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As the first truly mass medium of communication, the radio played a fundamental, though still understudied, role in the
processes of cultural diffusion in the 20th century. The radio was instrumental in transforming national identities and
shaping global cultural flows. This paper explores the radio as: A powerful agent in the transnational dissemination
of musical genres, contributing to the formation of global musical culture and localized hybrid forms; A key channel
for the dissemination of political ideas, ideological and cultural values, significantly influencing public opinion and
the definition of cultural priorities during the Cold War and decolonization era; One of the most important tools for
preserving and transmitting national culture across any distance; A primary instrument for language standardization
in all countries with developed radio broadcasting; A major mediator in the globalization of consumer culture, being
the first medium to use advertising as a means to popularize certain lifestyles.

The central finding of this research is the confirmation that the radio functioned not merely as a means of transmitting
information, but as a key technological and social institution in 20"-century cultural diffusion. It transcended
geographical and social boundaries without barriers, accelerated the processes of cultural export, import, and
hybridization, shaped new identities, and exerted a profound influence on the everyday lives and worldviews of
millions of people across the globe.

Introduction

he mass media play a decisive role in shap-

ing and transforming modern society.' They not

only reflect existing values but also actively
create new cultural orientations. Through televi-
sion, radio, print media, and digital platforms, ideas
and behavioral patterns are disseminated and en-
trenched.

One of the main effects of the media is the uni-
fication of culture.? Messages of the same content
are accessible to a wide audience, contributing to
the establishment of common symbols, lifestyles,
and standards. For example, platforms like Netflix

1 Briggs & Burke, 2009, p. 21; Scannell, 2010, p. 3.
2 Morley &Silverstone, 1990, p. 46.

3 Castells, 2010, p. 67.

4 Briggs & Burkey, 2009, p. 149.

or YouTube deliver the same series and films to mil-
lions of people simultaneously, resulting in similar
cultural codes forming across multiple countries,
regardless of nationality, religion, or social status.®

The paradoxical nature of the media lies in the
fact that it also actively contributes to preserving
the world’s cultural diversity. National TV channels,
radio stations, and online platforms ensure the de-
livery of cultural products that reflect the unique-
ness of specific communities.

The mass media have also played a significant
role in shaping consumer culture.* In the modern
world, advertising, show business, and fashion cre-
ate new demands and norms. Media link personal
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success to certain lifestyles. Consequently, consum-
ers believe that brands like Apple or Nike are insep-
arable from prestige, and that a certain style of life
can be achieved only through these products.

Thus, the influence of the mass media on cul-
ture is twofold: on one hand, it unifies culture by
establishing common cultural codes and psycholog-
ical and behavioral patterns; on the other, it main-
tains functions as a tool for self-expression and the
demonstration of individuality.®

¥ % %

The radio, as the first truly mass medium, played a
fundamental and, to this day, relatively enduring role
in the cultural diffusion processes of the 20™ century,
transforming national identities and shaping global
cultural flows. In the 20" century, the radio became
a primary instrument of mass communication, en-
abling the transnational dissemination of musical,
political, and cultural values while simultaneously
influencing the daily lives of millions.®

In this study, we consider the radio in relation to

essential components of global culture, such as:
Global musical culture
Political ideas and ideological and cultural values
National culture
Linguistic norms
Global consumer culture.
In the context of cultural diffusion, the radio is pri-
marily viewed as a transnational agent for spread-
ing musical genres, contributing to the formation of
global musical culture and localized hybrid forms.
Jazz, blues, rock and roll, and pop music are genres
whose rapid dissemination beyond their countries of
origin became possible through the radio.’

For example, jazz, which developed as a genre in
the 1910s-1920s, appeared on the radio somewhat
later due to initial skepticism, being considered
“immoral” or “pblack” music. Within just ten years,
however, jazz became a major symbol of modern ur-
ban America. Radio brought jazz from concert halls

S N

McLuhan, 1964, p. 59.

Douglas, 2004, p. 75. Hilmes, 2012, p. 128.
Starkey, 2014, p. 60.

Douglas, 2004, p 141.

9 Hilmes, 2012, p. 135.

10 Starkey, 2014, p. 98.

11 Scannell, 1996, p.p. 67-68.
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and clubs to a mass audience, completely changing
its fate. By the 1930s-1940s, jazz orchestra programs
were among the most popular on American radio,
and jazz was simultaneously broadcast by South
American, European, and Japanese radio stations.
A new era emerged in which jazz was perceived as
music of movement, energy, and improvisation, a
part of everyday life and a symbol of liberation from
traditional musical norms and restrictive social con-
straints for young people.®

In the 1950s-1960s, the radio played a major role
in popularizing rock and roll in Europe and Latin
America.® Both large (NBC, BBC) and smaller “pi-
rate” stations (Radio Caroline, UK) led the way in
transnational cultural exchange.

The radio played a key role not only in shaping
globalization and international tastes and prefer-
ences but also in the emergence of local hybrids
based on national cultural identity. For instance,
1960s Japanese rock incorporated both Western
rock and traditional Japanese music, while in Latin
America, jazz and blues merged with local rhythms,
creating unique musical forms.” The radio remained
the main instrument informing audiences about ev-
ery variation and modification of these genres, en-
suring universal access to new music.

Thus, the radio, as an instrument of musical dif-
fusion, did not merely “broadcast” music; it formed
cultural codes and a global musical network, stimu-
lating cultural hybridization.

The radio also played an essential role as a key
channel for disseminating political ideas and ideo-
logical and cultural values, greatly influencing pub-
lic opinion and defining cultural priorities during the
Cold War and decolonization." It was uniquely posi-
tioned to shape public opinion because it could reach
large audiences quickly and widely. Live broadcasts,
reports, and analytical programs allowed listeners to
learn about political events and hear leaders’ opin-
ions. For some audiences, the radio was the only
source of alternative political views and ideology, as
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exemplified by Voice of America and Radio Free Eu-
rope, whose broadcasts brought information about
democratic values and Western political and eco-
nomic systems to countries in the Eastern Bloc and
socialist camps.”

Throughout the 20" century, the radio played a
crucial role in forming public opinion and political
priorities. Programs such as Franklin Delano Roos-
evelt’s “Fireside Chats” reinforced the belief among
Americans that each individual participated in gov-
ernance ® and, together with the president, influ-
enced the country’s fate. The scale of radio as a po-
litical instrument in the 20" century is exemplified by
Nazi Germany, where radio was used to consolidate
and disseminate Nazi ideology .*

The radio’s political and ideological influence
was enhanced by its ability to transcend territorial
and social boundaries. People in different countries,
economic systems, and social statuses listened si-
multaneously to the same broadcasts and shared
ideas that previously would have taken years to
spread.

The musical diffusion function of radio also inter-
sected with political diffusion during the Cold War,
as Western music was associated with freedom and
democracy.

In the second half of the 20" century, the radio
functioned as a powerful element of political diffu-
sion, shaping public opinion, spreading ideological
and cultural values, accelerating political and cultur-
al integration, transcending geographic boundaries,
and forming new political and cultural identities.

The radio played a particularly important role
in preserving national culture and broadcasting it
across distances. Examples of national folklore and
traditional music transmitted via radio represented
not only the cultural heritage of a nation but also
served as a means of reinforcing national identity.
Broadcasting folk creations from different regions
across the entire country fostered a sense of unity

12 Hilmes, 2012, p. 161.

13 Douglas, 2004, p. 263.

14 Scannell, 1996, p. 172

15 Briggs & Burke, 2009, p. 154.
16 Lacey, 2013, p. 24.

17 Hilmes, 2012, p. 110.

18 Scannell, 1996, p.p. 36-40
19 Scannell, 1996, p. 58.

and shared experience, contributing to the formation
of cohesive ethnic-territorial communities.®

Interestingly, in countries such as those in Latin
America and the Soviet Union, there were special
radio programs dedicated to transmitting folk songs,
folklore, poetry, stories, and legends. In countries
with languages and cultural traditions.®

Educational programs were also highly signifi-
cant, allowing young people to learn about the his-
tory and culture of their country, strengthening their
sense of belonging.” Consequently, it is undeniable
that the radio became a key social institution, serv-
ing to preserve and transmit the main components of
national culture.

No stretch, in many countries the radio played a
major role in establishing a unified literary language,
alongside linguists and creators of grammar text-
books. In the 20" century, language standardization
became a prerogative of radio, as it was the only
medium capable of providing a consistent model of
spoken language to the entire population.® Before
the advent of the radio, many countries experienced
linguistic fragmentation, with populations using di-
alects and regional speech variations. The radio be-
came the first mass instrument to widely dissemi-
nate literary norms and establish national linguistic
unity.

The radio provided mass access to standardized
pronunciation and usage patterns. Listeners, regard-
less of region or social status, perceived the literary
language in spoken form, which weakened dialectal
differences. For example:

In Italy, until the 1920s, the majority of the popula-

tion spoke regional dialects. From the 1920s-1930s,

national radio prioritized the systematic use of
standard ltalian on air, making it the common
means of communication nationwide®

In Germany, the radio was used to broadcast

and promote Hochdeutsch (High German) as the

standard
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+ In Great Britain, from the founding of the BBC in
1922, radio became a model for British standard
speech. “BBC English” was recognized as a pres-
tigious form, establishing itself as the “correct”
variant of the language?

« In the United States, radio contributed to the de-
velopment of “General American English,” which
became the neutral and widely understood pro-
nunciation across the country.?

In the Soviet Union, the radio was primarily
used to establish Russian as the main language of
communication across the union, spreading literary
Russian to all allied republics.?? Within each coun-
try, for example Georgia, broadcasting in the local
language: educational, cultural, children’s, and in-
formational programs had a major impact on stan-
dardizing literary norms in both formal and everyday
speech.

The radio, as a central actor in linguistic diffu-
sion, also had significant social impact. It reduced
social and regional barriers: rural residents listened
to the same spoken content as urban populations,
creating a unified national cultural and linguistic
code. This facilitated education, social integration,
and national self-identification. The radio not only
standardized language but also promoted cultural
unification, introducing new words, terms, and ex-
pressions related to science, technology, and con-
sumption for mass use.

Another important function of the radio as a cen-
tral element of cultural diffusion was in shaping
global consumer culture. Through advertising, music,
and international broadcasts, the radio not only con-
nected people across countries but also established
universal consumer standards and spread modern
lifestyles.

As noted earlier, the radio was the first medi-
um capable of crossing state borders in real time.
Shortwave broadcasting enabled programs and
advertisements to reach vast territories, forming a
global audience that responded to the same brands

20 Scannell, 1996, p.p. 60-61.

21 Hilmes, 2012, p. 87.

22 Briggs & Burke, 2009, p. 67.

23 Mcluhan, 1964, p. 145.

24 Castells, 2010, p. 78.

25 McLuhan, 1964, 47.

26 Morley & Silverstone, 1990, p. 134.
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and consumer products.?

Radio advertising promoted loyalty to universal
values such as cleanliness, comfort, health, suc-
cess, and family. These values became associated
with specific brands (Colgate, Coca-Cola, Procter &
Gamble). By creating strong associations with global
brands, radio contributed to the unification of con-
sumer ideals and the establishment of a standard-
ized model of “modern” life.

In the 1930s—1950s, international advertising net-
works (e.g., Walter Thompson) emerged, creating
campaigns for various markets.?? The radio allowed
them to disseminate a brand’s uniform style through
advertisements translated into different languag-
es. This collaboration laid the foundation for glob-
al marketing and the development of transnational
corporations.

The invention of the radio “jingle” was revolu-
tionary, a melody or fragment of a song concluding
with a product advertisement. Jingles often included
company slogans set to music, significantly increas-
ing brand recognition and desirability. Listening to
jingles and advertisements also gave people a sense
of being part of global modernity and the world cul-
tural space. Consuming the same products became a
symbol of participation in transcontinental trends.?

The radio unified local markets, created a shared
cultural space, standardized desires and lifestyles,
and strengthened the position of major international
corporations.? It laid the groundwork for television
and internet advertising, establishing the basic rules
of global consumer culture.

Conclusion

The radio, as the first mass electronic commu-
nication medium, represents a fundamental instru-
ment of cultural diffusion in the 20" century. Its
influence extends far beyond technical and media
innovations—radio broadcasting shaped new so-
cial practices, organized and standardized linguis-
tic space, and facilitated the spread of national and
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global cultural codes.? It also acted as a mechanism
of economic and cultural globalization, through ad-
vertising, it shaped consumer habits, while music
and artistic programs ensured the transnational
sharing of cultures.?®

The radio was not merely a means of transmitting
information but a key technological and social in-
stitution of 20"-century cultural diffusion. It crossed
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