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The late 1950s witnessed dramatic changes in cultural production in radio broadcast.
Popular talk formats were abandoned in favour of pre-recorded music, talk formats that
did survive changed in form and substance, and live broadcasting was almost
completely discarded. While common accounts attribute these transformations to
technological, social, and cultural changes (such as the advent of television, the growth
of the suburbs, and the popularity of rock and roll), this paper explores the overlooked,
and apparently central, role that copyright law and the licensing practices of performing
rights in musical works have played. We argue that the practice of issuing all-or-nothing
blanket licenses for the broadcast of musical compositions has altered the content of
radio broadcasts because under these licenses, the marginal cost of playing pre-
recorded music becomes virtually zero. This creates a strong incentive to prefer content
available under the blanket license to other content (such as in-house produced talk
radio or even creative-commons licensed music). The paper demonstrates this claim by
tracing the history of radio broadcast, and shows why this explanation might better
explain the transformations in radio broadcast. We comparatively analyze public and
commercial radio and demonstrate that publicly funded radio typically offers a larger
variety of cultural products. We then explain why the impact of blanket licensing was not
felt in earnest until the 1950s. The paper makes three main contributions: first, it adds
an unexplored IP dimension to the literature on radio history; second, it demonstrates
that collective administration of copyrights results both in harms associated with higher
prices, and in distortions in the kind and substance of content produced and broadcast;
third, it reveals that while collective administration might benefit one class of copyright
owners, it does so not only at the expense of users, but also harms creators of other
types of content.
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