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By the end of the 1920s, radio had become an essential and defining part of American 

society. In 1929, the trade journal Radio Digest discussed the importance of the communication 

and cultural medium noting that “no home is complete today without its Radio facilities. That 

applies to the humble cottage or hall bedroom as well as the millionaire’s palace or his club 

room.”1 No longer merely a hobby or fad, radio had developed into a national network of stations 

that was capable of reaching more than eighty percent of American homes by 1940.2 With radio, 

listeners could be transported from their homes into a world of sound, where they were greeted 

by the latest jazz music or soap opera, Franklin Roosevelt and his famous fireside chats, or a 

myriad of other programs that filled the airwaves across the country. 

But, as ideal as radio seemed there were many observers who watched the spread of radio 

with apprehension, fearing it could come to totally dominate its listeners. As the commercial 

value of radio was realized in the 1920s, it began to come under the control of national networks 

and advertisers.  These larger national networks, which benefitted from increased government 

regulation of the airwaves that shut out independent local stations, initiated a noticeable shift in 

the content and format of radio. Under the direction of national broadcasters, shows were no 

longer created and distributed by local producers. As standardized radio shows and 

advertisements dominated the airwaves, American listeners were subject to a much more 

uniform cultural experience than they had been in previous years. By the end of the 1920s, radio 

                                                      
1 "Across the Desk." Radio Digest Illustrated, November 1929, 6. 
2 Douglas B Craig. Fireside Politics: Radio and Culture in the United States, 1920-1940. Baltimore: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2000, 12. 



THE CONTENT OF THIS PAPER IS COPYRIGHTED BY TYLER STUMP. PLEASE DO 

NOT REPRODUCE WITHOUT PERMISSION. 
 

2 

 

seemed to be headed towards a system where both the means of production and for taking 

meaning from radio broadcasts were under complete control of these national networks 

Radio had not always been like this. When it first became available to Americans in 

1920, radio was oriented in a distinctly grassroots sort of way. In this time period, which lasted 

up until the mid-1920s, radio listeners had a variety of methods of maintaining their agency in 

what they listened to on the radio and how they listened to it. However, towards the end of the 

1920s, as the medium came to be dominated by commercial interests and national networks, it 

appeared that radio producers were gaining total control over their audience, in a fashion similar 

to the ways that film had changed in the early 20th century to increasingly dominate and pacify 

its viewers.3 In this time period, many theorists and observers noted how radio's influence was 

growing and that this seemed to indicate that it would soon come to eliminate all forms of 

listener autonomy or independence. In their seminal 1929 study on typical American 

'Middletown' life, sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd wrote that "as it [radio] becomes more 

perfected, cheaper, and a more accepted part of life, it may cease to call forth so much active, 

constructive ingenuity and become one more form of passive enjoyment."4 But, this was not to 

be the case. As the nature of radio changed, so too did the methods that listeners used to resist its 

attempts at domination. Especially along economic and class lines, listeners still maintained a 

strong sense of collective identity and personal even as they continued to listen to the radio in 

greater numbers and for longer amounts of time. Contrary to what many observers predicted, 

radio did not become a 'Great Leveler,' and instead continued to be appropriated by its listeners 

to aid in their own self empowerment. 

                                                      
3  See Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon, 1991. 
4 Robert S Lynd and Helen M. Lynd. Middletown: A Study in Contemporary American Culture. London: Constable 

& Co. Ltd., 1929, 271. 
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 The first scheduled radio broadcast, the returns from the Harding-Cox presidential 

election, was aired in October of 1920. At this time radio listening in the United States was a 

small but growing form of entertainment among Americans who often built their own radio sets 

from store-bought parts. In her study of Chicago working class culture in the interwar period, 

Lizabeth Cohen notes that even those that owned ready-made radios still actively modified them 

to increase their range, volume, and quality of broadcasts. In 1922, deferring to the listeners in 

the city, Chicago radio stations agreed to stop broadcasting at night so that listeners could tune 

into to more distant stations that were normally blocked by local stations on the same 

wavelength. These so called ‘Silent Nights’ demonstrate a level of activity and involvement in 

radio audience that was not seen in other forms of popular culture in this period.5  Radio, unlike 

other new technologies of the early twentieth century, was cheap and could be received and 

listened to collectively in the home. These features made radio appealing to Americans of all 

social and cultural levels, particularly the lower classes. According to Cohen, “study after study 

revealed that despite efforts to attract their patronage, upper-class people listened least often, 

even when they owned one or more radios.”6 Radio was often listened to in communal settings, 

and aided in the formation of a distinct ‘low-brow,’ working class consciousness. In Middletown, 

Robert and Helen Lynd note that “more than one mother said that her family used to scatter in 

the evening—‘but now we all sit around and listen to the radio.’”7 Through this fusion of local, 

social listening and mass culture, radio fostered a strong sense of community and solidarity 

among working-class Americans. 

                                                      
5 Lizabeth Cohen. Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago: 1919-1939. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990, 132. This “ingenious technological activity” was also observed by the Lynds in Middletown, 

see page 269. 
6 Ibid., 133. 
7Robert and Helen Lynd,  Middletown, 271. 
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 In these early years, radio was a largely grassroots and local form of popular culture, a 

fact that helped aid the creation of an active listening audience. Due to the limits of radio 

technology in this period, radio was dominated by small local stations. Before the National 

Broadcasting Company (NBC) was created in 1926, most radio stations broadcast their programs 

at a low wattage of power and as a result could only reach a limited range of listeners. With the 

exception of a few modified radios that could pick up local signals across the country, most radio 

audiences listened to broadcasts that were produced and broadcast locally. 8 This is not to say, 

however, that radio broadcasters and audiences were content with listening to local 

programming. In fact, as scholar Susan Smulyan has written, “when radio broadcasting began, 

people all over the country wanted to eavesdrop on distant places, hear reports from faraway 

locations, or listen to sporting events and country music from their original venues.”9 There was 

a belief that broadcasting technology could link the country together, and help foster the creation 

of a national community of radio listeners. Still, in this early stage, radio continued to be created 

and broadcast by local stations, and as a result local audiences were able to stay connected to the 

process of production.  

 In the mid 1920s, only four percent of radio stations in the United States were owned by 

commercial broadcasting organizations.10 In her analysis of local radio in Chicago, Lizabeth 

Cohen has noted that “even when newspapers, department stores, and radio shops sponsored 

stations, as they frequently did, they ran them as public services, not as commercial 

operations…the local orientation of these sponsoring organizations coupled with the limitations 

of radio technology and an excessive demand for access to the airwaves gave radio broadcasting 

                                                      
8 Cohen, 133. 
9 Susan Smulyan. Selling Radio: The Commercialization of American Broadcasting 1920-1934. Washington, D.C.: 

Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994, 12. 
10 Cohen, 134. 
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in the early years a strong local character.”11 Often times, local organizations, such as unions, 

churches, and ethnic groups produced programs that were heard by local communities. These 

programs, especially “nationality” programming, helped unify ethnic listening communities and 

helped empower them to overcome internal divisions. In this early period, listeners were 

involved in the production and reception of radio, and were able to achieve a high level of 

control in their listening experience. Whether it was through modifying sets to better listen to 

programming, actively gathering to listen in groups, or using programming to foster a more 

unified local community, radio served as a medium of popular and mass culture that allowed for 

a high level of activity and agency in the audience. 

 As the 1920s progressed, the popularity of radio increased at a staggering rate. In 1921, it 

was estimated that Americans owned less than 50,000 radios. Only nine years later, Americans 

would be buying well over 4 million radios annually.12 Capitalizing on this new opportunity, 

national corporations quickly established themselves and began organizing national broadcasting 

organizations. When radio expanded in popularity, demand for programs broadcast by specific 

local stations increased nation-wide. In order to transmit events such as political speeches, 

sporting events, and musical performances across the country, more expensive and advanced 

radio technology was required than the local stations could provide. Beginning in the mid 1920s 

with the creation of NBC and the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS), national networks 

rapidly became the dominant force on the air. Especially during the Great Depression, smaller 

local stations simply could not afford the growing expenses of national radio and were forced off 

the air by these national networks.  

                                                      
11 Cohen, 134. 
12 J. Fred MacDonald. Don't Touch That Dial!: Radio Programming in American Life from 1920 to 1960. Chicago: 

Nelson Hall, 1979, 19, 27. 
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 National networking offered many advantages to the producers of radio programming, 

most importantly the ability to reach a much larger and more diverse national audience. No 

longer limited by the needs of local heterogeneous audiences, national networks attracted 

corporate sponsors and advertisers, who provided the capital required to create and sustain NBC, 

CBS, and their competitors. Broadcasters could now create and package shows for local 

affiliated stations from a centralized location, making the distribution process for the broadcasts 

audiences wanted much more efficient. In addition, with advertising money now funding 

stations, more expensive and advanced equipment could be bought that broadcast radio in better 

quality to larger audiences. Beginning with the runaway success of the situational comedy 

Amos’n’Andy in 1929 and the many soap operas and other daytime serials that followed in its 

success,  listeners all over the United States now began to listen to the same shows regularly, a 

far cry from the less organized style of listening that independent local stations offered. And with 

this regular national audience, advertisers were able to reach more potential customers than ever 

before. 

 Advertising agencies were hesitant to get involved in radio at first, but before long they 

changed their collective minds and dove head long into the popular medium. “By the early 

1930s,” J. Fred MacDonald has observed, “the airwaves in practice belonged to the people nor 

the networks. They were, instead, the realm of the advertising agencies.”13 In an era when 

corporations were moving away from local regional markets and trying to reach buyers on a 

national level, radio was the perfect medium with which to send their advertising and sales 

pitches directly into the homes of potential customers. Some of the largest and most successful 

corporations of the 1930s were the ones that heavily relied on radio advertising and sponsored 

                                                      
13 MacDonald, 30. 
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shows that were broadcast nationally. The American Tobacco Company, which was bitterly 

fighting its competitors for a majority of the domestic cigarette market, attributed much of its 

success in the early 1930s to a “concentration in national [radio] advertising even to the 

exclusion of salesmen.”14 American’s president, George Washington Hill went as far as to 

publish a short book on radio advertising techniques in which he claimed that “radio alone, is 

‘salesmanship-in-person.’ By this token, when properly used, it is more forcible, more rapid to 

produce greater results than other media and we would do very well to bend every effort towards 

the development of our use of radio.”15  

 Businesses were not the only organizations to utilize radio for their own promotion on the 

national stage. In the political arena, radio was also a critical part of the success of politicians 

and involved in the political process ever since the very first radio broadcast in 1920 relayed the 

results from the Harding-Cox presidential election. Of all the presidents to incorporate radio into 

their election campaigns and terms in office, Franklin D. Roosevelt was by far one of the most 

successful. With a powerful style of rhetoric that was famously used in his “fireside chats,” 

Roosevelt used radio to establish what many felt was a personal relationship between ordinary 

Americans and the president. The influence that Roosevelt gained through the radio was a central 

part of Roosevelt’s success, and contributed to his success in each of his presidential elections, 

particularly in 1932 and 1936 where he won landslide victories over his opponents.16  

Radio’s national reach was instrumental in many areas where all local press and media 

were controlled by local interests. In Middletown in Transition, the Lynds returned to Muncie, 

                                                      
14 "Sold American!"- The First Fifty Years. The American Tobacco Company, 1954, 84. And Hoyt, Edwin P. The 

Supersalesmen. Cleveland: The World Publishing Company, 1962, 68. 
15 George W. Hill. Radio: A Modern Advertising Force: It’s Proper Commercial Use. The American Tobacco 

Company, 1938, 35. 
16 William A. Degregorio. The Complete Book of U.S. Presidents. 6th ed. Fort Lee: Barricade Books, 2005, 488-490. 
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Indiana to observe the small town in 1936, where they observed business interests and 

industrialists doing everything in their power to pressure local workers to vote against Roosevelt, 

even excluding mentions of Roosevelt from the local press. But, “the one important channel of 

communication which they could not control was the national radio networks, which brought 

‘the other side’ before local voters, notably in President Roosevelt’s own speeches.”17 Through 

radio, Roosevelt could reach otherwise isolated listeners. The creation of a national audience 

linked culturally and socially through centralized radio broadcasting also aided in Roosevelt’s 

success in the medium. “Roosevelt’s radio triumph’s were possible only because the new 

medium had programmed his audience in a specific psychological and cultural way,” scholar 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch has contended in his analysis of radio’s effect on the president’s 

popularity. “Well established by the time of Roosevelts’s fireside chats, the soap opera had 

brought with it a set of audience expectations and behavioral responses that may well have 

prepared listeners to respond personally when Roosevelt entered their living rooms.”18 Without 

the national audience that radio had shaped with standardized programming, it is likely that 

politicians like Roosevelt would not have had the widespread success they found in this period.  

 Observers were quick to notice this dramatic shift in radio away from the local grassroots 

stations towards national and corporate networks. With the rising dominance of corporate 

production and distribution of radio, the age of the active listening audience was declared at an 

end. Radio and the propaganda that dominated the airwaves was now firmly under the 

hegemonic control of national leaders, networks, and advertisers. As a speaker in the 1938 World 

Radio Convention summed up this view, “Radio is the most marvelous. It has taken sound, 

                                                      
17 Robert S. Lynd and Helen M. Lynd. Middletown in Transition: A Study in Cultural Conflicts. New York: 

Harcourt, Brace, & World, Inc., 1937, 361. 
18 Wolfgang Schivelbusch. Three New Deals: Reflections on Roosevelt's America, Mussolini's Italy, and Hitler's 

Germany, 1933-1939. New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006, 67. 
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which moved with leaden feet, and given it to the wings of morning. We are now like Gods. We 

may speak to all mankind.”19 Radio, it appeared to many in the 1930s and 1940s, was developing 

into a system that was increasingly dominating and pacifying its audience. 

 Typical of these responses to radio in the 1930s, was Rudolph Arnheim’s 1936 book 

Radio: An Art of Sound. Moving from his more ambivalent views on radio he held in the late 

1920s, by 1936 Arnheim was convinced of radio’s abilities not only as a legitimate artistic 

medium, but also in its ability to totally dominate and pacify its audience. In painstaking detail, 

Radio describes how the absence of a visual component, along with the correct use of 

broadcasting  techniques can successfully fool listeners into believing a variety of scenarios and 

circumstances that are actually not true. Through the correct positioning of the microphone in a 

recording studio, one can deceive a listener into believing that there is a realistic spatial 

relationship between actors and their environment when in reality the actors are simply gathered 

in a small studio with no real environment to speak of.20 Arnheim also points to the training of 

radio announcers in tonal and recitation techniques as another way to control the ways that 

listeners respond to messages. Arguing that “the audience is gripped not by what is said, but by 

the effective tone in which it is said,” listeners had become subverted to radio’s superior 

broadcasting technology and techniques.21  

 Arnheim admitted in Radio that broadcasting was not yet perfect in 1936, and cited the 

tendency for listeners to supplement aural programming with their own imaginations as 

evidence. When it was perfected, radio broadcasters should be able to convey the “essence” or 

“representation of an event” so completely that there would be no need for any active 

                                                      
19 Craig, xi. 
20 Rudolph Arnheim. Radio: An Art of Sound. New York: Da Capo Press, 1972, 60. 
21 Ibid., 73. 
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modification of the broadcast in the listener’s mind.22 For Arnheim, there were many advantages 

that allowed the completely aural world of broadcasting to create persuasive propaganda. For 

example, the freedom from inactive, resting performers that hampered live theatrical and 

symphonic performances allowed programs to create a move convincing performance. In a radio 

concert, “whoever has nothing to play vanishes completely out of the picture, simply does not 

exist. If the piece is adagio, then the whole world is adagio.”23 Arnheim believed that radio 

broadcasting, if produced and distributed correctly, had the potential to create an “entire world 

complete in itself” in which listeners were completely satisfied with all aspects of the broadcast. 

If radio technology continued to advance as it had in the previous decade, Arnheim believed it 

would not be long before this ultimate form of broadcasting could be achieved. 

 After discussing how broadcasters could use radio to create perfect worlds where 

listeners would have no need for their own imaginations, Arnheim concluded his book lamenting 

the fact that radio was also creating a world where radio listeners were becoming more passive. 

Determining that “activity of the mind— like any other activity—arises from necessity,” 

Arnheim then asserted that “it is only natural that in the average man, in whom such necessity no 

longer exists, this activity should be everywhere inhibited.” Radio was becoming a much more 

constant part of the daily routine, and because of its scheduled and regular programming 

audiences were losing their ability to actively listen. As a result, “it leaves the listener the free 

choice when, and—to a certain extent—to what to listen, but what is significant is that he does 

not want it. If you don’t need to choose, you don’t choose. If you can be passive you lose your 

activity.”24 For Arnheim, the fact that the radio offered programming every hour of the day, and 

                                                      
22 Arnheim, 135. 
23 Ibid., 145. 
24 Ibid., 261- 263. 
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that Americans were increasingly leaving their radios on for more and more time was evidence 

of the enslavement of former active listeners to radio’s power.  

 Arnheim was not the only commenter to suggest the development of radio and national 

networks had ended the era of the active listener. In 1938, after Orson Welles’ broadcast of War 

of the Worlds allegedly deceived listeners into thinking a real alien invasion of the United States 

had actually occurred, it seemed that radio propaganda had grown to a level where it could 

successfully broadcast any message to its passive and receptive audience.25 Writing a few years 

afterwards in his 1942 essay “The Schema of Mass Culture,” Theodor Adorno commented on the 

War of the Worlds broadcast, writing that it was a sign of proof of the growing hegemony of 

radio propaganda: 

The affair of Orson Welles’ broadcast ‘Invasion of Mars’ was a test performed by 

the positivistic spirit to determine its own zone of influence and one which 

showed that the elimination of the distinction between image and reality has 

already advanced to the point of collective sickness, that the reduction of the work 

of art to empirical reason is already capable of turning into overt lunacy at any 

moment, a lunacy which the fans who send trousers to the lone ranger and saddles 

to his horse already half affect.26 

Adorno had a bleak view on radio and mass culture of the 20th century, which he articulated in 

his theory of the ‘culture industry.’ Along with fellow theorist Max Horkheimer, Adorno 

believed that radio contributed to a growing domination of modern society and a “rationality of 

domination.” Using the example of the technological step from the telephone to the radio, it 

seemed that listeners were losing opportunities to have any active role in production. Radio, 

Adorno claimed, “democratically makes everyone equally into listeners, in order to expose them 

                                                      
25 "The Broadcast that Scared America." Radio Mirror (January 1939): 15. 
26 Theodor W. Adorno. The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. London: Routledge Classics, 1991, 

64. Also see James Thurber’s report of letter writing to soap opera stars, who annually sent hundreds of dollars 

worth of cash and other presents to radio stations addressed to their favorite soap opera characters, not the actual 

actors who play them. See James Thurber. The Beast in Me and Other Animals. San Diego: A Harcourt Brace 

Jonavich, 1973, 256. 
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in authoritarian fashion to the same programs out by different stations.”27 The culture industry 

and its radio component had one purpose: to turn active audiences into passive consumers. Art 

was no longer pure; it had been turned into a commodity, an advertisement.28 

 Business men and advertisers echoed Adorno’s sentiment, that radio was merely a 

vehicle for advertising, and that it served to pacify listeners and turn them into loyal consumers. 

George Hill, the president of the American Tobacco Company and creator of the popular radio 

show, Your Hit Parade, also believed in the subversion of entertainment to advertising in radio. 

He was reported to have said that “taking 100% as the total value [of funding for Your Hit 

Parade], we give 90% to the commercials and 10% to the show…I don’t have the right to spend 

the stockholder’s money just to entertain the public.”29 It was clear that radio producers intended 

to use radio to force their advertising into the homes and lives of listeners. Seeing this 

commodification and rapid development of the radio networks, it was clear to many in the 1930s 

and 1940s that there was no room for an active listener in this new age of dominating 

broadcasting. 

 Arnheim, Adorno, and other observers used the spread of centralized, commercial radio 

and the expulsion of the audience from local production to justify their claim that listeners were 

being pacified by radio. But they failed to see that radio listeners were adapting to the changes in 

radio and creating new and different ways to remain active in their radio reception. An analysis 

of radio surveys and studies created in this period, radio trade journals, and the scholarship of 

modern day historians indicates that in fact audiences did continue to actively listen to radio even 

                                                      
27 Max Horkheimer, and Theodor W. Adorno. Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 2002, 95 
28 Miriam B. Hansen Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno. Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 2012, 207. 
29 Kathy M. Newman. Radio Active: Advertising and Consumer Activism, 1935-1947. Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 2004. 181. 
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though they were now removed from the centers of broadcast production. Through a variety of 

means, listeners continued to monitor radio and demand that it conform to their expectations and 

desires. Any network that failed to take listener activity into account would likely soon be met 

with a fierce response from the listening community, which rallied many times to change radio 

as they saw fit. 

 When radio came under the control of the national networks, it did transform listening 

audiences into a more unified ‘American’ audience. Radio, along with other forms of mass 

culture that were spreading into formerly isolated areas, served to subordinate Americans’ ethnic 

heritage under a national American audience.  The children of foreign-born immigrant parents 

often used radio and other pieces of popular culture to assimilate into American society.30 This 

was a noticeable change from the neighborhood  communities that had gathered to listen to 

shortwave broadcasts in the early 1920s.  

 However, Americans could still use radio to identify with other fellow Americans along a 

variety of different lines. Especially in a social or economic sense, radio helped connect listeners 

who were physically separated and spread throughout the United States. These “imagined 

communities,” as scholar Susan Douglas has described them, helped cultivate a sense of 

nationhood as well as identity along a variety of subcultural lines.31 Radio still had the stigma of 

a low-brow form of popular culture, and gave less educated, working-class listeners a cultural 

medium that they felt was their own. 32 Radio was listened to on the factory floor and in the 

home during the day, making it a part of the lives of blue-collar workers and housewives 

                                                      
30 Jennifer Guglielmo. Living the Revolution: Italian Women's Resistance and Radicalism in New York City, 1880-

1945. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010, 122. 
31 Susan J. Douglas. Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination. New York: Times Books, 1999, 11. 
32 Kirkpatrick, 25- In a survey of 451 random citizens of Minneapolis, working class responders listened almost 

twice in a given week as much as those in higher paid and better educated groups. Clifford Kirkpatrick. Report of a 

Research into the Attitudes and Habits of Radio Listeners. St. Paul: WEBB Book Publishing Company, 1933, 25, 
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throughout the country.33 Noting that radio stimulated solidarity among consumers during the 

Great Depression and beyond, scholar Kathy Newman has argued that radio “helped Americans 

imagine themselves, collectively, as a nation of consumers.”34 Since women made up a large 

majority of American consumers in this period, radio advertisers and corporate sponsors soon 

realized that creating programming targeted directly towards them would be a more effective 

way to market their consumer goods.35 At the same time, creating these radio entertainments that 

appeal directly to female consumers also had the unintended side effect of creating a conscious 

and self-aware listening community that would actively resist any attempts at pacification. 

 The new national listener communities that radio networks created were also active 

communities, and constantly monitored radio as they listened to the programs that were 

becoming integral parts of daily life. Soap operas, often a favorite of the housewife and female 

shoppers around the United States, are one such example of radio programming that was under 

close scrutiny from its audience. Using fan-mail as evidence of active listenership, it is clear that 

issues ranging from changes in program casts to plot twists were immediately noticed and 

commented on by fans. Letter writers were often quick to mention that they represented not just 

themselves, but the greater listening community as well. When Mary Marlin, a popular soap 

opera, announced on air that the program was being cancelled, a flurry of letters were sent to 

NBC and the show’s sponsor, Kleenex, protesting the cancellation of their beloved show.36 In a 

similar case, when a broadcaster in 1930 used profanity in a children’s radio program, parents 

and other listeners immediately noticed and sent in letter of protest. According to a Variety 

magazine article on the incident, “within minutes several telegrams of protest, among them the 

                                                      
33 Cohen, 329. 
34 Newman, 3. 
35 Ibid., 9. 
36 Ibid., 133. 
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Federal Radio Commission, had arrived. Others came later in bundles.”37 Listening to the radio 

was no passive affair. When listeners heard something they did not like, they were quick to 

respond and organize in force to attempt to hold radio to their standards. 

 For the radio announcer who swore in the middle of children’s programming, not meeting 

the listening community’s standards of decency resulted in the loss of his job. Kathy Newman 

mentions other radio announcers in her book Radio Active: Advertising and Consumer Activism, 

1935-1947, that also were forced off the air for their inability to meet listener expectations such 

as Boake Carter. Carter, a corporately sponsored newscaster, rose to national prominence in the 

early 1930s, especially among lower working-class Americans. However, when he began to 

broadcast harsh criticisms of organized labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations, his 

listeners quickly turned against him. Organizing a boycott of Philco Radio (Carter's sponsor) 

listeners demanded that Carter be taken off the air. By 1938, these protests were successful, and 

Carter was barred from broadcasting on CBS affiliated stations.38 Through their ability to 

economically harm networks and their sponsors, listeners maintained a high level of autonomy in 

the 1930s and 1940s. With boycotts and other similar forms of resistance, active listeners were 

able to modify radio to maintain what they considered a standard of acceptability. 

 Listeners also protested against the intrusion of direct advertising in radio. Commercials 

were annoying and kept listeners from listening to programs. And though viewers did understand 

that commercials were a necessary part of keeping radio free (unlike Great Britain and other 

countries), they still rallied against particularly irritating commercials and what they felt was too 

much advertising in a given amount of airtime. As Newman has argued, “a boycott brought on 

                                                      
37 "His Error." Variety Magazine, April 30, 1930, 71. 

38 Newman, 90. 
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by an annoying advertisement was the advertiser’s worst nightmare.”39 Even the threat of a 

boycott  was often enough to force advertisers and networks to back down and reduce/remove 

unacceptable advertising from their programming. In response to growing criticism against poor 

children’s programming, NBC regulated itself and created a program code that forbade profanity, 

references to torture, horror, and advertisements from a variety of industries from all of their 

children’s programs.40 

 The only way that the networks were able to remain profitable and popular in the United 

States was by submitting to the desires of their active audiences, who could irreparably harm a 

program or advertisement through their resistance. As a result, broadcasters were forced to 

constantly monitor and change their programming in order to meet these standards. In a 1933 

survey, radio listeners from Minneapolis overwhelmingly agreed that when they increased their 

average time spent listening to radio, it was more often because of the introduction of better 

programming. Conversely, decreases in radio listening were usually because the “novelty has 

worn off.”41 Even Franklin Roosevelt, who had enjoyed so much success with his fireside chats 

in the early years of his presidency, found that his radio addresses in 1938 resulted in far less 

positive feedback or letter responses from listeners. Douglas Craig has argued that by 1941 

“radio from the White House had become an accepted, and unremarkable phenomenon.”42 Had 

Roosevelt changed his broadcasts like advertisers were throughout the 1930s, he may have made 

them more popular. 

                                                      
39Newman, 40. 
40"NBC's Tentative Program Code." Variety Magazine, April 5, 1939, 24. 
41Kirkpatrick, 28. 
42Craig, 189. 
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 In addition to the need to constantly modify their broadcasting, advertisers were quick to 

notice that in order to remain relevant and effective, radio advertising needed to constantly 

remind listeners of their product or message. In the case of American Tobacco, the ceaseless and 

“ear shattering” repetition of the slogan “LS/MFT” and constant broadcast of their commercials 

led to a massive increase in sales of their Lucky Strike cigarette brand.43 In his 1943 study of a 

war bond drive, sociologist Robert Merton determined that continuous repetition of messages 

over radio were the prime factor in what he described as “an extraordinary instance of mass 

persuasion.” In a single day, celebrity Kate Smith spoke at regular intervals over a non-stop 

eighteen hour radio marathon. In this unique radio broadcast, Smith utilized a variety of 

persuasive techniques in each of her 65 different speeches that day, sending a seemingly 

unending call to her listeners to buy government war bonds. And listeners responded— they 

bought over 39 million dollars worth of bonds, shattering all previous bond selling records.44 

Messages broadcast through radio were not effective on their own, and required repetition in 

order to have any sort of effect on listeners. These cases where messages were repeated 

constantly in order to have an effect on listeners were a direct response to what Susan Douglas 

has called “technological insurgencies,”  or an active and united radio audience.45 

Unlike the world that Arnheim and other has predicted, radio spectatorship in the 1930s 

and 1940s was an active relationship and exchange between broadcaster and audience. Though 

they were removed from the physical means of producing and transmitting radio, listeners still 

created solidarity amongst themselves by associating with other listeners in imagined and 

national communities. When this group consciousness was formed, listeners quickly realized that 

                                                      
43"Love that Account." Time Magazine, September 9, 1946. 
44 Robert K. Merton. Mass Persuasion: The Social Psychology of a War Bond Drive. New York: Harper & Brothers 

Publishers, 1946, 2-3. 
45 Douglas, 16. 
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they could still modify radio to meet their needs and expectations for radio. Instead of physically 

improving radios or being involved personally in the production of radio programming as they 

were in the early 1920s, radio listeners now used their power as a large group with purchasing 

and voting power to force the national corporate networks to create certain broadcasts and 

change them if deemed too offensive or unappealing. The radio networks, in response, tried a 

variety of means to bypass this listener activity, but in the end they were still subject to listener 

decisions—to buy or not to buy a sponsored product, or to keep the radio tuned into a particular 

station. 

 Observing the rapid development of radio from a local grassroots system to a national 

network of corporate stations, it is not difficult to see why so many assumed that radio would 

continue to grow until it reached an ultimate state when the listener would be totally pacified. 

But these observers mistakenly interpreted the loss of local control over radio as a sign of total 

loss of listener activity. Radio audiences were not nearly the same in 1946 as they had been in 

1924. Instead, listeners changed as radio did, developing new methods of resistance in the face of 

increasing centralized and distant control of radio. And though radio did to a large degree 

assimilate heterogeneous groups into a unified national culture and society, the new communities 

that listeners belonged to could still use radio to empower themselves and maintain a large 

amount of control. The heterogeneity and centralization of radio in the 1920s and 1930s are not 

proof that the listener also lost his ability to actively listen to and interpret radio. The ability to 

modify radio listening experiences despite these changes instead shows how popular mass 

culture can still have measurable benefits for those that receive it. 
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