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Engineering the Public Interest in Making American
Broadcasting, 1922~1926

Mi-Sook Baek
lecturer
Department of Communicaton, Kang-Won University

The purpose of this study is to examine who determined the meaning of
public interest and how it was applied to regulatory policies in the
institutionalization of the U. §. radio broadcasting. In policy debates over the
interpretation and application of the public interest, the major actors were the
radio listening public (civil society), the radio industry, and the government as a
regulatory agency in negotiating and controlling interest conflicts between two.
To reveal how these three actors competed and confronted with what political
philosophy and economic ground, this study analyzes two broadcasting policy
cases--Class B licensing policy; and superpower and high power network
policy--implemented by the U. S. Department of Commerce. For this policy
analysis, this study relies mainly on archival research using historical documents
of the government and congressional hearings, and the popular press published
between 1920 and 1927.

Through the analysis, this study finds that policy-makers’ undetlying political
philosophy and rational basis were the criteria of “the greatest good to the
greatest number” and “technological rationality.” These two criteria justified and
legitimated discriminatory radio spectrum allocation, transmitting power, and
licensing policies in favor of rtadio cotporatons, such as RCA, GE,
Westinghouse, and AT&T. These radio corporations argued that technical
progress itself would best dictate its own governing rules and that government
officials should limit regulatory activities to technical considerations in the use
of quantitative crtera.

By the two criteria, it was conceptualized that commercial broadcasting best
serves the public interest of national community as the only form of a social
communication system. That is, the concept of the public interest narrowly
defined by the instrumental use of technological rationality ignored the fact that
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spectrum and power policies were not simple technical matters, but political and
social decisions that would determine institutonal characteristics and material
substances of national broadcasting. Based on this finding, this study does not
attempt to repeat the simple dichotomy that commercial is evil and
noncommercial is good. But, this study demonstrates how the public interest
framed by technological rationality defeated and removed the growing alternative
potential of radio as a social forum for the marginalized voices and for the
unique needs of diverse geographic and/or social communities--the missed
opportunity.

key words: public interest, technological ratonality, American broadcasting
policy. broadcasting history
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