the first gov-
ernment agency empowered to assign radio frequencies and issue licenses,
came up with the designation “cleared stations.” The FRC divided the United
States into five listening zones, with each zone granted eight cleared stations,
which broadcast at a maximum of 25,000 and, later, 50,000 watts. The FRC be-
queathed these clear-channel allocations to the more expensive, high-powered
stations owned by or affiliated with NBC or CBS, like KYW in Chicago, KDKA
in Pittsburgh, or WBZA in Boston. Each of these stations got an allocation, like
760 on the AM dial for WJZ, New York, or 650 for WSM in Nashville, that it
didn’t have to share with anyone else in the country, not even on an opposite
coast, unless that station broadcast only during the day.* In 1928 only a few
stations—KDKA, WGY in Schenectady, WEAF in New York—were broadcast-
ing with 50,000 watts, and this became the upper limit of power that the U.S.
government would allow.

The rationale for such “clear-channel” stations was that listeners in rural
areas with inexpensive or even homemade sets who were not within range of
a radio station, or a station with adequate power (most rural stations in the
1920s were 50- or 100-watt stations; some even as low as 25), could now be
served, especially at night. By the 1950s it was these clear-channel, or Class I
stations, like WDIA out of Memphis, that listeners at night delighted in reel-
ing in.

As radio programming evolved in the 1920s and ’30s, it built on modes of
listening that were centuries old. It brought forth new ways of thinking about
who was your friend and neighbor, who you were connected to and on what
basis, and whether machines destroyed communities and traditions or simply
reconfigured them. But most of all the turn to listening reactivated, extended,
and intensified particular cognitive modes that encouraged, simultaneously, a
sense of belonging to a community, an audience, and a confidence that your
imaginings, your radio visions, were the best and truest ones of all.
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The Ethereal World

riving alone at night, in the darkened car, reassured by the night-
light of the dashboard, or lying in bed tuned to a disembodied voice
or music, evokes a spiritual, almost telepathic contact across space
and time, a reassurance that we aren’t alone in the void: we have kindred
spirits. You engage with a phantom whose voice and presence you wel-
comed, needed. The feeling isn’t some naive, bathetic sense of universal
“brotherly love” (although under certain circumstances, and especially
with various mind-altering substances, such an illusion is possible), but
there is a sense of camaraderie and mutuality coming from the sky itself.
And since there are—unlike on television—so many different musical
communities to tie in to by turning the radio dial—rock and pop, reli-
gious, country and western, classical music—most listeners find a tribal
outpost in the air. Yes, there are commercials too, often plenty of them,
and they usually disrupt the sense of rapport we have with that glowing
portion of our dashboard. There is reason to believe that people hate radio
commercials even more than those on television because of our more in-
timate relationship with radio, and the greater sense of violation the com-
mercials bring.
Emphasizing radio’s connection throughout the twentieth century to
a persistent sense of spiritual longing and loss is essential to any under-
standing of what radio has done to us and for us. This, too, stems
from hearing without seeing. For aurality—hearing, listening for voices,
to music, to “the word”—is the driving force in cosmologies of many
cultures around the world.! I don’t mean to suggest that listening to
Rudy Vallee or Casey Kasem was like a religious experience (although
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perhaps, for some, it was). I am talking more about the medium itself
and the way that receivers reel in distant voices out of that incomprehensible
dimension called the spectrum and effortlessly bring them straight to
us, inking us, through the air, to unseen others. The fact that radio waves
are invisible, emanate from “the sky,” carry disembodied voices, and can send
signals deep into the cosmos links us to a much larger, more mysterious
order.

Itis customary for us to regard science and technology as two of the major
factors in cutting us off from one another, in undermining our faith that we are
part of some grand scheme. Science and technology often have been cast as
deeply antagonistic to the soul, to any sense of spirituality. Radio first prolifer-
ated in America in the 1920s, when the competition between science and reli-
gion over ultimate cultural authority reached a new intensity. (It is noteworthy
that the first major trial avidly followed over the radio was the Scopes trial of
1925.) But radio, when it made its debut in America, was different. The way
radio was first written about, as a magical, supernatural phenomenon, suggests
that “the ether” and its disembodied voices from around the country somehow
bridged the widening gap between machines and spirituality, and helped cre-
ate an imaginative space where these two were reconciled. Radio burrowed
into this unspoken longing for a contact with the heavens, for a more perfect
community, for a spiritual transcendence not at odds with, but made possible
by, machines.

Ever since the 1840s, after the telegraph was introduced, various inven-
tors and crackpots had sought to send signals through water or air without
connecting wires. But it was Guglielmo Marconi who exploited Heinrich
Hertz’s discovery of electromagnetic radiation and showed that radio waves
could be used to transmit Morse code over hundreds, and then thousands, of
miles. He did so at a time when naval ships still communicated with sema-
phores, homing pigeons, or flags, and when all ships were on their own, in-
communicado, once they lost sight of the shore. The transatlantic cable
service was slow, expensive, and under monopoly control. Marconi’s inven-
tion promised an end to shipboard isolation—and danger—and a new com-
petition for the complacent cable companies. When he introduced his
“wireless telegraph” to America in 1899, he was hailed in the press as a hero
and a wizard.

Wireless fanned long-standing fantasies and, from its earliest intro-
duction, evoked psychic metaphors. It worked, wrote the New York Herald
simply, “like magic.” Being able to speak to others through the air in an
electromagnetic voice “would be almost like dreamland and ghostland,”
concluded one writer in 1902. It seemed the technical equivalent of tele-
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pathy. Popular Science Monthly observed that, through wireless, “the nerves
of the whole world [were], so to speak, being bound together” Century
Magazine envisioned friends and relatives calling each other across the
world, “from pole to pole,” in electronic voices.? While we are much less
smitten by the wonders of radio today, somewhere in each of us, in each
of our lives, is this memory of listening to the radio and feeling some-
thing akin to spiritual transcendence. When radio was new, millions felt this
way.

The man who most explicitly made this connection between radio and
spirituality was Sir Oliver Lodge. And when he did, in 1920, at the start of the
radio boom in America, intellectuals, scientists, and newspaper editors posed
the same question: Had Sir Oliver become addled? Or, worse, had he turned
into a quack? Today this question rings no bells at all—few people have even
heard of Oliver Lodge or know that debates about his mental state were a
major controversy. But back in the 1910s and early "20s, at the end of the
Great War, this question raged through the popular press of England and
America.

This was when certain scientists, inventors, and explorers were interna-
tional celebrities, lionized in the press and admired by millions. As the
1920s historian Frederick Lewis Allen put it, “The prestige of science
was colossal” So when Sir Oliver, one of the preeminent physicists in the
Western world, spoke to sellout crowds in places like Carnegie Hall not
about atoms or electromagnetism but about séances, mediums, and commu-
nicating with the dead, it was big news. In the first two months of 1920 alone,
The New York Times published five editorials, plus a range of articles and
book reviews, all critical of Lodge, all wondering “how such a man can be-
lieve what he does” Lodge’s conversion from science to séances was a minor
scandal.

Lodge had become preeminent by experimenting with the transmission of
radio waves, and in 1897 he patented his method of “syntonized telegraphy,”
which embodied the fundamental principles of radio tuning. He also devel-
oped theories about the ether—that invisible, mysterious, all-pervading
medium through which radio waves allegedly moved—and conducted exper-
iments to establish its properties. He served as president of the Physical Soci-
ety of London and was one of the leaders of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science. King Edward VII knighted him in 1902 in recogni-
tion of his contributions to the advancement of physics in general and wireless
telegraphy in particular. And now, here he was on the American lecture circuit,
praising mediums, insisting the dead don’t really die, and describing contacts
with the spirit world. Between January and May of 1920, Lodge spoke in fifty
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American cities and towns, giving nearly one hundred lectures to tens of thou-
sands of people, the two favorites being “Reality of the Unseen” and “Evidence
of Survival.™

Lodge was one of the foremost advocates of a huge fad in the immediate
postwar years, the stunning rise in spiritualism in both England and America.
His prestige as a scientist lent him great credibility, and he became a media
celebrity in the late 1910s and early *20s, sought after to give speeches, grant in-
terviews, and write magazine articles. He was often swarmed by autograph
seekers, and thousands wrote to him for advice. Denounced by other scientists
as a “social menace,” and attacked by intellectuals and writers for purveying
“nauseating drivel,” promoting “the recrudescence of superstition,” and exert-
ing a “maleficent influence” on the overly credulous, Lodge responded with ar-
ticles titled “Between Two Worlds,”“The Etherial World,” and “How I Know the
Dead Exist.”

Not since the 1850s had there been such a fascination in America with the
occult and such a yearning to believe in psychic phenomena. Throughout the
country séances, mediums, photographs of ghosts, and accounts of levitations
and intercourse with the dead proliferated, with the help of considerable
media sensationalism. As one of Lodge’s critics complained, “As usual, the
press magnified the phenomenon and our semi-hysterical generation hastened
to see and hear the latest novelty.” Sales of Ouija boards were enormous—ed-
ucators denounced them as “an alarming factor in college life”—and they were
used by some to speculate on Wall Street or predict the weather as well as to
communicate with “the other side.”

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, probably Britain’s most popular novelist at the
time, was also a believer and toured and wrote widely about communing
with the dead and watching what he called ectoplasm emanate from a
medium’s nose and mouth. Thomas Edison, never one to be left out of the
media spotlight, gave an exclusive interview to the American Magazine an-
nouncing that he was developing “an apparatus designed to enable those who
have left this earth to communicate with those of us who are still on the
earth” The device would be based, he assured readers, on solid “scientific
methods.” By the mid-1920s the rage had abated, but while it lasted it was
intense and extremely controversial, and few were more controversial than
Lodge.

Observers at the time cited the same obvious reason for the fervor: the
hideous, senseless carnage of the Great War. The losses still stupefy us: 10-13
million soldiers killed; at least 20 million wounded; half a generation of young
men annihilated. And for what? Millions of bereaved parents, siblings, wives,
and sweethearts asked this question, and could barely stand their loss. With a
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growing sense that life might indeed be meaningless—especially with the
spread of mechanization—that living for today was all there was, affirmation
of an afterlife, especially by men of science, was, at least for some, reassuring,
even exhilarating. “It is simply impossible,” wrote Frank Ballard in Living Age,
“that Europe should have gone through these four years of horror amid war’s
sickening slaughter, without raising to a pathetic pitch the age-long human
wonder as to what happens after death—anything or nothing? And if some-
thing—what?™

As for millions of others, the war made this question a personal one
for Sir Oliver Lodge. In September 1915 his youngest son, Raymond,
was killed by a shell fragment while fighting in the trenches of Ypres. Lodge
was devastated by the loss. In his son’s memory Lodge wrote his most
controversial, most vilified, and most profitable book, published in 1916.
It was titled, simply enough, Raymond. And it was a sensation. Six
reprints had to be published in one month to meet the demand, and by
1922 twelve editions has been issued.’ In the book Lodge asserted that
Raymond was still alive in a spirit world and contacted his father regularly.
Lodge described the various séances he attended in which “automatists”
claiming to write “automatic” messages from the dead, transmitted reassur-
ing messages to him from his son. References to people and events only
Raymond or Sir Oliver knew about cemented Lodge’s faith in the com-
munications. And the messages comforted Lodge that the boys who had
lost their lives so prematurely were content and peaceful “on the other
side”

To give these accounts legitimacy, Lodge used the language of science, de-
scribing himself as an “experimenter” who collected evidence through careful
procedures to develop a “theory of his observations.” He argued that direct
sensory impressions—the ability to see or hear or touch a natural phenome-
non—were simply inadequate to the demands of modern science. And he kept
likening radio experimentation to explorations of the supernatural. After all,
sending signals, and then the human voice, through “the air,” without any con-
necting wire, was once thought to be a fantastic impossibility; now it was a fact
of life. In an invisible region like the spectrum, one had to rely on “the imagi-
nary” Why wouldn’t this be true for investigations into the afterlife? You
couldn’t see electromagnetic waves, or hear them or touch them, yet their ex-
istence was now a proven fact. Lodge reminded his readers that the ether is
“only strange to us because we have no sense-organ for its direct apprehen-
sion.” But on the heels of carefully building this argument, Lodge included in
Raymond reports from mediums that the recently departed men smoked cig-
ars and “call[ed] for whiskey sodas,” prompting hoots of ridicule in the press.
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Lodge argued, in fact, that the inhabitants of the other side were themselves
made of ether. As his biographer noted, Lodge “hoped to show that the ether
could in some way be the instrument of uniting the material and the spirit
worlds” Thus, according to Lodge, the ether “is the connecting link between
the worlds and blends them all into a cosmos.” Lodge evoked parallel universes,
invisible realms, disembodied voices crying out to be heard. He moved back
and forth between the language of physics—and especially of wireless telegra-
phy—and the language of spiritualism, so that the ether was a medium of
transmission but so was a person who “allows his or her hand or arm or voice
to be actuated by an intelligence not their own.” A medium functions like a
radio, because he or she “receives impressions or ideas and merely converts
them into the ordinary code of language.” In either psychical or physical
transmission, a medium was required, but the properties of the medium, what
allowed it to send and receive, remained mysterious, romantic, thrilling, for-
bidden.

Itis not customary to point to the spiritualism craze as setting the stage for
the radio boom that began in 1920. After all, spiritualism was just a fad and had
fizzled by the end of the decade. Nor can we document that any of the millions
of men and boys who would shortly take to the ether ever heard or read Lodge’s
dissertations on the afterlife, even though they were widely circulated. Other
factors—the rise of mass entertainments like the movies, the spread of con-
sumer technologies from the auto to the washing machine, the increased im-
portance of corporations like AT&T and GE in managing the economy—these
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seem to have been more closely related to the birth of broadcasting, and of
course they were. Indeed, ethereal, otherworldly, renditions of radio’s meaning
to America stood in stark contrast to the economic and technical facts. By the
early 1910s all of the important components of radio were controlled by major
corporations like GE and AT&T, and by the mid-1920s the communications
company it helped form in 1919—the Radio Corporation of America—were
known derisively in the press as “the radio trust.”

To those who controlled it, the device had nothing to do with yearnings
about immortality or the desire to tap cosmic riddles: it was a business and one
they determined to make profitable. The real direction the device was moving
in had little to do with setting people and their imaginings free. It would, in-
stead, often tether them to much more materialistic and earthbound dis-
courses.

But overlooking the spiritualism craze, and Lodge’s role in it, would be
a mistake, for it gives us important clues about the imaginative terrain
that radio would initially encounter, interact with, and reshape, a terrain
that remains very much a part of the invention’s legacy. The special relation-
ship that many listeners had with their phonographs in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries suggests why they were willing audiences for Lodge.
Edison himself, in promoting the phonograph,emphasized how it brought, for
the performer, a form of immortality. “Centuries after you have crumbled to
dust,” his phonograph “will repeat again and again to a generation that will
never know you, every idle thought, every fond fancy, every vain word that you
choose to whisper against this thin iron diaphragm” For listeners, as Evan
Eisenberg has noted in The Recording Angel, “record listening is a séance where
we get to choose our ghosts.””

But it is the historian William Kenney’s fine work on the cultural history
of the phonograph that has uncovered listeners’ own accounts in the early
1920s of using the device to simulate a kind of temporary resurrection.
Many deliberately used their phonograph records of old family favorites to
make them feel closer to a dead parent or sibling who had loved the same
songs. To achieve this sort of psychic séance, listeners played records that
“take us back to Grandfather days” or played the songs sung at a parent’s fu-
neral. The invisible voice of the record helped conjure up the loved one’s
spirit, and the listener simultaneously mourned and felt in contact with the
beloved spirit he or she had used music to summon. As Kenney puts it, the
phonograph served, in part, as a “mass-produced ‘private’ shrine at which to
summon forth spirits that allowed listeners momentarily to escape from the
ravages of time into a domain in which dead loved ones seem to live once

»)4

again.
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Radio listening, while not permitting someone to evoke these feelings on
command exactly when he or she wanted to, nonetheless built on these associ-
ations between listening to music and summoning the dead. And it added
communion with and access to otherworldly sounds. The spiritualism craze
reflected many Americans’ desire for more psychic intensity, for more contact
across the voids of space and time, for participating in communication that
was truly meaningful. So did the radio boom.

Lodge’s conflation of radio and spiritualism in 1920, at the very moment
Frank Conrad at KDKA was inaugurating his pioneering broadcasts, linked ex-
ploration in the ether with explorations into the supernatural. And Lodge was
not alone: this motif suffused early writing about radio in the 1920s. Phrases
like “telepathic impact,”“communication on the other side of the veil,” and “we
ourselves are acting as the medium” evoked as much the romance of early
radio as they did the intrigue of spiritualism. For early enthusiasts did feel like
they had entered some previously unknown and quite mysterious dimension.
One listener recalled that “it was unusual how the people felt about radios;
some thought they were a hoax, and others felt they were supernatural.” An-
other remembered when his uncle showed a neighbor that the radio was not
connected to any wires, then turned the set on: the neighbor “ran as if black
magic would get him.””

Many cultural critics in the 1920s suggested that the country had deserted
religion and a sense of community and been seduced by machines and the cult
of individualism, that America was no longer a spiritual civilization. But Lodge
suggested that, in their explorations of the ether, Americans could have it both
ways. Radio didn’t divide people from their souls or blind them to their spiri-
tual needs: this machine forged a reconciliation.

Newspapers, magazines, and books referred to the electromagnetic spec-
trum and radio waves themselves in all sorts of romantic ways: the ether was
“the trackless deep,” the “empyrean”; voices were “borne in on the moon-
beams,” and so forth. The concept of the ether was extremely convenient for
journalists dedicated to inflating their prose, but it also helped people imagine
electromagnetic propagation: if waves moved invisibly around the earth, then
they had to have a medium; they had to move through something. And the way
the device transmitted intelligence from one unseen place to another without
visible connections made it inherently magical. Remember that radio listening
before 1924 was a very personal experience; the listener put on headphones
and entered another world, the world of sound. And what he heard—an eerie
mix of voices, wails, high-pitched dots and dashes, and static—constituted a
new sonic dimension, filled with sounds never heard by humans before. It was
like something thought to be dead was coming to life. “You look at the cold



48 \ LISTENING IN

stars overhead, at the infinite void around you,” observed one writer. “It is al-
most incredible that all this emptiness is vibrant with human thought and
emotion.”"

As you can see, the melodramatic rhetoric that surrounded radio in the
1920s enhanced that sense of magic. The boom in radio sales was accompa-
nied by a boom in radio commentary. Articles and essays appeared every-
where, new magazines devoted entirely to radio flourished, and within a few
years most publications had their own radio columns. And these writers felt
perfectly comfortable gushing about the transcendental significance of the
invention. Noting that “we are playing on the shores of the infinite,” Joseph
K. Hart wrote in the Survey, “The most occult goings-on are about us. Man
has his fingers on the triggers of the universe.” “You are fascinated, though a
trifle awestruck.” added A. Leonard Smith in The New York Times, “to realize
that you are listening to sounds that, surely, were never intended to be heard
by a human being.” “Sounds born of earth and those born of the spirit found
each other,” wrote Rudolf Arnheim."” The air had been cracked open, reveal-
ing a realm in which the human voice and the sounds of the cosmos com-
mingled.

Lodge, then, had plenty of company among those eager to see in radio
access to some supernatural, psychic force. But he occupied a unique posi-
tion at this intersection between science and the occult, for he had in the
1890s used his scientific expertise to make radio more usable and was now
using his not inconsiderable literary skills to make it more seductive and
mystical. Throughout his career Lodge had been determined to build bridges
between the life of the spirit and the life of the intellect, between religion and
science, and radio was the device—and the metaphor—he relied on most fre-
quently.

Of course, radio did not burst on the scene in 1920. It already had
a twenty-five-year history. It was known first as wireless telegraphy, because
it transmitted the Morse code, and then as wireless telephony, when it
transmitted the human voice. The term radio began circulating in the 1910s
and didn’t really take over until the 1920s. During this twenty-five-year
period, wireless telegraphy created a sensation, in part because it was so mag-
ical—communication with no connecting wires; because inventors like
Guglielmo Marconi and Lee De Forest had a flair for publicity and staged
dramatic public displays of the device, complete with semidarkened rooms
and flashing blue sparks; and because of gripping events, both staged
and spontaneous. Marconi got front-page headlines when he announced,
in December of 1901, that he had sent the letter S across the Atlantic
via wireless. He became a media darling, profiled in leading magazines
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like Scribner’s and McClure’s, and praised as on a par with Edison. The
press was equally enthusiastic when he equipped ocean liners with the de-
vice and offered a transatlantic wireless service to compete with the
cable companies, whose prices the press repeatedly condemned as extortion-
ate. But when wireless played a role in saving lives during shipwrecks—and
no wreck was bigger news than the 1912 Titanic disaster—the impor-
tance and power of the invention became indisputable. When Marconi
went to the pier in New York to meet Harold Bride, the Titanic wireless
operator who had helped save so many lives, he was swarmed by relatives
of the survivors. “Everyone seems so grateful to wireless,” he wrote to
his life, “I can’t go about New York without being mobbed and cheered.”®
More people, of course, had heard of Marconi than of Lodge, but Lodge had
played a key role in making wireless telegraphy a commercially viable tech-
nology.

Lodge had always been more elegant, and much more romantic, in his
thinking about radio than Marconi, the device’s inventor. Simply put, Marconi
could never have put together a marketable system of wireless telegraphy with-
out Lodge. Marconi first, in his earliest demonstrations, used a receiver devel-
oped by Lodge and then, in violation of Lodge’s patent, used his system of
tuning. (Lodge was only narrowly beaten out by Heinrich Hertz in 1888 in
demonstrating the existence of electromagnetic waves.) Marconi was an en-
trepreneur, determined to take wireless transmission out of the lab and, most
important, to make it pay.

The device Marconi demonstrated, to the Italian government in 1895 and
to the British Post Office in 1896, was both miraculous and crude. Today it
evokes nothing so much as the apparatus in the labs of Frankenstein movies.
Wireless was based on the principle that rapid changes in electric and mag-
netic forces send waves spreading through space. An electric spark could pro-
vide such a necessary change in current, and a spark is exactly what Hertz
and Marconi first used. When Marconi closed a Morse key to send a dot or a
dash, a current passed from the batteries through an induction coil, then
flashed bluish sparks from the transmitter, a “spark gap” consisting of four
brass spheres. High-voltage alternating current surged back and forth be-
tween the spheres, radiating electromagnetic waves that carried the dot or
dash. The signal went through space and was detected by a small glass tube
called a coherer, which was in turn connected to a Morse inker. The inker
duly recorded the dots and dashes on a thin strip of paper. The coherer was
extremely erratic, causing the inker to print static almost as frequently as it
printed signals, but it was a critical first step, and it was based almost entirely
on a device Lodge had developed in 1894. (Within a few years the inker was
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replaced by headphones, since the human ear was much more capable of dis-
tinguishing real signals from static, and the signals of one station from those
of another.)

But it was Lodge’s subsequent contribution that was to prove essential.
The device Marconi demonstrated in 1896 was indeed amazing, and by 1899
he was sending signals across the English Channel, a distance of thirty-two
miles. But all of Marconi’s apparatus sent and received on the same general
frequency: in fact, spark gaps were so crude and inefficient that they activated
a range of frequencies at the same time: they were spectrum hogs. As a result
only one transmitter could signal in a given area at a time. And at this
time, remember, there was no tuning. This was where Lodge revolutionized
the art.

Lodge thought in terms of harmonies in the physical world and dubbed
his method of tuning “syntonic” wireless telegraphy, meaning the transmitter
and receiver were “in syntony.”” Lodge studied selective resonance, a phe-
nomenon in which sound waves produce a sympathetic reaction in similar
circuits. For example, a tuning fork when struck will generate vibrations in
an identical tuning fork nearby. Scientists had discovered that similar electri-
cal circuits could also be resonant, having the same natural frequency of os-
cillation, and this property provided the basis for Lodge’s work. He reasoned
that if he could match certain aspects of the circuits in wireless transmitters
and receivers and make them electrically resonant, they would respond “sym-
pathetically,” as he put it, to each other but not to apparatus not similarly ad-
justed.

Lodge achieved this sympathy by adding matched induction coils to the
aerial connections of both transmitter and receiver and dramatically in-
creased the selectivity of his apparatus. Now he could tune it to a specific fre-
quency. Marconi borrowed this work, extended it, and added what we know
today as the tuning dial. Why Lodge did not immediately sue for patent in-
fringement remains unclear. Fourteen years later, in 1911, Marconi’s com-
pany bought out the small and unsuccessful wireless company Lodge had
begun; only then did Marconi have a clear legal right to the basic patents in
tuning.

By the time Lodge was lecturing about the “Etherial World” to packed au-
ditoriums, the device that he and Marconi had done such pioneering work
in—the wireless telegraph—had become radio. A variety of inventors, par-
ticularly Lee De Forest and Reginald Fessenden, had pushed the invention
away from sending Morse code and made it capable of sending and receiving
voice and music.” Fessenden—an extremely difficult but brilliant inventor—
and Ernst Alexanderson, an engineer at General Electric who refined Fes-
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senden’s work, developed continuous wave transmission. Marconi’s appara-
tus sent out electromagnetic waves in bursts, and these intermittent waves
could carry dots and dashes. But carrying the human voice and music would
require continuous waves. This was Fessenden’s insight, and though hardly
anyone has heard of him today, he completely reconceptualized the art of
radio.

Receiving the human voice was another matter. Again, Marconi’s
receivers could pick up Morse code signals but not the continuous oscilla-
tions of the human voice. Lee De Forest—never shy about borrowing
from the work of others—modified a tube developed by Marconi’s as-
sistant, John Ambrose Fleming. Christening his device “the audion” in
1907, De Forest had invented the prototype of the three-element vac-
uum tube, which was able to receive and amplify music and the human voice.
By the 1910s, engineers discovered that the vacuum tube could generate
radio waves as well, giving them a compact and relatively inexpensive oscil-
lator.

As early as 1914 De Forest broadcast music and voice—including shame-
less sales pitches for his audion—from his lab just north of Manhattan. The
transformation of wireless telegraphy from a tool for navies and shipping
companies into a method of communicating with fellow Americans
had begun. Here De Forest received considerable help from the radio enthu-
siasts known as the amateurs (later to be called hams), who, as early as 1906,
took up radio as a hobby, building their owns sets, eavesdropping on military
and commercial messages as well as sending their own. They were the hack-
ers of the early twentieth century, pushing the technology to new levels,
forming their own fraternity, and thumbing their noses at authority figures
who tried to curtail their activities. By the early 1910s the amateurs had es-
tablished in America a grassroots radio network that filled the air with coded
messages, and they responded eagerly to the experimental voice transmis-
sions of De Forest and others. After 1919, with the help of vacuum tubes de-
veloped during the war, they started sending voice and music transmissions
of their own.

Neither this kind of semianarchic communication nor broadcasting it-
self had ever been part of Marconi’s entrepreneurial scheme. He thought
of radio in strictly analogous terms, as a telegraph without wires that trans-
mitted messages from point A to point B and would compete with the
underwater cable companies as well as provide ships with a way to remain
in touch with the shore. But as Lodge discovered, the invention tapped
into a host of emotional and spiritual desires that transcended—and some-
times rebelled against—such confined commercial calculations. Marconi
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developed wireless telegraphy and successfully shepherded it from the lab to
the marketplace. He made the invention an indispensable part of shipping
and competed convincingly with the cable companies. But his vision for the
device involved a real failure of imagination, a failure more than made up for
by the imaginings, and actions, of the listeners, especially in the United
States.

That people were hungering for otherworldly contact, for communion
with disembodied spirits, for imaginative escapades that affirmed there was
still wonder in the world was confirmed by the response to radio in the early
1920s. The rapidity with which the radio craze swept the country between
1920 and 1924 prompted analogies to tidal waves and highly contagious
fevers. By 1922 sales of radio sets and parts totaled $60 million (Westing-
house was manufacturing 25,000 sets a month and couldn’t keep up with
orders); in 1923, $136 million; by 1924, $358 million. “The rapidity
with which the thing has spread has possibly not been equaled in all the
centuries of human progress,” gushed the Review of Reviews. “Never in
the history of electricity has an invention so gripped the popular fancy”
In the record-breaking time of twelve months, reported The New York
Times in 1922, “radio phoning has become the most popular amusement in
America.” Listening-in, as it was called, was hailed as the new national pas-
time. People flocked to radio, wrote the Times, because it “brought to the ears
of us earth dwellers the noises that roar in the space between the worlds.™

This “space between the worlds” was still widely referred to in the 1920s as
the ether. (Although The New York Times described the concept in 1920 as a
“polite fiction,” the term didn’t really go out of use until the mid- to late
1930s.)* Lodge had a role in this as well. He had been determined to document
the ether’s existence since the 1890s. He wrote two popular books on the sub-
ject, The Ether of Space (1909) and Ether and Reality (1925), and while the ex-
istence of the ether was well discredited in scientific circles by the 1920s, it
remained a popular—and helpful—notion to a public that did indeed feel as
if it were entering another dimension.

Thousands of tinkerers, since the first decade of the century, had fashioned
their own wireless and then radio receiving sets, and many young men gained
a solid grasp of electricity and electronics through the radio hobby. For them
the invention demystified science and engineering. At the same time the very
concept of the spectrum—invisible but not the air; a territory with unknown
boundaries; an arena defined by wavelengths and kilocycles; someplace, some-
where, in which disembodied voices traveled—was, and is still, extremely dif-
ficult to comprehend. The ether was, in these early years, a realm at once
inviting and forbidding, accessible yet incomprehensible. Radio was an inven-
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tion that simultaneously encouraged some to master it and unlock its techni-
cal mysteries and others to resign themselves to increased intellectual passivity
in the face of technological progress, a duality toward mechanization that
dominated 1920s America.

While Lodge lectured around the country, young men and boys in mush-
rooming numbers were taking to the ether with their crystal sets. And what
they heard, unlike the dots and dashes of the prewar years, was a cacophony of
screeches, howls, static, phonograph music, and the human voice. Some re-
fused to believe that radio was possible. Others—and not all of them chil-
dren—kept looking for, or imagining, “the real little people I just knew lived in
that radio.” In this early stage of the boom, between 1920 and 1924, radio was
altering the daily habits of only a comparatively small group of Americans. By
the end of the decade millions would find the pace of their day-to-day exis-
tence, its auditory background, and the mental images inside their heads all
quite transformed.

Picking up on the connection between radio and spiritualism, several
mediums claimed that radio was a special agent of telepathy. NBC, in 1929,
offered a show called the Ghost Hour, which featured an advocate of “electro-
telepathy” using the stage name Dunniger. Dunniger—with his index fin-
ger pointed firmly to his forehead—attempted to “project through the ether”
the name of an American president, the second number of three digits, and
a drawing of a geometric figure. He then invited listeners to report what
they received. He claimed that 55 percent of the respondents had accurately
received at least one of the three mental images. “No one is positive by ex-
actly what means Radio waves reach the listener,” Dunniger argued, “and per-
haps in its rays will be found a clue to the understanding of what telepathy
really is”*

Today, with much of the fresh wonder of radio long gone, and the airwaves
choking with anesthetizing Muzak on the one hand and vituperative talk radio
on the other, it may be difficult to appreciate the intimate interconnections be-
tween spiritualism and the radio boom. And I am certainly not suggesting that
young men, as they donned their headphones and adjusted their crystal sets,
were consciously thinking they were going to hear God, or make contact with
the recently departed, or even achieve a higher level of consciousness. If asked,
most of them would have said they took to the air for fun, or out of curiosity,
or to test their technical mettle. But realizing there was a new, invisible dimen-
sion out there—the electromagnetic spectrum—that could provide contact
with others far away and that opened up a dark yet crackling part of the uni-
verse to the human imagination—put people, however temporarily, in further
awe of the cosmos of which they were part. One woman recalled the first time
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her father put earphones on her head so that she could hear the radio. “I can
remember the wonder of the moment even today! . . . The thrill of hearing that
disembodied voice must have been something like what deaf people feel when
a device allows them to hear sound for the very first time. I remember Dad say-
ing, ‘Look at her grin!’ ”* And this wonder, this joy of discovery before the
commercial forces came in, even the now ridiculous and naive projections of
spiritual longing onto radio and the spectrum—all this we can, and should, re-
member and even envy.
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Exploratory Listening
in the 1920s

t was the early 1920s, nighttime, and around the country, especially in the
Northeast and Upper Midwest, American boys and men (and, to a much
lesser extent, women and girls) connected themselves umbilically by head-
phones to small black boxes powered by sets of batteries. They led the way
in a cultural revolution: the turn to listening in the 1920s. Painstakingly
moving a thin wire known as the cat whisker around a hunk of crystal, they
heard a blend of talk, music, and static as their heads became filled with the
voices and sounds of nearby and far-off places. Others, usually those with
more money, had sets with tuning dials—five of them—all of which had to
be perfectly calibrated to reel in particular stations. This was an exploration,
and as such it was thrilling and often maddeningly frustrating.

As with the spread of home computing in the late 1980s and 1990s,
often it was boys who embraced this device and introduced the rest of the
family to it.' This was an exploratory listening, predicated on technical ex-
pertise and patience, in which people listened not for continuity but for
change; not for one message or program from New York but for many mes-
sages from all over the place; to see how far they could get, not which
celebrity they could hear; and to hear the eerie, supernatural mixture of nat-
ural static and man-made voices. They listened to get a more immediate
sense of their nation as it was living, breathing, and talking right then and
there. They were lured by the prospect of witnessing entirely new auditory
spectacles, the aural equivalents of lightning and fireworks. Turning to lis-
tening, entering the realm of listening for so many hours each night, was an
entirely new cognitive, emotional, and cultural experience and one we still
have an only rudimentary understanding of today.

/ 55
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These were the frothy “boom” years of radio, when virtually nothing was
fixed—not the frequencies of stations (although at first everyone was sup-
posed to broadcast on the same wavelength), not the method of financial sup-
port, not government regulations, and not the design or domestic location of
the radio itself. There were no networks—known in the late 1920s as the
chains—and there was very little advertising on the air. With a few exceptions,
like the Sunday broadcasts of church services, there was not a predictable pro-
gram schedule. Instead, stories geared for children might be followed by a lec-
ture on “hygiene of the mouth” or “how to make a house a home,” which would
in turn be followed by phonograph music or “Madame Burumowska, formerly
of the Moscow Opera” singing Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Hymn to the Sun.” De-
partment stores, newspapers, the manufacturers of radio equipment, colleges
and universities, labor unions, socialists, and ham operators all joined the rush
to start stations.

Today we take it for granted, often wearily, that broadcasting is supported
by advertising, that its mission is to promote compulsive consumerism, that
most broadcast stations are affiliated with national networks or owned by
broadcasting chains, and that broadcasting is regulated by the Federal Com-
munications Commission, all too often in ways that benefit corporate consol-
idation and greed at the expense of real diversity on, and access to, the
airwaves. It seems fixed, as if this system was and is the only one imaginable. It
seems so hopelessly and relentlessly top-down.

Many of these precedents got set in the mid- and late 1920s—some of them
even earlier—when none of this was taken for granted. In fact, we have had ad-
vertising-supported broadcasting for so long—seventy years—that it is easy to
forget that this was extremely controversial and hotly debated in the 1920s,
condemned as a crass invasion of people’s private lives. (We can thank AT&T
for pioneering the use of radio advertising in 1922 on its station WEAF.) Susan
Smulyan and Bob McChesney, in their excellent books on early radio, remind
us that there was nothing inevitable about the way radio came to be financed
and regulated.® This was a contested process, with educators and labor orga-
nizers, corporate interests, amateur operators, and the government all advanc-
ing their very different visions for the future.

Because this decade was so formative, radio historians have especially fo-
cused on the 1920s and done a fine job chronicling the rise of radio advertis-
ing, the emergence of the networks, the establishment of radio regulation, and
the evolution of programming from impromptu speeches and soprano solos
to regularly scheduled shows like Amos’n’ Andy.

I want to explore something else here: what did it mean, amidst the visual
onslaught of billboards, magazines, movies, spectator sports, and newspapers,
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to retreat to your home and turn tolistening? I want to get back into the garage,
the attic, and the living room—despite the fragmentary nature of the histori-
cal record here—to speculate on this new phenomenology of listening and to
lay out what was involved in bringing radio into everyday life. People didn’t
just walk into a shop in 1922, buy a radio, bring it home, plug it in, and hear
orchestral music. That wouldn’t be possible until the late 1920s at the earliest.
Everyday people had to assemble the device (which included stringing up an
antenna), had to learn how to listen, how they wanted to listen, and what they
wanted to listen to at the same time that stations, and then networks, were de-
ciding what was best to broadcast. So I want to explore how the terms of radio
listening itself were constructed, contested, and thus invented in the 1920s, by
programmers and by listeners.

I also want to consider how this major perceptual shift in our culture, a
concentrated and dedicated turn to listening, inflected evolving and uncertain
notions of manhood and nationhood in the early 1920s. It was men and boys
who brought this device into the home, and tinkering with it allowed them to
assert new forms of masculine mastery while entering a realm of invisibility
where certain pressures about manhood could be avoided. At the same time a
quest for nationhood and a reversion to its opposite, tribalism—most of which
was white tribalism—characterized the 1920s.

This technologically produced aurality allowed listeners to reformulate
their identities as individuals and as members of a nation by listening in to
signs of unity and signs of difference. By the late 1920s “chain broadcasting”
was centralizing radio programming in New York and standardizing the
broadcast day so that listeners tuning between stations at night often heard the
same chain program. Meanwhile, independent stations featured locally pro-
duced programs with local talent. Listeners could tune in to either or both, and
tie in, imaginatively, with shows that sought to capture and represent a “na-
tional” culture and those that sought to defend regional and local cultural au-
thority. And in the debate about what kinds of shows and stations were better,
which often dominated the letters-to-the-editor pages of the popular Radio
Digest, we see enormous tensions surrounding network radio’s role as a cul-
turally nationalizing force.

It is important to emphasize here that what quickly got coined as listening
in went through three distinct but overlapping stages in the 1920s, and that
shifts in modes of listening were tied to technical changes in radio apparatus.
The first stage, roughly between 1920 (although with the hams this had started
much earlier) and 1924, was characterized by the phenomenon called DXing:
trying to tune in as many faraway stations as possible. Most DXers started with
crystal sets, often moved on to tube sets, and listened at first on headphones,
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the surrounding sounds of home shut out by the black disks on their ears. And
while we don’t have the kind of detailed surveys of listeners that historians long
for, the journalistic record contains various romantic accounts by middle-class
“distance fiends” who gushed about the pleasures of DXing. What is especially
striking about these accounts is the way they describe using radio listening to
imagine America as a nation more harmonious than it was yet simultaneously
reveling in and embracing its differences—what divided it, what rebelled
against “America” as a homogenizing notion.

The second stage was music listening, which began, of course, at the same
time as DXing, since most of what stations played was music, but became more
possible and popular with the introduction in 1925 of improved loudspeakers.
The third stage, which crystallized with the extraordinary success of Amos’n’
Andy in 1929 as a network program, was story listening, in which people sat
down at the same time each day or each week to listen to the same characters
enact comedic or dramatic performances.

The rapid explosion of exploratory listening would not have occurred
without that fraternity called the amateur operators and later known as ham
operators.’ They constituted the very first radio audience in the first decade of
the century, and through their technical innovations as well as their social uses
of wireless telegraphy, they paved the way for radio broadcasting in the 1920s.
But they also extended the nature of such listening. In the 1920s, while most
listeners were trying to tune in broadcast stations, the amateurs—who had not
only received but also broadcast wherever and whenever they wanted before
1912—were forbidden from transmitting in the broadcast band and were rel-
egated to an etheric reservation then thought of as pretty worthless: waves 200
meters and down, or shortwaves. Shortwaves, it was thought at the time,
wouldn’t travel any distance at all; longer waves did that. If the amateurs were
going to continue as active agents in the spectrum, they had no choice but to
figure out whether they could get anything out of the shortwaves. And figure
it out they did, long before Marconi or any corporation.

The amateur fraternity in America began to take shape between 1906 and
1907, after the discovery that certain crystals, like silicon or Carborundum,
were excellent detectors of radio waves. More to the point, unlike the prototype
vacuum tubes new to the market in 1907, crystals were cheap, durable, and re-
liable. The events at a receiving station were the same as those at the transmit-
ting end but in reverse sequence. At the transmitting end, inventors had to
devise the most efficient method of generating very-high-frequency alternat-
ing current from a direct current source. At the receiving end, the problem was
“rectifying” these oscillations: translating high-frequency alternating current
back to a unidirectional pulsating current that could flow through a telephone
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receiver. Radio waves are of such a high frequency that the telephone di-
aphragm alone could not handle their speed or rapid reversal. By 1906 the
Fleming “valve” and De Forest “audion”—precursors to the vacuum tube—
had been developed, and while they allowed the current to run in one direc-
tion only, they were very expensive, highly temperamental, and short-lived.
Crystals rectified radio signals in the same way, but no one at the time knew
how or why.

The discovery of the crystal detector opened up radio—then still called
wireless telegraphy and still quite in its infancy—to legions of boys and men
who were, basically, hobbyists. They were primarily white and middle-class,
located predominantly in urban areas, especially ports, and they built their
own stations in their bedrooms, attics, or garages. They became known for
their ingenuity in assembling a motley array of electrical and metal
castoffs—from curtain rods and bedposts to Model T ignition coils—into
highly effective homemade sets. The one component that was often too com-
plicated for most amateurs to duplicate, and too expensive to buy, was the
headphone set. Coincidentally, telephones began vanishing from public
booths across America as amateurs lifted them for their own stations. By
1910 the amateurs outnumbered everyone else—private wireless companies
and the military-—on the air.

Popular culture at this time—from the Boy Scout manual and Tom Swift
and His Wireless Message to articles in The New York Times—celebrated ama-
teur radio as an example of “the ambition and really great inventive genius of
American boys.” These accounts gained force as real-life dramas made heroes
of professional operators. On January 23, 1909, two ships, the Republic and the
Florida, collided twenty-six miles southeast of Nantucket in a heavy fog. The
Republic’s wireless operator, Jack Binns, sent distress signals for both ships, and
because of his work nearly all of the twelve hundred passengers of both ships
were saved. The story was front-page news for four straight days. By the time
he got back to New York, Binns was a celebrity, sought after by reporters and
autograph hounds, and offered one thousand dollars a week for ten weeks to
appear on the vaudeville stage. Amateurs who listened in on Binns’s distress
calls became heroes by association and brought more converts to the hobby.

At the same time it was becoming clear that not all amateurs were such up-
standing Boy Scout types. There were some who deliberately sent false or ob-
scene messages, and their favorite target was the U.S. Navy, the major military
user of wireless. The temptation to indulge in such practical joking was en-
hanced by the fact that detection was virtually impossible. Fights ensued on the
air when hams, posing as admirals, sent ships on wild goose chases, and when
naval operators couldn’t get a message through because local amateurs were
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comparing the answers to their arithmetic homework and refused to pipe
down.*

The navy sought, unsuccessfully at first, to get the amateurs banished from
the airwaves. The Titanic disaster, however, moved public and congressional
opinion against the amateurs’ unrestricted access to transmitting. The loss of
so many lives, when there were ships near enough to rescue the survivors had
they only had wireless onboard, drove home the need to require wireless
equipment and at least two operators on all ships.

But few aspects of the tragedy outraged people more than the ceaseless in-
terference, cruel rumors, and utter misinformation that dominated the air-
waves in the aftermath of the disaster. Inmediately after the Titanic’s wireless
operator, Harold Bride, notified stations that the ship had hit an iceberg, wire-
less stations all along the northeast coast of North America clogged the air-
waves with inquiries and messages. Out of this cacophony emerged a message
picked up by both sides of the Atlantic and reprinted in the major papers: “All
Titanic passengers safe; towing to Halifax.” Editors of the London Times and
The New York Times were appalled to learn the next day that the message was
false, and they blamed the amateurs for manufacturing such a cruel hoax.

The etheric congestion that persisted as the survivors made their way to
New York further cemented the amateurs’ fate. Passed just four months later,
the Radio Act of 1912 required that all amateurs be licensed, and it forbade
them from transmitting on the main commercial and military wavelengths.
They could listen in, but for transmitting they were banished to an area of the
spectrum regarded as useless: the shortwaves of 200 meters and less. The
power of their sets was restricted to 1,000 watts.

Despite this, the number of amateurs increased in the 1910s, and they im-
proved their image by providing impromptu communications networks when
windstorms or other disasters crippled telephone and telegraph lines. In 1914
Hiram Percy Maxim, the inventor and radio enthusiast, organized the Ameri-
can Radio Relay League to establish a formal relay system or network among
amateurs that could step in on a regular basis during natural disasters. Now
there was a grassroots, coast-to-coast communications network that made it
possible, according to Popular Mechanics, “for the private citizen to comntuni-
cate across great distances without the aid of either the government or a cor-
poration.”

During World War 1 the federal government banned all amateur activity
and closed all amateur stations to prevent any interference with government
transmissions. But by June of 1920 there were already fifteen times as many
amateur stations in America as there were other types of stations combined,
and the next year there were 10,809 licensed amateurs (many more, with
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smaller receiving sets, were unlicensed).” This was the incipient broadcast au-
dience who would form the core of DXers, whose excited talk about listening
in would bring converts to the pastime, and who helped their friends and
neighbors set up their own receiving sets.

As these boys and men clamped on their headphones in the early 1920s,
they were working their way through various cultural changes that required
everyone to navigate between the powerful tides of tradition and modernity.
The 1920s seemed, both then and now, a time of cultural extremes, of oppo-
sites. And one thing is clear: most Americans were deeply ambivalent about
being poised between these poles. The proliferation of new technologies, the
shortening of hemlines and bobbing of hair, the spread of modernism in art,
literature, and music, and the census report which claimed that, for the first
time in history, half of Americans lived in cities (although a city was prepos-
terously defined as 2,500 people or more), all insisted that modernity had ar-
rived, that Victorian culture had been overthrown. In many of those cities, like
New York, Chicago, and San Francisco, the combined population of those born
in foreign countries and those born here of foreign parents was sometimes
double or triple the population of native-born Americans with native-born
parents.

Speed and difference seemed to define the culture that radio entered. Al-
though wireless telegraphy had been around, and widely praised in the popu-
lar press, since the 1890s, people perceived the rapidity with which radio
listening redefined everyday life as unprecedented. “Never in the history of
electricity has an invention so gripped the popular fancy,” claimed the Review
of Reviews. “Its rapid growth has no parallel in industrial history,” echoed The
Nation’s Business.” This perception that Americans were feverishly overthrow-
ing the past—its pace and its substance—was embodied in the radio boom.

Not surprisingly, many Americans wanted to cling to, even restore, life as it
had been in the allegedly “Gay Nineties,” before cars, movies, the second wave
of immigration, women’s suffrage, and the Harlem Renaissance. So the 1920s
were also characterized by reaction, some of it vicious. Violent race riots in East
St. Louis, Chicago, and Washington, D.C., between 1917 and 1919, and the
subsequent epidemic of lynchings and rise of the Ku Klux Klan, revealed
pathological racial fissures in the culture. The spread of religious fundamen-
talism, especially in the South, seemed a direct repudiation of the speakeasies
and secularism of the ever-growing big cities. Prohibition was “an ethnic con-
flict ... an attempt to promote Protestant middle-class culture as a means of
imposing order on a disorderly world.” The National Origins Act of 1924 se-
verely restricted immigration, especially from southern and eastern European
countries. What the Berkeley historian Lawrence Levine has called “Anglo-
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conformity”—the nativist insistence that immigrants abandon their past and
embrace Anglo-American appearances and behaviors—clashed with a refusal
by many to assimilate, become homogenized, disappear.”

So radio, which historians agree played a central role in delivering and
forging a national culture in the 1930s and ’40s, did not do so the instant the
radio boom started. It couldn’t. Rather, in this environment people used radio
both to celebrate and strengthen local, ethnic, religious, and class-based com-
munities and to participate in national spectacles, like election returns, the
Dempsey-Carpentier boxing match in July 1921, or the World Series.

In 1920s radio, as in 1920s culture, there were strong pulls between oppo-
sites: between corporate control and anticonsumerism, between the desire for
order and the desire for freedom, between the safety of cultural uniformity and
the titillation of subcultural rebellion and insolence. These contradictions and
conflicts can sometimes get plastered over in a history that sees a progression
from etheric chaos to etheric order. There was such a progression, technically
and bureaucratically, but it was one that favored rich and powerful broadcast-
ers—the networks—over smaller, community-based stations with deeply loyal
listenerships but inadequate resources or clout.

The institutional history of radio that historians have already covered quite
well is an account, in part, of the efforts to impose order and conformity on the
airwaves and to extract profits from them as well. The battles that raged in the
1920s over what radio should be produced in 1927 the Federal Radio Com-
mission—the predecessor to the FCC—whose primary job was to decide
which stations got allocated which frequencies. Between 1920 and 1922 all sta-
tions used the same frequency, 833 kilocycles; by 1922 just two more had been
added. (Kilocycles was the term used in the 1920s to designate a station’s fre-
quency; today the term is kilohertz.) By 1926 the airwaves were completely
clogged in many areas: New York had 38 stations, Chicago had 40, and nation-
wide there were 620. What made this intolerable was that no government
agency was empowered to assign wavelengths to these stations, although Her-
bert Hoover, as secretary of commerce (and presidential hopeful) in 1923,
began to classify stations by power and to assign wavelengths." Some had high-
powered, state-of-the-art transmitters; others were Rube Goldberg jobs broad-
casting with just 25 watts.

A series of widely publicized national radio conferences that Hoover staged
between 1922 and 1925 did little to resolve the intense competition over access
to the few available broadcast frequencies, although his efforts to allocate
wavelengths according to a station’s power set the stage for who would win and
who would lose in the scramble for broadcasting slots. Meanwhile, Eugene Mc-
Donald, the president of Zenith and owner of WJAZ in Chicago, which had
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been pirating unoccupied wavelengths, challenged Hoover’s authority to allo-
cate wavelengths at all. In 1926 the U.S. District Court of Northern Illinois
found that no law gave Hoover authorization to assign wavelengths to sta-
tions."

Etheric hell broke loose. Over seven hundred stations, many of which
boosted their power, jumped frequencies, and broadcast when they weren’t
supposed to, battling over ninety-six channels. Forty-one stations pirated the
six wavelengths that had been reserved for Canadian use. Over one hundred
stations violated the Department of Commerce’s directive that there be a 10-
kilohertz division between stations, and in some cities there were only 2 kilo-
hertz separating one station from another. Portable stations multiplied.
Interference, often in the form of cross talk, overlapping voices and music, or
noise, became so bad that in many areas listeners couldn’t receive a consistent
broadcast signal and sales began to falter."”

Early in 1927 the FRC set the broadcast band at 500 to 1,500 kilocycles
(today AM goes from 535 to 1,604 kilohertz) and assigned fixed frequencies to
stations, mandating that people refer to these assignments by frequency and
not by wavelength, as had been done in the past. Precedent number one: Those
stations with the most sophisticated and expensive transmitters (backed by the
most money) got the best slots on the AM dial. Others were forced to share fre-
quencies or given daytime-only licenses. The number of educational sta-
tions—usually poorly funded and low-powered—dropped from ninety-eight
in 1927 to forty-three in 1933, or only 7 percent of all stations on the air. Lis-
teners were quite divided about the reallocations; some could no longer get
their favorite stations. And interference, while lessened, did persist, as high-
powered stations, or stations with older transmitters, at times hogged multiple
wavelengths on the radio dial .

The networks, too, were founded during this period, NBC in 1926 and CBS
in 1927, and their purpose was to link stations via telephone lines so they could
all broadcast the same show at the same time. It was especially sporting
events—the World Series, boxing matches, the Kentucky Derby, evanescent
events that took place in fixed locations—that made having networks so com-
pelling to the audience. But the networks also led to precedent number two:
Local programming would be eclipsed, especially during prime time, by shows
produced in New York City and distributed across the nation. And broadcast-
ing came under oligopoly control as the two networks dominated the airwaves.

The very public and heated debates about how to finance radio in the early
and mid-1920s—and the denunciations of radio advertising as “full of insidi-
ous dangers” and an “unwarranted imposition on the public’s time”—gave
way first to what was called indirect advertising (no commercials but shows
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featuring the Gold Dust Twins and the Cliquot Club Eskimos) and then to
precedent number three: Direct, grab-’em-by-the-lapels sales pitches."

Thus the story is a familiar one in American history—bureaucratic cen-
tralization and increased corporate control of a technology that overly roman-
tic writers had once predicted would bring Americans just the opposite. But
away from the deliberations of the Federal Radio Commission, the network of-
fices, and the ad agencies, what changes did radio bring to everyday people?
What did radio listening mean during these early, heady years?

Beginning in 1920 several stations—8MK (later WW]) in Detroit, 2X] in
Deal, New Jersey, and 2XB in New York—began broadcasting voice and music.
But Frank Conrad at KDKA is generally credited with inaugurating, in the
spring of 1920, the first regularly broadcast shows, initially called wireless con-
certs, which consisted primarily of pushing a Victrola up to a microphone and
playing records." Transmitting from his garage in Wilkinsburg, just outside
Pittsburgh, Conrad and his sons also talked to fellow hams over the air and ap-
pealed for feedback on how well others picked up the music. As more and more
hams tuned in and spread the word about the shows, Conrad became a local
sensation. When his employers, the executives of Westinghouse, saw that a
Pittsburgh department store was using the broadcasts to sell radio equipment,
they decided to cash in on the fad themselves. They would manufacture appa-
ratus suitable for amateur use and build Conrad a more powerful station at the
Westinghouse plant in the city.

Westinghouse’s inaugural, publicity-stunt broadcast was coverage of the
incoming returns of the 1920 Cox-Harding presidential race, with the 100-
watt KDKA on the air from 8:00 p.M. until midnight. The next day the West-
inghouse switchboard was swamped with phone calls. After this debut the
wireless concerts went out each night, from 8:30 to 9:30, to a growing audience.
Boosting its transmitter to 500 watts and, in this very early period, facing vir-
tually no competition on the air, KDKA could be heard in Washington, D.C.,
New Jersey, and Illinois. Early in 1921 KDKA expanded its offerings and fea-
tured the Sunday services of the Pittsburgh Calgary Episcopal Church.

In 1921, twenty-eight new stations were licensed to go on the air. Pioneers
included WJZ in Newark, WBZ in Springfield, Massachusetts, and KYW in
Chicago. The next year the floodgates opened: over 550 new stations began
broadcasting, most on the same wavelength. Some featured speeches by edu-
cators and public figures on topics from Einstein’s theory of relativity to the
merits of the Boy Scouts, and others covered baseball games, college football,
and prizefights. But the staple of early broadcasting—by some estimates three-
quarters of all programming—was music. And radio took the middle classes—
and the press—by storm. The radio boom was, according to Herbert Hoover,
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“one of the most astounding things that [has] come under my observation of
American life.” “People who weren’t around in the twenties when radio ex-
ploded can’t know what it meant,” recalled the sportscaster Red Barber. “The
world shrank, with radio.””

Figuring out why radio became such a sensation in the early 1920s is not
as easy as it might seem. There are obvious explanations, but they remain not
completely satisfying. For example, there was already an incipient broadcast-
ing audience, made up of the tens of thousands of hams for whom radio had
been an all-consuming hobby since at least 1910. Radio was the latest in a line
of technically based entertainments—the phonograph, the nickelodeon—and
its novelty alone guaranteed some success. The 1920s witnessed a 300 percent
increase in spending on recreation, and between 20 and 30 million people each
week went to the movies."

But, with the exception of the movies and the nightclubs in urban areas,
there also seemed to be the beginning of a shift in desire among some, espe-
cially in the middle classes, for the security, ease, and privacy of the home dur-
ing leisure hours. Hurly-burly public entertainments—the theater, vaudeville,
amusement parks, baseball, world’s fairs, the circus—had exploded onto the
national scene in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, often bring-
ing people of differing classes, ethnic groups, and neighborhoods into com-
mon public settings. There were pleasures here, and the cultural historian
David Nasaw argues in Going Out that people loved losing themselves, and
their anxieties about class and social position, in the crowds at Coney Island or
darkened movie palaces.”

But he also describes the annoyances—the crowding and shoving, the un-
wanted advances, the noise, the often foul smells of small theaters—that un-
dercut such public pleasures. So it is no surprise that fans began to write about
how, with radio, listeners “do not sit packed closely, row on row, in stuffy dis-
comfort endured for the delight of the music. The good wife and I sat there
quietly and comfortably alone in the little back room of our own home that
Sunday night and drank in the harmony coming three hundred miles to us
through the air” Another wrote how radio always put him in the best seat in
the house, instead of stuck up high in the gallery: “I enjoy the music just as well
here by my fireside and I save a lot of climbing” In the 1920s political isola-
tionism seemed to intersect with, and possibly be driven by, the beginning of
Americans’ century-long retreat into the private, domestic sphere, with the
help of technologies like radio. Technical novelty, the thrill of hearing voices
and music from so far away, hunger for entertainment and diversion, and the
emerging desire to withdraw from public spaces, all these fueled the boom.

I want to add another explanation: The turn to listening—especially to
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exploratory listening—was one of the important ways that some men and
boys navigated the changing definitions of masculinity and their increased
presence in the domestic sphere in the 1920s. From the start radio ownership
was highest among the middle classes. But as the Harvard historian Lizabeth
Cohen points out in her much admired history of the working classes in
Chicago, many workers who interacted with factory machinery every day
were not daunted by tackling radio technology at night. These men often
made up in ingenuity and improvisation what they could not afford to buy
in the shops, and one Chicago reporter claimed that “crude homemade aeri-
als are on one roof in ten along all the miles of bleak streets in the city’s in-
dustrial zones.”” Radio listening in the early 1920s at first generally excluded
women. So we should consider what special needs radio might have ad-
dressed in men.

Scholars have identified the 1910s and ’20s as a time of great anxiety over
what it meant to be a “real man” in America. Old ideals and new prescriptions
collided, and many middle-class boys and men found themselves surrounded
by mixed messages about whether to be vigorous, spontaneous, even “quasi-
primitive,” or to be genteel, urbane, and controlled. E. Anthony Rotundo in
American Manhood and Gail Bederman in Manliness and Civilization note that
by the turn of the century the Victorian middle-class model of “manliness,”
which emphasized honor, self-restraint, hard work, strong character, and the
duty (and power) to protect those weaker than himself, seemed passé and ir-
relevant. Working-class and immigrant men, African American activists, en-
tertainers and sports heroes, and the middle-class women’s movement all
challenged “white middle-class men’s beliefs that they were the ones who
should control the nation’s destiny.” This old model of manliness seemed
“overcivilized” and effeminate, notes Bederman, and new epithets like “sissy”
and “stuffed shirt” emerged to undermine it.

A new fascination with what Theodore Roosevelt would forever brand “the
strenuous life” dominated popular culture, in the form of football, bodybuild-
ing, Joseph Conrad novels, and the sensational success of Edgar Rice Bur-
roughs’s Tarzan of the Apes. Millions of men joined fraternal organizations that
excluded women and men of other classes and races, and young men were
urged to become more vigorous through the Boy Scouts and the YMCA* In-
deed, there was a major movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to celebrate boyhood and to prevent boys from falling prey to “over-
civilization.” The first Boy Scout manual, which urged boys to be “handy with
tools,” warned them not to become “flatchested cigarette-smokers, with shaky
nerves and doubtful vitality” but to be “robust, manly, self-reliant.” Fathers, es-
pecially, were to take their sons in hand and train them to be competitive and
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physically hardy.” And it was not enough to be physically vigorous; men had
to have forceful, commanding personalities as well.

At the same time it was clear that in the business world, physical strength
mattered little: physical combat was a metaphor for other kinds of confronta-
tions. And despite the prevailing mythology, much of the middle-class man’s
life was spent indoors, in urban areas, away from the enlivening and therapeu-
tic tonic of the outdoor life. In reality, being the master of one’s environment,
or having mastery over other men, was for many simply not possible. “The ex-
panding bureaucracy,” writes Anthony Rotundo, “had a significant effect on
manhood” because white-collar work—which had skyrocketed for men be-
tween 1870 and 1910—was “routine and required skills were limited.” To suc-
ceed, a man had to fit in, cooperate, and be a team player.”

In these highly routinized, bureaucratic settings, many men worried that
the chances for individual autonomy or personal distinction were disappear-
ing. Movies in the 1910s and *20s, especially those featuring Douglas Fairbanks
or Harold Lloyd, directly addressed the degradation of work while playing the
onslaught of mechanization for laughs. They also, notes the film scholar Gay-
lyn Studlar, emphasized the ways men were supposed to learn how to select
and then put on an appropriate masquerade of masculinity in the face of such
depletions. The films of Fairbanks, Valentino, Barrymore, and the grotesque
Lon Chaney emphasized “that men were made—not born,” writes Studlar.
Masculinity in these films highlighted transformation, the donning of man-
hood as a process. Studlar also notes that in the wake of female suffrage and the
elevation of women as the nation’s official consumers, there was increased anx-
iety that “the world is fast becoming woman-made.”” Fairbanks, first in his
host of “juvenile” roles and later as Zorro, a Musketeer, or the Thief of Bagdad,
embodied an escape to more playful or exotic realms, where dealing with the
new gender relations could be avoided or finessed.

Middle-class men were supposed to fit in, yet they were also supposed to
rise above the herd, be noticed, stand out as distinctive. Books like Poise: How
to Attain It and Influence: How to Exert It, and Dale Carnegie’s 1920s lectures
on “six ways to make people like you” all promised to help men walk that fine
line between being “magnetic” and being overbearing. Bureaucratic impera-
tives, advertising copy that constantly harangued people about their first im-
pressions and whether they fit in, advice books on how to influence people, the
rise of Hollywood’s star system with its charismatic matinee idols like Douglas
Fairbanks and John Barrymore, all these insisted that men become “other-
directed,” obsessed with the approval of others, attractive commodities others
would want to buy. T. J. Jackson Lears has described the rise, by the 1920s, of
what he calls the “therapeutic ethos,” a prevailing value system that urged
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Americans to celebrate leisure, to focus on psychic revitalization and self-
improvement, and to live for today instead of deferring gratification for some
imagined hereafter. Conform but distinguish yourself: this was hardly an easy
paradox to negotiate.

Linking hobbies pursued in private to such large-scale and seismic cultural
shifts might seem a mismatch between the trivial and the grand, but 1 don't
think so. Tinkering with radio (like tinkering with cars) was one way for some
boys and men to manage, and even master, the emerging contradictions about
masculinity in America, especially as some of them found themselves spend-
ing their increased leisure time at home. For a growing subgroup of American
boys, these vivid yet often conflicting definitions of manhood and success were
resolved in mechanical and electrical tinkering. Trapped between the legacy of
genteel culture and the pull of the primitivism so popularized in the new mass
culture, and certainly trapped between the need to conform and the desire to
break out, many boys and men reclaimed a sense of mastery, indeed of mas-
culinity itself, through the control of technology. What if you lacked “animal
magnetism,” weren’t an energy-charged daredevil like Fairbanks, wanted chal-
lenge and adventure your job denied you, longed to escape from the confu-
sions and resentment of changing gender relations? With the right kind of
machine, there was escape, mastery, adventure, and knowledge few women,
African Americans, or working-class men could have.

Popular culture in the 1910s and *20s glorified playing with technology as,
more than ever, a young man’s game. And few inventions—even the automo-
bile—were more accessible to boys and men than wireless telegraphy. A new
series of juvenile books—The Radio Boys—flourished in the 1920s. Just as ar-
ticles giving instructions on building your own wireless set began appearing in
all kinds of magazines, so did short stories entitled “Wooed by Wireless” or “In
Marconiland,” and adventure books named The Wireless Man dramatized the
excitement awaiting any game and enterprising boy.

Romance, and the promise that you would have specialized, enviable
knowledge, was not unimportant to stoking the radio craze: most radios in
1920 and ’21 were homemade crystal sets with headphones, and they were ex-
tremely difficult to operate. Early tube sets were not much better, and they, too,
were either homemade or home-assembled with great pride, as enthusiasts
were guided by endless articles on how to build your own set, with titles like
“Radio Broadcast’s Knock-Out Four-Tube Receiver.” Such “how-to” articles in
newspapers and magazines, complete with circuit diagrams, were crucial, since
early apparatus, designed for the knowledgeable ham, did not contain assem-
bly instructions. One listener recalled spending $250 for a set in 1922 and
being told simply to “sit down and turn the dials, you can’t hurt it.” Even four
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years into the craze, in 1924, few receiving sets were complete as sold. Over-
the-counter sets usually contained tuning apparatus, wiring, and sockets for
the vacuum tubes but not the tubes themselves, nor the batteries, the head-
phones, or a speaker. The Nation’s Business complained that with the number
of radio manufacturers increasing from about thirty to five thousand in three
years, “badly designed and carelessly manufactured products were dumped
upon the market by the carload,” further confounding potential enthusiasts.*

And here we see what kind of dedication was initially required for listen-
ing in. A shopping list provided by Radio Broadcast in 1924 included, among
other things, “Two or three 1 and ' volt dry cells for two tubes . . . a 6-volt, no.
80- to 120 ampere-hour storage battery . . . antenna wire, insulators, lightning
arrestor, ground wire.” And some manufacturers, amazingly, still didn’t pro-
vide instructions on how to assemble the thing. Night schools and how-to dis-
cussions broadcast over local radio sought to help the aspiring tinkerer.”
Tapping into the ethereal world meant conquering circuit diagrams; properly
connecting tubes, coils, and transformers; and gaining a knowledge of elec-
tricity and electronics. It meant sorting out the reliable suppliers from the bad,
and learning which, if any, repair people you could trust.

It also meant trying to fathom the workings of that recently discovered
layer in the atmosphere, the ionosphere. Your set, warned Radio Broadcast,
“may not produce music the first minute you get all the connections made. . . .
Fewsetsdo . . . abit of experience is needed to determine the best battery volt-
ages, and the proper positions of the dials for good volume without distor-
tion.” The Radio Press Service described radio as “a complicated maze of wires
and controls which confuse women and discourage their use of it,” something
the press service hoped to change.

Amalgams of unadorned and undisguised components and wires, early
sets were distinctly unattractive, banished by some women to the attic, base-
ment, or garage, tolerated by others only because of their novelty. The black
box relied on both dry cell and storage batteries—it wasn’t until 1924 that ra-
dios could be plugged into a wall socket, but these did not become affordable
and widely available until 1927. Radio fans had to learn the difference between
the three kinds of batteries that were needed to operate the new three-element
vacuum tube. Successor to the crystal detector, the vacuum tube had three key
components—the filament, the plate, and the grid—that transformed the
high-frequency alternating current that oscillated up and down the antenna
wire into a unidirectional current that acted as a carrier wave for voice and
music. The grid amplified the incoming signal enormously. All three elements
required power. A batteries heated the filament in the tube, B batteries charged
the plate, and C batteries charged the grid. All these batteries had to be replaced



70 \ LISTENING IN

or recharged frequently, which, unless you had your own charger, required lug-
ging them to your local garage or subscribing to a battery-charging service.
Batteries were also notorious for leaking battery acid onto—and wrecking—
carpeting and furniture, and they often gave off noxious fumes. In addition,
they were expensive: a B-type battery, which lasted only three months, cost ten
dollars, plus an additional five dollars a month for upkeep.”

Since enthusiasts initially listened in on headphones, they had to be passed
around from one person to the next if more than one wanted to tune in. As
they sought to share their experience with others, men installed multiple head-
sets, since early loudspeakers mangled the sound of radio. Listeners thus sat
around close to each other, all tethered by their headsets to the receiver. One
worker in Chicago described improvising a kind of speaker by taking the head-
phones and putting them in a pot so the sound would be amplified.” Yet many
switched to the gooseneck loudspeaker, a component considered especially
hideous by most women, to try to make the pastime less exclusive.

Even store-bought sets required some assembly and, therefore, some tech-
nical expertise. Those with crystal sets had to master the cat whisker, the thin
wire that provided the contact with the crystal. If it was placed on the wrong
spot, the listener heard nothing. If the right spot was discovered, however, the
listener’s ears were suddenly filled with voices and music. The same was true
for early tube sets, which required hairline calibrations to tune in different sta-
tions. Those without such expertise either acquired it or summoned the help
of the neighborhood amateur operator. Money bought distance and amplifi-
cation: while a crystal set with a 20-mile range cost between ten and twenty-
five dollars in 1924, a three-tube set with a range of up to 1,500 miles ran
anywhere from one hundred to five hundred dollars.”

Once you managed to get your set to work, there was no guarantee you
would hear anything except auditory chaos. Not only receivers were crude, so
were many transmitters, most of which in 1923 broadcast with less than 100
watts of power and failed to stick to one wavelength. And medium and lower
frequencies, where AM is, are more subject to atmospheric noise than higher
frequencies. Thus, static was a constant nuisance, as was blasting, a loud, grat-
ing noise that blew into your ears every time you changed from one station to
another. And what listeners who had bought their apparatus in the winter
didn’t know until a few months later was that static was much worse in the
summer, sometimes making the operation of a receiving set “practically im-
possible.” Listeners were advised to reduce the length of their antennas in the
summer and then lengthen them again in the winter, on the assumption that
it was better to have a weak signal with less static than a strong one utterly
marred by it. The New York Evening Mail offered detailed instructions on as-
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sembling your own loop aerial—a good “static eliminator”—by wrapping
lamp cord around a 3-foot-square frame at the proper intervals and then con-
necting it to a variable condenser to provide for tuning.” Newspapers and
magazines were filled, week in and week out, with often elaborate technical so-
lutions to the vagaries of listening in.

Disturbances from electric light and power circuits also disrupted
listening. Literary Digest noted that a new nomenclature of noise was emerg-
ing:
(sharp isolated knocks) and ‘sizzles’ (a buzzing or frying noise more or less
continuous).” Century Magazine commented that mixed in with sounds like
the “hiss of frying bacon” was something resembling “the wail of a cat in pur-
gatory.” National snobbery came in handy when complaining about static.
One magazine noted sarcastically that “in the United States it generally comes
from Mexico, which some people might say is only what we might have ex-
pected.”

Interference was common, and in some places rampant, since between
1920 and 1922 radio stations were all assigned the same wavelength, 360 me-
ters, or what would today be 833 on the AM dial. In 1921, 618.6 on the dial
was designated for crop and weather reports. The next year the Commerce
Department added a new frequency—400 meters, or 750 on the dial—for
larger stations with greater power; these came to be designated Class B sta-
tions. But two frequencies could hardly handle the exploding number of sta-
tions, and many broadcasters simply moved to slightly different frequencies,
where listeners would have to hunt them down. Tuning was a fine art, re-
quiring endless patience and technical acuity as the listener adjusted four or
five knobs to bring in stations. When these were adjusted improperly, he was
jolted by earsplitting whistles and squeals.* And through the headphones of
the crystal set, the human voice sounded like a distant, otherworldly squeak

grinders or rollers’ (a more or less rattling or grinding noise), ‘clicks’

or vibration.

Even after the FRC assigned wavelengths in 1927 and 1928, some stations,
especially those with antiquated transmitters, blanketed out all other stations
within 40 kilocycles of their signals. So did the high-powered stations, some of
which had boosted their power to 50,000 watts by 1929. As late as 1930 one dis-
gruntled listener in Dallas wrote that seven different nearby stations “come in
very well and clearly for a few seconds and then the next instant will fade far
below the static level for twenty or thirty seconds then they come blaring back
in like a local and then right back under the static again. It is this way all
evening long.” Another complained that just as he was getting ready to listen to
Amos’n’ Andy, two stations interfered with KDKA, and the other stations he
tried to tune in during the evening also interfered with each other.” Fans wrote
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to magazines itemizing the ongoing interference and begging for information
on how to reduce it.

Nor was there uniform euphoria over radio programming. Some com-
plained as early as 1922 that there was “too much canned music and too many
talks on what not to eat” Another noted with irritation that “proud parents
flaunt the talents of their children before unseen audiences. There is too much
of little Jesse’s piano playing—too much because Jesse is only ten and therefore
hardly competent to elucidate even ‘Ripplings of the Mississippi.” Review of
Reviews argued for abolishing the current system of recruiting radio perform-
ers, “which is dependent on artists who are willing to display their talents for
nothing.” Many of these were sopranos or contraltos singing genteel recital
music, “the sort of thing that every red-blooded American boy would instinc-
tively sneak out of the back door to avoid hearing during his mother’s after-
noon teas.”

So why bother? What was so compelling about the ethereal world? One
commentator at the time went so far as to cast the skyrocketing demand for
radio receivers as “abnormal,” since the amount of time, sweat, and swearing
that went into assembling them only led to more frustration when trying to
tune in something. Some, in fact, abandoned listening in altogether because
they couldn’t get their sets to work, and when they did they heard mostly noise.
“Construction without instruction,” noted Radio Broadcast, “has done much
to make the word ‘radio’ connote ‘nuisance’ in many quarters.””’

But for men and boys of many ages in the early 1920s, tinkering with radio
combined technical mastery with the chance to explore another strange but
compelling dimension inaccessible to those without expertise and determina-
tion. Anyone could go to the movies or a vaudeville show, or thumb through a
magazine. Plus these media gave you already produced glossy surfaces. With
radio you entered something, cracked open the elements. Listeners could be in
control of nature one minute, by riding the airwaves, yet at its mercy the next,
after being hurled off the wave into some etheric riptide. There was no physi-
cal danger here, but there were challenges, victories, and defeats, depending
not on physical strength or appearance but on how you used your mind and
hands. And the terrain one entered, the ether, was, at the time, one of the few
untamed, unpredictable, and uncommercialized realms left.

Here was one technology that some men felt they could control. Early en-
thusiasts took great pride in custom-designing their sets so they were distinc-
tive and bore the maker’s mark. “Installing a home set is a short cut to
neighborhood fame,” wrote one commentator in 1923, “a sure way to become
known as a mechanical genius” According to the Literary Digest in 1924, the
approximately 30 million set owners “get almost as much pleasure out of mak-
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ing and remaking [their sets] and putting them together in different kinds of
circuits as they do in hearing the programs.” Radio became an extension of
many men’s identity. “Your wits, learning and resourcefulness are matched
against the endless perversity of the elements,” wrote the author of “It’s Great
to Be a Radio Maniac.”*

This is doubtless one reason that the early years of radio listening were
dominated by what was called DXing—trying to bring in distant stations—
and the farther, the better. (DX was early ham code for “distance,” just as CQ
was shorthand for “seek you.”) Certainly there were many radio fans who sim-
ply found a local station they could tune in reliably and stuck with that.* But
discursively and imaginatively, DXing was the practice that infused radio with
its sense of romance, magic, and potential for nation building.

DXing defined early radio: it was why many people listened in, despite all
the interference, and it shaped how they listened and what they listened for.
Susan Smulyan, who has written warmly about this phenomenon, notes that
these aficionados were called distance fiends; another nickname was DX
hounds. Because AM propagation and reception are superior at night, and be-
cause this was what men did after work, DXing was a nocturnal activity. Con-
tent was irrelevant to DXers—in fact, it was a nuisance, “the tedium between
the call letters.” As the self-confessed radio maniac put it, “It is not the sub-
stance of communication without wires, but the fact of it that enthralls. . . . To
me no sounds are sweeter than ‘this is station soandso. ” Some complained
when announcers failed to enunciate clearly and read the call letters too
quickly, “like breath was too precious to use,”and chastised stations for not giv-
ing the call letters more frequently.”

These early listeners indulged in what we today call channel surfing. Once
they heard the call letters, they moved on. Truly dedicated souls had a United
States map on the wall next to the radio that showed the locations of broadcast
stations across the country, and they marked each time they reeled one in.
They needed to materialize, with their own maps of listening, their sense of the
nation. Many stations, and various of the new radio magazines, provided radio
logs with the call letters, locations, and power of every station in the country
so listeners could keep track of which station they heard when. Many people,
even those who were not die-hard DXers, listened this way, filling in their
logbooks throughout the night. Fishing metaphors were rampant in the press,
as enthusiasts spoke of “bringing in” or “landing” stations. Ads for receiving
sets asked, “How Far Did You Hear Last Night?” or boasted “Concerts from 14
Cities in One Evening.” Avid DXers added up their total mileage and boasted
of the tens or even hundreds of thousands of miles they had logged. The DX
club of Newark, New Jersey, ranked DXers from junior (100 stations) to ace
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(400 stations and verification from 10 stations more than 2,000 miles from the
point of reception)." As noted earlier, some cities in the early 1920s designated
one night a week as a “silent night”: local stations stopped broadcasting so lis-
teners could more easily capture stations from around the country.

DXing at night was possible because of the particular qualities of the AM
band. Because AM transmissions benefit from both ground-wave and sky-
wave propagation, and at night are “bounced back” to earth by the ionosphere,
they can “land” hundreds, even thousands of miles away from the transmitting
station. So distances not possible during the day could be achieved at night, but
you could never be sure which stations you might snatch. One listener, for ex-
ample, recalled WBT in Charlotte, North Carolina, coming in throughout the
West. Because the ionosphere itself is constantly moving and billowing, both
horizontally and vertically, making the reception of some frequencies, from
some locations, crystal clear one night and silent the next, DXing was a real ad-
venture in mastering the unpredictable.*”

More expensive sets had receiving ranges of 1,000, or even 1,500 miles;
people who had never made a long-distance telephone call or sent a telegram
more than a few miles could now listen in to Chicago, Havana, or San Fran-
cisco, all by “the slight crooking of one finger.” One-upmanship also fueled the
practice, which fit in well with a culture—especially a masculine culture—that
used numbers and statistics like weapons to gauge prowess, achievement, and
determination. As one enthusiast recalled, “It wasn’t then a boast that you
could get the Philharmonic in good tone and with full range of frequency. It
was much more to your credit if you could say, for instance, that you had
picked up twenty-five stations ranging from New York to Los Angeles—as
often happened.” As early as 1922 the new magazine Radio Broadcast spon-
sored “How Far Have You Heard” contests. Another thrill was finding a station
just recently on the air before anyone else did. The sheer immediacy of the au-
ditory world, its fleeting quality, was gripping too—you either caught the
sound at that moment or lost it forever, like a prize marlin.

This was not passive listening. Nor was it the kind of grooved, regular lis-
tening to favorite shows that would characterize the 1930s. The pleasure of ex-
ploratory listening was not predictability but its opposite, surprise. The nature
of anticipation of exploratory listening was psychologically different from the
anticipation of tuning in to Burns and Allen. With the latter, memory of the
show’s pleasures—the predictability of the format and the stars’ personas—
coupled with the surprises of that week’s jokes, shaped the anticipation of
hearing something known and familiar. But with DXing the anticipation
rested on not knowing who or what you would hear, or from where: this was
the delight of using your ears for discovery.
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Radio provided out-of-body experiences, by which you could travel
through space and time mentally while remaining physically safe and com-
fortable in your own house. Time and again the historian finds comments like
“I can travel over the United States and yet remain at home” or “With that
magic knob I can command the musical programs and press news sent out
from a dozen broadcasting stations.™* It’s tempting to gloss over such remarks
as the quaint yet fervid gushings of an antique time when people were techno-
logically deprived—and naive—and romanticized what would quickly be-
come a huge industry. But look at the sense of mastery exploratory listening
seemed to provide, the sort of narcissism it stoked, in which one defied grav-
ity, had the country laid before one’s feet, and, most important, enjoyed a
seemingly unmediated access to other people and other parts of the nation.

Note the use of the word command, the extent to which those who wrote
about DXing needed to emphasize the autonomy and privilege such listening
brought. This was not insignificant in an era known for its increasing bureau-
cratization and routinization especially, but not exclusively, at work, and peo-
ple’s real sense of a decline in individual autonomy.® There was also the
pleasure of eavesdropping, and the simultaneous sense of superiority and free-
dom from responsibility that accompanied listening in on others without their
knowing who you were, or even that you were there. You could be taken out of
your life, however briefly, and feel the liberation of anonymity. Like voyeurism,
eavesdropping brought a sense of control over others, the power to judge them
without them being able to judge you. In a culture as persistently judgmental
as America, this was no small pleasure, and no small relief.

Remember that DXing antedated the networks: radio programming, such
as it was, was locally produced for local audiences. And it was not uncommon
for labor unions, churches, and fraternal orders to produce shows for ethnic
and working-class listeners. Despite the fact that many stations in these early
years played similar music—Gilbert and Sullivan, solos from La Bohéme, or
renditions of “Let Me Call You Sweetheart” and “Down by the Old Mill
Stream”—many stations adopted slogans and audio stunts that boasted of
their geographic distinctiveness. So it really was possible to listen in for differ-
ence, even through what was often mediocre or regionally indistinct music. An
Atlanta station was “the voice of the South,” one in Minneapolis “the call of the
North,”and another in Davenport “where the West begins.” A Chicago station’s
trademark was playing taps on a set of bells; a Georgia station identified itself
with the sound of a locomotive whistle; a Louisville station signed off every
night by playing “My Old Kentucky Home.” Some were more simple: “This is
WHB, the Sweeney Automobile School, Kansas City” or “This is WDAP, the
Drake Hotel, Chicago.” Before the advent of the networks and their homoge-
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nizing effects on language, pronunciation, and programming, hearing the re-
gional accents of announcers affirmed how far the listener had traveled, and
how different other parts of the country were. Yet despite these differences,
they were all Americans, enjoying this common experimental project of radio,
eager to hear and be heard by others across the miles. Understanding this ap-
peal, one ad touted its radio as the “ears to a nation.”*

Nearly every commentator in the 1920s who wrote about radio and spec-
ulated on its impact predicted that radio would foster national unity. Here we
see a class-bound wish, articulated by these white, middle-class men, that
somehow radio would instill the “Anglo-conformity” they clearly thought
would bring about social order and peace. These predictions contain a much
more harmonious notion of the nation than actually existed. In a Collier’s ar-
ticle titled “Radio Dreams That Can Come True,” the author saw radio “spread-
ing mutual understanding to all sections of the country, unifying our thoughts,
ideals and purposes, making us a strong and well-knit people.” One writer
sought to make this transformation as concrete as possible:

Look at a map of the United States . .. and try to conjure up a picture of
what radio broadcasting will eventually mean to the hundreds of little
towns that are set down in type so small that it can hardly be read. How
unrelated they seem! Then picture the tens of thousands of homes . . . not
noted on the map. These little towns, these unmarked homes in vast coun-
tries seem disconnected. It is only an idea that holds them together—the
idea that they form part of a territory called “our country.” ... If these
little towns and villages so remote from one another, so nationally related
and yet physically so unrelated, could be made to acquire a sense of inti-
macy, if they could be brought into direct contact with one another! This
is exactly what radio is bringing about. . . . It is achieving the task of mak-
ing us feel together, think together, live together.”

In reality, DXing brought contradictory pleasures: the smugness of re-
gional superiority blended with the pleasure of imagining a national entity,
something grand, with a life of its own, of which you were part. It affirmed
both hopes, that America was some kind of culturally cohesive whole but one
that resembled a jigsaw puzzle of unique, definable pieces. It allowed the lis-
tener to cultivate a love-hate relationship with both regionalism and national-
ism, homogeneity and difference. Cultural unity, while reassuring, could also
be boring. Cultural diversity, while discomfiting, could be exciting and enter-
taining. Imagining a nation, and one’s place in it, consisted then not only of
conceiving of some unity; it also involved picturing difference and imagining
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that the difference of which you were a part was superior to—or at other times
inferior to—that supposed unity. Radio established itself early on as a machine
that would speak to the desire for both of these national features to be held,
somehow, in a happy if imaginative suspension.

DXing was, of course, not the only way people listened to radio in the early
1920s. In fact, communal listening was not uncommon. One woman from a
small town in South Carolina remembered that “the select few who had these
first radio receiver sets entertained the whole town. We had a large discarded
church bench in our back yard that was moved to the porch of a neighbor who
had radio. All the spare chairs available throughout the neighborhood were
collected. We would gather there in the evening to listen to all the music and
talk beamed to us from Pittsburgh.” A man in Maine recalled going to a neigh-
bor’s to listen to one of the Dempsey-Tunney fights, but they could barely hear
the broadcast through the speaker. So the neighbor put the speaker in a wash-
tub to try to amplify the signal, and they all huddled around the washtub to-
gether, straining to hear the fight. In Pelzer, South Carolina, the local druggist
propped a ladder next to the store, climbed to the top with his crystal set and
headphones, and called out the play-by-play to the crowd gathered below.*

But despite the pleasures of DXing, the interference listeners experienced
in the early and mid-1920s was maddening, and they were demanding better
audio quality from radio. The proliferation of stations meant that by the mid-
1920s DXing was becoming more difficult. And DXers were coming to be out-
numbered by those who wanted more predictable listening, who were more
interested in program content than in miles logged, and who wanted to listen
with others to music, speeches, and stories. More comfortable and conven-
tional modes of listening were edging out exploratory listening. This desire in-
teracted with technological developments in the middle and end of the decade.
Manufacturers large and small wanted to cash in on the boom, and to do so
they had to make receivers that were more user-friendly. This meant, first and
foremost, making tuning easier, upgrading the appearance of receivers, and
improving sound amplification and fidelity.

By 1922 tube sets had replaced crystal sets in popularity because their re-
ception was better. But these early tube sets, known as regenerative sets, were
hardly trouble free. Often, they actually interfered with themselves and with
other nearby receivers because, in the hands of the less technically astute, they
didn’t just receive radio waves but also generated them. In other words, listen-
ers could inadvertently turn their receivers into transmitters, producing horri-
ble squeals and howls that made their neighbors furious with them. Radio
Broadcast denounced the regenerative set as “radio’s greatest nuisance. In the
vicinity of the large cities, evenings were filled with such a collection of hums
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and whistles that a large and active swarm of bees would have been put to
shame* Nor could these sets be kept in adjustment. One night, after painstak-
ing tuning, you would lure in a station only to discover that the next night, hav-
ing left your dials in exactly the same spot, the station was nowhere to be
found.

There was heated competition to improve these tube sets, and in 1924 E.
Howard Armstrong introduced his revolutionary superheterodyne set. The
principle behind the superhet, as it was familiarly called, was “heterodyning,”
which involved mixing two waves of different frequencies so they would gen-
erate a third, lower frequency that was much more audible and thus easier for
the radio receiver to detect and amplify. One frequency came, of course, from
the radio station, but the other had to be generated locally, in the receiver it-
self. The third, combined frequency was then amplified and filtered in the set.
Signals previously too faint to pick up could now be reeled in. The superhet
made the crystal set obsolete and opened up radio listening to many more peo-
ple, especially women and children. It included two stages of audio amplifica-
tion, featured a speaker instead of a headset, and was easy to tune. Most
important, the sound quality was superior to that of both earlier sets and the
phonograph. Despite one listener joking that the superhet was “at least ten feet
long and had about fifteen tubes,” the new models became so popular that the
holiday season of 1924 was labeled the “radio Christmas.” More than ten times
the number of tube sets were manufactured in 1925 than just two years earlier,
and four times as many speakers as in 1923.%*

But it wasn’t just the technical complexities that listeners wanted simpli-
fied. By 1925 music listening, not DXing, was what people turned to radio for,
and they were getting increasingly critical of tone quality, especially since by
then many stations broadcast live performances instead of phonograph
records. Listeners wanted more faithful acoustical reproduction; they wanted
to hear everything from “a whisper to a torrent of sound” and all this “without
the slightest indication of distortion.” Many also preferred listening with oth-
ers to share the experience: they didn’t like passing the cumbersome head-
phones around and having to take turns. By 1925 the quality of loudspeakers
had improved dramatically, eliminating radio’s “tinny” sound as the “cone-
type” loudspeaker with a vibrating surface 15 inches in diameter replaced the
horn speaker, whose insensitive metal diaphragm was no larger than 3.5 inches
across. In 1927 Americans were finally treated to one-knob tuning, then to the
loop aerial, which eliminated the need to string wire throughout and outside
of the house.”

The shift from DXing to program appreciation was manifested in the radio
magazines of the decade: in the early 1920s many were dominated by techni-
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cal articles on how to build and improve your set. By the end of the decade,
these were eclipsed by celebrity profiles and articles about programs, and it was
possible for a listener to write, “I don’t know a thing about the technicalities of
radio, so I want a magazine that isn’t devoted to that.”

The “Voice of the Listener” section of Radio Digest reveals the extent to
which listeners were divided over whether radio should be local or national.
Despite the familiar narrative that radio fans came to favor the networks be-
cause their program quality was superior, the fragmentary evidence indicates
that many listeners preferred their local and independent stations, and loved
announcers, singers, storytellers, and readers of the news whose names and
fame have not survived in radio’s highly ephemeral historical record. Even in
1930, ten years after the start of the radio boom, there was still not one “mass”
audience, despite the success of shows like Amos ’n’ Andy. Rather, there were
many listening publics with ongoing, warring ideas about how to listen and
what to listen to.

The question was one, in part, of regional pride and identification: New
York, the center of chain broadcasting by 1930, was not necessarily where all
listeners wanted to be transported to. In fact, some resented New York’s shoul-
dering out other cities as the self-proclaimed capital of radio entertainment.
The other issue was homogenization and standardization. Listeners used to
DXing and hearing all kinds of programming bemoaned the fact that so many
stations, having affiliated with one of the networks, now played exactly the
same thing at the same time, thereby reducing choice and variety. One listener
warned in 1930 that “unless we watch our step, the chain stations will be the
Czars of the Air.” Added another, “The chains . . . have nearly complete control
of the air. We feel sorry for the future of Radio if this chain business gets any
worse.” The term chain broadcasting resonated unfavorably with the contro-
versy surrounding the spread of “chain” stores like A&P, which some people
blamed for bringing on the Depression and putting local shops out of busi-
ness. In fact, one very popular and controversial broadcaster was W. K. Hen-
derson, on his station KWKH in Shreveport, Louisiana (self-proclaimed
“Voice of the People”), who editorialized passionately against the spread of
chain stores and was heard as far away as Michigan. His fans didn’t miss the
connection about the dangers of cultural monopolies. As one put it, “I hope
the day will not come when we will be forced to listen to these rotten chain pro-
grams that fill the dial™

There was enormous support and affection for what one listener called the
“home talent” at local stations. “We always will have a warm spot in our hearts
for the 50- and 100-watt stations,” noted a letter signed “Dial Twister,” because
“some of the most interesting things . . . have been brought to our home by the
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small stations.” Added another, “I want the voices of the local performers.”
Whether they were hearing local or national talents, listeners wanted to be able
to see the faces that went with the voices they heard so regularly and intimately.
Radio Digest specialized in making the invisible visible by printing pho-
tographs of radio personalities and stations from around the country, and
readers would write in begging for features about their favorite on-air person-
alities from Cincinnati or Little Rock or Dallas. As one fan put it, “We certainly
want to see and know them ‘In Person’ as well as ‘In Spirit.” ”**

The amateurs, however, were elsewhere, cognitively and culturally, with a
rift developing between them and BCLs—broadcast listeners—over what kind
of listening was superior. By the early 1920s, when the amateurs were back on
the air but consigned to 200 meters, they had no choice but to see what the al-
legedly worthless shortwaves could do. Although the Radio Act of 1912 had re-
stricted the amateurs to 200 meters or lower, the Commerce Department
interpreted the law quite literally, and assigned them all to 200 meters. In
March of 1923, Herbert Hoover, then secretary of commerce and father of an
avid ham, let them roam between 150 and 200 meters.

What they—especially those called boiled owls because they stayed on
the air until all hours, getting bags under their eyes—were discovering was
that they were picking up, or being heard by, stations in Australia and New
Zealand or, in the other direction, stations in England and France. Amateurs
reported spanning distances as great as 10,000 miles—unthinkable back
then—and Australia and New Zealand were described in the fall of 1923 as
“a bedlam of Yankee signals.”* And a major breakthrough came just after
Thanksgiving of 1923. Moving to even shorter waves, 100 meters, Leon Deloy
of Nice, France, and two Americans, John Reinartz and Fred Schnell, estab-
lished two-way, nighttime transatlantic communication. Amateurs were ac-
tually carrying on a back-and-forth exchange over 4,000 miles. More
important, they were doing it on 100 meters, a wavelength considered even
more worthless than 200 meters.

This was not supposed to happen, and at first amateurs and scientists
weren’t sure how it did. More perplexing was how the 200-meter wave seemed
to die out at 150 miles, only to reappear again, as strong as ever, at a greater dis-
tance. Amateurs were generating more perplexing data for scientists, adding to
the questions posed by a more established inventor like Marconi. In 1901,
when Marconi claimed to send the letter S across the Atlantic, the feat dumb-
founded scientists who had presumed that radio waves, like light, traveled in a
straight line and would never follow the curvature of the earth.

In the wake of Marconi’s achievement, Arthur Kennelly of the United
States and Oliver Heaviside of England hypothesized in 1902 that there was an
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ionized layer in the upper atmosphere that reflected radio waves of certain
lengths or frequencies back to earth. But in 1923 the properties of this undu-
lating, unpredictable layer 50 to 400 miles above the earth’s surface were still
barely known, and hardly anyone thought it would affect shortwaves.

The amateurs showed that it did, in at least two ways. It turned out that the
shorter the wavelength, the more dramatically its direction could be refracted
by the ionosphere, especially at night, when the lower layers of the ionosphere,
which absorbed these frequencies, dissipated, and the upper layers mirrored
them back to faraway stations. Some shortwaves bounced up and back repeat-
edly as they made their way around the globe. Others got trapped between the
layers within the ionosphere, careening for thousands of miles in that medium
like billiard balls before returning to the earth. Amateurs called the no-man’s-
land between where the signal went up into space and where it was reflected
back skip distance. Skip distance could vary from night to night (even hour to
hour) depending on the ebbing and flowing of the ionosphere, whose behav-
ior was dramatically affected by sunspots. This meant that every night could be
different for an amateur, every wavelength a new mystery and adventure.

While scientists, corporations, and military officials were fascinated by the
amateurs’ push into short- and then ultrashortwaves, the general public could
have cared less. They were discovering broadcasting—often with the help of
local hams—which meant that they were also discovering interference. Much
of this interference, whether it came from the BCLs’ own sets, static, other
broadcasting stations, or nearby elevator motors, was blamed on the hams.
Some were not particularly diplomatic in their responses. “I believe I speak for
every amateur in America,” wrote one, “when [ say I hope the amateur may see
the day when he can tromp on the grave of the nighthawk broadcaster, and
kick his tombstone into perdition beyond recall.”* This was a fight over how to
listen and what to listen to, a dispute over which modes of listening should be
cultivated and privileged, and which ones should be marginalized.

Fortunately for the hams, Herbert Hoover continued his support. He con-
vened four national radio conferences in Washington between 1922 and 1925
and made sure to include representatives of the American Radio Relay League
(ARRL). Their inclusion was testimony to their organization, their vociferous-
ness, and their real and threatened political clout. Despite efforts by commer-
cial broadcasters to eliminate the amateurs or appropriate their portion of the
spectrum, the ARRL, firmly backed by Hoover, retained the amateurs’ right to
broadcast and their stake in the shortwaves, and these were written into the
Radio Act of 1927, predecessor to the Communications Act of 1934, which es-
tablished the Federal Communications Commission.

By the late 1920s music listening and story listening were winning out over
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exploratory listening. But it would be a mistake to suggest that DXing died out
solely because of audience disinterest. DXing also died out because the FRC
and the networks simply made it more difficult to do. When the FRC reallo-
cated frequencies in 1928, the number of stations that were allowed to broad-
cast at night was reduced from 565 to 397. And 21 of the 24 stations granted
clear-channel status and the right to boost their power, in some cases to 50,000
watts, were network affiliates, so many clear-channel stations were broadcast-
ing the same thing.” And the last thing advertisers wanted was for listeners to
tune in just for the call letters and then move on to another station. By the early
1930s the pleasure of using your radio to flit around the country and hear a
range of independent local stations faced powerful auditory roadblocks. The
tension between radio promoting local versus national culture remained, but
the power was clearly with the networks and their advertisers, who wanted a
national audience for national shows. The networks and their advertisers did
not want many varied, regional, or subcultural listening publics. They wanted
a “mass” audience, and they used popular music and comedy to forge it.
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Tuning In to Jazz

) ormerly the only music in a man’s head, week-in-week-out, was
the church organ on Sunday,” boasted Radio Broadcast. “Now he
hears several hours of assorted music a week.” Magazines devoted

to music gushed about radio’s ability “to create a vast new army of music
lovers in America.” Etude predicted that “America is now on the threshold
of one of the greatest musical awakenings the world has ever known.” Wal-
ter Damrosch, the conductor of the New York Symphony who quit to es-
tablish NBC’s national program of musical appreciation, said he was
astounded by the thousands of letters he received “from people who pour
out their hearts in gratitude for the opportunity to hear for the first time in
their lives a wealth of concerts of great music. These people are amazed at
the new worlds which the radio has opened to them.” However inflated and
quixotic such prose might seem today, this unprecedented turn to music lis-
tening constituted an enormous perceptual and cultural realignment that
reshaped the twentieth century.

Possibly radio’s most revolutionary influence on America’s culture and
its people was the way it helped make music one of the most significant,
meaningful, sought after, and defining elements of day-to-day life, of gen-
erational identity, and of personal and public memory. Obviously, people
sang, danced, and listened to music long before the radio, sometimes at
work, sometimes at home, and almost always in conjunction with ethnic
and religious ceremonies of all kinds. Since at least the 1820s they had also
gone out to hear music, in the theater, in concert halls, in town parks, and
later in vaudeville. And, of course, there was the phonograph. But radio
gradually made music available to people at most times of the day or night,
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and made music a more integral, structuring part of everyday life and individ-
ual identity. Through radio millions of people now established “new musical
cultures.™

The piano had paved the way for this, with sales that skyrocketed between
1870 and 1910. Piano literacy, as the Columbia historian Ann Douglas puts it,
was almost as high as print literacy among well-bred American women, and
the sheet music industry made sure there was plenty to play. The phonograph
was also critical to this change in American life—sales of phonographs rose
from $27.1 million in 1914 to $158.7 million in 1919, and in 1921 Americans
bought more than 100 million records, spending “more money for [records]
than for any other form of recreation.”” But within a few years radio sup-
planted the phonograph as the device people used to bring music into their
homes. With radio listeners could have music on demand, and not just piano
music or the same scratchy recordings, but that produced by the country’s
finest bands, orchestras, and singers. And while the music they heard might
have been “canned” rather than live, they no longer needed to leave home to
hear it.

Through radio, music became more fundamental to the American experi-
ence than it ever had been before. In fact, it began to structure social relations
much more thoroughly and ubiquitously. The commonality of the experience
was on an entirely new level: now more people listened simultaneously to the
same bands and the same songs as they passed through their time in history.
Within a few weeks radio could make a song a hit across the country. One study
from the early 1930s showed that two-thirds of listeners “engaged in other ac-
tivities” while listening to music on the radio, intertwining daily rituals and
routines with particular songs and sounds.* Sometimes listeners concentrated
totally on broadcast music; other times they danced to it; and other times they
used it for background sound.

With radio, music played an enormous role in constituting people’s emo-
tions, sense of time and place, sense of history, and certainly their autobiogra-
phies.> After radio particular styles of music, and particular songs, were
inextricable from people’s memories of their youth, their courtships, their
sense of separateness as a generation.

And this is why music on the air became controversial. By the mid-1920s
African American music, particularly “hot” jazz, as performed by African
American musicians, got on the air in certain places like Chicago and New
York. Radio hastened the acceptance of this music among many who would
not have heard it otherwise; the fact that radio brought such music into “re-
spectable” people’s homes also intensified traditionalists’ reactions against
jazz, with their calls to censor or at least tame it.* In the 1920s radio (along with
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phonograph records) opened a small crack between white and black culture,
and Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Duke Ellington, and a few others slipped
through. By the end of the decade, most would agree that the newly founded
radio networks and the white bands they rewarded had co-opted, domesti-
cated, and often bastardized black jazz. But African American music crept into
white culture and white subjectivity, and this was critically important for the
enlivening of American music and for the long, slow struggle out of Jim Crow
America.

It was not inevitable what kinds of music would predominate on radio. Au-
dience preferences and hatreds—which were, of course, wildly heteroge-
neous—interacted with station and then network notions about what was and
was not appropriate to broadcast. And stations were notoriously averse to crit-
icism, so they played it safe most of the time. In the decade forever labeled the
Jazz Age, classical music and opera were brought to more listeners, on a regu-
lar basis, than ever before. So were hymns, waltzes, male quartets, brass bands,
light opera, hillbilly music, and song and patter groups. While Hadley Cantril
and Gordon Allport in their 1935 book The Psychology of Radio admitted that
“the nation . . . is not about to be transformed into a vast Handel and Haydn
Society,” they noted that listeners, through their letters to stations, were de-
manding “better music” over the air and were moderating their notion that
classical music was “toplofty.” They concluded that “a new form of aesthetic
desire is appearing in [listeners’] lives” because of radio.”

Although phonographs, which by the 1910s had become fixtures in most
middle-class homes, had brought people Caruso as well as ragtime, we must
remember that talking machines were still hand-cranked, and the maximum
playing time on each side of a record was about four minutes. Nor was there
any such thing as a record changer. To listen to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,
for example, the listener would have to put on and remove five records while
keeping the phonograph cranked up. Audio quality left much to be desired.
Listeners responding to a survey done by the Edison Company in 1921 com-
plained about the scratchy surface noise of Edison records and their tendency
to warp.?

Until the mid-1920s, when electrical recording, which used microphones
and acetate masters, became the standard, recording was done by the “acoustic”
method. Performers sang or played into a tin horn connected to a hose, which
was in turn connected to a needle. The needle turned these sonic impulses into
grooves on a wax disk. The process turned high and low notes into noise, and
percussive sounds from drums, pianos, or musicians tapping their feet knocked
the needle off the wax. If such a mistake occurred, the band would use gas jets
to melt the wax and then rerecord. Radio Broadcast complained self-servingly,
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“The ordinary record is a pretty poor imitation of the human voice; practically
all of them give a very disagreeable scratchy noise and even when they don’t the
enunciation is seldom distinct enough for one to understand the words of a
song, for example, unless it is repeated many times.™ Radio, because of its supe-
rior amplification process and its use of microphones, eliminated such nui-
sances. And while the quality of music as heard on crystal sets couldn’t compare
with that on phonograph records, the new superheterodyne tube set produced
sound superior to that of the talking machine.

As fledgling radio stations struggled to fill the broadcast day in the first
years of the boom, they either played phonograph music or brought in singers,
professionals and amateurs alike, who were expected to perform for free or in
exchange for publicity in the local paper. The radio craze seriously undercut
the sales of phonographs, and in 1923 ASCAP, which represented those who
made their living selling records and sheet music, forbade radio stations from
playing phonograph music without paying royalties. This prohibition was
onerous, especially for smaller stations, some of whom simply ignored it, or,
more ingeniously, played phonograph records but asserted that it was live
music. But it was also the case that live singers—at least those who weren’t the
third-rate “screeching sopranos” loathed by so many-—sounded better than
records, and most stations preferred local talent to records."

At first most performers came to the stations to sing or play in studios
dripping with velvet curtains to soften the acoustics. But alliances quickly grew
between radio stations and hotels, who competed over which dance bands or
orchestras they could book. The stations got live music—some of it the finest
of the period—and the ambience of a glamorous nightclub, and the hotels got
free publicity. Some shows were fed by telephone lines back to the station for
broadcast (this was called a remote), but others, exploiting the fact that hotel
buildings were some of the tallest in town, put a transmitting tower on top and
broadcast from the hotel itself."

The singers most heavily favored at first by stations were female sopranos,
who sang arias from operas or what one program director called “potted palm
music,” the sort of straitlaced, high-culture recital music played in conservato-
ries or hotel lounges. Contraltos also appeared frequently. These choices re-
flected many stations’ own sense of their mission, that radio be culturally
uplifting and proper. To ensure that the medium was respectable, and rein-
forced the cultural values of an educated bourgeoisie, many stations in radio’s
early years deviated only rarely from “salon” music. Songs from operettas and
musicals were acceptable, as were old standards like “After the Ball Is Over” and
“In the Good Old Summertime.” In fact, some of the audience’s most preferred
songs were “old-time favorites” like “The Old Oaken Bucket” because people
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had sentimental attachments to songs their parents had loved, songs from their
own youth."

But safety had its price. Radio Broadcast complained in 1924 that these
“singers programs” were “monotonous” because the same songs were per-
formed “night after night” on “all kinds of stations,” and that contraltos were
especially irritating because they “slow down the tempo until they get on the
listener’s nerves.”"” These performances were alternated with piano or violin
solos. Pianists played Chopin and Liszt most frequently, followed by Rach-
maninoff, Beethoven, Mozart, and Grieg. One can imagine the reception this
fare must have gotten among the generation F. Scott Fitzgerald was immortal-
izing in his novels. For out in the streets people—most notably African Amer-
icans—formed lines that stretched around city blocks to buy jazz and blues
records, or what quickly came to be called race records. By the mid- and late
1920s many whites were fans of this music as well, and they wrote or called in
to have it played on their radio stations. They also wanted classical music,
waltzes, religious music, and dance bands.

This struggle over what kind of music should be played on the radio led
to a major shift in the kind of music one heard in 1922, and the kind one
heard just six years later. And the record suggests that, with important ex-
ceptions, the years 1924 and ’25—the same years that DXing began to drop
off—marked the point when stations moved away from “potted palm music”
and toward variety that included symphonic performances, opera, and, yes,
more jazz.

The technical properties of radio itself influenced what kind of music to
broadcast. In the early years, with crystal receivers and headphones, or the dis-
torting and tinny gooseneck loudspeaker, symphonic music was especially
mangled. Instruments that produced musical tones of either very high or very
low frequencies—violins and oboes on one end, cellos on the other—were
scarcely heard. Other instruments—the piano, the clarinet, the saxophone—
came across especially well given radio’s early lack of fidelity. (Here, jazz would
have a distinct advantage on the radio.) Singers—especially sopranos—accus-
tomed to projecting their voices on a stage often blew the tubes on radio trans-
mitters when they used the same vocal force in front of a microphone. Hence
the development of crooning, pioneered by Vaughn de Leath, “The First Lady
of Radio,” who performed frequently on WJZ in Newark in the early 1920s. De
Leath developed a soft, cooing approach to her singing that was less stage ori-
ented and more intimate, and that didn’t do violence to transmitters." This
style was emulated with great success by male singers, most notably Rudy
Vallee and Bing Crosby, who exploited radio’s technical limitations to their
own ends.
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By the late 1920s and early 1930s, radio had made certain bands and
singers nationally recognized stars, with male and female fans. The Coon-
Sanders Nighthawks, who played jazzy dance music, were initially heard over
WDAF in Kansas City, and their fans argued with those who loved Guy Lom-
bardo and His Royal Canadians over which band was the best. The bandleader
Ben Bernie was known around the country for his “yowsah, yowsah, yowsah”
catchphrase. And Rudy Vallee, radio’s answer to Rudolph Valentino, became a
sensation with female listeners.

Radio disseminated classical music, blues, and jazz in an etheric patchwork
that, for some, resembled a war marked by illegal but frequent fraternizations.
Here, certainly, was one of the precursors of postmodern life, in which people
came to take for granted the musical pastiche of “high” and “popular” culture
they could now sample at will. Would radio be an agent of respectability or of
impudence? Would it “elevate” people’s tastes by showcasing opera, classical
music, and music appreciation shows, or would it “degrade” public taste by
pandering to the popular? These were the questions posed by the intelligentsia,
who wanted radio to educate and uplift “the masses.” But those on the other
side, especially many young people, wanted radio to repudiate such cultural
hypocrisy and to be the agent of rebellion, “truth,”and a grassroots cultural au-
thenticity. They wanted jazz.

Debates quite familiar to us today, about whether popular music corrupts
American values, began in earnest in the 1920s. Music became politicized, re-
flecting racial and class tensions. Many stations, seeing their role as part edu-
cational, began musical appreciation shows in which commentators intoned
that “Bach brushed aside the narrow ideas of his predecessors and boldly
strode out on new and unbroken paths” before playing a Bach selection. Some
stations provided opera and jazz; others announced who they were by featur-
ing one and shunning the other. (Opera enjoyed an enormous resurgence of
popularity because of radio.) Yet given the way music in the 1920s became in-
creasingly freighted with political and cultural baggage, it is important to re-
member that the divide between popular and classical music was much smaller
then than it is today.”

What mattered most was the new importance music assumed in people’s
lives. This wasn’t true just for cultural elites or the intelligentsia: it was true for
people of all walks of life. And it was especially important for men. Musical ap-
preciation had, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, been one of the
“womanly arts.” In 1922 women constituted 85 percent of music students and
75 percent of concert audiences, prompting magazines like Current Opinionto
ask, “Is Music an Effeminate Art?” And evidence suggests that while men in-
deed were attached to and used their phonographs, it was often women who
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bought the records and put them on to soothe people’s feelings and end fights
in the household."

Radio, by initially linking technical mastery with music listening, helped
make the enjoyment of music more legitimate for men. Increasingly, men felt
they had permission to intertwine their personal histories, their emotions,
their identities as men with song. Studies in the 1930s documented this change
and showed that men welcomed it. One man, who had moved out west, where
there were virtually no symphonies or concert halls, felt keenly deprived. But
with radio, he told a researcher, “we are making up for the twenty-odd years we
missed. It is like being born again.””” Because there is such a powerful relation-
ship between music and emotional arousal, radio provided both public and
private ways for men to indulge their emotions and their aesthetic impulses.

The technical virtuosity and cultural clout of classical music (especially as
emphasized by the various music appreciation shows) and the vibrancy and
rebelliousness of jazz (as well as its virtuosity) helped overcome earlier preju-
dices about music appreciation being for women and girls. But Rudy Vallee in
particular complicated men’s relationship to broadcast music. Vallee was, by
1929, radio’s first matinee idol, with women swooning and sighing over him
both in public performances and in front of their loudspeakers. It was his con-
versational and seductive style of singing—as opposed to the more declama-
tory style of opera and light opera singers—that made one woman write, “It is
a relief to have a man sing like a human being and not like an hydraulic drill.”
People said that his voice “has It”—meaning sex appeal—and “makes love so
democratically to everyone.” Women also described his voice as “restful” and
“sweet.”® Meanwhile, much press commentary was sarcastic and dismissive of
“the boy,” as if his wild success (especially on the heels of DXing) threatened to
feminize the airwaves themselves. As men used radio to embrace music appre-
ciation, many of them emphatically disdained Vallee as having ventured too far
into female territory.

The war between classical music and jazz was especially dramatic in a city
like Chicago, which was, arguably, the radio capital of America in the 1920s. As
early as 1921, KYW broadcast all the afternoon and evening performances of
the Chicago Civic Opera Company, making it an all-opera station and report-
edly winning huge audiences.” At the same time, because of the wartime mi-
gration of nearly 60,000 African Americans to Chicago, a migration that
included some of New Orleans’s finest musicians, thrown out of work when
the navy—as a “wartime precaution”—closed down the city’s red-light dis-
trict, Chicago became a major jazz center. Its recent arrivals may have been a
benighted minority, but they also became something else: a market. And what
they wanted was blues and jazz. So the airwaves in Chicago were, in these early
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years, marked by musical extremes: opera, the sine qua non of cultural elitism,
and jazz, the exemplar of bottom-up cultural insurgency.

The radio boom coincided with the birth of jazz, a coincidence that would
fuel the rebellion of a generation. The word jazz was imprecise and covered a
wide range of music, from the “hot,” New Orleans—inspired jazz played by what
were then called colored bands to songs like “I'm Just Wild About Harry.” And
various successful white band leaders and performers—Paul Whiteman, the
Original Dixieland Jazz Band, Bix Beiderbecke—appropriated and toned
down black jazz to make it more acceptable to white audiences. Some writers
were also referring to the blues when they used the word jazz. But despite its
imprecision, the word, and most of the music it referred to, was enormously
controversial throughout the early part of the decade. For example, that Louis
Armstrong or Bessie Smith—probably the most popular singer of her time—
was banned from many radio stations in the early 1920s is now unimaginable.

While radio did remove and “contain” a “black presence on the airwaves,”
some African American performers nevertheless became household names by
the end of the decade. Because of radio, black culture—or at least those nar-
row, fetishized slices of black culture forced to represent the whole—“became
part of mainstream American expression.”®

It is in radio’s relationship to jazz that we see the beginnings of this inven-
tion’s nearly century-long role in marrying youthful white rebellion to African
American culture. Now African American music would play an increasingly
important role in constituting the identities not just of blacks but of whites as
well. As a result of this marriage, middle-class cultural repression was chal-
lenged. But over the radio African American music was also tamed by white
musicians, as well as by industry executives, co-opted, made safer for white au-
diences. Radio has, simultaneously, forced black musicians to be accommoda-
tionists and allowed them to be innovators and iconoclasts. This process has
been especially heightened at roughly thirty-year intervals, with jazz in the
1920s, rock 'n’ roll in the 1950s, and rap in the 1980s and beyond.

While the “Big Three” in the phonograph industry—Edison, Victor, and
Columbia—struggled to stay afloat in the face of radio by continuing to record
classical music and Tin Pan Alley songs, small independent companies, look-
ing for new music and new markets, recorded jazz and the blues. They also
marketed phonographs to urban blacks. It was these listeners who, in February
of 1920, made Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues” a smash hit that sold 8,000 records
a week.”

Suddenly “race music” became big business, and it is widely agreed that
Bessie Smith, who signed with the nearly bankrupt Columbia in 1923, single-
handedly saved the company’s fortunes by selling approximately 6 million



Tuning In to Jazz / 91

records in the next six years. At first these kinds of sales came primarily from
the black community, which bought at least 6 million records a year. But by the
end of the decade white fans flocked to jazz and the blues too, finding in both
a skepticism, a sexual vitality, and a revolt against repression and propriety
missing from, say, “Sweet Adeline.” For many jazz was protest music. And cer-
tainly many whites, whose adoration of black music was deep and powerful,
projected onto this music a range of fantasies about whiteness and blackness.
As Amiri Baraka (formerly LeRoi Jones) wrote of white listeners’ attraction to
jazz and blues, “Americans began to realize for the first time that there was a
native American music as traditionally wild, happy, disenchanted, and unfet-
tered as it had become fashionable for them to think they themselves had be-
come

The hysterical, rabid denunciations leveled against jazz by the nation’s self-
appointed moral guardians in the 1920s resonate with later condemnations of
rock ’n’ roll and rap, and of radio’s role in popularizing such music. The word
jazz itself had, in some quarters, referred to sexual intercourse, and that’s ex-
actly what critics claimed it encouraged. To support this contention, they cited
the scandalous new dances—the Charleston, the fox-trot, the shimmy, and
other “lewd gyrations”—that people performed while listening to jazz bands.
Given its associations with brothels, dives, and African Americans, its reliance
on the sinfully suggestive saxophone, its often earthy lyrics, and its insistence
that listeners let loose their backsides to shimmy and shake, critics saw jazz as
the major indication that American society was going down in flames.

“Jazz,” the Ladies’ Home Journal warned its readers, “originally was the ac-
companiment of the voodoo dancer, stimulating the half-crazed barbarian to
the vilest of deeds.” In a subsequent issue the magazine lectured that jazz led to
a “blatant disregard of even the elementary rules of civilization” and insisted
the music caused an increase in the nation’s illegitimacy rates. As one writer
noted wryly in The Atlantic Monthly, “It is alleged that the moral corruption
worked by jazz is vastly more calamitous than was the material havoc wrought
by the World War.” Jazz was “unhealthy” and “immoral,” an “abomination” that
had to be “absolutely eliminated.””

By the late 1920s various groups pushed for censorship of “lewd, lascivi-
ous, salacious, or suggestive” titles and lyrics, and the National Association of
Orchestra Directors appointed a “czar” to police hotels and nightclubs for “the
kind of jazz that tends to create indecent dancing.” The National Association
of Music Merchants condemned the proliferation of “smut words” in jazz and
demanded that Congress act to permit the censorship of music. Congress
didn’t oblige, but section 26 of the 1927 Radio Act provided that “no person
within the jurisdiction of the United States shall utter any obscene, indecent or
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profane language by means of radio communication,” a provision adopted by
the FCC in 1934. By the early 1930s the networks had imposed internal cen-
sorship, and within ten years NBC had blacklisted 290 songs.*

The discourse surrounding jazz was, of course, a discourse about race,
about fears of miscegenation, pollution, and contamination. Even articles
praising jazz referred constantly to “the jungle,” “savages,” and “primitivism,”
noting how staid, white, European culture was being forced to respond to more
exotic, feral influences. This was also a battle about what was more important
to concentrate on and appreciate in music: melody and harmony, or rhythm.”
Rhythm seemed to be winning out with many, and to those threatened by this
shift, rhythm equaled Africa.

It is not surprising that such attitudes, coupled with the race hatred and
segregation of the times, would at first keep black singers and musicians off
most radio stations. But several white bandleaders began to adapt various ele-
ments of jazz and incorporate them into white music, producing what some
called “sweet jazz” Paul Whiteman was the most successful of these; he earned
the title King of Jazz—and a gross income of over $1 million in 1922—by ap-
propriating and diluting black jazz (without, one might note, hiring any black
musicians) and selling it as “the real thing” to whites. Others included bands
led by Victor Lopez and Ted Lewis. Beginning in 1921 Lopez broadcast from
the Pennsylvania Grill in New York City every Friday night and became enor-
mously popular, and Whiteman remained on the radio for twenty-five years.*

Despite the denunciations against jazz—and certainly in part because of
them—this music’s enormous popularity escalated through the 1920s and be-
yond. As early as 1924 the Outlook reported, “You can scarcely listen in on the
radio, especially in the evening, without hearing jazz” Etude added, “Tap
America anywhere in the air and nine times out of ten jazz will burst forth.”
What they meant, of course, was everything from Whiteman’s symphonic-jazz
hybrids to the music of Fletcher Henderson. Eventually jazz, in its various
forms, dominated radio, nearly uprooting “potted palm music” and eclipsing
classical. By 1926 the Literary Digest proclaimed “the whole world” as “jazz
mad.” “Jazz,” wrote Gilbert Seldes, one of the first white cultural critics to em-
brace the music, “is our current mode of expression, has reference to our time
and the way we talk and think.””

What this meant was that more black performers began getting airtime. It
is not surprising, given the 1920s’ epidemic of lynchings, spread of the Klan,
and new restrictions on immigration, that segregation and discrimination
would block African Americans from being on radio. What is surprising is that
they got on at all—but some of them did. As Walter Barnes wrote in his col-
umn “Hittin’ High Notes” for the African American newspaper The Chicago
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Defender, “When the radio was first put into use there was no dream of ever
hearing a race orchestra over the air” That quickly changed. “At first our bands
were heard for ten or fifteen minutes over some local station, and a small one
at that.”® Barnes himself and his band, the Royal Creolians, were eventually
heard nightly on a Chicago station.

Possibly one of the earliest radio appearances by African Americans was a
duet by Earl Hines and Lois Deppe on KDKA in 1921. Hines went on to broad-
cast from Chicago’s Grand Terrace and was the first African American band-
leader from Chicago to get network play. In 1922 a concert at New Orleans’s
Lyric Theater featuring Ethel Waters, backed up by Fletcher Henderson’s jazz
band, was broadcast by WVG and was reportedly heard in at least five states
and Mexico. Waters was, according to one paper, “the first colored girl to sing
over the radio.” Bessie Smith, whose classic “Empty Bed Blues” was banned in
Boston, had her music broadcast over WMC in Memphis and WSB in Atlanta
as early as 1923. Audiences of both stations were almost entirely white (that
was who could afford radio in the South in the early years), and on occasion
they flooded the stations with requests for her to repeat songs like “Outside of
That.” In 1924 WCAE in Pittsburgh broadcast one of her concerts to accom-
modate the thousands who had been unable to get tickets to see her, despite a
one-week extension of her booking.”

By 1925 the African American music critic Dave Peyton could report in
The Chicago Defender that there was actually a “great demand for race musi-
cians.” As this demand increased stations did more remotes, broadcasting live
from nightclubs where popular bands were performing. WHN in New York
City was especially noted for seeking out black bands and putting them on the
air. So was the city’s socialist station, WEVD, which featured “hot jazz.” Duke
Ellington and his band the Washingtonians appeared as early as 1924 over
WHN in New York City, as did Fletcher Henderson and his band, who were
performing at the Club Alabam on Forty-fourth Street in Manhattan. This led
to live broadcasts of Henderson’s band from the Roseland Ballroom in New
York. And here Henderson was joined by the incomparable Louis Armstrong.
The band was hugely popular between 1926 and 1928, when they were on
WHN three times a week and WOR once a week. By 1927 Duke Ellington be-
came famous nationally as a result of his nightly broadcasts from the Cotton
Club over the newly formed network CBS, and so did Cab Calloway. Fats
Waller’s Rhythm Club premiered on WLW in Cincinnati and by the early 1930s
originated from WABC in New York. The 1930 census indicated that 43 per-
cent of Chicago’s black families owned radios, and the city pioneered in fea-
turing black talent on the air. Jack L. Cooper, considered the first black disc
jockey, began hosting the All Colored Hour in 1928 or ’29 on Chicago’s WSBC
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and played recordings by Louis Armstrong, Ethel Waters, Fletcher Henderson,
and Ida Cox.”

At the same time it is true that the networks refused to hire black studio
musicians until the late 1930s. And the music of black jazz bands was more
likely to be censored by the networks. Black musicians realized that they had to
be more polished, more deferential, more circumspect to get bookings—both
in white clubs and on the air—to overcome the barbed stereotypes that sought
to keep them out of white preserves. Tuxedos with tails, mirror-shiny shoes,
crisp white shirts, and an air of reserve became the “dress uniform” for those
seeking to combat the old bromides that blacks were, as Dave Peyton com-
plained, “unreliable, barbaric and huge liquor indulgents.” Smiling a lot and
appearing grateful to white audiences and employers was essential. Here began
the ongoing dilemma of becoming a crossover star. Crossing over was good for
the music, the performer, the race; but it could also corrupt the black artist’s
musical and personal integrity, bring charges of diminished authenticity, and
force the musician to assume a highly constricting, dishonest masquerade.*

A critical symbiotic relationship began between African American music
and radio. The timbre and tempo of jazz made the most of the limited fidelity
and sound ranges of radio in the 1920s; more to the point, two-beat and four-
beat jazz enlivened radio. Writing about the effect Louis Armstrong’s bluesy yet
swinging cornet playing had on Henderson’s band at Roseland, the historian
Philip Eberly comments, “One can only guess at the reaction of listeners,
heretofore accustomed to tuning in Roseland broadcasts featuring conven-
tional dance music, now hearing on WHN a joyous, new, stomping kind of
music, thanks to Armstrong’s New Orleans injections.” Armstrong was a ge-
nius at combining African American rhythms, vocalization, and blues chords
with Western harmonies, embodying the quixotic notion that black and white
music—and thus culture—could happily coexist. These were the kinds of
black musicians who fared best on the radio. And radio, of course, gave Arm-
strong, Duke Ellington, and others exposure to a huge audience they would
never have had otherwise. Radio made them international stars.

But jazz and swing historians agree that the radio industry—particularly
its very wary advertisers—required standardization and slower tempos and
preferred the smoothness of jazz orchestras to the impertinence and heat of
the smaller combos. Once the networks and advertisers began to control pro-
gramming in the early 1930s, segregation on the air became more pervasive
and rigid, preventing Fletcher Henderson from appearing on shows like NBC’s
Let’s Dance. As Variety noted, network radio was a “punishing ‘courtroom for
jazz’ ... that encouraged ‘melody stuff over hot breaks and tricks.” ” The ele-
vation of jazz to a national musical form gave whites inordinate power to shape
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its evolution—at least in the mainstream. Whites also controlled the market-
ing of African American bands. So it is true that radio reined in black jazz. But
it is also true that even in the mid- and late 1930s, on nonsponsored shows and
late-night broadcasts from clubs and ballrooms, listeners could hear Count
Basie, Jimmie Lunceford, or Earl Hines on the air. Radio took the music of
African America into the heart of white America and made it our first genuine
national music and one of the most important cultural exports of the cen-
tury.”

Why did so many people who turned on their radios in the mid- and late
1920s tune in to hear jazz bands? While there are no data on audiences from
this period, there was no lack of contemporary commentary on the subject.
Some argued that jazz was “the product of a buoyant spirit. It is exuberant
America expressing itself in sound.” Indeed, one listener recalled that when he
first encountered jazz on the radio, “it was the most joyful music I had ever
heard.” Jazz was not sentimental, but it was played from the heart. “Jazz is a joy-
ous revolt from convention, custom, authority, boredom, even sorrow—from
everything that would confine the soul of man and hinder its riding free in the
air,” exclaimed J. A. Rogers in the Survey. Describing jazz as “musical fire-
works,” he added, “it is a release of all the suppressed emotions at once, a blow-
ing off of the lid.” Another writer found “the employment of syncopation, in
rhythm and melody . . . is quite as fundamental as the circulation of the blood,
the beat of the heart, or the pulse.” While black critics have rightly noted that
whites, in the face of increased mechanization and bureaucratization, pro-
jected onto this music self-serving and erroneous notions of black primitivism
and innocence, it remains true that these projections mattered deeply to
whites’ love of and gratitude for jazz.”

Certainly the physicality of the music, its insistence that you get up and
move, made jazz listening an intensive experience for the body and the mind.
The rhythm both created and resolved physical tension.” With radio in the
home, and jazz on the radio, people used their bodies differently in their own
houses, to dance in groups or alone, to move in syncopated beat to the music.

But what may have been the most important thing about jazz was the way
it established bridges, however shaky and temporary, across the divides of race,
class, and especially gender. If radio had made musical appreciation acceptable
for men, jazz was a primary reason. As the Qutlook noted, “It is the music
which for the first time has seized hold of the great mass of American young
men as something more than a mere feminine or effeminate accomplishment.”
It did so because this music spoke to the enormous rebelliousness against Vic-
torian, bourgeois culture many young men were feeling. The iconoclasm of the
syncopation, the phallic brashness of the saxophone and drums, the unpre-
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dictability of the improvisation, upended the feminized conventions of parlor
piano music. Girls playing “Nearer, My God, to Thee” on the piano were one
thing. But girls playing the trumpet, the trombone, or the bass guitar? Un-
thinkable. Jazz, unlike the blues, was a deeply masculine enterprise, showcas-
ing male virtuosity and celebrating the overthrow of everything sedate and
soothing in music. It made the performance of music masculine.* For all these
reasons male fans flocked to it.

It was Gilbert Seldes, in his writings for The Dial, who captured how jazz
spoke to the cultural contradictions of the 1920s, and to the confusions and
warring impulses ricocheting around in its listeners. Jazz was “half-instinctive
and half-intellectual,” celebrating both careful planning and spontaneous im-
provisation. There was a tension in the music, as the different instruments
talked back to one another, copied one another, then dropped out of the con-
versation for a while, only to reappear in some surprising, impudent riff. There
was often musical discord, a dissonance that wasn’t necessarily resolved. So the
music enacted an ongoing American drama about how to reconcile the needs
of the individual with the needs of the group.” The band played tightly to-
gether, but then the solos burst out (Louis Armstrong was the pioneer here),
had their moment in the spotlight, and receded back into the group. Here in-
dividuality actually flourished because it was made possible by and was part of

a group.
Just as many Americans, especially the young, thumbed their noses at
middle-class conventions in the 1920s, the music they loved “attack[ed] . . . the

perfect chord” through the slides of trombones, clarinets, and even of singers’
voices. Seldes delighted in songs that spoke to different emotions simultane-
ously, that seemed to celebrate opposite personas. “Beale Street Blues,” for ex-
ample, expressed “simplicity, sadness, irony, and something approaching
frenzy.” The voice of the saxophone was especially equivocal, for it was “a reed
in brass, partaking of the qualities of two choirs in the orchestra at once.”
Seldes described “Runnin’ Wild” as a “masterpiece” that evoked “two negro
spirits—the darky (South, slave) and the buck (Harlem).” He praised Negro
jazz at length and admitted to its special fascination for whites. “In their music
the negroes have given their response to the world with an exceptional naiveté,
a directness of expression which has interested our minds as well as touched
our emotions.” Yes, the unconscious racism of these remarks is all too clear
now. But the desires and anxieties they embody should inflect our under-
standing of whites’ genuine enthusiasm, and need, for this music.

Radio was the agent through which this African American music, for the
first time on a mass scale, helped define the rebellion of young whites. Old
photographs and footage of the era, with flappers and their young men doing
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the Charleston, fail to convey the importance of black music to white rebellion.
As the jazz historian Marshall Stearns put it, “Jazz . . . involves conflicting atti-
tudes that seem to be made-to-order for the adolescent,” for with jazz “he can
have his cake and eat it too.” Dancing and listening to jazz allowed young peo-
ple to rebel against their parents and mainstream culture while conforming to
each other and forming an oppositional but cohesive generational culture. Lis-
tening to jazz on the radio in the 1920s tied you to other listeners you couldn’t
see but knew were out there, people like you who set themselves apart from a
vapid culture that managed to find merit in “potted palm music.” So radio pro-
vided “the double illusion of independence and safety” It also fanned both a
sense of narcissistic individualism, the desire to be above the herd, and a sense
of belonging to a community.

The coincidence of jazz and radio married an aural technology with the
fruits of a primarily oral culture. It wasn’t just that the lyrics of Duke Elling-
ton’s “Baby, Ain’tcha Satisfied?” or Louis Armstrong’s “Butter and Egg Man”
simulated conversations about lost or promised love, referred to the great mi-
gration of blacks to the North, and conjured up the excitement and loneliness
of city life. The music itself was full of information, and Armstrong especially
displayed the vocal qualities of his instrument, the trumpet. In the oral culture
of African Americans, this music—including instrumental techniques that
evoked speaking, crying, moaning, and laughing—conveyed histories large
and small, and invested them with powerful emotions.

The radio was the perfect vehicle for this storytelling, setting off such oral
traditions as vibrant, authentic, even legitimate. Ben Sidran, in Black Talk, ar-
gues that jazz and the blues didn’t simply “reflect” the African American expe-
rience; rather the music itself became the basis on which black culture was
built and evolved. Radio played a key role in making this the case during the
African American diaspora, when music that used to be shared live came in-
creasingly to be shared through mechanical reproduction. In spite of all the re-
strictions placed on black musicians and the dilution of their music by whites,
radio showcased the galvanizing, communal nature of African American oral
culture and made it enviable to whites. The great irony here was that it was
through a new electronic invention, radio, that whites, when listening to jazz,
could pretend they were escaping from the alienation and routinization of an
increasingly technological world.*

Through African American music on the radio, whites have often imag-
ined themselves invited to a place less inhibited, more honest and sponta-
neous, and less boxed in by prevailing rules of decorum than Main Street, USA.
They could play hooky in the safety of their own homes, far away from the
ghettos, brothels, and gin joints that produced such music, such truancy. For
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African American musicians, this medium without images, the medium that
didn’t constantly remind the audience of their darker skin, allowed fleeting
moments of a pureness of exchange between performer and listener when,
again, for moments here and there, either race didn’t matter, or being black was
actually an advantage. With radio as auditory turnstile between cultures, there
were enormous enrichments, illusions, and delusions for both sides.

And Ben Sidran does not want us to overlook the connections between the
rise of jazz and the blues, and the spiritualism craze of the 1920s. Openly dis-
playing their roots in Negro spirituals, in funeral marches, and in the emo-
tional suffering of slavery and Jim Crow, jazz and the blues spoke deeply to the
“spiritual vacuity” of America after the Great War. “Black music can, and did,
exist as a nonideological spiritual outlet” because, in part, of its emotional
honesty, which seemed “an overt alternative to mainstream values.” The eager
appropriation of jazz elements by white musicians is further testimony to the
recognized need for an infusion of such defiant and uncompromising honesty.
And despite the dilutions of black jazz imposed by the networks, advertisers,
and Tin Pan Alley, argues Sidran, “the introduction of black music into the
American experience . . . indicated the need for, and recognition of, a spiritu-
alistic element of a much higher order.™

Ann Douglas argues that the 1920s saw a reaction among many against
“the pseudo-religious trappings of late-Victorian culture,”a concern that sanc-
timonious but ultimately false religious posturings and institutions “had made
real religious life impossible”” The blues especially, Douglas notes, spoke to
people’s mysterious ability to survive, often with grace; they confirmed the ex-
istence and power of the soul. And they sang about what many recognized to
be “universal and absolute truth.” Here was black music on the radio reassur-
ing listeners that commercial culture could actually be redeeming.

As William Kenney has argued, the phonograph introduced Americans to
new musical experiences while simultaneously “resurrect[ing] and repeat[ing]
older, more familiar ones.” Radio throughout the century cultivated these op-
posites because it was profitable to nurture nostalgia through old favorites just
as it was profitable to cater to the new and different musical tastes of young
people. Music became more deeply assimilated into everyday life and cultural
memory than ever before, something which Americans profoundly under-
stood. That is why there were battles throughout the century over what kind of
music should and should not be on the air.

As early as the 1920s, when the phenomenon of radio music listening was
still quite new, people understood that concentrated music listening—memo-
rizing lyrics, putting dance steps to certain songs, trying to copy chords or har-
monies on one’s own instrument at home—shaped individual and group
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identity as never before. Cultural elites, of course, were happy to have Handel
and Mozart constituting people’s emotional lives, their aesthetic sensibilities,
their collective memories. But Louis Armstrong was another story. Much of
the white bourgeois panic about jazz was based on this understanding—how-
ever unarticulated—of how powerfully music listening was constituting iden-
tity, and that now, at least with black jazz and blues, some of that identity,
especially among the young, would be constituted in and through black cul-
ture. This emotional identification with African American culture, however
partial and complicated by racism, spawned fears of psychic miscegenation,
and informed the reactions against white youths’ using radio to tap into black
music in the 1920s, 1950s, and 1980s.

For men, radio colonized and reinforced new and old territories of mas-
culinity. Tinkering with machines was nothing new for men, but radio brought
such tinkering into the safety and comfort of the domestic sphere and of
leisure time. It made being a nerd almost glamorous. Being able to embrace
music emotionally, on such a daily basis, was new for men, and it helped bring
them, however imperceptibly, closer to women, some of whom, in the 1920s,
were trying their damnedest to be more like men. Radio as a trapdoor for men
into new realms of gender pleasure, and as a trapdoor between the races—if
open only a crack, and in the imagination more than in everyday life—these
were real changes in the subjective life of the country. Desire, rebellion, self-
image, behavior—all these were being reshaped by music as broadcast on the
radio.
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Radio Comedy and
Linguistic Slapstick

hen Ronald Reagan used the statement “Go ahead; make my

day” in 1983 as a warning to Congress that he would veto, with

glee, any tax increase it might pass, he was extending a tradition
begun fifty years earlier in radio. A former radio announcer, he had an in-
stinct for this. He borrowed a scrap of pop culture dialogue heard by mil-
lions (in this case, in a Clint Eastwood film) and used it in a completely
different sphere of American life, national politics, to instantly bond him-
self to his audience. He knew intuitively that this macho comeback allowed
him to inhabit, however temporarily, the skin of a tough, larger-than-life
fictional cop with whom many of his listeners had identified. Being a crea-
ture of Hollywood, he grasped that such media catchphrases help produce
a sense of solidarity, a sense of us-versus-them, of who's in the know and
who isn’t, of who gets the joke and who doesn’t. Reagan, Eastwood’s char-
acter, and Americans who envied this defiant retort were bonded through
language, standing tall against a bunch of cowed spendthrifts. They were all
real men. All this through five words.

There are many tacks one could take in writing about one of American
popular culture’s most beloved genres, radio comedy in the 1930s. The cen-
tral role of advertising agencies in the making of popular entertainment was
a key departure: networks didn’t produce radio shows, ad agencies did, with
particular products, like Jell-O, sponsoring particular comedians, like Jack
Benny. One could focus on a few shows or stars, or on how radio created
comedy factories manned by teams of writers who developed huge files re-
portedly containing up to 200,000 jokes they could feed into the ever needy
maw of broadcasting.

/ 100
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I'd like to explore what radio comedy did with and to the American lan-
guage. Usually we take language use for granted, rarely thinking about how
transparent a window it is onto the values, hopes, and anxieties of society. But
language and social order are braided together so tightly that, unless we un-
tangle them, we can overlook what language tells us about history. And since
radio pushed the use of language to the center stage of American life, we
should explore what these words enacted. For when we think about the impact
of radio on American life, we are thinking primarily about the impact of lan-
guage on people’s thoughts and cultural perceptions. Story listening evolved
through radio comedy in important ways, and comedians like George Burns
and Gracie Allen, Fred Allen, and Jack Benny added a visual, dimensional ele-
ment to the standard joke repartee of vaudeville. It wasn’t enough to laugh at
some one-liners; now listeners were asked to see Gracie sliding down a banis-
ter, to go down to Jack’s infamous vault, to stroll along Fred Allen’s alley. These
performers asked listeners to enter a common, imagined space, and they had
to develop audio signposts to help the listeners along.

With millions of Americans from the late 1920s onward hearing the same
often humorous phrases simultaneously, comments like “I'se regusted” and
“Holy mackerel” from Amos’n’ Andy became embedded in the everyday lan-
guage of ordinary people. Radio reshaped the spoken word in America, but not
only by giving people new catchphrases to use. Just as silent films had relied on
physical slapstick to make up for the absence of the verbal, radio made up for
the absence of the visual by showcasing and inflating linguistic slapstick. In the
1930s, with the rise of comedy as the most popular genre on the air, radio en-
acted a war between a more homogenized language on the one hand and the
defiant, unassimilated linguistic holdouts on the other. Wordplay reached new
heights, but it was circumscribed by a new, official corps of language police,
who determined and enforced what kind of English it was proper to speak on
the air before a national audience. Decorum and insubordination took turns,
and they worked hand in hand.

What radio did was provide an arena in which very different kinds of ver-
bal agility could duke it out. The radio language wars were on, seemingly
inconsequential and played for laughs. But language wars are never inconse-
quential. When we look at these battles, we are witnessing struggles over
power, pecking order, and masculine authority. All societies are ruled by lan-
guage, and nearly every society grants high status to those with deft verbal
skills.' There are always rivalries between language users in a culture; when a
mass medium caters to the ears alone, such rivalries assume central symbolic
importance. Who says what to whom and how speaks volumes about who has
power, who doesn’t, and how that power is both challenged and maintained.
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And questions about who should and should not have power were at the fore-
front of thought and politics in Depression America.

Radio in the 1920s brought the disembodied voices of politicians, educa-
tors, celebrities, and announcers directly into people’s homes for the first time.
By 1923 millions of listeners had heard Warren Harding, Woodrow Wilson,
and Calvin Coolidge address the nation over radio. “It is incomparably more
interesting to hear the message delivered than to read it in the next morning’s
paper,” observed Radio Broadcast, because the voice conveys emotion, empha-
sis, sincerity (or lack thereof), and personality. It quickly became clear that lis-
teners, with the voice as their only clue, used a combination of their
imaginations and social knowledge to ascribe all sorts of traits to an unseen
speaker. Herta Herzog, a pioneer in audience research, found that listeners pic-
tured the speaker’s age, social status, appearance, and personality all from his
or her voice. In addition, listeners made all sorts of assumptions about a
speaker’s intelligence, honesty, compassion, generosity, and competence sim-
ply based on accent, as well as on tone of voice and delivery. Thus were those
on the radio, the famous and the unknown, now “judged by vocal standards
alone™

Radio, like other mass entertainments, was a site of class tensions and of
the pull between cultural homogeneity and diversity. So language use over the
air became controversial by the late 1920s. The pronunciations of entertainers
and announcers on radio were “as varied as their origins,” with listeners won-
dering whether one pronounced tomato “tomayto” or “tomahto” and vase
“vays,” “vayz,” or “vahz.” Radio, observed one writer, had made Americans
“pronunciation conscious,” prompting them to turn a book like Thirty Thou-
sand Words Mispronounced into a best-seller and to flock to correspondence
courses on how to speak. Were radio stations really going to permit people to
go on the air who pronounced birds “boids,” avenues “avenoos,” and God
“Gawd”? asked The Commonweal. Radio had to provide a model of good dic-
tion, the magazine insisted. The Saturday Review asserted that the strict audio
limitations of the device itself would compel the professional broadcaster “to
become a careful speaker. The Southerner in America begins to pull his vowels
together for the radio, and the Londoner sometimes makes 4, e, i, 0, u sound
like those letters; while the slovenly New Yorker and the careless Chicagoan
begin to articulate as the English do, because they have to, if they are to be
heard.” Those with nasal voices were extremely unpopular, and critics asserted
that women’s higher voices didn’t sound as good as men’s over the ether.

In 1929 the BBC imposed a single standard of pronunciation for all its an-
nouncers, who had to be phonetically trained and conform precisely to BBC
usage. While The Saturday Review feared that “those in control of broadcasting
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will try to make us all talk alike,” many critics urged the adoption of an official
standard of radio pronunciation in the United States. As one argued, the “uni-
versal leveling of dialects . . . will go far to promote sectional and national and
international understanding.™ But the subtext of these recommendations ac-
knowledged the powerful role that language plays in defining and reinforcing
class, ethnic, racial, and gender differences, and insisted that language continue
to perform this function. Malapropisms, wrong pronunciations, overly thick
regional accents, and dialects marked the speaker, rightly or wrongly, as igno-
rant, stupid, and low-class.

By the 1930s the fully established networks and the advertisers who con-
trolled much of radio programming did impose a standard of radio pronunci-
ation. Diction contests on the air set norms for announcers and listeners, and
one fan wrote that “not only the youth of today but many older people have re-
ceived much help and inspiration toward correct speech from radio announc-
ers.” Announcers had to learn the proper pronunciation of words rarely used
in everyday speech, easily mispronounced names and words like Chopin,
Goebbels, Wagner, chorale, and mazurka?®

But the contest between linguistic homogeneity and diversity found a fas-
cinating territorial compromise, one that quickly became highly ritualized.
Announcers for shows and those who read the commercials were indeed the
custodians of “official” English in America, as were newscasters and dramatic
actors and actresses. Some complained that these announcers promoted “a
stereotyped style of toneless expression, accurate, monotonous and stiff”; they
“seem to wish to teach us all to talk like mechanical dolls or robots.” This style
of announcing bracketed everything, music, talks, and plays. It was “the norm
to which the waves must always return ... as inevitable as the hour-end
chimes and more insistent.” But Americans were not going to abide such ob-
vious, top-down, anti-individualistic verbal encasements. For in comedy
shows-—and Amos n’ Andy was the harbinger here—linguistic rebellion, even
anarchy, reigned supreme. Radio comedians, in contrast to their linguistically
staid, even pompous announcers, ran wild with the American language. Yes,
radio would have standards and impose them. But “nonstandard” English on
the radio was where the laughs—and the profits—were.

Radio critics at the time bemoaned language use on the radio, particularly
the way many advertisers and programmers seemed to “talk down” to the au-
dience, reinforcing what many of these critics saw as a connection between the
spread of mass culture and the dumbing down of America. Gilbert Seldes, in
The New Republic, chastised Alexander Woollcott’s broadcasts as “the Early
Bookworm,” because they “had none of the virtues of his written work.”
Needling Woollcott for saying that certain written treasures “caught these old
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eyes,” Seldes remarked that “most of the rest of Mr. Woollcott’s anatomy grew
old as he spoke” and added that he sounded like “an English squire who detests
intelligence.”” By the mid-1930s many intellectuals felt that radio, with its over-
explanation of scenes, its low comedy, and its wordplay, was infantalizing the
audience.

Amos '’ Andy was radio’s first great national program, the one that got
people into the habit of listening to a specific program at a fixed time every
night.* It was the broadcast that demonstrated most forcefully the way radio
was starting to determine how people divided up their time at home and
matched their schedules to the schedules of the broadcast day. It showed
vaudevillians—whose success was being undercut by movies and radios—that
comedy over the air worked and was profitable.

The two thousand vaudeville theaters that had thrived at the turn of the
century had been reduced to fewer than one hundred by 1930. By the early and
mid-1930s, with advertisers and networks searching for similar shows with na-
tional appeal, a host of vaudevillians—Joe Penner, Will Rogers, Ed Wynn,
Burns and Allen, and Jack Benny—signed up to do their own radio shows. And
what they did was comedy that elevated the wisecrack, the witty comeback, the
put-down to an art. “Because of radio,” noted Literary Digest, America was be-
coming “a nation of wisecrackers.” Now, commentators noted, the air was
filled with puns, malapropisms, insults, quips, and non sequiturs. Obviously,
in this nonvisual medium, words, tone of voice, and sound effects carried all
the freight.

Some have opined that radio comedy’s main function was to cheer people
up during hard times. Surely we can do better than this. For the nature of the
linguistic acrobatics that went on over the airwaves in the 1930s, the centrality
of verbal dueling, suggests that radio comedy was enacting much larger dra-
mas about competition, authority, fairness, and hope during the greatest crisis
of American capitalism, the Great Depression. Certainly Freud insisted that we
regard comedy as something much more complicated and revealing than it ap-
pears on the surface. It often expresses barely articulated beliefs and fears, basic
passions, and an ongoing contest between the infantile and the rational, in
which the rational wins out—we “get” the joke—but up until then nonsense
has a field day.

Jokes often express violence and aggression, frequently against the con-
straints we feel are imposed on us by institutions, indeed, by adulthood itself.
Itis in part our “infantile greed for disorder” that is manifested in people’s love
of wordplay, in our delight in breaking free and razzing the rules. Sociolin-
guists emphasize, in fact, that “ritual” insulting—insults as part of a game,
done for laughs—occurs most frequently during times of cultural stress.”
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Most important, I think, is that this dueling also reflected the crisis in mas-
culinity and traditional male authority that the Depression precipitated. Let’s
remember that from 1929 to 1933 gross national product dropped by 29 per-
cent, construction by 78 percent, and investment by 98 percent. Unemploy-
ment rose from 3.2 percent to a staggering 24.9 percent. Just one look at the
enormously popular Shirley Temple films of the period, with their lost dad-
dies, dead daddies, or blind daddies, drives home the enormous anxiety about
the threatened collapse of patriarchy. Individual reaction to this catastrophe
ranged from acquiescence, self-recrimination, and a sense of personal failure
to outrage and a determination to find scapegoats and restructure society. In
1934 alone—the same year that radio comedy, with all its insults and linguis-
tic battles, established its primacy over the airwaves—nearly 1.5 million work-
ers participated in 1,800 strikes. As the historian Robert McElvaine succinctly
putsit, “Class conflict reached the point of open warfare.”" Workers were fight-
ing back, often in the streets, sometimes with weapons and violence, against
privilege, exclusion, inequity.

The enormous popularity of all kinds of verbal deviance suggests how
anger, defiance, and rebellion were given voice, while also defused, over the air-
waves. It is not enough to note that people wanted a good laugh during the De-
pression. When a particular culture at a particular moment invests enormous
amounts of time, energy, and money into verbal dueling, we need to ask why."
What were these bloodless, cathartic battles stand-ins for?

The unspoken but understood rules of speech—of who says what to whom
and how—both reflect and reaffirm any culture’s established social order.
When one man addresses another by his first name, while the other man uses
“Mr” and a last name, we know right away who's boss. The most striking fea-
tures of one’s social environment—class, region, educational level, gender, and
race—are all marked, in how one speaks."* Proper grammar, correct forms of
address; polite, inoffensive commentary; a modulated tone of voice, neither
too high nor too low; a neutral accent, not overly marked by geography or eth-
nicity—all of these govern middle-class speech, how someone who wants to be
accepted and doesn’t want to stand out is meant to talk.

Violating any of these rules, especially more than one, signals that the
speaker isn’t going to play by the rules, either because he or she doesn’t know
better or because he or she refuses. Not knowing better makes you pathetic and
even contemptible. Refusing, however, sets you apart from the herd, and can
make you scary. It can also make you funny. Most endearing of all, as radio
comics learned, was violating staid linguistic conventions while appearing
oblivious to the fact that you were doing so. This way the audience could laugh
at you and feel superior to you while also wanting, on a psychological level, to
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take you under its wing, protect you, and thank you for the momentary relief
from linguistic lockstep.

Radio comedy’s reliance on linguistic slapstick was an auditory exaggera-
tion of what had gone on in vaudeville for years. Vaudeville had popularized a
new kind of humor, a humor like gunfire, more brash, defiant, and aggressive,
more reliant on jokes and punch lines than on tall tales or monologues. It
threw verbal pies in the face of Victorian gentility: it showcased hostility, not
politeness; misunderstandings, not conversations; and it acknowledged that
disorder, not order, governed everyday life. Its argot was slang, dialect, mala-
propisms. The wisecracks often took deadly aim at the gap between the sunny
myth of success and the more overcast, unyielding realities of urban and in-
dustrial life. This was the humor of resentment and retaliation and, with the
enormous influence of Jewish comics and minstrelsy, was the humor of the
underdog trapped by verbal misunderstandings and barricades, tripped up by
verbal codes he could never completely crack. Some of its roots could be traced
to minstrelsy, in which actors in blackface mangled “proper” English, and to
burlesque in the late 1860s and 1870s, in which women, often dressed as men,
used puns to lampoon much that bourgeois culture found sacred."

Although there was plenty of slapstick for the eyes—Dbizarre costumes, ex-
aggerated facial expressions, and pratfalls—it was wordplay that was central to
vaudeville humor. Indeed, wordplay was central to the country’s sometimes
raucous theatrical history. And while vaudeville managers did much to attract
females to their shows in the 1890s and after, in cities like New York nearly two-
thirds of the audience was still male in the 1910s."” This humor spoke especially
to working-class men, to their frustrated ambitions and wounded pride, their
respect and need for quick-wittedness, and their need to get even, if only ver-
bally, with a system that rewarded some men at the expense of others. Radio
didn’t just continue this tradition of linguistic slapstick. The properties of the
machine itself ensured that wordplay would be enshrined as a central cultural
feature of American life at midcentury. And the conditions of everyday life en-
sured that wordplay would become heavily laden with other, much less frivo-
lous freight.

The pioneering show here was Amos ’n’ Andy, whose main characters were
played by Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll. As Gilbert Seldes noted at the
time, the show fused two successful pop culture genres, blackface minstrelsy
and the “story comic strip.”** Most of the humor came from the pair’s man-
gling of conventional English, from the incessant malapropisms, inadvertent
puns, and total misunderstanding of regular terms and phrases.

Thus it is important to move beyond the “was it racist or not” questions
surrounding the show. Of course it was racist. Of course it took the most de-



Radio Comedy and Llinguistic Slapstick / 107

meaning aspects of minstrelsy and enshrined them on the air. And it was
hardly an exception. As the media historian Michele Hilmes reminds us, radio
revived minstrelsy in shows like Two Black Crows, The Dutch Masters Minstrels,
and Watermelon and Cantaloupe. But Amos ’n’ Andy was one of the few situa-
tion comedies that didn’t cast blacks solely as servants. And as Melvin Patrick
Ely argues in his definitive study of the show, millions of white listeners were
not glued to it every night at 7:00 simply so they could laugh at the stupidity
and naiveté of black folks. Rather, through the dialogue the show “jumped
back and forth across the color line in a manner both cavalier and surreal,” in
a way that ultimately caused that line “to blur altogether”” White listeners
weren’t simply laughing at black folks; they were also laughing at an only
slightly exaggerated version of themselves. All too many white listeners, al-
though most would never actually admit it, identified with Amos ’n’ Andy.

Amos ’n’ Andy became a network show in August 1929, just a few months
before the stock market crash. It quickly grew to be the most popular program
on the air, reaching an estimated 40 million listeners, or approximately one-
third of the population. It was a national addiction: hotel lobbies, movie the-
aters, and shops piped the show in from 7:00 to 7:15 so as not to lose
customers. Telephones remained still, toilets weren’t used, taxis sat unhailed
while the show was on."

Certainly the show played on stereotypes about the incompetence, duplic-
ity, and shiftlessness of black men. But its power came from the way it drama-
tized the collapse of paternal authority in the home, in the government, in the
marketplace. White culture has often projected onto “stage Negroes” its worst
fears about itself. And this was certainly true of Amos ’n’ Andy, in which black
men (portrayed by white men) struggled to earn a living, conquer bureau-
cracy, and retain some shred of masculine dignity in the face of breadlines, an
indifferent government, and uppity women. Using what the writer and editor
Mel Watkins has called “racial ventriloquism,” white men put into the mouths
of blacks their sense of helplessness in a world where all too many men sud-
denly felt superfluous, stymied, throttled."”

Amos (played by Gosden) was the more earnest, gullible, and hardworking
partner of the Fresh Air Taxi Company, Incorpulated, while Andy (played by
Correll) was the more cocky, lazy, and self-important of the two. The Kingfish
(also played by Gosden) was the unscrupulous bunco artist who inducted the
two into the fraternal organization the Mystic Knights of the Sea and con-
stantly conned Amos and Andy out of what little money they had. As Melvin
Patrick Ely has noted, the show, despite its reinforcement of a host of racial
stereotypes, also evoked a rich and complex portrait of an urban black com-
munity during the Depression.
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One of the pleasures of the show for whites came from its racial voyeurism,
the eavesdropping the show pretended it allowed onto another speech com-
munity with ridiculous and fascinating attributes. There was, in the 1920s,
with the popularity of jazz, the Harlem Renaissance, and the ongoing black mi-
gration in America, a renewed fascination with Black English, a distinctive lan-
guage with rules all its own, indigenous to America yet nonstandard. Armos 'n’
Andy was a hybrid, a bastardization of Black English by white men. But the use
of d for th (as in “dese” and “dat”), the dropping of final ¢’s (“huntin’”) and
final r's (“heah” for here), and the use of done as a substitute for the verb “to
be” (“I done go now”) marked the speech as authentically black. Here was
a more lively, seemingly genuine dialect not roped in and confined by
schoolmarms, intellectuals, or bourgeois codes of decorum. The fact that so
many catchphrases from Asmos ’n’ Andy were used by millions of white listen-
ers is testimony to people’s affection for the show’s version of Black English:
people borrow linguistically from those they admire, not those they scorn,
however forbidden it is to admit that admiration.”

The linguistic mutilations of the show allowed listeners to feel superior to
these illiterate, verbally stumbling men, whose language deficiencies were
meant to reflect cognitive deficiencies. But the malapropisms also ridiculed
mainstream, white America, especially the arbitrariness and high-handedness
of government bureaucracy and big business. Letters Andy “de-tated” to Amos
were addressed to the “secketary of de interior o’ labor,” and nationally known
figures were renamed J. Ping-Pong Morgan and Charles Limburger. Executives
discussed “propolitions,” the economic crisis was “de bizness repression,” and
garbled explanations of the causes of the Depression were not all that far from
the incomprehensible and reckless machinations of Wall Street manipulators.
This use of blacks—or faux blacks—to attack the pretensions, snobbery, and
frequent inhumanity of the upper classes had begun in minstrel shows, in
which the Dandy Jim caricature lampooned not just the urban black dandy but
also the prissy and pompous upper-class white dandy.”

Andy—greedy, selfish, and always on the make—straddled those deeply
contradictory feelings about businessmen after the crash. On the one hand,
they were despicable and had ruined the country; on the other hand, without
more entrepreneurs hustling to make it, the country would never recover. The
suspicion that all too many businessmen were not just greedy but incompetent
to boot was given full play in the show, as was the sense that most people were
being buffeted about by economic forces way beyond their control.

And it was the wordplay that conveyed this. The Kingfish explained what
had happened to small investors in Wall Street: “Ev’ybody knows de inside on
de stocks, yo' see—dat’s what dey tell yo) so den you buy it an’ it just look like
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dey waitin’ fo’ you to buy it, ’cause de minute you buy it, it goes down . . . de
fust thing you know it gits cheaper, den you lose.” Andy asks what makes stocks
go up. “Well, some o’ dese big mens down on Wall Street git in a pool, an’ when
dey git behind de stocks, dey say dat’s whut make it go up.”* They weren’t just
stereotyping black incomprehension of complexities like the economy. They
gave voice to white incomprehension—admittedly safely projected onto
blacks—and to the deep resentment white working folks had toward those
white elites who may have precipitated, yet remain unscathed by, the current
disaster.

One of the most common story lines in the show featured the con man and
the mark, in which an ambitious and/or well-intentioned and naive type is
duped by a more calculating, sophisticated shyster. Here a string of shimmer-
ing verbal mirages serves as the lure for the more credulous. Amos ’n’ Andy in-
sisted that language was fun, but it also acknowledged that it was dangerous,
especially for plain, trusting folk. There was an identification that transcended
race when Amos and Andy lost their money in the Kingfish’s schemes, were
hounded by unsympathetic creditors, or got in trouble with the IRS or other
bureaucracies because they had failed to fill out forms too complicated for
them to understand. And while Amos embodied the work ethic and insisted it
remained the foundation to success in America, Andy repudiated the merits of
hard work, personifying the sense that a lot of people had worked hard, and
look where they were now.

This ambivalence about the merits and future of capitalism was intimately
connected with dramas about the nature of masculinity and the ongoing bat-
tles of the sexes. Andy, of course, was totally cynical about women and love.
When Amos describes marriage as requiring “give an’ take,” Andy agrees, say-
ing that the husband must “give de money an’ take de back-talk.™ Andy spe-
cialized in macho braggadocio about the importance of keeping women in
their place, and his exaggerated bombast about his mastery over women was
deflated by Amos, female characters, and the plot lines. Amos was on the other
end of the spectrum, respectful of and deferential to his girlfriend, Ruby, and
not above crying when he got too emotional about his love life. Using stage Ne-
groes, the show stripped away certain pretensions about masculinity—its self-
importance, its seriousness, its coherence, its strength.

Here, language was also revealing. Ruby, the woman Amos loved, and Sap-
phire, the Kingfish’s acid-tongued wife, both spoke standard English. It was the
women who had mastered proper English. The men, by contrast, were con-
stant victims of the way white people spoke and wrote. In one episode Amos
and Andy struggle to sound out the word acknowledge and come up with acna-
o-wheel-dij. In countless other episodes, they attempt the simplest mathemat-
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ical calculations by “mulsifyin}” “revidin’,” “timesin;” and “stackin’ ’em up”
(adding).* The humor here, the crisis in masculinity, came from the fact that
the boys didn’t get the better of the language, the language got the better of
them. In the early 1930s the dynamic between male radio characters and the
language became more complex. But this did not necessarily mean a rescuing
of American manhood. With linguistic slapstick there was redemption, but
there was also the enactment of utter failure.

While Amos *n’ Andy came out of a seventy-year tradition of minstrel
shows in America, subsequent radio comedy drew from vaudeville. And
vaudeville specialized in ethnic humor, in comedy teams of “the straight
man” and the stooge, and in insults, puns, wordplay, and punch lines. But
vaudeville was also a visual medium, and comics often relied on clownish
costumes, mugging, and physical slapstick to get laughs. With radio this was
impossible.

A radio comic had to do what other successful entertainers did—develop
an identifiable and pleasing “personality.” The show, of course, could refer to
the clothes the comic wore, his face and body movements. In fact, radio had
to overdescribe everything in a way you never would in real life—“Oh, look,
here’s Jack coming into the room now”—which made its discourse uniquely
quaint. But for the most part the comic had to rely on his voice and his words
to set himself apart from the others. So most radio comics early on devel-
oped “vocal trade-marks” by which they were known, including “Vas you der,
Scharlie?” “Don’t ever do that,” and “Some joke, eh boss?” What helped the
audience at home was the institutionalization of the studio audience, who
helped comics time the delivery of their jokes and let those at home visual-
ize themselves as part of a larger, public audience in which it was perfectly
fine—even expected—to laugh out loud, in front of a box in your living
room.”

It was in the 1932-33 season that Ed Wynn, Fred Allen, Jack Benny, and
George Burns and Gracie Allen all made their debuts on radio. Eddie Cantor
had gone on the air the year before, Joe Penner would debut the year after.
Separately and together, they made linguistic slapstick a central feature of
American life in the 1930s. The comedy formats they designed—using the
deep-voiced, well-spoken announcer or orchestra leader as the “straight man,”
playing ethnic types for laughs, making themselves the butts of jokes and in-
sults—became so ritualized and durable that they persist in varying forms to
this day. It was the contrast between types of voices, with different timbres, ac-
cents, and affectations, that was key to radio’s humor—the jokes lay as much
between the sounds and pronunciations of different voices as they did within
the voice of one character. And central to these jokes, insults, and linguistic rit-



Radio Comedy and linguistic Slapstick / 111

uals was a debate about the sanctity of male authority in an economic system
that certain male authority figures had nearly ruined because of their greed
and carelessness.

Successful male comics set themselves up as self-inflated egoists in desper-
ate need of deflation, often by women and ethnic minorities but also by their
white, male straight men. Other men squealed and whinnied, their vocal cross-
dressing central to their jokes and their on-air personalities. Still others had
wives who refused to speak the official (male) language properly and used the
double-jointedness of the English language to slip out of official linguistic
handcuffs and to render their husbands helpless. Gracie Allen may have played
the airheaded ditz, but it was George who, week in and week out, was the be-
nighted chump.

Because his popularity was short-lived, Joe Penner is probably the least re-
membered of the famous radio comics. But in 1933 he was an overnight sen-
sation when he hosted the half-hour variety show The Baker’s Broadcast. In
June of 1934, Penner was voted the best comedian on radio. His trademark was
his exaggerated, squeaky, seemingly preadolescent voice—a precursor to Jerry
Lewis—and his inane, “yuk yuk” horse laugh. Penner’s careening, skidding
voice shot up octaves into falsetto giggles and squeals. He elongated individual
words as in “woooe is me,” pulling the middle o up and down as if he were play-
ing it on a clarinet. Through catchphrases repeated every week—“you nah-h-
sty man,” “Don’t ever doooo that,” and “Wanna buy a duck”—Penner
masqueraded as a woman, a gay man, a child, an idiot, and, not insignificantly,
a eunuch.

The humor of these expressions eludes us today, because such humor is so
tied to its historical moment. But Penner and comics like him seemed to ap-
preciate, however unconsciously, that catchphrases help cultivate an us-versus-
them, insider-outsider mentality. Phrases like “you nasty man” were, as Literary
Digest put it, “done to death by every street urchin.” The use of such broad-
casting argot served as a password into a club, a code only the initiated could
decipher.

Penner and his contemporaries also reveled in puns and other forms of
wordplay. Proficiency with language was admired in 1930s America, as it was
in most societies, but a deftness that came from wealth and class privilege was
suspect, especially in the aftermath of the stock market crash. By playing such
proficiency for laughs, and linking it to buffoonery and self-deprecating
humor, radio comics could be above the less facile hoi polloi but one of the
people at the same time. Most important, radio comics, most of whom had
had limited formal education, used their oral displays instead of diplomas to
make it in America. They showed that other kinds of verbal agility, not just that
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which came from a college degree, could move one up a few rungs on the so-
cial ladder.

There was with Penner and Ed Wynn, another giggling, falsetto type
known as the Fire Chief, a sheer love of playing with language. One survey in
1933 reported that Wynn’s show was the most popular on radio, with 74 per-
cent of listeners on Tuesday night at 9:30 tuned in to him. Like most comics
Wynn relied on the gag, usually a quick, two-line joke that did not depend on
the context of the show to produce laughs, and he reportedly delivered sixty
such gags every broadcast. Penner also played with the language itself rather
than creating particular comedic situations. In an exchange between Penner
and his girlfriend, she chastises him for failing to call her at 8:00 as he had
promised. “I wanted to call you up to call you down for not calling me up,” she
chides, “but I couldn’t do it because the phone company just installed a French
phone and I don’t know how to speak French.””

Ed Wynn loved puns and announced on the air, “You notice tonight I'm al-
most pun struck” As radio researchers noted at the time, “Puns are the piéce de
résistance of radio humor” Most of these puns were real groaners. “The
darnedest thing happened,” reported Wynn. “I was just carrying a jar of jelly
wrapped in newspaper when it fell on the floor and broke. You should see the
jam Dick Tracy is in today.” Puns also served as punch lines in exchanges be-
tween Wynn and his straight man-announcer, Graham McNamee, who also
became one of radio’s first important sportscasters. Repetition, which is key to
oral cultures, helped with the cadence and timing of the jokes and made sure
the audience was ready for the wordplay to follow.* McNamee, setting an ex-
ample for Ed McMahon and other sidekicks thirty years later, was in a perpet-
ual state of merriment, giggling constantly during his exchanges with Wynn, to
cue the audience that a big laugh was coming. “How’s your aunt?” McNamee
would ask, and then giggle. “A mess, Graham, just a mess.” “A mess,” repeated
McNamee, giggling. “Yes, a mess,” responded Wynn. And then the jokes would
proceed, and McNamee would let loose and laugh at the punch line.

Such grooved rhythms helped pull people into the flow of the show and set
up the verbal surprises to come. Wynn would say to McNamee, “Graham, I had
a friend of mine down to my farm the other day, and I served him some beer.
I served him some beer, Graham, and do you know what he said?” “No, Chief,
what did he say?” “He said, ‘I don’t want that! Bring me a whole stein. Bring me
a whole stein!” So you know what I brought him?” “What did you bring him,
Chief?” asked McNamee, again giggling, of course. “A cow!” giggled Wynn. In
another exchange, Wynn said that his aunt went into a dry goods store and
said, “I want some material. I want to make pillowcases. I don’t know what
kind of material I want for pillowcases.” Then Wynn giggled. “The clerk said,
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‘You need muslin’ My aunt said, ‘If I do, it’ll take a bigger man than you to do
it. ” Although puns are usually regarded as a low form of humor, they expose
the loopholes in the language, the ways in which it is possible to disobey or de-
liberately ignore certain rules, and they celebrate the language’s elasticity. They
also show how language can move us—trap us—ina place we don’t want to be.
And puns, of course, work best when they are heard, not when they are read.”

Like Penner, Wynn played the vocal eunuch—he sometimes sounded like
Tiny Tim—frequently interrupting his straight man with falsetto giggles and
high-pitched interjections of effeminate comments like “fancy that” or “my
goodness.” Sometimes he affected a lisp. Like Penner, Wynn got laughs because
he was an emasculated clown.

Eddie Cantor’s Chase and Sanborn Hour premiered in September 1931,
and within a year one of the fledgling ratings services estimated that over 50
percent of Sunday night’s listeners tuned in to hear him. In 1933 and 1934
Cantor’s show was the highest rated program on the airwaves. The variety
show featured singers and a violinist, but the main focus was on the humor,
which consisted of sketches and stand-up routines. Cantor’s ethnic jokesters
included the Mad Russian (played by Bert Gordon) and the Greek character
Parkyakarkus (Harry Einstein). These players with exaggerated accents did
double duty: their inability to master proper English marked them as men still
outside the fold, yet their ability to zing Cantor verbally showed that recent im-
migrants could hold their own. The banter between Cantor and his straight
man, as well as between him and the show’s ethnic stooges, was combative and
insulting, as the men ridiculed one another’s appearance, competence, and es-
pecially their manhood. These insults were typical of banter not between
grown men but between male adolescents. This same form of humor was used
when famous guests appeared on the show. In an exchange with John Barry-
more, Cantor says, “When I’'m with my kids, I'm always acting funny.” Barry-
more retorts, “What a pity a microphone could stop all that” When
Barrymore’s wife appears, Cantor kisses her and announces, “Your wife kisses
beautifully. My wife doesn’t kiss like that” Barrymore’s wife, Elaine, shoots
back, “No wonder, look what she’s got to practice on.” In another show featur-
ing Tallulah Bankhead, Cantor proposes doing a passionate love scene with
her. “Stop kidding yourself, Eddie,” she answers, “you haven’t got enough fuel
to give me a hot foot.™

The rapidity of the repartee, and the speed of the cutting comeback, was
key to this humor. You had to be quick on the uptake. Insults establish a peck-
ing order, and the one insulted must respond quickly and effectively or lose sta-
tus instantly. Such oral dueling was inherently competitive; it reaffirmed that
the competitive spirit was still thriving in America and that its pleasures—the
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laughs—were greater than its costs—the injured pride. Radio comics had to
simulate spontaneity—hence their file boxes full of jokes. And offstage, joking
insults are allowed only between people pretty familiar with each other, like
brother and sister or husband and wife. So the very reliance on insults simu-
lated a feeling of familiarity between those on the air, and between them and
their audience.” Cantor treated his audience as if the show was a collaboration
between speaker and listener, and as if they were all part of the same dysfunc-
tional family.

While many of the jokes ridiculed masculine self-delusions, the pace, de-
livery, and tone of the humor reaffirmed verbal agility and quickness as a dis-
tinctly male trait. On Cantor’s show masculinity was exposed as a masquerade
that a lot of men, like Cantor, couldn’t carry off. Men’s conceits about their at-
tractiveness and sexual prowess, about their intelligence and general mastery
over life, were pricked into flaccid, deflated balloons. But at the same time mas-
culinity was recuperated, its resilience, toughness, and instant ability to re-
spond to a challenge celebrated week in and week out.

On Cantor’s show and other comedy-variety shows like it, the listener was
moved sometimes rapidly between modes of listening. There might be a series
of jokes, then a vocal performance, then a skit, then a commercial, then an in-
strumental by the band. Each segment called for varying, nuanced levels of at-
tention and for different emotional registers. Some invited imagining a
particular scene and people, others didn’t. Often at the same time youd be
rooting for Cantor yet eagerly anticipating his put-down. One song would
bore you, the next would trigger all sorts of memories. Just as linguistic slap-
stick moved you between being the underdog and being the victor, between
being a humbled man and a cocky one, these variety shows encouraged listen-
ers to be many persons, with various stances, all at the same time.

The comedy teams that pushed wordplay to new and often subversive ex-
tremes were George Burns and Gracie Allen, and Jane and Goodman Ace. The
Aces are not as well remembered today as Burns and Allen because they didn’t
make the transition to television (the TV version of their show lasted only six
weeks). But they became enormously popular after their show premiered in
1930.

In both The Burns and Allen Show and Easy Aces, the wives were scatter-
brained, upper-middle-class women who, on the surface, played into stereo-
types about women being dumb, irrational, obsessed with the trivial, and
unable to comprehend even the most basic rules of logic. But the humor and
the roles were much more complex. For despite the fact that George Burns and
Goodman Ace personified male logic and reason, their radio wives consistently
got the better of them, maneuvering them into linguistic and cognitive
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labyrinths they couldn’t begin to find their ways out of. Thirty years later, in
the 1960s, TV wives who were really witches or genies had magical powers that
turned the male world of business, technology, and logic upside down.” But in
the 1930s, on radio, language was what these women used to demonstrate that
male authority—especially the authority that came from their language, their
logic—was totally arbitrary and extremely fragile. When these women spoke
the seemingly crystalline nature of male reasoning was shattered into a million
unretrievable pieces.

Jane Ace was especially known for her malapropisms and misquotes,
known as Janeacisms. Like Gracie Allen, Jane appeared to be a scatterbrain, but
language was putty in her hands as she reshaped existing clichés into double
entendres and pointed jokes. “We’re insufferable friends” and “Time wounds
all heels” made fun of the tensions in interpersonal relationships, while a com-
ment like “I was down on the Lower East Side today and saw those old testa-
ment houses” had a more biting undercurrent. So did “we’re all cremated
equal.” Others, like “up at the crank of dawn,” “working my head to the bone,”
and “you’ve got to take the bitter with the badder,” breathed new life and mean-
ing into outworn bromides.”

Gracie Allen, with her slightly nasal, high-pitched voice, was also a master
at exposing the way male rules of language weren’t as ironclad as they might
seem, especially if you just looked at things a little bit differently, took things
too literally, or not literally enough. Burns and Allen knew exactly what they
were doing, and they referred to Gracie’s worldview as “illogical logic.” Because
of the way she misread words and their meanings, Gracie made preposterous
statements she believed to be true, and she convinced the audience to see
things her way, if only for a second. In one of their earliest routines, she reports
to George that on the way to work, a man said, “Hiya, cutie, how about a bite
tonight after the show?” She answered, “ ‘I'll be busy after the show but I’'m not
doing anything now, so I bit him.” In another exchange, George asks, “Did you
ever hear silence is golden?” to which she responds, “No, what station are they
on?”“It’s an adage,” insists George, “you know what an adage is.” “Oh sure,” an-
swers Gracie, “that’s where you keep your old trunks.” In another show she asks
the straight man Bill Goodwin what she should get George for Christmas.
Goodwin recommends silk pajamas with George’s initials on the front and a
dragon on the back. “A drag in the back,” she muses, “that’s just the way his pa-
jamas fit him right now.”

Herman, Gracie’s pet duck, was a stock feature of the show, and on one
Christmas show Gracie taught him all about American history. In this version,
Santa Claus came to America in 1492 with five reindeer, Dancer, Prancer, Nifia,
Pinta, and Santa Maria. Santa put on a red coat and rode around telling every-
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one Paul Revere was here. After that Santa freed all the slaves while he was fly-
ing a kite in a thunderstorm, and that’s why he’s called the father of our
country.”

Gracie was also capable of the comic put-down. “You ought to live in the
home for the feebleminded,” advises George, to which Gracie shoots back, “Oh,
I'd love to be your houseguest sometime.” In one of his many expressions of
exasperation at Gracie’s logic, he says, “Gracie, all I have to do is hear you talk
and the blood rushes to my head.” “That’s because it’s empty,” she replies.*

But most of all it was Gracie’s unruliness—her absolute refusal to obey or-
ders, her defiance of instructions, her willful misunderstanding of the lan-
guage—that was legendary. In one routine George asks her, as part of a new bit,
simply to ask him the exact question he has just asked her. “If I should say to
you, ‘Why are apples green?’ all you have to do is just repeat the same thing. You
say, ‘I don’t know, why are apples green? ” After Gracie assures him that she’s
got it down, George asks, “What fellow in the army wears the biggest hat?” Gra-
cie responds, “I don’t know. Why are apples green?” “Now don’t be silly, when
I say, What fellow in the army wears the biggest hat? you must say, ‘I don’t
know. What fellow in the army wears the biggest hat?’ ” After Gracie assures
him she really does have it this time, George asks, “All right now, what fellow
in the army wears the biggest hat?” and Gracie answers, “The fellow with the
biggest head” By misunderstanding—and flouting—George’s instructions,
Gracie is also the one to get the laughs. Gracie subverted male authority, as em-
bodied and given power through the word, over and over.

The mix in the early 1930s of girlish, giggling, falsetto men like Ed Wynn
and Joe Penner; of insults and verbal sparring that put radio stars in their
place; and of the deflation of men by women all fused in the radio persona of
Jack Benny, probably the most popular radio comedian of all time. Benny went
on the air in 1932 and by 1933 had established the format of his show, a pre-
cursor to the situation comedy. Instead of relying on a series of vaudeville jokes
and stand-up routines, Benny’s show featured a regular cast—Don Wilson, the
announcer; Mary Livingstone (Benny’s wife); Phil Harris, the orchestra leader;
Kenny Baker, the tenor; and Eddie “Rochester” Anderson. The show con-
structed an on-air personality for Benny, and it was this personality that drove
the humor and skits. By 1934, when Jell-O took over sponsorship of the show,
listening to Jack Benny on Sunday night was a national ritual.

The Benny persona targeted masculinity and upper-class pretensions:
Benny assumed a series of traits, and “the gang” ridiculed these week in and
week out. It is interesting that, except for his notorious stinginess, most of
these traits were feminine. He was vain, especially about his age and appear-
ance; he was coy; he loved playing the violin; he specialized in catty remarks;
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he lacked an aggressive sexual desire for women; he was prissy; he had a
high-pitched giggle; and one of his most famous retorts was the effeminate
and ineffectual “Now cut that out.” “The minute I come on,” observed Benny,
“even the most henpecked guy in the audience feels good” His trademark
swishy walk, which viewers of his TV show could see, was turned into a joke
even on the radio. “Who was that lady I saw you with?” Joe Louis asks Mary
Livingstone on a 1945 broadcast. “That was no lady,” says Mary, “that was
Jack—he always walks that way”¥ Here was a projection of man’s feminine
side, extracted, exorcised, and sent into exile. And this dreaded femaleness
was carried off on the back of its opposite, male acquisitiveness run amok.
That Jack Benny linked people’s hatred of Scrooge with the fear one might be
too much like a girl to succeed was, frankly, nothing short of brilliant in the
1930s. He spoke to men who blamed themselves and blamed the system, and
to women who blamed their unemployed husbands yet couldn’t blame them
at all.

Jack’s role was to be the butt of everyone’s jokes and insults, and what drove
every show was the determination to displace this man—conceited, miserly,
self-deluded—as the center of attention, power, and authority.™ It was a de-
throning the cast members pursued with glee and the audience relished. Here
was a pseudoaristocratic skinflint who refused to own up to—or even recog-
nize—any of his rather obvious flaws. For while Jack always believed he was an
irresistible Don Juan type, calling himself the “Clark Gable of the air,” and was
repeatedly and sarcastically introduced by Don Wilson as a “suave, sophisti-
cated, lover type,” in reality his manhood was always provisional.

Benny’s radio character was a personification of paternalism gone bad, of
manhood undercut by narcissism, pride, and overweening avarice. The Jack
Benny penny-pincher jokes, especially his use of the infamous vault to hide his
money, and the contrast between his self-inflated masculine pride and the cut-
ting remarks by Livingstone and other women remain funny even today. But
this brilliant displacement of political criticism about the hypocrisy and col-
lapse of paternal capitalism, this lampooning of failed manhood, had to have
had special resonance during the Depression. When everyday people were
writing letters to national leaders complaining about the “overly rich, selfish,
dumb ignorant money hogs” whose parasitic behavior had ruined the country
and millions of Americans, Jack Benny’s rabid materialism lanced a rather
large boil. The scene in which a mugger demanded “Your money or your life”
and after a long pause, Benny replied, “I'm thinking, 'm thinking,” produced
one of the biggest laughs he ever got. In a job market where men over forty
knew they couldn’t compete for work with men in their twenties—as one man
put it, “A man over forty might as well go out and shoot himself”—Benny’s
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refusal to declare any age over thirty-nine let people laugh at the desperate re-
alities of ageism for men.”

There was, and remains, considerable debate over Rochester, played by
Eddie Anderson, who was the first black to land a regular part on a radio pro-
gram. He became one of the most popular characters on the show. At first, with
constant jokes about Rochester’s drinking and carousing, devotion to “African
badminton”—craps—and addiction to watermelon, African Americans criti-
cized the show’s perpetuation of the negative stereotype the character rein-
forced. Gradually, Benny and his writers abandoned these stereotypes, and
despite the fact that Rochester was in a servile position, he almost always got
the better of his boss, just like everyone else, hurling impudent rejoinders to
Benny that were both good-natured and sardonic.*

In one episode Jack reports that he ran into some poor fellow who asked
for a dime and announces, “I gave him fifty cents.” The next sound we hear is
of a tray of dishes crashing to the floor, and the audience cracks up. Jack asks,
“Rochester, why did you drop those dishes? All I said was I gave a man fifty
cents.” Then there is another crash and more laughter. “Rochester, you didn’t
have to push that second stack off the drain board.” Answers Rochester, “I
didn’t touch 'em. They jumped off by themselves.” Here, an irreverent, even
cocky black man talked back to and made fun of his white boss, and the fact
that he too deflated Jack’s ego made the impaling of white male pretensions
even more thorough. In a time when “black males who challenged white au-
thority were simply not seen in mainstream media,” notes Mel Watkins, this
was “a revolutionary advance.™

One of Jack Benny’s most successful publicity stunts was his long-running
“feud” with Fred Allen, which started in 1936, when Allen, on his show Town
Hall Tonight, ad-libbed a joke about Benny’s pathetic violin playing. Benny re-
sponded on his next show, and the feud was on. Allen, like Benny, preferred
more sophisticated humor than Penner’s or Wynn’s and skewered upper-class
pretensions. Allen was a virtuoso at wordplay, coining new, irreverent nick-
names (the American eagle was “patriotic poultry”), exposing the pomposity
of overblown words, and inventing maxims. “There’s an old saying,” offered
Allen, “if all of the politicians in the world were laid end to end they would still
be lying.”** Some of the more famous characters on his show included Portland
(Allen’s wife), yet another squeaky-pitched, daffy type who played with lan-
guage herself, Allen’s characterization of the famous Chinese detective One
Long Pan, and other stock types portrayed by the Mighty Allen Art Players.
Later, Senator Bloat and Senator Claghorn, moronic yet bombastic southern
politicians; Mrs. Nussbaum, a Jewish housewife who called Mississippi “Mat-
zos-Zippi” and the famous Swedish actress “Ingrown Bergman”; Ajax Cassidy,
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the heavy-drinking Irishman; and Titus Moody, the New England hayseed, be-
came radio icons in Aller’s Alley, Fred Allen’s show from 1942 to 1949.

The “feud” between Benny and Allen was irresistible to listeners. It pulled
them into an inner circle of celebrity friendship, insider jokes, and deft but
harmless jousting that combined intimacy with competition, affection with ir-
ritation. This way everyone was in on the joke, and the insults could be savored
without discomfort or concern. It was essential that listeners know the feud
was fake, that in “real life” Allen and Benny were good friends. But the feud also
mirrored the twin needs for men, particularly working-class men, in the 1930s:
their emotional need for each other’s friendship and support, and their eco-
nomic need to cooperate and organize, juxtaposed with their need to compete
with each other and to regard each other as rivals.

The feud was quickly labeled the Battle of the Century in the typically
modest terms the media choose for such events. After months of sniping the
two met face-to-face on a broadcast from the Hotel Pierre in March 1937, and
the show had one of the largest listening audiences in radio history. The insults
on this and subsequent shows focused on the men’s age and appearance, their
sincerity, their cowardice and bullying of those weaker than they (especially
children), their pretensions about their talents, their capacity for lying and for
self-defeat, and their general integrity. Building on a previous insult, turning
what was, for an instant, a barb that hit the target exactly where it hurt back on
the man who had hurled it, was essential to the game. When Allen appeared on
Benny’s show after months of berating his violin playing, Benny warned, “Now
look here, Allen. 1 don’t care what you say about my violin playing on your pro-
gram, but when you come up here, be careful. After all, I've got listeners.” “Keep
your family out of it,” answered Allen.* This was key: using the man’s own
words to disarm him. For not only had you gained something but you had
taken something away from him, made him less of a man than he was before.

By the time Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy went on the air in the
spring of 1937—at the height of the Benny-Allen feud—the speed of radio
repartee had increased, and the insults were even more personal and cutting.
That a ventriloquist act became such a smash hit on radio, where listeners
couldn’t even see whether Bergen was convincing at throwing his voice, re-
mains almost laughable today. And the fact that Charlie was a wooden dummy,
and a child, gave him even more license to express antisocial, adolescent senti-
ments in a comparatively uncensored form. Whether people took him to be
the not-so-successfully repressed alter ego of the soft-spoken, conventional,
and fatherly Edgar Bergen we can never know. But the dummy, not the dad,
gave voice to male impudence, insolence, and rebellion.

It was Charlie who refused to study, to work hard, to respect his elders, to
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behave properly around women. It was Charlie who could make suggestive re-
marks to Rita Hayworth or Mae West in a way flesh-and-blood men couldn’t
on the radio, and in a way that was, frankly, creepy, given that he was supposed
to be a boy. W. C. Fields, another caricature of a man, the bulbous-nosed drunk
who loathed children and dogs, was Charlie’s most formidable verbal oppo-
nent. “Tell me, Charles, is it true that your father was a gateleg table?” asked
Fields. “If he was, your father was under it,” snapped back Charlie. Fields con-
stantly threatened to carve Charlie up into shoe trees, to sic a beaver on him,
to saw him in two. Charlie, in turn, threatened Fields that he would “stick a
wick in your mouth and use you for an alcohol lamp.”* Here was the Oedipal
drama writ large but, for safety’s sake, acted out by a puppet and a clown, by a
parody of a father and a son.

At first on radio there was a clear demarcation between the linguistic an-
tics of comics and the more staid, self-important announcements from adver-
tisers. Comedians could be goofy, make fun of themselves, and turn the
language upside down, but commercials would not. This was where the sanc-
tity of corporate America, male authority, and correct English interlocked into
one impregnable edifice of overseriousness. But the success and contagious-
ness of linguistic slapstick eventually colonized advertising as well. After an in-
tense debate in the mid-1920s about how radio should be financed—with
advertising being one of the least popular and most vilified options—some-
thing called indirect advertising took hold by the late 1920s. Direct sales
pitches and prices were verboten; instead, performers took on the name of the
sponsor, as with the Cliquot Club Eskimos and the Happiness Candy Boys.

But such restraint didn’t last long, and sonorous accounts of the merits of
Lux soap and Chevrolets soon bracketed most broadcasts. The contrast be-
tween the looseness and freedom of radio comedy and the zipped-up tightness
of the ads was irresistible to comics like Ed Wynn. He began spoofing Texaco
gas commercials and interrupting Graham McNamee with asides like “fancy
that” and “is that so” as McNamee delivered the latest ad.* At first sponsors had
no sense of humor about this, but as they saw sales increase, they lightened up.
By the mid-1930s advertisers—who also produced these shows—came to rec-
ognize that being the butt of jokes, and being willing to take a joke, endeared
whoever was on the radio to the audience. The jokes also helped the audience
recall who the sponsor was. Not only did ad-libbed jokes about the sponsor be-
come tolerated, but scripted repartee about the product was worked into most
shows.

We forget today the extent to which Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, Fred
Allen, and others hawked their sponsors’ products repeatedly. They had to be
shills, and they knew it: if sales didn’t go up they would lose their shows. And
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they made this more palatable to themselves and no doubt to the audience by
embedding the ads in the same kinds of wordplay rituals they used during the
rest of their shows. In the same show in which Gracie Allen is wondering what
to buy George for Christmas, their straight man, Bill Goodwin, says he’s trying
to come up with a Christmas card to send out. This discussion is woven right
into the skits and the main dialogue. Bill says he’s thinking of something like,
“Season’s greetings from Bill Goodwin and Swan, the new white floating soap
that’s eight ways better than old-style floating soaps—something simple like
that,” he notes self-mockingly. Gracie suggests he send out a song and docs her
own version of “Jingle Bells.”“Season’s greetings to you and yours/and all of my
best wishes/and don’t forget, for goodness sakes/use Swan to wash your
dishes.” Bill then picks up the song: “Swan gives loads of suds/Swan is white as
snow/You'll find that Swan suds twice as fast . . . ,” and then Gracie blurts out
the last line, “even in the hottest water.” When Bill points out that water
doesn’t rhyme with snow, Gracie quips “H,0.”*

On Ed Wynn’s show too the ads became embedded in the discourse and
pace of the show, as Wynn and McNamee bantered about the merits of Texaco
gas. McNamee might start by saying, “Hey, Chief, this is going to be a great year
for touring,” and then bring up the merits of Texaco. After some back-and-
forth, Wynn would say, “I know it’s powerful, Graham. Why, last week a man
filled his car with Fire Chief gas” so he could tour American cities. “It went so
fast he had to get a stenographer to take down the names of the towns in short-
hand.” Finally, McNamee would add the tag line—“Buy a tankful tomor-
row”—which would signal that they were moving back to the show.”

Jack Benny began his broadcasts, “Jell-O, everyone,” and it was a running
gag that Don Wilson tried to slip in references to the product throughout the
show. Shameless self-promotion, done in this highly self-conscious way, was
funny, even endearing. The audience came to expect it, anticipate it, and
laugh at—and with—it when it appeared. During their feud Allen referred to
Benny as “an itinerant vendor of desserts” and “a gelatin hawker.” His obvi-
ous refusal to say the brand’s name only added to the sense that knowing
about Jell-O, knowing it was Benny’s sponsor, was what truly made someone
in the know.

This linguistic embrace of the sponsor was essential to the increased com-
mercialism of everyday life that radio accelerated and reinforced. Once you can
be made fun of, once people play with your name in teasing ways and sing or
chat about you in silly rhymes, then you're really part of the gang. Certainly
plenty of Americans bemoaned what was, by the mid-1930s, the shameless,
blaring commercialization of radio. But bringing commercials linguistically
into the fold legitimized not just their existence but their purpose as well.
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Commercialization became associated, however subtly, with spontaneity, hap-
piness, freedom itself.

Probably the best-known piece of linguistic slapstick from the old radio
days is Bud Abbott and Lou Costello’s routine “Who’s on First?” Abbott was the
brittle, even-voiced, mustachioed city slicker, the straight man (in so many
senses of the term). Costello was perennially prepubescent, short and still
larded with baby fat, his voice wailing up and down octaves like a tantrum-
throwing child’s when he was frustrated or confused. The notion that any
grown woman would find him attractive was preposterous, yet he slobbered
over women like Goofy. Bud knew about women, not Lou. Each was a carica-
ture of masculinity, the one so crass and unfeeling you couldn’t imagine him
as a father or husband, the other so vulnerable, so prone to hysteria, so gullible
he was, well, like a girl. And “Who’s on First?”—a routine so popular it was, for
a while, performed nearly weekly on the radio—displayed how mastery over
language separated the men from the boys, and, by implication, from the girls
as well.

The exchange is about baseball, a male pursuit, and builds on the unusual
nicknames many ballplayers had. Bud is introducing a team and says these
members have silly nicknames too, and he wants to let Lou know who’s who.
Lou awaits the roster. But the players’ names are all pronouns, like who or what,
or conjunctions like because or why. Bud tells Lou that “Who is on first.” Yes,
Lou asks, “Who is on first?” “That’s right,” insists Bud, with increasing testiness,
“Who ison first.” And so it goes around the bases.

Lou struggles in vain to enter the linguistic domain that Bud so effortlessly
masters. He takes everything too literally; he just doesn’t understand. He wails
and pouts with frustration and exasperation; at times he becomes hysterical.
Bud, by contrast, gets impatient (as men often do in the face of overwrought
emotions) but is always calm. The voices, their tones, their registers, are a study
in contrasts: it is a parody of a fight between a man and a woman, a father and
a child.

The routine is delicious; it is hard to tire of it; at times it seems addictive.
It makes fun of and speaks to us about so many things: the connections be-
tween the ability to name things and the access to power; the ability to follow
accepted, male logic, however convoluted; the anxiety about being part of the
gang, the team; and, of course, the delight we take in hearing skilled people
show how the linguistic rules we live and die by can be toyed with, stretched,
broken. For the audience, the pleasure comes, in part, from seeing the logic of
both men’s positions, of understanding Bud’s nomenclature and Lou’s com-
plete confusion in the face of it. We are inside and outside the power of lan-
guage. We respect and balk at its tyranny, we laugh at the utter arbitrariness of
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words. We see the pleasures and stupidities of the coded argot of sports. Know-
ing how language includes and excludes us every day, in all kinds of realms—
from business and politics to friendships, clubs, and families—we recognize
how words alone give us power and take it away.

Radio comedy was revolutionary and conservative, insubordinate and
obedient, attacking conventional authority yet buttressing it at the same time.
Its befuddled, hapless men invited listeners’ sympathies and their ridicule, bol-
stering the self-esteem of those in the audience, who recognized all too well
what it was like to be confused and intimidated in the face of power yet were
assured they would do much better than Lou Costello. At the same time these
shows and their displays of male verbal agility also insisted that the resistance
and persistence, aggression and energy of American manhood had yet to be
doused, despite the ongoing economic catastrophe.

Linguistic slapstick acknowledged that America was a nation of subgroups,
many of them antagonistic to one another, some of them deserving of ridicule.
But it also suggested that, despite those differences—and maybe even because
of them—America was on the rebound. Linguistic slapstick asserted that
America was as vibrant, pliable, inventive, absorptive, defiant, and full of sur-
prises as its language. And it claimed that that vibrancy came from the bottom
up, not from the top down. Sure, radio cheered people up during the Depres-
sion. But it did so because it gave men an imagined preserve where they could
project their own sense of failure onto others, hear acknowledgments that suc-
cessful masculinity was a hard mantle to keep on, yet also hear that even be-
nighted men, through their wits alone, were still going to land on top, if only
for a few minutes.



WA P
C i

The Invention of
the Audience

man stood before a microphone and opened his mouth. He felt self-

conscious, even silly, and he wondered: Who am I talking to? Who is

hearing me? How many of them are there? Do they like what they
hear?

These were the questions that went through the heads of announcers,
singers, and other radio performers in the 1920s as the radio boom in-
creased in size and scope. Being sequestered in one of those velvet-drape-
lined studios and projecting into a microphone was quite disconcerting to
those accustomed to live audiences, to their laughs, their murmurs, and
their applause. With radio there was no one to see and nothing to hear—
just silence.

As people’s voices became disembodied and were sent out over the air-
waves, the growing questions about how the “invisible audience” reacted to
these emanations stemmed from curiosity, vanity, and a fear of embarrass-
ment or rejection. But by the late 1920s, when advertisers began sponsoring
more shows, these became not only metaphysical questions but also eco-
nomic ones. Curiosity about who was listening turned into calculations
about how much these listeners were worth.

Beginning in the 1920s, and escalating to a fevered hysteria today, the
corporate obsession with the tastes and preferences of the broadcast audi-
ence has produced a nationwide, technologically instantaneous network of
audience surveillance. This is a system most Americans do not encounter
directly on a daily basis. Indirectly, however, it shapes the entire media en-
vironment in which we live. It determines who will anchor the nightly news
or host a talk show, what our children will get to watch on Saturday morn-
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ings, and which political opinions we will and will not hear on our radio or
television. Today this system integrates a range of technologies—telephones,
computers, Nielsen boxes, audience measurement devices like the program an-
alyzer—with other inventions—like the focus group, the questionnaire, or the
survey—and a host of technically sophisticated mathematical approaches to
assessing media appeal and effects. Back in the 1930s all this had to be in-
vented.

This system got its start in 1929, when Archibald Crossley developed a rat-
ings service that relied on telephoning people and asking them what they had
listened to the night before.' It was a crude method and left critical questions
unanswered. Why did people listen to some shows and not others? What shaped
their tastes? Could you convert listeners from listening to Rudy Vallee to listen-
ing to the New York Symphony? This was where Paul Lazarsfeld came in.

Paul Lazarsfeld, an Austrian émigré, was the father of market research in
America as well as one of the founders of communications research, and any-
one who watches TV, reads a magazine, or listens to the radio has been affected
profoundly by his work and that of his countless protégés. This work showed
broadcasters and advertisers how to invade, and colonize, the American psy-
che. It also paved the way for the systematic study of media effects that was, at
times, quite critical of that colonization.

Lazarsfeld had no idea, when he left Vienna for the United States in Sep-
tember of 1933, that his career was about to be hijacked by a machine. Nor
did he know that he would never return to live in his homeland again. A
thirty-two-year-old psychology professor at the beginning of his life’s work,
Lazarsfeld sailed to New York preoccupied by one major question: What hap-
pens inside the mind at that moment when a person makes a choice? For sev-
eral years he had been investigating why people decide to do one thing but
not another (such as choosing an occupation) and trying to develop a sys-
tematic method for analyzing this psychological process. Now, under the aus-
pices of a fellowship from the Rockefeller Foundation, he came to exchange
ideas with American social scientists about this emerging field, social psy-
chology.

Lazarsfeld came to a country in which a new technological system, the vast
network of radio stations and receivers controlled by corporations rather than
the government, was reshaping almost every aspect of life, including American
politics, musical tastes, and language. Lazarsfeld confronted radio broadcast-
ing, but he soon helped establish its less visible mirror image: the network of
people and machines that provided audience research for networks and their
advertisers. Over several decades this system linked up gadgets like his and
Frank Stanton’s program analyzer, audimeters, and Nielsen boxes with tele-
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phone lines, radios, TVs, and computers to monitor what Americans were tun-
ing in and what they were turning off. It was a network that put Americans’
tastes and preferences under increasing scrutiny.

Given his early history, Lazarsfeld seems an unlikely architect of such a sys-
tem. He came of age in a city so dominated by the Socialist Party that it was
known as Red Vienna. During and after the First World War, when he was in
his teens and twenties, Lazarsfeld was an active and highly idealistic Socialist.
He was especially drawn to the party’s mission of educating and uplifting the
working class, by making knowledge more available and by making intellectual
pursuits a more regular, habitual part of working-class life. He often gave lec-
tures to workers on topics like how to read a newspaper or on the history of
revolutions, successful and failed.?

Lazarsfeld was also an intellectual trained in the Austro-Marxist tradition,
earning his Ph.D. in applied mathematics from the University of Vienna. He
combined a talent in mathematics with his interest in how and why people
make crucial choices to pioneer in the quantification of group behavior and at-
titudes. It was at one of his political meetings that Lazarsfeld asked what he
later regarded as a life-changing question. Otto Kanitz, a leader of the Vienna
Working Youth, presented the results of a questionnaire that he claimed amply
documented how miserable young factory workers were. “Did you count how
many were miserable?” asked Lazarsfeld. Kanitz regarded this as an absurd
question but turned the questionnaires over to Lazarsfeld to let him count
them. Lazarsfeld compared the nature of the complaints by age; he was thus
launched on his lifelong project of categorizing people and comparing how
different groups behaved. He was committed to moving beyond description
and anecdote to offering results that could be expressed in percentages as well
as sentences. He would rely on interviews, which asked people a range of ques-
tions about their choices, then offer a statistical summary of the results.

One reason Lazarsfeld became interested in psychology, he later reflected,
was that the socialist mission he was so dedicated to was less zealously em-
braced by the workers he was hoping to uplift. Few research projects drove this
home more dramatically than his first study of radio listeners, which Ravag,
the board that regulated and managed Austrian radio, commissioned Lazars-
feld to conduct in 1931. Over 110,000 radio listeners responded to question-
naires, which Lazarsfeld tabulated and summarized. The Socialists’ worst fears
about what this emerging mass medium was doing to people’s tastes and
leisure time were confirmed. It turned out that nearly half of the listeners were
workers and employees, and they overwhelmingly preferred “light entertain-
ment,” including popular music and comedies. The least popular radio fare
was chamber music, literary readings, symphony concerts, and lectures about
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music. As the historian Helmut Gruber notes wryly, “The sixteen items in the
negative category contained virtually every program preferred by the Socialist
Democratic Party of Austria for its worker listeners.”

Lazarsfeld and his fellow Socialists had hoped not just to improve the ma-
terial conditions of life for the working classes. They sought nothing less than
to create a proletarian counterculture opposed to what they saw as the con-
sumerism, intellectual vapidness, and political complacency of bourgeois cul-
ture. Workers who succumbed to blandishments of the dance hall, the beer
garden, the movie theater, and the department store were, in the Socialist view,
buying into a commercial culture that ultimately co-opted them politically and
narcotized them intellectually. Instead, workers should spend their leisure time
reading, listening to “good” music, attending lectures, and organizing them-
selves politically.*

But there was a crucial contradiction here. Many of the socialist-
sanctioned pursuits were those favored by the educated bourgeoisie, the very
class Lazarsfeld and his comrades disdained. Being of middle-class origins
themselves, and members of the intelligentsia, however, they prized certain
bourgeois values, particularly those that promoted self-improvement, and
they indulged in bourgeois rather than working-class pastimes.® In their efforts
to transform the hearts and minds of the workers, Socialist leaders tended to
denigrate most of their leisure activities and seemed blind to their need for di-
version, escape, frivolity, and catharsis. Elitist in their cultural tastes, puritani-
cal in their attitudes toward the amusement park, the saloon, and spectator
sports, and generally paternalistic toward workers they too often saw as child-
like and inadequately civilized, Lazarsfeld’s Viennese circle began to run into
resistance from workers about transforming their private lives and leisure
time. In the late 1920s Lazarsfeld increasingly sought refuge in intellectual
work.

At the same time he discovered that American businesses were hiring psy-
chologists to ascertain which brand of a particular product people bought and
why. “Market research,” Lazarsfeld remembered, “was then completely un-
known in Austria,” but this kind of work was an instant revelation. “I remem-
ber the immediate feeling that this is a perfect conjunction; (a) you can get
money for research, (b) you can find out why people do something.” He also
saw consumer choice as a more simple process than occupational choice, pro-
viding him with a decision easier to measure and quantify.*

This was the man—a Socialist politically and a Marxist intellectually—
who arrived in New York in September of 1933 with his Rockefeller grant. His
background, riddled as it was with conflicting desires to uplift the masses, pur-
sue the life of the mind, and make a living in an increasingly hostile environ-
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ment in Austria, set the stage for the schizophrenic mixture of optimism and
pessimism, idealism and cynicism that informed much of the radio research in
America. It is important to understand these contradictions because they
crossed the Atlantic with Lazarsfeld and left their mark on radio research and
on conceptions of the radio audience.

America was itself in the midst of a major psychic transformation, in
which radio was playing an important but as yet poorly understood role. The
Great Depression, now in its fourth grim year, had turned some of the most
basic assumptions, ideas, and practices of the 1920s upside down. What had
defined America, at least in its national mythology, was its freshness, its sense
of limitless possibility, its robust optimism, and its success. Had all this been a
conceit, an illusion? With the depth and breadth of the economic collapse,
many Americans seemed to be experiencing a cultural identity crisis.

It was the anxiety, argued cultural historian Warren Susman, that in-
spired one of the most significant trends of the 1930s: “the most over-
whelming effort ever attempted to document in art, reportage, social science,
and history the life and values of the American people.” The rise of photo-
journalism, of documentaries, a slew of books on American culture and the
American character, and the establishment in 1935 of George Gallup’s Amer-
ican Institute of Public Opinion to provide statistical evidence of how people
thought and felt were all part of this desire for self-knowledge.” In addition,
there was an explosion in academic psychology, so that by 1933 American
publications in the field were triple those being written in Germany, where it
had been born. The social sciences in general, which until 1929 had been the
“poor relations of the natural sciences,” were now assuming increased im-
portance because they sought to ascertain how “the human factor” had
“spoiled the American dream.”

Radio made this quest for self-knowledge more vexing and more pressing.
The radio boom, which some had dismissed as a passing fad, was by 1933 an
established feature of everyday life in the United States. In 1925, 10 percent of
American households had a radio. By 1933 the proportion had jumped to 62.5
percent, double that at the beginning of the Depression. Already there were 599
stations broadcasting in the country, with three networks—CBS, NBC-Red,
and NBC-Blue—offering national programs.

Contradictions about national identity abounded in the constellation of
shows to which listeners tuned in. In a segregated country, in which racism was
woven into the entire fabric of the culture, the most popular show on radio was
about two black men in Harlem. In a country known for its periodic outbursts
against papacy and immigrants, the Irish-Catholic priest Father Coughlin was
a national demagogue, drawing an estimated 30 to 45 million listeners a week
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and often receiving more mail than FDR. The NBC Symphony had an avid, na-
tional following; so did Major Bowes’ Original Amateur Hour.

Who was listening most regularly to all this? What did these unseen listen-
ers make of what they heard? This new technology raised a host of questions
about what the act of listening to emanations from “the ether” was doing to the
nation and the individual. In the early 1920s pundits predicted a massive cul-
tural uplift through radio, with opera and lectures brought to the most isolated
and uneducated in the country. But was that what was happening? Or were
people forsaking books and newspapers in favor of Walter Winchell and Joe
Pennecr?

These twin possibilities for American technology—progress and dehu-
manization—had been of central concern to intellectuals in the 1920s, and
they became more pronounced during the Great Depression. The advent of
radio and the uses to which it was being put stimulated renewed optimism and
pessimism about the possibilities for spiritual and intellectual transcendence
in the face of industrial change. For example, in the widely read sociological
study of Muncie, Indiana, Middletown, Robert and Helen Lynd (who were
some of the first scholars to befriend Lazarsfeld) emphasized how industrial-
ization had undermined traditional neighborhoods and communities and had
accentuated a sense of technological determinism among people, that they
were the victims of forces beyond their control. Even those technologies dedi-
cated to enhancing leisure time, like the radio, the automobile, and the motion
picture, were said to discourage community and to promote social isolation.?
In the process they “standardized” people’s habits and attitudes, promoting
conformity and a less thoughtful and creative approach to life.

The intellectual milieu that Lazarsfeld entered was filled with speculations,
predictions, and advice about technology and the human spirit, about ma-
chines and the evolution of consciousness.’ But what he quickly learned in his
adoptive country was that questions about technology and consciousness or,
more specifically, about what radio was doing to the American psyche were
also of deep interest to businessmen and American corporations, as well as to
the radio networks. And not incidentally they were willing to pay for their re-
search, a nontrivial factor during the Great Depression. Their goals were quite
pointed: they wanted to get a more detailed profile of this new entity—the vast,
invisible broadcast audience—so they could understand better what role radio
played in influencing whether consumers bought Product A or Product B. The
evolution of consciousness was not their concern; the art of persuasion was.

Lazarsfeld’s Rockefeller grant lasted for one year, but it was extended for
one more in 1934 in light of the political turmoil back in Austria. As a Jew and
a Socialist, Lazarsfeld found it an increasingly dangerous prospect to return
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home, and he decided to stay in America. During these years he visited various
universities to see what other social psychologists were doing, and he spent a
good part of his time seeking out those who worked in market research. He vis-
ited the research departments of NBC and CBS, and met Frank Stanton, a re-
cent Ph.D. in psychology from Ohio State, who was setting up—from
scratch—CBS’s audience research department.

At the time, Lazarsfeld recalled, “American market research was based
mainly on rather simple nose-counting.” The question of why people bought
what they did was still unexplored, and Lazarsfeld sought to change that. He
spoke at professional meetings and wrote four chapters for The Techniques of
Marketing Research, published by the American Marketing Association. He
spent two months at the University of Pittsburgh, where he organized studies
entitled “How Pittsburgh Women Decide Where to Buy Their Dresses” and
“How Pittsburgh Drivers Choose Their Gasoline."

This was a far cry from organizing a socialist youth movement or studying
the effects of unemployment. Yet Marie Jahoda, Lazarsfeld’s first wife, insists
that he had not sold out. In Austria the “overwhelming social data” came from
people’s often passionate engagement in politics and political parties. “To
come as a socialist to the U.S. and to look for socialism and the debating of
Marxism would have been foolish,” she notes. What mattered in America was
consumerism. Unlike Vienna, where political parties were major forces in peo-
ple’s lives, in America what was “desperately important” was “what you
bought.”"!

Despite the fact that radio had become a major cultural, political, and eco-
nomic force in American life, there were only a few isolated studies of the in-
vention’s impact. The Rockefeller Foundation sought to change that. It
awarded a major research grant to Frank Stanton and Hadley Cantril, the
Princeton University psychologist who had coauthored the pathbreaking 1935
book The Psychology of Radio. But neither Stanton nor Cantril had enough
time to supervise the project, so they approached Lazarsfeld, and the Office of
Radio Research was born. Although nominally headquartered at Princeton,
the bulk of the work took place in Newark. In 1939, after Lazarsfeld and Cantril
had a falling out, the project moved to New York.

If the challenge was to get at what radio was doing to people’s heads—as
individuals and as members and shapers of a society—how would they pro-
ceed? It wasn’t just that researchers were unsure about radio’s impact on
thoughts and actions; they didn’t know which techniques and approaches
might come close to producing answers. These would have to be invented.
Lazarsfeld and Stanton devised one set of approaches; Hadley Cantril, Gordon
Allport, and Herta Herzog (Lazarsfeld’s second wife), another; and theorists
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like Theodor Adorno, a third. Still other researchers and polisters developed
additional approaches to studying the audience. All overlapped, yet most were
in conflict. And over the next sixty years they would influence complementary
and antagonistic methods of studying the broadcast audience for academic
and commercial purposes.

The object of this scrutiny—the audience—was itself an invention, a con-
struction that corraled a nation of individual listeners into a sometimes mono-
lithic group that somehow knew what “it” wanted from broadcasting. But the
most important thing to remember is something we now take totally for
granted: how the audience spent its leisure time was up for study and study, in
fact, became a hugely profitable industry. Everyday, ordinary people would
find themselves, by the end of the century, embedded in a high-tech system de-
signed to monitor their relationship with and reactions to another technolog-
ical system, American broadcasting. Lazarsfeld’s first task was to break down
this notion of “the audience” into subsets of listeners differentiated by sex, age,
and socioeconomic position.

The first important study of how radio was creating “a new mental world,”
as the authors put it, was Cantril and Allport’s Psychology of Radio, published
two years before the ORR was founded. A sense of wonder suffuses the book:
the authors knew they were dealing with something that was a revolutionary
cultural and sensory phenomenon. More than any other study of the audience
in the 1930s this book tried to burrow into what radio was doing to the life of
the mind. Seventy-eight million Americans were already habitual listeners, and
Cantril and Allport couldn’t emphasize enough the “tenacious grip radio has
so swiftly secured on the mental life of man.” Weekly attendance at the movies
in the early 1930s was approximately 70 million; “our countrymen spend ap-
proximately 150 million hours a week before the screen, but nearly one billion
hours before the loud-speaker.” Of the estimated 37 million radio sets in the
world in 1932, Americans owned nearly half. There were twice as many radio
sets in America as there were telephones."

It is critical to emphasize the sheer enthusiasm, breathlessness, even at
times bravura of Cantril and Allport’s meditation on the impact of radio. Only
fifteen years later studies of the audience would become much more system-
atic but desiccated summaries of who likes to listen to what when. And, of
course, the apparatus of monitoring and studying the audience would become
a huge technological system. But with The Psychology of Radio we see the au-
thors trying all kinds of approaches. They skip around, studying radio content
and listeners’ practices, observing students as they listen to people speaking
who are hidden behind a curtain. Sometimes they seem to be, well, making it
up. Often the made-up part is the most provocative—and right on the money.
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We see two researchers fascinated by this device and trying pretty much every-
thing they could think of to assess its impact on the life of the mind—and the
nation.

Take, for example, their opening vignette, “An Evangelist and His Voice.” In
the early 1930s a “well-known evangelist” visited Boston and drew an overflow
crowd. The hall hired for his speech couldn’t hold everyone, but there was an
auditorium one floor below the one in which he was meant to speak. The man-
ager of the event installed a microphone on the speaker’s podium, put a loud-
speaker in the lower auditorium, and let the overflow crowd sit there so they
could at least hear the sermon. “Here was an ideal occasion for the social psy-
chologist to begin his observations on the psychological effects of radio,”
Cantril and Allport wrote. What this meant was that the “social psychologist”
stood on the stairwell between the two floors, sometimes running up, some-
times down, to monitor and take notes on the different reactions in the crowd
that could see the speaker and the crowd that could only hear him." And what
did he find? That the crowd who could actually see the evangelist was much
more responsive, singing along with hymns, laughing, raising their hands
when asked to, and so forth, while the downstairs crowd was more passive, re-
sistant, nonparticipatory, even sullen.

Does this mean that “radio is a complete failure as an agency in forming
crowds”? Not at all. Effective radio speakers address their listeners differently
than do those with a live crowd, working with the fact that they are invisible,
consciously inviting the listeners’ participation. Allport and Cantril acknowl-
edged the skill of someone like Huey Long, who opened a radio address with
“I have some important revelations to make, but before I make them I want
you to go to the phone and call up five of your friends and tell them to listen
in” “Such a clever opening makes each member of the audience a fellow con-
spirator,” Cantril and Allport wrote admiringly, “and does much to guarantee
friendly attention for the duration of the speech, especially if the discourse
throughout is kept on an equally informal plane.” This was crucial. “Colloquial
language and homely American allusions help. ... Senator Long does away
with all formality and awe. The people are elevated to a position of equality
with high officials, or else the high officials are reduced to the common level.
“They are, Senator Long assures us in plebeian tones, ‘like old Davy Crockett
who went to hunt a possum.” ™"

Cantril and Allport were among the few radio researchers in the century to
actually confront what it meant to have a medium that addressed only the ears,
and what that did to public discourse over the airwaves. “Suddenly deprived of
the sense of vision, we are forced to grasp both obvious and subtle meanings
through our ears alone” Because people had to provide their own imagery,
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they were relearning the art of visualization, restoring in adults “the keenness
of imagery dulled since childhood.” The radio listener especially has “an imag-
inative sense of participation in a common activity. He knows that others are
listening with him and in this way feels a community of interest with people
outside his home.” Allport and Cantril felt that the printed word simply didn’t
have the same effect as radio, which was to “fill us with a ‘consciousness of
kind’ which at times grows into an impression of vast social unity.’*

What challenges were posed by the fact that isolated listeners tuned in to
some invisible and distant speaker? The radio listener must “have a lively ‘im-
pression of universality’ Each individual must believe that others are thinking
as he thinks and are sharing his emotions.” How does the skilled “radio spell-
binder” achieve this effect? He reminds his audience that millions are listening,
that he has already received millions of letters from those people. In other
words, he paints a picture of a vast, unified, national audience of which each
individual is part. He reiterates his main points, uses vivid examples—Father
Coughlin, for example, painted bankers as “grinning devils” and said commu-
nism had “a red serpent head.” Sincerity is absolutely crucial. “Sincerity is an
unmistakable attribute of the voice,” Cantril and Allport insisted, adding,
“Whether to sound ‘sincere’ must correspond to inner conviction or whether
it may be a pose is another question.”*

Listeners, for their part, were liberated from the etiquette of the concert
hall and lecture room. In his living room, noted Cantril and Allport, “the lis-
tener may respond in any way he pleases . . . he can sing, dance, curse, or oth-
erwise express emotions relevant or irrelevant.” He could talk back, and he was
freed from the influences and reactions of others in the crowd. At the same
time, however, he was constrained, because he was often listening with family
or friends, and because radio, which came into the home (and was supported
by cautious and conservative advertisers), was a “more moral agency” than
film. “The radio dares not violate those attitudes fundamental in the great
American home.” In the darkened movie theater, by contrast, away from “the
parlor lamps and the critical eyes and ears of the family,” the spectator is “frec
to drift into the succulent fantasy of the screen.” But both media, the authors
emphasized, were playing a critical role in standardizing not just people’s tastes
and habits but their very inner fantasies.”

Cantril and Allport also offered a statistical portrait of the early audience.
While radio ownership went up with income—90 percent of those earning
over $10,000 a year owned radios, whereas only 52 percent of those earning
under $1,000 a year did—studies showed that upper-income people listened
the least while those of middle and lower incomes listened the most. Radio
ownership was most prevalent in the Northeast and lowest in the Southeast,
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with only 24 percent of Mississippi homes equipped with radio. One study of
listeners in Minneapolis found that nearly 40 percent of the audience listened
three hours a day or more. Over three-quarters of the audience restricted their
listening to three stations. They overwhelmingly preferred network to local
programming and preferred to get the news over the radio rather than from
the newspaper. Women listened slightly longer than men because they listened
more during the day while they worked in the home. Music was the most pop-
ular form of program, especially for women, followed by comedy shows and
dramas. Sports were the favorite program for men. Even then radio played a
role in activating nostalgia for preradio days, as “old song favorites” were the
most popular kind of program on the air. And while listeners had already
begun to complain about advertising and wish there were less of it on the air,
nearly three-quarters of those polled said that they would rather listen to ads
on the air than have to pay a two-dollar-a-year tax to have programs without
advertising."

Early radio also generated tens of thousands—sometimes hundreds of
thousands—of fan letters a week. Some of the mail responded to sponsor of-
fers of coupons or booklets, other letters suggested programming changes or
praised a recent show, and still others sought answers to personal problems.
Early studies of this fan mail suggested that it came primarily from those of a
lower socioeconomic group who lived in rural areas and small towns. “Fan
mail from both children and adults pours into the studios particularly after sad
broadcasts,” noted Cantril and Allport, who argued that such letters helped lis-
teners achieve emotional closure after having been upset.”

Cantril and Allport’s fascination with how people processed this distinctly
aural medium was showcased in their chapter “Voice and Personality.” People
hadn’t thought that much about what a powerful indicator voice alone could
be in providing all kinds of information about the speaker. What about a per-
son did listeners conjure up, just from hearing his voice? Cantril and Allport
recruited twenty-four men to serve as speakers; some of them spoke over
WEEI, while others spoke from behind a curtain in a laboratory setting. In the
lab students served as judges; over the air listeners did.

The task was simple—using only the man’s voice as an indicator, the judges
were to guess his age, height, and other aspects of his appearance, occupation,
political affiliation, and personality type (introverted or extroverted, submis-
sive or assertive). The judges were even asked to match the voice with a hand-
writing sample and a photograph. Recognizing that speech patterns provide
information about an individual’s class and geographic origin, they chose only
speakers from Boston and had them read a uniform script—excerpts from
Charles Dickens or Lewis Carroll. While some guesses based on the speaker’s
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voice—like his height or general appearance—were not very accurate, Cantril
and Allport found that listeners made pretty good guesses about age, occupa-
tion, and political preferences, and excellent guesses about personality. Al-
though “the natural voice is somewhat more revealing of personal qualities
than is the radio voice,” radio listeners, the authors concluded, were “quite suc-
cessful in ‘hearing through’ the inevitable burr which accompanies a mechan-
ical transmission of the human voice™®

“Many features of many personalities can be estimated correctly from voice,”
they wrote in italics. More fascinating was this: while listeners might project
the wrong characteristics onto a speaker based solely on his voice, these erro-
neous impressions were shared by large, disparate groups of listeners. Stereo-
typing through the voice alone was commonplace; listeners felt, quite strongly,
that the voice was a clear window into a person’s character.

In the early 1930s listeners did not want those voices to be female. Simply
put, 95 percent of listeners told the researchers that they would rather hear a
man than a woman over the radio, although they couldn’t say exactly why. The
one reason they did offer was that men seemed more natural over the radio,
while women seemed more affected, as if they were “putting on” a radio voice.
Certainly the announcing staffs at nearly all radio stations were male. Why was
it, asked Cantril and Allport, that “women who are freely employed as singers
or actresses on the radio are virtually barred as announcers?” Conducting ex-
periments with listeners, Allport and Cantril noted that when they actually lis-
tened to different voices, audience members preferred male voices for political
talks, weather reports, and commercials while they preferred female voices for
poetry, discussions of psychology, and passages of philosophy. Women’s voices
were often rated “more attractive.” Much of the listeners’ initial hostility, then,
to women announcers, as expressed in quick questionnaires, stemmed from
simple prejudice about who was supposed to do what kind of speaking over
the air, reinforced by the practices in the industry. But listeners were especially
hostile to women who had too much of an air of “cultivation and refinement”;
they also hated “ ‘high-pressure’ saleswomen.” They didn’t want to hear
women who sounded upper-class or too aggressive. By contrast, “popular
comediennes . . . have veices that are not only low in pitch but likewise, as a
rule, vulgar and uncouth in sound.” Altos were preferred over sopranos.
Women, in other words, who weren’t too prissy, who seemed like the guys, did
fine over the air.

Cantril and Allport ended their study by noting how crucial radio was in
allowing listeners “to gain access to the outside world without seriously inter-
fering with the demands of their immediate environment.” People’s environ-
ments were extended in unprecedented ways, and this was especially true for
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non-elites. “It is the middle classes and the underprivileged whose desires to
share in the world’s events have been most persistently thwarted, and it is these
classes, therefore, that are the most loyal supporters of radio.” For them radio
is “a gigantic and invisible net which each listener may cast thousands of miles
into the sea of human affairs” and then pull in what he or she wants. It was this
extension of people’s “social horizons” and the new sensory flexing that radio
demanded of listeners that seemed especially revolutionary—and welcome—
to Cantril and Allport.”?

What wasn’t welcome was radio’s rampant commercialism. Cantril and
Allport insisted that “radio should be removed from the dictatorship of private
profits.” They were particularly concerned that “millions of children in the na-
tion—radio’s most loyal listeners—are being exploited (no other word will
serve) by a handful of profit-makers.” The profit motive was simply not con-
ducive to “the highest standards of art, entertainment . . . or even to basic free-
dom of speech.” While acknowledging that political control had, in certain
European countries, turned radio into a tool of propaganda, they also used the
word propaganda to describe much of advertising and the radio fare it sup-
ported.** Like most educators and reformers of the time, Cantril and Allport
were deeply disappointed that this device had been taken over so quickly by
corporate interests to maximize profits rather than to reduce ignorance and
promote social justice.

In 1937, when Cantril, Stanton, and Lazarsfeld established the Office of
Radio Research, these same concerns dominated their studies. But Stanton was
working for CBS, and market considerations were first and foremost for him
because CBS was the smaller network trying to catch up with NBC. The ORR,
then, started with a mixed agenda—to conduct academically defensible and
interesting studies of radio’s impact on America, and to figure out which au-
dience members liked which shows—and why—so the networks could be-
come more profitable.

As Cantril, Lazarsfeld, and Stanton set to work, they confronted a crude
technological system. Audience research relied on two flawed devices: tele-
phone surveys and human memory. The first ratings service, the Cooperative
Analysis of Broadcasting, started by Archibald Crossley in 1929, involved tele-
phoning between 1,500 and 3,500 people in cities around the country and ask-
ing them to recall who in the household had listened to which stations and
programs during the previous twenty-four hours, and which of these pro-
grams family members preferred. They also asked if listeners remembered who
the sponsors were. By the 1930s the CAB checked in with listeners at regular
times: 9:05 A.M., 12:05 p.M., and 5:05 and 8:05 in the evening, and asked only
what they had listened to in the previous two hours. There was a class bias here;
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only 41 percent of households had telephones, so many working-class and eth-
nic listeners were excluded from the surveys. Even as late as 1948, only 58 per-
cent of homes had phones.”* Respondents also misremembered what they had
heard the day before: there were lapses, false reports, and deliberate misrepre-
sentations. Still, with public opinion polling yet unknown in America and with
the radio audience a vast but still mysterious phenomenon, the Crossley rat-
ings, as they were called, provided a rough glimpse of American tastes, and
people were fascinated to know what these were.

Ratings thus became newsworthy in their own right, cited by gossip
columnists like Walter Winchell and Ed Sullivan. In 1931 Amos ’n’ Andy was
the highest rated show. But why? In 1934 a new research firm, Clark-Hooper
Inc., which eventually came to be known as the Hooper ratings, inaugurated
the “coincidental telephone interview.” Those called were asked to report what
they were listening to right then, and on which station. This avoided the recall
problem, but now, in the midst of the Depression, the number of households
with telephones had declined to 31 percent, further biasing the results.* Even-
tually advertisers subscribed to both services, since the coincidental method
conveyed how many people were listening to one show over another at any
given time, while the “recall” method—which assessed memory, in part—
helped suggest how big an impact a particular show had. There were often dis-
crepancies between the ratings provided by the two services, especially after
you got past the top five ranked shows. Neither Crossley nor Hooper provided
any insight into radio’s impact on the other mass media, on purchasing pat-
terns, on politics, on cultural tastes and preferences, or on the life of the mind.

Stanton and Lazarsfeld were determined to systematize the study of the au-
dience and to develop a mechanical means to measure what went on in peo-
ple’s heads when they heard a broadcast. To do this, they married two
technologies: the techniques of survey research with a device they called the
program analyzer or, more familiarly, Little Annie.

Stanton invented Little Annie on a dare. He recalled, “One Saturday after-
noon, we were having one of these three-way meetings between Cantril,
Lazarsfeld, and me at Princeton. Lazarsfeld described a technique for finding
out what parts of a program held particular appeal for the audience. He re-
counted some experiments he had done in picking popular tunes for, I believe,
a phonograph company in Vienna.” He wanted to determine what made a pop-
ular song a hit. The “contraption,” as Herta Herzog called it, required that the
test subjects mark the portion of the music they liked with a fountain pen
while the song played on the phonograph.” They had to turn the pages of a
pad, and each page corresponded to a small section of the song. As the listener
marked those pages before him that appeared when he liked the music, a
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metronome coordinated the turning pages with the movement of the song. So
the test subject’s response was complicated by his having to turn the pages of
the pad and mark the pages when he liked the music, all over the constant tick
of the metronome.

“When Paul was describing this, I kidded him about the looseness of the
technique,” Stanton remembered. “He challenged me—in a friendly way—to
improve it. I told him it ought to be possible to minimize the interference with
the enjoyment or the involvement with the program . . . by giving someone a
way to register yes or no without having to turn pages and make check marks
and so forth. I wanted to let people react to the program. So I built the first of
the program analyzers”*

Stanton already had considerable mechanical and electrical experience
building devices such as this. He had been a tinkerer since he was a child and got
interested in radio when his younger brother became a ham operator in the
1920s. As a graduate student gauging what people were listening to, Stanton
built, from scratch, an automatic recording device that he could attach directly to
a radio. It anticipated what the A. C. Nielsen Company would later label the au-
dimeter. Inside the device was a paper tape and a stylus; whenever a station was
tuned in, the stylus marked the tape, providing a record of what program was lis-
tened to and when. He recalled, “I wasn’t satisfied that asking somebody what
they had done the day before necessarily gave you an accurate record of what had
taken place.” Indeed, when Stanton compared the record on the tape with listen-
ers’ memories of what they had heard, he found their memories faulty.”

What came to be known as the Stanton-Lazarsfeld program analyzer was a
box with two buttons, one green and one red. Interview subjects were each
given one as they gathered in a room to listen to a radio show. When they liked
what they heard, they pressed the green button; when they didn’t, they pressed
the red. If they were indifferent, they were not to press anything. The buttons
were connected by wire to a device not unlike a polygraph, which was in an ad-
joining room, invisible to the listeners. In the polygraph a paper tape moved
continuously under paired sets of pens. Each red button activated the red pen,
which swung down, marking a valley of dislike on the tape. Each green button
activated the black pen, which marked the peaks of listener pleasure. The tape
itself was also marked with a time line that showed exactly where in the pro-
gram each reaction was so that a positive reaction to an announcer could be
clearly distinguished from a negative reaction to the crashing, melodramatic
organ music that followed him. Each seat in the room was numbered, as were
the pens, so researchers could also tell which people were responding in which
way to which parts of the program. Little Annie could test as many as eleven
people simultaneously.”
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Follow-up interviews, based on carefully designed questionnaires that
could be statistically coded, explored why listeners liked or disliked what they
did. Little Annie recorded only a shift in opinion, not why it occurred; thus,
skillful interviewing was essential to the process. Stanton scoffs at the notion
that today’s focus groups constitute some major innovation. “I used to laugh
when people in political research would use the term focus group. Hell, we were
doing focus groups with the program analyzer.”

One of the most skillful interviewers was Herta Herzog, who, unlike her
husband, was fascinated by the meanings people made of the shows they lis-
tened to. Her trick was to play dumb, never revealing that she already knew ex-
actly which people had pressed the red and green buttons when. Because she
had an Austrian accent and was a recent immigrant, the respondents felt they
had to explain the semiotics of radio production very carefully to her, some-
times calling her Dearie. Herzog, a Ph.D. from the University of Vienna, had
been studying radio for five years, yet she exploited the respondents’ presump-
tion of her ignorance and naiveté to get them to open up.”*

Obviously Lazarsfeld and Stanton wanted to get clean responses, devoid of
ambivalence, clear in their implications about programming preferences. This
was especially true for Stanton, whose insistence on a yes/no, either/or binary
model stemmed from his need to provide potential advertisers with definitive
data about CBS listeners and programs. But look at what was assumed. The
show in question was a given. The red-green response of the audience was a
given. The notion of the audience member as someone with coherent, uncon-
tested responses to the medium and to discrete sections of each show was a
given. And, of course, the need to quantify, understand, and sell to this audi-
ence was a given. Yet despite these biases and the limitations of some of the Of-
fice of Radio Research’s work, much of what they found is rich and provocative
and merits reconsideration, in part because of the mess they could ot explain
away.

Herzog was one of eight or so people who initially worked in the ORR.
Lazarsfeld organized and conducted research as part of the Rockefeller grant,
but he also did market research for CBS, NBC, Roper, ad agencies like
McCann-Erickson, and the Market Research Corporation of America. His
plan was to conduct such studies for corporate clients and use the proceeds to
subsidize academic studies. He called this activity Robin Hooding.** He hoped,
in other words, to have it both ways. Lazarsfeld was a disaster with money—he
always spent it before the project at hand was completed, raising deficit spend-
ing to an art form. So money from new contracts was always being funneled to
finish previous obligations, and the ORR was always in debt.

By the spring of 1939, when the ORR’s Rockefeller grant was up for re-
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newal, Lazarsfeld had to produce some record of achievement to get continued
funding. He and the staff pulled together their studies under the title Radio and
the Printed Page and delivered the manuscript to the Rockefeller office on July
1, 1939, the deadline for grant submissions. The grant was renewed and Radio
and the Printed Page published in 1940. Lazarsfeld also arranged to serve as
guest editor of an issue of the Journal of Applied Psychology in 1939 and 1940,
and a variety of the ORR’s findings appeared there. Two subsequent collec-
tions, Radio Research 1941 and Radio Research 1942—43, which Lazarsfeld and
Stanton coedited, presented further ORR studies.

These publications are rarely checked out of libraries today—even libraries
in schools where media studies is taught. They molder in the stacks, providing
faded snapshots of a bygone audience—and antiquated research methods—
that few care to dust off. Yet together these journals and books provide an in-
complete yet fascinating portrait of a society and many of its subcultures
coming to terms with a revolutionary technology.

Lazarsfeld, Cantril, Stanton, Herzog, and others used multiple approaches
in the ORR, from more open-ended interviewing and analysis of radio content
to statistics, charts, and graphs. Lazarsfeld wanted to measure the audience in
a variety of ways and introduced several new approaches, which by today’s
standards seem boringly obvious and crude. But they were the first steps in de-
veloping what Lazarsfeld hoped would be a“science” of audience research. The
former Marxist and socialist also remained interested in class as a determinant
of social behavior, and this was one of the first factors he introduced into the
intellectual construction of the audience. Lazarsfeld advanced several new
techniques—the “secondary” study of data collected by others, the panel study
that repeatedly questioned the same group of respondents about their opin-
ions, the focus group, and survey research, which extrapolated national habits
and attitudes from a sample of the population. The secondary studies allowed
the ORR to correlate data from the ratings services with data from George
Gallup’s public opinion polls, as a way to get a better profile of the audience
and its listening habits.

Radio and the Printed Page embodies all the tensions inherent in finding
messy, contradictory responses among the audience while seeking clear-cut
findings. Lazarsfeld was not some mindless number cruncher; he was deeply
interested in often unanswerable questions: What kind of music engages our
desire and why? Why do people choose one radio show and not another? And
he was determined to break people’s subjective processes down into definable,
measurable components and moments, as if one really could develop an equa-
tion, some statistics, a questionnaire, that would codify the relationship be-
tween sensual stimuli and individual longing. On the surface Radio and the
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Printed Pageis orderly, establishing correlations between class, gender, age, and
listening practices. But as Herzog especially found out, the “audience” was an
elusive, even mythological construct that defied categorization, especially
when individual respondents revealed highly contradictory responses to the
same program.

Radio and the Printed Page focused, simply enough, on “who listens to
what, and why.” It opened with a note of concern that today remains all too fa-
miliar. People’s lives were being shaped by “specialized technical or business
experts far away from the scene of our own activities” while Americans, over-
whelmed by increasingly complex problems, were “becoming progressively il-
literate today in handling life’s options” They also seemed highly
impressionable, inundating Washington with telegrams after listening to one
or another radio demagogue. Was this what radio was doing—turning people
into easily manipulated lemmings?*

The book consisted of six chapters that studied radio’s impact on reading
(which was cast as the “intellectually more mature leisure-time activity”), an-
alyzed the appeal of a game show called Professor Quiz, and correlated prefer-
ences in programming with economic and social class. The book’s guiding
question was whether radio, with its ability to send classical music, political
talk shows, and educational programming out to millions, was “uplifting” the
masses, reaching those who didn’t necessarily read the newspaper or books, or
go to museums or symphony halls,

This was a central issue for John Marshall, the grants officer at the Rocke-
feller Foundation who supervised the ORR project and thought most radio
programming was mindless junk. Yet it resonated with Lazarsfeld’s earlier
proselytizing for the Socialist Party in Vienna, as well as with his own elitism
about American popular culture. Thus, the book argued that “serious listen-
ing,” which meant listening to political discussions and classical music, had to
be “institutionalized.” Throughout the book there was enormous emphasis on
inculcating elite tastes among the masses. As Lazarsfeld put it, “Progress is the
result of efforts originated by small, advanced groups and gradually accepted
by the population.” Ironically, this comment ignored groups like the working
classes who Lazarsfeld had sought to ignite and who, at various times, had been
critically important agents of “progress.”

This agenda coupled with a methodological one: the importance of find-
ing statistically significant differences in any survey or set of data, of finding
breaks and contrasts between groups and finding unity within groups. The
study was filled with the either-or model: radio listeners versus readers, news-
paper readers versus radio news listeners, listeners to serious broadcasts versus
listeners to popular entertainment. While such categorizations were extremely
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helpful in teasing out how different groups of people used and responded to
radio, they also imposed a bifurcation of the audience that was, in fact, too
neat.

Radio and the Printed Page, in an effort to develop more sophisticated stud-
ies based on social stratification, focused almost exclusively on class. Lazarsfeld
and his collaborators defined class in terms of four “cultural levels,” A being the
highest and D the lowest, with each level determined by income, education,
and phone ownership. (Because they were relying on data provided them by a
ratings service, there was a heavy bias toward urban listeners.) Class was
posited here as a unified, relatively coherent category. Race was ignored and
gender dealt with in a more ancillary fashion. For example, in one study of lis-
tenership to a political speech, the classification system for men was based on
occupation. Since most women couldn’t be classified in the same way, they
were simply excluded from the study.

In an extensive statistical study of “serious broadcasts,” especially classical
music and public affairs programming, the ORR found that those from a “high
cultural level” were more likely to be “serious listeners,” while those from low
cultural levels were not. What the ORR found was that listeners from the high-
est cultural levels, whose rents were highest and who were college educated, lis-
tened the least to radio, while those from the lowest cultural levels (with the
exception of the very poor) listened the most. This discrepancy was especially
pronounced for daytime listening.* Those from the highest cultural levels pre-
ferred reading to listening to the radio and preferred getting their news from
the newspaper. While these findings are hardly earth-shattering, it was impor-
tant to document what may have seemed like common sense at the time.

The study included a chart that emphasized that those from the highest
cultural levels were most likely to listen to “serious broadcasts,” like the Metro-
politan Opera and the General Motors Symphony, while those from the lowest
cultural levels were not. “The programs . . . which are definitely preferred by
people lower in the cultural scale, are those which can be characterized as of
definitely bad taste.” These included Amos 'n’ Andy, Major Bowes Original Am-
ateur Hour, Gang Busters, Lum and Abner, and, of course, soap operas. Radio,
the study maintained, did not bring serious culture to levels of the population
previously unreached by the symphony hall or the library. The study docu-
mented that the percentage of airtime given to serious, public affairs pro-
gramming was small. The ORR concluded that “people of lower cultural level
... are less concerned with serious subject matter” and added, “The idea that
radio is at this moment a tool for mass education ... is groundless.”’ Left
without comment was the more disruptive finding that there was a high cor-
relation between “serious listening” to political shows and union membership.
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Follow-up interviews, based on carefully designed questionnaires that
could be statistically coded, explored why listeners liked or disliked what they
did. Little Annie recorded only a shift in opinion, not why it occurred; thus,
skillful interviewing was essential to the process. Stanton scoffs at the notion
that today’s focus groups constitute some major innovation. “I used to laugh
when people in political research would use the term focus group. Hell, we were
doing focus groups with the program analyzer.”

One of the most skillful interviewers was Herta Herzog, who, unlike her
husband, was fascinated by the meanings people made of the shows they lis-
tened to. Her trick was to play dumb, never revealing that she already knew ex-
actly which people had pressed the red and green buttons when. Because she
had an Austrian accent and was a recent immigrant, the respondents felt they
had to explain the semiotics of radio production very carefully to her, some-
times calling her Dearie. Herzog, a Ph.D. from the University of Vienna, had
been studying radio for five years, yet she exploited the respondents’ presump-
tion of her ignorance and naiveté to get them to open up.”

Obviously Lazarsfeld and Stanton wanted to get clean responses, devoid of
ambivalence, clear in their implications about programming preferences. This
was especially true for Stanton, whose insistence on a yes/no, either/or binary
model stemmed from his need to provide potential advertisers with definitive
data about CBS listeners and programs. But look at what was assumed. The
show in question was a given. The red-green response of the audience was a
given. The notion of the audience member as someone with coherent, uncon-
tested responses to the medium and to discrete sections of each show was a
given. And, of course, the need to quantify, understand, and sell to this audi-
ence was a given. Yet despite these biases and the limitations of some of the Of-
fice of Radio Research’s work, much of what they found is rich and provocative
and merits reconsideration, in part because of the mess they could ot explain
away.

Herzog was one of eight or so people who initially worked in the ORR.
Lazarsfeld organized and conducted research as part of the Rockefeller grant,
but he also did market research for CBS, NBC, Roper, ad agencies like
McCann-Erickson, and the Market Research Corporation of America. His
plan was to conduct such studies for corporate clients and use the proceeds to
subsidize academic studies. He called this activity Robin Hooding.” He hoped,
in other words, to have it both ways. Lazarsfeld was a disaster with money—he
always spent it before the project at hand was completed, raising deficit spend-
ing to an art form. So money from new contracts was always being funneled to
finish previous obligations, and the ORR was always in debt.

By the spring of 1939, when the ORR’s Rockefeller grant was up for re-
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newal, Lazarsfeld had to produce some record of achievement to get continued
funding. He and the staff pulled together their studies under the title Radio and
the Printed Page and delivered the manuscript to the Rockefeller office on July
1, 1939, the deadline for grant submissions. The grant was renewed and Radio
and the Printed Page published in 1940. Lazarsfeld also arranged to serve as
guest editor of an issue of the Journal of Applied Psychology in 1939 and 1940,
and a variety of the ORR’s findings appeared there. Two subsequent collec-
tions, Radio Research 1941 and Radio Research 1942—43, which Lazarsfeld and
Stanton coedited, presented further ORR studies.

These publications are rarely checked out of libraries today—even libraries
in schools where media studies is taught. They molder in the stacks, providing
faded snapshots of a bygone audience—and antiquated research methods—
that few care to dust off. Yet together these journals and books provide an in-
complete yet fascinating portrait of a society and many of its subcultures
coming to terms with a revolutionary technology.

Lazarsfeld, Cantril, Stanton, Herzog, and others used multiple approaches
in the ORR, from more open-ended interviewing and analysis of radio content
to statistics, charts, and graphs. Lazarsfeld wanted to measure the audience in
a variety of ways and introduced several new approaches, which by today’s
standards seem boringly obvious and crude. But they were the first steps in de-
veloping what Lazarsfeld hoped would be a “science” of audience research. The
former Marxist and socialist also remained interested in class as a determinant
of social behavior, and this was one of the first factors he introduced into the
intellectual construction of the audience. Lazarsfeld advanced several new
techniques—the “secondary” study of data collected by others, the panel study
that repeatedly questioned the same group of respondents about their opin-
ions, the focus group, and survey research, which extrapolated national habits
and attitudes from a sample of the population. The secondary studies allowed
the ORR to correlate data from the ratings services with data from George
Gallup’s public opinion polls, as a way to get a better profile of the audience
and its listening habits.

Radio and the Printed Page embodies all the tensions inherent in finding
messy, contradictory responses among the audience while seeking clear-cut
findings. Lazarsfeld was not some mindless number cruncher; he was deeply
interested in often unanswerable questions: What kind of music engages our
desire and why? Why do people choose one radio show and not another? And
he was determined to break people’s subjective processes down into definable,
measurable components and moments, as if one really could develop an equa-
tion, some statistics, a questionnaire, that would codify the relationship be-
tween sensual stimuli and individual longing. On the surface Radio and the
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lems with children and they do certain things and I can do it too then.” Soaps
provided listeners with moral and behavioral yardsticks against which to mea-
sure themselves. More important, while cultural elites like Lazarsfeld and his
male cohorts sneered at soaps, these shows actually reinforced the cultural and
social norms heavily promoted by the educated bourgeoisie and packaged
them in a way that was extremely effective. As Radio and the Printed Page
noted, “The interest of some listeners lies more in being given orders than in
the special content of the information. They enjoy the opportunity to obey an
authoritative voice.”” This may seem self-evident today, but Herzog appears to
have been one of the first to get it back in the 1930s. More important, she ap-
preciated that people liked to talk back to the radio and feel superior to the
people on it. In other words, she saw audiences using radio to rebel against yet
acquiesce to the power and authority of cultural elites. Lazarsfeld encouraged
Herzog to study soaps and quiz shows because they had become such popular
genres on the radio. But it was her ability to empathize with individual inter-
view subjects that sets her work apart from her husband’s.

Herzog’s study of Professor Quiz, the first radio quiz show, is nothing short
of brilliant. Methodologically, it is skimpy, nearly indefensible by Lazarsfeld’s
standards. Herzog interviewed only eleven people (eight women and three
men) for her article, and apologized that this made the study inherently in-
conclusive. But off she went, milking these interviews for all their richness.
Professor Quiz, which went on the air in 1936 and became enormously popu-
lar, spawned the quiz show craze, including Information Please and The Quiz
Kids, which showcased children classified as geniuses. Professor Quiz asked
contestants questions like “name a heavenly body with a tail and one with
rings” or “identify the shortest verse in the Bible” (“Jesus wept”), and listeners
who sent in questions that were used on the show won twenty-five dollars.”
The winner won twenty-five silver dollars.

Quiz shows had “a multiple appeal,” argued Herzog, with different aspects
of them appealing to different people. Most compelling for listeners was the
participatory nature of the shows: it was almost impossible not to interact with
the voices on the radio, and the audience loved being invited in to give the
show its public and private meanings. Listeners inhabited multiple personas as
they tuned in: they competed with the on-air contestant, they competed with
their imagined community of other listeners, and they competed with—and
often showed off in front of—admiring family members or friends. They were
above the contestants; they were beneath them. They felt, as they listened, that
they knew more than they thought they did yet less than they should.

Listeners simultaneously competed with the on-air contestants and felt
solidarity with them. They sympathized when a contestant blundered yet also
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enjoyed and sometimes laughed at these blunders. The contestants, if they
were unsuccessful in their answers, bolstered listeners’ self-esteem. But suc-
cessful contestants, especially “college graduates,” aroused class antagonisms
and feelings of inadequacy, as well as resentment against those with social ad-
vantages. Once those antagonisms were aroused, however, the show managed
and relieved them. In fact, it seemed to reassure some that “you don’t have to
be a college graduate” to know the answers and win the game; the show en-
acted a public fantasy that educational level and class position were not the
only avenues to success, that such barriers could be finessed.

Listeners preferred the contestants to be “average people,” and when they
rooted for someone in particular, they chose the contestant who, they said, “is
most like myself.” Herzog shrewdly noted that “a listener chooses the person
‘like myself” apparently not to increase his own chances of winning but,
through identification with the average man, to participate in the college man’s
defeat”™ In an age when advertising, movies, and magazine articles insisted
that first impressions matter, and that being a good, quick judge of people is
essential to success, quiz show listeners delighted in choosing the potential
winner after hearing contestants answer just a question or two. If they chose
correctly, their self-esteem swelled, and their authority was enhanced among
friends and family members.

Unlike the other ORR researchers, Herzog did not simply assume that lis-
teners had some pat, coherent relationship to radio programming. She found
them simultaneously passive and active (“semi-active,” as she termed it), eager
to participate vicariously at some moments, willing to withdraw at others. If
they didn’t know the answer to a question, they could always say, “I knew it, but
couldn’t get it past the tip of my tongue” or “I didn’t hear it clearly enough,”
and thus they could “salve defeat.” The show also allowed them to look down
on the on-air contestants as “exhibitionists,” never acknowledging the pleasure
of their own displays in their homes. “Radio,” wrote Herzog, “allows for par-
ticipation in a ‘public event’ in the complete privacy of the listener’s four walls.”
She saw radio substituting for, supplanting, the public sphere.”

Nor did listeners regard Professor Quiz with the same condescension that
Lazarsfeld did; they felt they learned a lot from the questions, even if what they
acquired were, as Herzog put it “scattered and unrelated bits of information.”
The show didn’t cultivate in lower-income listeners a desire to read or to ac-
quire a broader frame of reference. Instead, it flattered its listeners into think-
ing that learning discrete infobits was just as valuable as having a formal
education.

Herzog saw the quiz program as a “lucky combination”: “The Puritan atti-
tude toward pleasure is still influential in this country,” she noted, “so if recre-
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ation can be combined with serious effort, people feel less guilty about spend-
ing time in recreation.” And she found the program to have a compensatory
function, to make listeners feel smart and important just by the fact that they
were being asked questions. The quiz show, by mimicking a school setting
(while eliminating its risk) and by imparting bits of knowledge, relieved peo-
ple of their guilt over not reading and failing to improve themselves. In addi-
tion, by replicating bygone school situations, with their quizzes and tests, yet
giving the listener wide latitude in what she chose to answer, and by providing
no punishments if she failed, the show “allow[ed] symbolically for a re-
arrangement and mastery of difficult circumstances.”” In this school failure
could be hidden from the teacher and success exaggerated: the student con-
trolled the judgment of her own performance.

One of the most important aspects of the quiz show was its role in helping
the listener “finding out about myself” This desire for self-knowledge was re-
peatedly expressed to Herzog by the quiz show listeners, who loved to position
themselves intellectually to “find out how dumb I am” yet to discover that “I
know more than I expected.”* To ensure that listening was satisfactory, listen-
ers often underrated themselves just before the questions started so as to be
“pleasantly surprised” by the end. “A good score is likely . . . to relieve one of a
feeling of having been too indolent,” she observed. More important, the show
staged the contest over knowledge, merit, and success as profoundly individ-
ual. The roles of social structures, class positioning, race and gender biases
were eclipsed as success and failure became totally individual dramas. This res-
onated with a powerful sense of the importance of luck, rather than merit, in
shaping people’s success on the show and, by extension, in life. We see among
these fans the emergence of a culture of surrogacy, the culture of the vicarious
life.

While Lazarsfeld demonstrated that radio was reinforcing preexisting class
lines and patterns of consumption, Herzog shows us that this technology’s im-
pact was contradictory, and not always easy to quantify. Her study suggests that
radio was accelerating the fragmentation of the self into many selves, each
hailed at different times. Professor Quiz simultaneously activated and con-
tained class antagonisms, helped listeners straddle the tensions between the
work ethic and consumerism, allowed them to feel both passive and active,and
promoted the value of learning while reinforcing anti-intellectualism. Herzog
concluded that “paradoxically, the programs from which people claim to learn
most are put on the air by advertisers and not by educators.” This Lazarsfeld
found regrettable, and the last chapter of Radio and the Printed Page urged that
educators work to use radio to induce more people to read. Librarians got ad-
vice on how to “stow away” messages about the pleasures of reading into radio
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shows like Lum and Abner, and the author hoped that the audience for “seri-
ous” music could be increased.

Except for Herzog’s chapter on Professor Quiz, there was little suggestion in
Radio and the Printed Page that audience members might talk back to or rebel
against what they heard. There was no recognition that some people—espe-
cially those of the “lower cultural level” who, during the Depression, were all
too aware of enormous gaps in class and income—might not listen to “serious”
broadcasts in part because they knew these broadcasts, like fancy art museums,
weren’t about or for them. There was little acknowledgment that working-class
listeners might be “serious” or political: instead they were posited as the unso-
phisticated masses who wasted their time listening to Eddie Cantor. By the
time the ORR had been established, the two greatest American radio dema-
gogues, Huey Long and Father Coughlin, were dead or discredited. Yet in the
early 1930s their populist attacks on corporate capitalism had activated an
enormous audience who regarded their broadcasts as serious indeed. These
were listeners who very much recognized the lines of cultural exclusion, yet
they do not appear as active, self-aware subjects in the ORR’s first book.

Stanton and Lazarsfeld argued in their books that radio had limited ef-
fects, that it was embedded in larger social and economic systems and had
little power, on its own, to effect social change. Yet they also saw it as a “stu-
pendous technological advance with a strongly conservative tendency in all
social matters.” They argued that each individual responded differently to
radio depending on his or her social positioning and thus sought to divide
the audience by class into measurable blocks whose tastes and preferences
could be predicted. They averted their gaze from radio’s role in promoting a
dominant, consumerist ideology, and they neglected the female audience. Ex-
cept for Herzog, they didn’t confront these and the many other contradic-
tions they found in radio listening and in radio programming. Radio worked
especially well when a program located a major cultural contradiction,
opened it, revealed it, reveled in it, then sutured it up nice and neat by the
program’s end. This is what Herta Herzog found. And this is what Paul
Lazarsfeld failed to pursue.

Yet Lazarsfeld’s legacy is considerable. He was a mentor to scores of schol-
ars who institutionalized communication studies in America’s universities. His
model of audience research remained unchallenged until the late 1960s in the
United States. Yet despite his support for qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches to studying the impact of radio, his ambivalence about the audi-
ence—uncultured, anti-intellectual know-nothings who nonetheless deserved
on-air cultural missionary work—and his emphasis on refining research
methods ironically legitimized a patronizing stance toward media audiences



The Invention of the Audience / 149

by elites that helped retard, for decades, the qualitative study of the mass media
in the academy.

Lazarsfeld did encourage the work of cultural critic Leo Lowenthal, who
found that radio was playing a role in a major shift in values in America. Pre-
viously, Americans had idolized heroes of production, like Andrew Carnegie,
Thomas Edison, and Henry Ford. Now they were more gripped by heroes of
consumption, especially movie and radio stars. Radio shows emphasized sta-
tus and prestige rather than knowledge and accomplishments. Radio seemed
to be accelerating the rise of what Christopher Lasch would call, forty years
later, the “culture of narcissism,” with its emphasis on other-directedness, the
desire to be envied, the desperate need for the approval of others, and a shift
away from deferred gratification and spiritual redemption to immediate grat-
ification and psychic fulfillment in the here and now.

One year after the first the ORR issued its second compendium, Radio Re-
search 1941, edited by Lazarsfeld and Stanton. Three of the six chapters focused
on radio and music, and they included Theodor Adorno’s withering attack on
the broadcast of classical music, “The Radio Symphony.” The other chapters
included “Radio Comes to the Farmer,” “Radio and the Press Among Young
People,” and an analysis of whether foreign-language programs over American
radio stations threatened national security. “At a time when the country is most
interested in speeding up the assimilation of its national minorities who have
recently immigrated,” it was crucial to determine whether broadcasts in Span-
ish, Italian, German, Polish, or Yiddish promoted nationalistic feelings about
America—or about the old country.®

This publication, too, was divided in its assessment of radio’s impact, es-
pecially radio’s effect on music and on musical tastes. On the one hand, song
“pluggers” could take the basic building blocks of a pop song, put them to-
gether, and convince broadcasters to keep playing the song, announcing it
was a new hit until it became one. “When the man in the street finally de-
cides upon his favorite song, he has no idea that he has simply fallen in line
with something which had been prescribed for him many weeks before.” On
the other hand, people who had not had access to or even known about
“good” music became music lovers—and not just of Tin Pan Alley—through
broadcasting. “Here are people whose interest in good music would never
have developed had it not been for radio.” Again, musical elitism and dis-
gust with radio’s cynical, standardizing tendencies intermixed with that
bourgeois optimism that radio could convert listeners from the Mills Broth-
ers to Haydn. But the main finding here, class-based aesthetic anxieties aside,
was how effortlessly and totally radio had enabled people to interweave
music into everyday life.
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Simply put, the chapter “Invitation to Music” documented that the very
ability to listen to and appreciate music had been revolutionized by radio. This
was especially true for men. For them radio made music listening, especially
listening to classical music, more available and more permissible. The change
was also dramatic for people over thirty, who in preradio days “had very little
likelihood of ever developing an interest in music.” It wasn’t just that radio al-
lowed them to indulge in a pastime they already had; radio “initiated” their in-
terest. This was also true for people of lower economic status. Before radio
family background, education, and income had determined access to sym-
phonies and recitals. Geography and segregation kept jazz, the blues, and “hill-
billy music” the province of some Americans and out of reach of others. Of
course, in keeping with the ORR’s tradition, this chapter was mostly concerned
with “serious music,” which constituted 12 percent of all musical broadcasts.
Edward Suchman, the author of the chapter, sent out questionnaires to listen-
ers of WNYC, New York’s municipal, noncommercial station, noted for its
show for classical music lovers, Masterwork Hour. Fifty of the respondents were
then interviewed. Over half reported that radio either initiated or cultivated
their current love of music.”

“How would I have known there was such a thing as good music without
the radio?” asked a young male clerk with a high school education. “Music had
to be brought to me. Radio did this,” noted Suchman in italics. One listener re-
ported that being able to listen to classical music on radio was “like being born
again.” A fifty-two-year-old grocer admitted, “I couldn’t live without music. I
mean it—just as I need to eat to live. I love more than anything else to close my
eyes, sit back, and dream while listening to a great symphony.” For such a man,
Suchman enthused, again in italics, “Radio is the heart of his musical being.”
Suchman concluded provocatively that “radio tends to even out sex differ-
ences” since it had made men more interested in music and women more in-
terested in the news.*

What was striking was that radio was “more than three times as important
for men as for women in initiating an interest in music.” Suchman was espe-
cially surprised by this, given that in America “musical activity” had tradition-
ally been “a womanly grace” Part of the reason had to do with sheer
availability, and the fact that you didn’t have to go out to a concert hall any-
more to hear such music. As one lawyer confessed, his wife was a music lover,
“but I just couldn’t get myself to make the necessary effort and go to concerts
with her” But the radio was “the opposite of the concert hall—restful and relax-
ing.” Added another man, “I can sit back in a soft chair, smoke a cigar and
dream without being disturbed.” Other men linked their love of radio music
with the economic privations of the Depression. “Music is all I have now. The
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radio is more important to me than my business, which is bad.” Some reported
that radio listening prompted them to buy a phonograph so that they could
then listen repeatedly to the music they had first heard over the air. Indeed,
after an industry low in 1932, by 1940 record sales had increased 500 percent.
But others felt that radio brought them much more choice and variety: “I
would be foolish to tie myself down to the victrola again,” observed one enthusi-
ast.* Nor were people dependent on concerts or on their own playing: because
of radio people attended concerts and played their own instruments less than
they had in the past.

For many the fact that they could hear classical music repeated over and
over on the air until they learned to recognize specific symphonies or concer-
tos eased them into a sense of knowledge and mastery. And radio commenta-
tors who explained the significance and history of the music provided listeners
with immediate cultural capital previously reserved for the educated. Music
appreciation became intertwined with male friendships and community.
Some men were like the laborer who heard his druggist friend listening to clas-
sical music and thought, “If he listens there must be something to it.” Another
young man became a fan as a result of his high school friends constantly dis-
cussing the symphonies they heard on the radio. Other men, like aspiring doc-
tors, listened as part of their hopes for upward mobility, or what Suchman
called the “prestige” motivation.”

Under the snobbish influence of Theodor Adorno, Suchman maintained
that those who were introduced to serious music primarily through radio
didn’t “understand” it as well and didn’t have as good taste as did those who
turned to radio to gratify an already cultivated interest. Too many of the radio
initiates liked Rimsky-Korsakov and Dvorak (ranked “not as good” by “25 mu-
sically interested individuals”) instead of Bach and Brahms, because, explained
Adorno in an appendix, the former composers’ music relied on “emotional ap-
peal” and “Slavic melancholy,” and was derivative of “folk tunes.” Thus, while
radio was creating new music listeners, theirs was a “pseudo-interest” in which
“signs of real understanding [were] lacking.™

This elitism, for which Adorno was to become legendary, intersected with
concerns about the standardization of taste and the crass, calculated manu-
facturing of music that radio both demanded and made possible. In his study
“The Popular Music Industry,” Duncan MacDougald traced the life cycle of a
typical “hit,” from its creation to the point when the proverbial man on the
street could be heard whistling it. Here he was discussing songs like “Deep
Purple,” “Sunrise Serenade,” “Jeepers Creepers,” and “Beer Barrel Polka,” as
well as the music of Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, Glenn Miller, and Benny
Goodman.
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MacDougald wanted to make it clear from the beginning that this was an
industrialized process; that, Tin Pan Alley conceits aside, a song’s success had
almost nothing to do with the “spontaneous, free-will acceptance of the pub-
lic because of the inherent merit of the number.” He wanted his readers to un-
derstand that pop songs that might stir the emotions, enhance a love affair, or
offer temporary transport from everyday life were, at their base, products con-
structed and designed to sell. And the industry was basically controlled by fif-
teen publishers. Eight of these were, in turn, owned or controlled by
Hollywood studios. Indeed, by 1938 only 18 percent of the top radio songs
were published by houses not affiliated with Hollywood.*

Musical pleasure and profitability were mutually exclusive for Mac-
Dougald. So were musical quality and popular success. MacDougald could
barely contain his disdain for the fact that pop songs required multiple con-
tributors—one person to write the music, another to write the words, yet an-
other to arrange the song. In fact, lack of musical training and ability among
these creators was a badge of honor. “That Irving Berlin, for instance, must use
a specially constructed piano because he can work in only one key, has already
become part of the great American legend.” What mattered wasn’t talent, it was
money, for promoting the record and the sheet music: the cost of making a hit
was anywhere from $5,000 to $15,000 in 1940. “Any ‘romantic’ notion of the
creative artist must be excluded in order to arrive at an understanding of ‘how
a song is written. ” Forget the muse on the shoulder; forget “inspiration”; this
was a “cold-blooded process” in which songs were “hacked out” using roughly
the same procedure one might use to solve a jigsaw puzzle.”

For example, the title of the song had to be incorporated “on the nose,”
meaning in the first line, then repeated in subsequent lines so that its trade-
mark was quickly established. The melody had to be simple, the lyrics roman-
tic, the song thirty-two bars long. Sometimes executives in the publishing
houses would change the lyrics. Once the song was arranged, it went into the
hands of the most important person of all: the song plugger, whose job it was
to “persuade, wheedle, cajole and implore band leaders and singers to ‘do’ their
songs.” He tracked down performers in clubs, on the road, as they were about
to go on the air, and the nagging and the “artificial build-up” began. His main
goal—to get performers to do the song on national radio. And which songs did
performers choose? According to Artie Shaw, “ ‘Few leaders play a new song
solely because they think it’s good. They play it only when a publisher assures
them it will be the firm’s No. 1 tune—the tune the publisher is going to work
on and put money behind. They take no chances of introducing a tune and
then having it die on them. ™ The Enquirer, then a trade publication, had a
weekly column praising the success of pluggers in moving songs up the charts,
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prima facie evidence for MacDougald that the mechanics of the industry, not
the intrinsic qualities of the song itself, determined what people thought they
liked.

The shelf life of a hit in 1940 was about twelve weeks. Hits were measured
by sheet music and record sales. Before radio a hit song would sell between
50,000 and 2 million copies of sheet music and stay a hit for as long as eighteen
months; radio had slashed sheet music sales and speeded up the rate at which
hits rose and fell. Hits were also “played to death” on the radio—one of them,
“Says My Heart,” was played 258 times over three of New York’s radio stations
during a four-week period—for an average of 9.2 times a day.” Of course this
also meant that now millions of Americans around the country knew the same
hit, hummed it to themselves, and would, later on, immediately return to 1940
when they heard it again.

We take for granted today the existence of a national musical culture,
drivel and all, but this was a striking new national and cognitive phenomenon
in the 1930s. For MacDougald, the fact that “Boots and Saddles” and “You
Must Have Been a Beautiful Baby” became big hits was testimony to the stan-
dardization and degradation of American tastes, and to the listeners’ inability
to muster “active resentment and critical interest” toward such musical slop.
Through radio, he argued, good taste was being eradicated. The fact that peo-
ple buying sheet music told ORR interviewers that they, too, were fed up with
the “sameness” and “banality” of music lyrics was relegated to a footnote.

In the very next chapter of Radio Research 1941 we get to Adorno himself,
whose 1941 essay “On Popular Music” is notorious among academics (if
nowhere else) for its condescending, wrongheaded, and no doubt racist dis-
missal of jazz. Yet his overarching critique of what he and Max Horkheimer la-
beled the Culture Industry contains a great deal of truth. Adorno had been
rescued from certain Nazi arrest and death by Lazarsfeld, who helped get him
over to the United States and employed by the ORR. While Adorno certainly
must have been grateful, you would not have been able to tell it by his essay in
Radio Research 1941, “The Radio Symphony.”

This was no lapsed Marxist like Lazarsfeld; Adorno saw radio as deeply im-
plicated in the fetishizing of commodities and of “pseudo-individuation,” the
production of endless songs, radio shows, and movies that seemed different on
the surface but were really the same old shows or songs, just in new clothes.
Pseudo-individuation was narcotizing, training the audience to accept and ex-
pect the same standardized, mass-produced pabulum, stunting the audience’s
ability to imagine or accept anything new.

And Adorno had no patience with recent quixotic blather about radio
bringing music never heard before “to the overburdened hypothetical farmer in
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the Middle West.” In “The Radio Symphony,” he complained that the mechani-
cal transmission of symphonic music wrecked it, period. Worse, it produced
“retrogressive tendencies in listening.” Thus, the ORR’s basic techniques—using
questionnaires, ratings, interviews—were worthless because the listener who
has never heard a symphony live has no ability to say anything substantive
about the pleasures of such music. His or her answers just can’t be trusted or ac-
cepted at face value because “the symphony is changed the very moment it is
broadcast.” As Adorno began his tirade, he admitted that “the social analyst
must risk being castigated as a misanthrope if he is to pursue social essence, as
distinct from the facade.”™ And since his piece was the only theoretical essay in
a collection otherwise based on polls and experiments, he subtitled it, wryly,“an
experiment in theory.”

Adorno focused specifically on “the fate” of a Beethoven symphony when
transmitted over the air. First, it was wrecked by commentators who helped lis-
teners identify the basic elements and themes; now listeners regarded the sym-
phony mechanistically, as a mere assemblage of parts rather than as a cohesive
entity. Adorno was hardly the first to deride what The New Republichad blasted
as “Crutches for Broadcast Music.” In an effort to “sell” serious music, shows
like Columbia’s Symphonic Hour didn’t just play concertos or symphonies:
they set the stage for listening by providing biographical information about the
composer, the performer, or both, and they lectured about the significance of
the music. Thus, a Brahms concerto was preceded by this: “This famous work
presents Brahms at his happiest, the noble dreamer and inspired romanticist,
meticulous in his craft, and of amazing fertility of musical ideas” What was
billed as a performance of Handel’s Water Music was actually a play about the
composer’s relationship with George I; while the music played in the back-
ground, the radio actor playing the king uttered dialogue like “I feel trans-
ported to an unearthly realm” and “By my soul, that is sweet music, Baron.
Listen to the dainty measures.” An announcer for CBS, in his introduction to
En Saga by Sibelius, divulged, “When I hear this music I avow a carnal desire to
discard the soft, fat ways of life; to set out in oilskins, or something, for some-
where, to discover a desperate polar bear bent on conflict!™ This sort of
drivel made Adorno insane.

But the real travesty for Adorno was that symphonies were never meant to
be heard over some small box with tinny sound reproduction in one’s living
room. Instead, as Adorno noted in a metaphor that mixed sex and religion, the
listener attending a live performance “entered” the symphony as he would a
cathedral, which “absorbed” him totally. Only in the live performance did the
listener truly experience what Adorno called “symphonic space.” With radio
“the sound is no longer ‘larger’ than the individual. ... The ‘surrounding’
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function of music also disappears,” especially since radio at the time was
monaural. The symphony was reduced to nothing more than a piece of furni-
ture in someone’s private room. And because the tonal range and volume on
radio are limited, the Beethoven symphony “is reduced to the medium range
between piano and forte” and thus “is deprived of the secret of origin as well
as the might of unveiling.” The work thus becomes “bad chamber music.™

Through radio a grand and complex symphony becomes “trivialized and
romanticized at the same time.” The sound alone over the radio undermines
the symphony’s ability to truly cast a spell. But because symphonic music on
the radio is simply one small part of a broader system of broadcasting, the
symphony falls prey to how that system organizes time and constructs knowl-
edge. The music is hyped, and the listener is not trusted enough to simply sit
back and listen on his own. In Adorno’s most provocative critique of what
radio had done to such music, he noted how quiz shows in particular insisted
that people know how to “quote” from great books or songs. On musical quiz
questions contestants were given a few bars of a symphony—some extractable
theme—and asked to identify it.

Thus listeners were urged to regard symphonies—and here he singled out
Beethoven’s Fifth—as a series of individual, semi-independent, identifiable
moments, “musical atoms.” And it was not uncommon for music appreciation
programs to play only a selected movement from a symphony, or even to ex-
tract briefer portions, thereby turning the symphony into “a set of quotations
from theme songs.” Some commentators attributed to Mozart what had been
written by Beethoven and told the listener what to picture: “The symphony
soars to the skies. It is the laughter of a Titan who elected for the moment to
make play with the stars and the planets”; or the commentator saw “dwarves
and pixies and elves all scampering away to their private haunts.” Listeners
can’t possibly appreciate symphonic music under these circumstances. Rather,
they become deeply anxious about their ability to “recognize the so-called
Great Symphonies by their quotable themes” because they need and want to
“identify themselves with the standards of the accepted and to prove them-
selves to be small cultural owners within big ownership culture™

Radio Research 1941 and other such studies were deeply concerned about
the homogenization of musical tastes, political views, entertainment, and the
very way that radio seemed to impose a schedule onto people’s daily lives.
Cantril and Allport saw the contradictions in a medium that brought more
cultural, musical, and even political variety into people’s homes on an un-
precedented level while standardizing and stereotyping their “mental life.”
Current affairs were neatly categorized into pro and con positions, as radio

»

speech demanded “clear-cut positions.” “One must take sides,” observed
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Cantril and Allport, “prohibition or repeal, Republican or Democrat, pro-
strike or anti-strike, Americanism or Communism, this or that. One would
think that the universe were dichotomous.” And because American radio was
punctual, with shows starting precisely on the hour or half hour, it routinized
the timetables of millions who now scheduled their private, daily routines
around the radio.

As Americans stood poised, whether they knew it or not, to enter World
War I1, the ORR analyzed the extent to which foreign-language broadcasts pro-
moted—or undermined—that crucial element for waging war, nationalism.
This study, the first chapter in Radio Research 1941, is especially revealing of
the extent to which some programs kept national unity and more particular
ethnic and regional identities in quite delicate suspension. Historians have
noted repeatedly radio’s role in promoting a sense of national unity. This study
is utterly transparent in exposing how anxious so many—including re-
searchers—were that radio achieve exactly that: identification with a national
culture, a national purpose, Americanism.

Rudolf Arnheim (author of his own book on radio in 1936) and Martha
Collins Bayne, along with ORR researchers, listened in mid-February 1941 to
stations across the country—in California, Arizona, and Texas, in Milwaukee,
Detroit, and Chicago, and in New Haven, Boston, and New York—that broad-
cast in Italian, Polish, Spanish, Yiddish, German, and Lithuanian. They didn’t
tell us which stations these were, whether they had any network affiliation, or
what their broadcast range was. What they did document was the extent to
which all foreign-language broadcasts nurtured powerful and nostalgic ties to
“the mother country.” Most of the listeners to these programs, they inferred,
were older, didn’t speak English well, and were not as well assimilated into
American life as the younger generation of immigrants.

Even here the power of music was front and center. Most of what these sta-
tions broadcast was music, but it was what the authors called “national” music,
meaning popular tunes, sentimental ballads, marches, and waltzes from the
old country. Songs with lyrics, rather than instrumentals, predominated. Many
of these songs, the authors editorialized, especially those from Germany about
mothers-in-law abandoned in the forest and corpses rescued from “suicide
canals” in Berlin, were “of a deplorably low level of taste.” “There are almost no
good folk songs at all,” they lectured, adding, “The melodramatic romance of
the worst type prevails.”

Nonetheless, these songs activated powerful emotional associations for
their listeners by allowing “a dreaming back to that Germany or Poland or
other homeland that the listeners left many years ago, and which by virtue of
that distance has become to them some sort of earthly paradise.” The music
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takes them back to “the beer-cellars, the men’s choral societies, the rifle-clubs,
the birthday parties” of their youth. To make sure that “the memory tie is fas-
tened,” announcers make the associations explicit: “ ‘Imagine yourself to be on
the market square of a small German town and to be listening to the piece
“Sparrows on the Roofs.”” ” With listeners of such a “low cultural level,” noted
the authors, it was not surprising that “influences of an emotional character
will generally prove to be more efficient than, say, intellectual reasoning.™'

The ads were just as bad, if not worse. Ads for coffee or spaghetti or cigars
or wine constantly emphasized the listeners’ foreign identities. Commercials
would “remind the audience of the good old days in the old country,” hype ci-
gars as “the kind you smoked in your own home town in Italy,” hawk “old
country sausage” as having “the same taste you are used to getting in Poland”
Many ads also stressed that at their shops the clerks offered “service in your
own language.” In fact, they urged listeners to identify more closely with im-
migrants from their own country than with others, exhorting them to feel that
“they and the sponsor form an in-group” in which ethnic groups should stick
to their own kind instead of trusting outsiders. “The tavern-keep is a genuine
Berlinian,” offered one ad; “the owner . ..is the only such dealer who is a
Lithuanian,” confided another; “a Mexican will always get better values from
another Mexican,” advised a third.”

Drawing inspiration from American advertising, which sought to con-
struct peer pressure for using a particular product by announcing that “most
Americans,” or, better yet, “discriminating Americans,” used such-and-such a
product, these foreign-language ads painted a picture of a larger community
of Italians or Poles of which the listeners would surely want to be a part. Iron-
ically, this was a critical element in the way advertising promoted nationalism
over the air, by emphasizing that something was American made, or used by
most Americans, or recognized around the country as the best of its kind. Here
listeners were invited to sec themselves as part of a vast and unified commu-
nity of consumers who could see the tangible fact of “America” every day in the
commonality of products they and their neighbors used. But on foreign-
language programs, when appeals went out over the air boasting that “many
Mexicans” or “the majority of Poles” or “discriminating Italo-Americans” pre-
ferred a particular product, they inverted the equation between consumerism
and nationalism. On these stations the techniques of national advertising were
appropriated to sell subcultural, ethnic identifications that resisted the pull of
assimilation.

The other thing these stations did was help keep alive the public life of eth-
nic Americans. They served as bulletin boards—promoting dances, parties,
picnics, music and cultural festivals, foreign-language films, and club meet-
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ings—reiterating dates and times, and urging their listeners to attend. Stations
also invited listeners to write in, offered musical dedications, and aired jokes
submitted by listeners. Some also gave information on filing income taxes or
applying for citizenship, and they urged listeners to vote, sometimes giving in-
structions on whom to vote for. German-language stations had as sponsors
many travel agencies that sent money, food, and supplies to family and friends
back in Germany. At the same time these stations celebrated the United States,
and their listeners’ freedom of speech and religion and right to vote. Nonethe-
less, all these elements of foreign-language broadcasts “[completed] the
group’s artificial independence of the outside world.”

What exactly should be done, asked Arnheim and Bayne, about “radio pro-
grams which, by their present policy, may hamper the further amalgamation
of large groups of immigrants?” After all, these shows had “a tendency to main-
tain the status quo of the listeners’ stage of assimilation” or, worse, “to drive
him back to a setting of life which he left beyond the ocean many years ago.”
Such shows could simply be banned. But that would be too harsh, and besides
immigrants often found themselves isolated. Instead, these stations should be
encouraged to feature English-language courses, to air translations of current
American songs and of political speeches, especially those of the president, to
broadcast dramatizations that “create understanding of everyday American
life,” and to offer “employment hints.™*

In 1939, the same year the ORR was analyzing how, or whether, radio could
be used to promote greater musical sophistication and more serious reading
and listening, advertisers were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the
CAB (recall) and Hooper (coincidental calling) ratings services. The findings
of the two did not match, and the listeners telephoned were not always reli-
able—they could forget, or lie about what they had heard. At the same time ad-
vertisers remained keenly obsessed with how popular particular radio shows
were. As Newsweek reported, “ ‘How’s your Hooper?’ became almost as fre-
quent a greeting in radio circles as ‘how are you? ” Noted Business Week
prophetically in 1938, “The next development . . . is certain to be some sort of
mechanical device attached to a radio set that will record when the set is turned
on, the station it’s tuned to, when the dial is switched, and to where.”

A. C. Nielsen in Chicago, refining an invention by Louis F. Woodruff and
Robert F. Elder of MIT, was indeed testing just such a device—its audimeter.
The audimeter mechanically recorded on a piece of tape every time the radio
dial was changed and where it was changed to. When the tape was compared
with the day’s broadcasting schedule, Nielsen could see which shows were lis-
tened to and for how long. The Nielsen company already provided indexes to
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food, liquor, and drug companies that showed how their products sold against
the competition. Now Nielsen was going into broadcasting.

Preliminary tests with 200 of the devices indicated, for example, that some
shows got two-thirds of their audiences from homes with no telephones,
meaning CAB and Hooper never even counted these listeners. The CAB and
Hooper ratings, which concentrated more on urban listeners, also underesti-
mated the number of small town and rural listeners to particular shows, and
thus artificially depressed their ratings. The audimeters also showed some-
thing the phone calls never could: the degree of station switching that went on
as listeners tuned out commercials or moved between segments of different
shows. “Guinea Pig” homes, as Business Week called them, allowed monthly in-
ventories of their kitchens and bathrooms so that Nielsen could assess the ef-
fectiveness of advertising on particular shows. And since Nielsen was careful to
rank these homes by income level as well as locale, the company was able to
provide preliminary demographic information about listeners. Critics and
competitors complained that with the audimeter, all you knew was that the
radio was on—you had no evidence that anyone was actually there listening to
it. Business Week estimated that to install audimeters in 5,000 homes and then
send men out once a month to retrieve the tapes would probably cost, in the
beginning, ten times as much as the telephone surveys. But with so much
money at stake on the radio, the magazine didn’t think Nielsen would have
trouble selling the system.® It was right. The company began offering its sys-
tem in 1942, and in six years 63 percent of the country was represented by au-
dimeters.

By 1947 the CAB was out of business, with most advertisers signed up with
Hooper, which was then grossing about $1 million a year. The company’s
phone interviewers in thirty-six cities made 1,500 calls an hour, working their
way through the phone book. But the battle of the rating systems was on.
Nielsen was on the verge of covering 97 percent of the country through a sys-
tematic selection—with help from the Census Bureau——of 1,500 representa-
tive homes. One tape in the audimeter could simultaneously track four radios
in the house. Nielsen would provide weekly reports, not just bimonthly ones
representing only the cities, as Hooper did. In 1947 CBS backed the Nielsen
system as superior, not surprising since the Nielsens gave CBS shows higher
ratings than did Hooper, putting four of them, instead of just two, in the top
fifteen. Sponsors and the other networks also subscribed to Nielsen’s service.
Within three years it was over. Hooper sold his ratings company to Nielsen in
1950 for $600,000. By 1959 A. C. Nielsen, which had, of course, also expanded
into television ratings, was grossing $26.8 million a year.*

This research was a far cry from Cantril and Allport’s Psychology of Radio.
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Nielsen could have cared less about the quality of the listening experience,
about what radio was doing to a sense of imagined communities. Nielsen de-
livered numbers, about what kinds of people listened to (or watched) what
kinds of shows when, so that a station knew what it could charge Coca-Cola
for ad time. The trend in audience research, given who was going to pay for it,
was in upgrading the technical capabilities of the system to make it more fool-
proof. While it was never Paul Lazarsfeld’s intention to produce a ratings ser-
vice for the industry, his work with Frank Stanton pioneered in producing
more systematic and mechanical ways of analyzing audience preferences that
were indeed helpful to sponsors. A. C. Nielsen simply elaborated on these be-
ginnings and produced a surveillance system of audience behavior that today
is so instant and so seemingly thorough that it decides the fate of television
programs within a few weeks. Program analyzers, in conjunction with focus
groups, are still used to pretest movies and TV shows. All of us now are en-
meshed in a technological system we rarely see or participate in directly that
still seeks to codify our dreams and desires and all our messy ambivalences
about the mass media into yes-no, hit-cancellation, pro-anti- divisions. Cer-
tainly this is one of the main legacies of radio research: encouraging us to think
we are unified individuals with clear, stable identities and preferences while at
the same time recognizing and pointing out that our experiences in the flow of
broadcasting socialize us into being just the opposite.



AP
C I

World War Il and

the Invention of
Broadcast Journalism

1940, reported the news from Europe: he used words like lugubrious,

salient, and temporize; he pronounced at all “at tall,” and chance
“chahnce.” Yet in the next breath he would become much more colloquial,
saying of the Germans, “All their stuff is censored,” or that French lines were
holding except for “a couple of unimportant spots.” He frequently prefaced
information from foreign communiqués with “what this means is” or “what
this shows.” Upper-class pedant or guy next door—what should the radio
newscaster be?

When people listen to old-time radio, they don’t listen to old news
shows; most are lost forever. Only CBS seems to have made a systematic ef-
fort to preserve their war coverage (which they did on acetate disks, mag-
netic tape not yet having been invented), and you've got to go to the
National Archives to hear the full collection of broadcasts.' With the excep-
tion of Edward R. Murrow, television reminds us of its history with the
news: John Cameron Swayze, Huntley and Brinkley, Walter Cronkite. And
as Stanley Cloud and Lynne Olson point out in The Murrow Boys, their
rousing account of the invention of broadcast news at CBS, CBS itself did
little, after the advent of television, to keep the memory of its own pioneer
radio correspondents alive.

Yet by the fall of 1938 radio coverage of the Munich crisis had rendered
the newspaper “extra” all but obsolete—people didn’t run out to the street
for the news; they tuned their dials, and they listened. “Radio,” wrote
Kaltenborn, “became of itself one of the most significant events of the cri-
sis.” More radio sets were sold during the three weeks in September that

You could hear it in the very way that H. V. Kaltenborn, in 1939 and
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radio broadcast the crisis than during any previous three-week period. One
year later over 9 million new sets were sold, a new industry record. In 1935, 67
percent of American families had radio; by 1940, 81 percent did. “Glued to the
set” became a national cliché.

With the seemingly endless documentaries made, and still being made,
about World War I1, and the success of the History Channel (nicknamed by
some the Hitler Channel), we tend to think of this as a highly visual war, expe-
rienced by Americans back home primarily through pictures. And certainly,
with 85 million people going to the movies each week, Americans saw the
progress of the war through newsreels, as well as through photographs in
newspapers and magazines. But the way we have come to remember the war—
through this visual record—misrepresents how people followed and imagined
this war on a daily basis. This was a war that people listened to. The media’s col-
lective memory of this war, which serves the programming needs of television,
suggests that the visual was more important than the auditory, when just the
opposite was true. And especially with the advent of gasoline rationing, radio
listening increased as people were forced to stay closer to home. World War II
was a radio war.

With the loss of so many news broadcasts, it is not easy to write about what
was, quite simply, a total revolution in American life: the bringing of national
and international news, with the actual sounds of political rallies, air-raid
sirens, or gunfire, right into people’s living rooms, bedrooms, and kitchens.
Broadcasts included daily accounts of the Lindbergh trial, commentary on the
New Deal, sentimental human-interest stories like the funeral for a blind man’s
Seeing Eye dog, and, of course, World War I1. Listeners were transported to dif-
ferent places and times by radio. As Popular Mechanics gushed in 1938, “The
rapid strides of radio during the past few years have made possible world-
girdling hook-ups which, in the space of an hour, will take you into yesterday,
today and tomorrow.™

Fortunately, some commentators wrote memoirs about the emergence of
broadcast news. Still, there is so little left to listen to today, to hear what it ac-
tually sounded like. So much has been lost or destroyed that radio news from
the 1930s remains severely underrepresented in histories of the press, and in
histories of the period. Major books on the period, like Paul Fussell’s Wartime
or Alan Brinkley’s recent analysis of the New Deal, The End of Reform, don't
even have the word radio in their indexes. Miraculously, enough has survived
from transcriptions made at the time that we can get some idea of the inven-
tion of broadcast news.’

And this is what we hear: a struggle over how men would deliver the
news—which included a struggle over radio oratory—and a pushing out of
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horizons as listeners added new maps to their mental geographies. There were
experiments with the use of sound—the use of ambient sound from the scene
of the news story, the more contrived use of sound effects in the studio—to
convey a sense of immediacy and urgency. News listening on the radio, as
broadcasting styles were being invented, moved people between cognitive reg-
isters—informational listening, w