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Selling the Air: A Critique of the Policy of Commercial Broadcasting in the United States by Thomas Streeter
In Selling the Air: A Critique of the Policy of Commercial Broadcasting in the United States, Thomas Streeter does not merely evaluate the history and policies of broadcasting in the United States. Instead, he provides a critical analysis of the social construction of broadcasting and the systematic creation of a communications structure based upon an entrenched corporate liberal ideology. His main argument revolves around the policies surrounding the creation of the modern-day commercial broadcasting system, and the idea that the many policies enacted were not purely natural outcomes of the market economy, as is commonly believed to be the case. Rather, the strategies which led to the creation of our present day electronic broadcast system were based upon the values and ideals of the corporate liberal society in which we reside.
While Streeter is a Professor of Sociology, his work is greatly influenced by a variety of disciplines and theoretical frameworks. In this book, he states upfront that he “engages forms of philosophy, sociology, political science, discourse analysis, and legal analysis, and to a varying degree draws on concepts and concerns from Marxism, feminism, poststructuralism, cultural studies, and the law and society and critical legal studies movement” (xiii). He does not offer a history of broadcasting, but rather engages in an historical interpretation of the politics of broadcasting from 1900 to the present that utilizes the aforementioned perspectives.
In particular, Streeter is interested in creating tangible connections between broadcast policy and the legal system, a course of study which he feels has been overlooked in previous literature. Throughout the years, many have argued that broadcast policy would flourish with fewer laws and government interventions; however, Streeter meticulously argues that it is the legal system, enacted by government, which has created the world of broadcasting. Without the social and political constructs of spectrum and license regulation, copyright and patent laws, and economic protections, there would be no organized system of broadcasting. The cornerstone of this system rests on the corporate liberal framework in which our society is organized, and the bureaucratic, administrative, and functionalist way in which policy decisions are determined.
He delves further into this legal analysis by focusing on the contradictions within the law and the broadcast policies which supposedly emerged naturally from this rational legal system. Traditionally, the law is seen as neutral, objective and rational, while politics are biased, subjective, and partial. He unravels the myth that our current broadcast system was created in the shadow of this rational legal system, and instead points to the many political acts which occurred to limit access to the broadcast spectrum in favor of corporate liberal interests. Streeter traces the rise of radio, from the initial interest in the new technology purely by amateurs and a few entrepreneurs, to the increased attention and cooptation by the military and bureaucratic managers in the corporate world. In order to successfully take control away from amateurs and the nonprofit community, the government took control of licensing and spectrum allocation, policies which favored particular interests. Streeter argues that what made these new rulings and laws seem practical and fair was the fact that these policies took place (and still take place) within a specific interpretive community who operate within a framework that is built upon principles of corporate liberal thought that cannot be called into question. Therefore, the policies which are still enacted today are outgrowths of this established mode of thinking and acting. As Streeter points out, “policy-making, then, is not just a goal-directed activity. It is a way of thought” (116). What this means then is that the majority of the population cannot conceive of the broadcast structure in any other way; the “this is the system that we have and it’s the best one possible” mentality. This does not provide those lobbying for change many options, because their strategies may entail a large structural change which to others falls far outside the existing framework. As Streeter says, “one is forced to either argue from within this framework or abdicate one’s right to participate in the legal process altogether” (144). The power of an interpretive community in this regard leaves no room for other points of view, so strong is the notion of the unconsciously produced set of beliefs. 
Streeter spends a good deal of time clarifying the myth that property rights are a natural outgrowth of a market system. He argues that they are instead an active creation of the corporate liberal structure, which requires political construction when it comes to broadcast stations. “The creation of marketable, privately owned broadcast stations involves a permanent system of federal licensing, systematic government elimination of small private entities from broadcasting in favor of large corporate and government institutions..., and some tricky efforts at legitimacy that include a tenuous legal regime that simultaneously forbids ownership of the airwaves and invites their treatment as private property” (215). This last point is one of particular interest to Streeter. While the government grants all licenses to broadcasters, they do not charge for this use of the spectrum, therefore preventing direct ownership by corporations. However, broadcasters’ use of the spectrum is protected as private property in that other broadcasters cannot use the spectrum that has been “gifted” to a particular station. In addition, broadcasters do have the “right” to use the spectrum and then sell it to another corporation, often for a profit. This contradiction further strengthens Streeter’s point that the current broadcast system is a social and political construct and not a natural outgrowth of the market economy.
Throughout the book, Streeter also addresses the impact that consumerism has had on the broadcast system, concluding that broadcasting would not exist as it does today without the consumer society. He begins by chronicling the rise of consumerism in the 1920s that began with the “vision of the public as a social force in need of harmonious integration into the larger political economy, and the belief that the consumer system would facilitate that integration” (45). In his final chapters, he turns to the broadcast audience and the commodification of their viewership. This is where his argument predominantly utilizes the Marxist and feminist schools of thought, and while particularly interesting, he begins to lose his focus. What he presents in one chapter could easily provide enough fodder for a whole other book. While he does relate this chapter to his central thesis, it distracts slightly from his main argument of the construction of broadcast policy through legal and political means.  In this chapter, he argues that audiences were commodified in order to create broadcast markets. He goes on to point out that this creation is directly related to the production/consumption divide that arose as labor moved from the home and family farm to the factory and citizens became separated from the actual production of most goods. He cites many theorists who argue that this process led to the privatization of the domestic sphere and the separation of home life from work life, which in turn led to an increased schism between production and consumption. Production became external to the home, and consumerism became a vital aspect of the home, predominantly taken care of by the female of the household. This divide gave increased importance to the broadcast system in that it provided the means for the outside world to enter the domestic/private realm. “Hence broadcasting itself, advertising support, and the notion that broadcasting is a leisure activity all make sense to middle-class Americans largely because so many of us live in a world characterized by the dissociation of consumption from production…” (289). In turn, the transmission of broadcast messages was seen as a passive activity, inertly consumed by the viewer in the domestic sphere and accomplished outside of the framework of work and production. This dominant framework denied the ability of viewers to have any active agency in the production of broadcast messages or to be involved in the decision-making process. While this analysis was very interesting, and did relate to broadcasting in general, I did find it to be a bit of a tangential argument in regard to Streeter’s central thesis. 

In conclusion, Streeter’s account of the socially constructed world of broadcast policy is quite compelling because he provides more than just an historical foundation for the reader to engage with. Instead, he uses historical examples to point to the complex and deliberate set of political decisions that were made in regard to broadcast policy and the larger corporate liberal structure that guided these decisions. 
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