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Abstract

A defining characteristic of many previous broadcasting histories is their tendency to
present a liberal interpretation of broadcasting. This is particularly so in relation to the
BBC, which is commonly perceived as an exemplary public institution whose principal
role is essentially a democratising one, contributing to the on-going cumulative
empowerment of the people. A further aspect of this liberalist narrative is that
broadcasting becomes increasingly free of state interference and politically independent,
thus making government and politicians more accountable to the public. Whilst there is
evidence to support this type of analysis, what it has resulted in is an overly-idealised
historiography of public service broadcastihg that is complicit with the ideological
framework of a liberal democratic polity, and thus fails to recognise modern relations of
culture and government, relations that are inextricably intertwined with the exercise of

power.

Drawing on the work of Foucault, governmentalist studies, and extended analysis of
BBC archives, I argue instead that the BBC and its public service ethos is better
reconsidered as a civilising mission whose political rationality was to render the
listening public more amenable to cultural governance. Understood thus, early
broadcasting can be seen to function as a political technology that facilitated governance
from a distance, thus overcoming the paradoxical concern of liberal governmentality,
the danger of ‘over-govérning’. More specifically, I mean to demonstrate th.at the
emergence and subsequent development of broadcasting can be understood as a
response to the early twentieth century problems: of efficient state building, ensuring
the nation’s physical and moral well-being, and remedying the varying inter-war
periods of crises in cultural hegemony. As such, early broadcasting was an amalgam of
secular cultural governance, Christian pastoral pedagogy, and the exercise of what
Foucault famously referréd to as ‘bio-power’, particularly the bio-politics of welfare and

social policy.
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and economic history, thus contributing to the development of cultural history (see

Briggs, 1980).

This commitment to new historical perspectives is made explicit in volume four, in
which Briggs tells us that the relationship of broadcasting to society is never ‘one of
foreground to background’. Rather, ‘broadcasting registered, though incompletely,
what was happening, and through it structures and policies — and the conflicts which it
engendered — it was also é revealing expressidn of economic, soéial, and cultural forces’
(19790b: v). In other words, Briggs was just as much interested — or so he claims — in the
wider history in which broadcasting was situated as he was in the internal specificities
of broadcasting history. Briggs’ BBC is all the more impressive considering that there
were few general histories of broadcasting when he first started researching the subject
in the late 1950s following an invitation by the then BBC Director-General, Ian Jacob,
to write the history. Nor was there a catalogued BBC archive as there is now at
Caversham (established in 1970). Consequently, Briggs had to do much of the sorting
of official documents in the possession of the BBC himself. Indeed, Briggs notes (ibid.:
9) that, ‘perhaps the most important by-product’ of his historical research, ‘has been that
the BBC has begun to put its own archives into order and has appreciated their national
as well as their institutional importance’. All things considered, Briggs’ history is a
sure display of a virtuoso historian in complete control of his subject and with the vision

to push beyond the boundaries of his discipline.?

The other history that warrants individual attention is Paddy Scannell and David
Cardiff’s (1991) one volume social history of British broadcasting, also concerned with
the 1920s and 1930s. Though written some thirty years after the first volume of Briggs’
history, it is no less innovative in its approach to the historical study of broadcasting and
equally distinguished in its academic rigour and originality, providing the reader with a
abundance of previously unseen archival material and corresponding references.”’

Particularly impressive are their efforts to foreground and contextualise broadcasting’s

3 One has to bear in mind that media history was still regarded by many historians as an historical source,
not a subject worthy of research in its own right. Hence Briggs has noted how he, ‘spent a great deal of
my time and energy in writing the history of broadcasting ... sometimes to the express regret of several of
my historian colleagues who have argued that I might have been better employed elsewhere’ (cited in
O’Malley, 2002: 165).

“ Whilst the book contains some new material, much of its content was published previously in the form
of journal articles, mainly in Media, Culture & Society, during the 1980s.



wider social and cultural history, making it, the most rounded and engaging
broadcasting history of the inter-war period to date. What really distinguishes it from
Briggs’ history, however, is the greater attention accorded to programme output.
Whereas Briggs tends to concentrate on specialist areas of programme-making (e.g.
religion and education), Scannell and Cardiff focus their attention on general
programme output aimed at general listeners (e.g. news, talks, variety, music). Of
particular interest is the social relationship between broadcasters, programme content,
and the l'istening public, between production and consumption. Scannell and Cardiff
(1991: x) attempt to get beneath the ‘seeming ordinariness’ that characterises current
broadcasting, so as to reveal the ‘long and continuing effort by broadcasters to discover
formats, styles and modes of address which ceaselessly reiterate effects of familiarity
which give to daily output the same unquestioning routine character that daily life
possesses’. In other words, they concentrate on the ways in which broadcasting both
reflected but also facilitated the organisation of everyday reality in and through its

programmes.

Broadcasting mediates a seemingly unmediated reality, but the world that is organised in
programme output is not a reflection, a mirror of a reality that exists elsewhere. Itis a
unique totality, a social whole constituted in the range of output, a universe that exists
nowhere else. That totality mediates the commonsense knowledge, the practical
experience and the everyday pleasures of whole societies.

(Scannell & Cardiff, 1991: xi)

In addition to reviewing the above histories, I have also undertaken a great deal of
primary historical research of my own: at the BBCs Written Archive Centre (WAC) in
Caversham and, to a lesser extent, the Public Record Office, the Post Office Archives,
the British Library and the British Library Newspaper Library in London. Collectively,
these archives are indispensable sources for broadcasting history, indeed, social history
generally. Having said that, the BBCs WAC is undoubtedly the most important. It
includes all surviving working papers that pértain to the BBCs organisational history:
internal memoranda, minutes of meetings, éorrespondence, financial and progfamme
records, wireless publications (including BBC Yearbooks, Radio Times, and The

Listener), press cuttings, committee reports, programme scripts,'news bulletins, listener



research reports, etc (see Kavanagh, 1999).° Such sources are especially important
when one bears in mind the ephemeral nature of early broadcasting: it was not until the
mid-thirties that broadcasts were recorded; even then, many broadcasts continued to be
transmitted live. If it were not for the Written Archives the character of early
broadcasting might have well and truly disappeared into the ether, leaving barely a
murmur to discern its past history. Whilst Briggs and the like are to be commended for
doing much of the ground-breaking research with which one can get a feel for the BBCs
WAC, their use of available archival material is by no means exhaustive; the scope for
discovering new and original material is abundant. In short, the archives and the history
they represent are far more important than any one historian, no matter how

distinguished or rigorous they may be.

I mention the above not only as a formal acknowledgement of my indebtedness to
certain sources, but also as a starting point with which to orientate and ‘mark out’ my
own historical analysis of early broadcasting. For a start, most of the early histories of
broadcasting tend to present a ‘top-down’ perspective from which the BBC is seen as a
public service bequeathed to the populatiori from ‘the great and the good’, for the
benefit of the nation. In spite of his reputation as a historian for championing ‘bottom-
up’ history (one need only think of his various contributions to the study of urban and
labour history, especially working class radicalism), this tendency is most notably
exempliﬁed in Briggs’ broadcasting history; For all its pioneering interdisciplinary
richness, it remains an exemplary institutional history, written by a professional
historian whose primary concern was to write a definitive history based on all the
evidence available (see Briggs, 1980: 8).° Hence Briggs’ attentiveness to objectivity,
impersonal facts and chronological narrative. Not surprisingly, Briggs has since been
criticised for his methodological focus on BBC officialdom. Stuart Hood complained
that Briggs’ second volume failed to provide ‘any critical questioning of the BBCs
actions and motives’ (cited in Taylor, 1991: 586). Similarly, Scannell (1979: 391),

criticised Briggs’ handling of alternative forms of broadcasting during the inter-war

> Scannell and Cardiff (1991: xiii) estimate that the Written Archives contain at least 200,000 files, dating
from the early twenties through to the early sixties. Of these, about 50,000 or more files pertain to the
inter-war period.

¢ It should be noted that Briggs never used this term himself. In an article in which he outlines some of
the problems he first encountered when writing broadcasting history, he says he was ‘anxious to avoid the
term official history’, and would have preferred the five volumes ‘to be called A History of Broadcasting
rather than The History’ (Briggs, 1980: 8; cf. 1995: xvi).

8



period, such as Radio Luxembourg, on the grounds that they ‘are never given adequate
treatment on their own account but are seen almost wholly from the BBCs point of
view’. Though commenting on volume four of Briggs’ history, Scannell (ibid.: 393)
goes on to say that, in spite of Briggs’ claim quoted above, ‘the relationship between
broadcasting and society remains one between foreground and background’. In other
words, Briggs’ level of analysis tends, for the most part, to be descriptive, making ‘little
effort to get behind and beneath, to the ways the programmes were made, and how and
why’.  Whilst praising the author’s ‘tenacity’, ‘encyclopaedic knowledge’ and
‘ecumenical outlook’, Raphael Samuel (1998: 188-89), probably best summarises the

corporate character of Briggs’ method:

... Briggs’ BBC is top-down history of a very old-fashioned sort ... So far as internal
developments are concerned the focus is relentlessly on policy-making ... Not
broadcasting but policy-making is the true subject of this work [i.c. volume five], and the
unifying thread of the five volumes, leaving little or no space for the initiatives which
welled up from below, or which flourished on the peripheries ... What seems to really
arouse his intellectual passions is the exegesis of bureaucratic reports ... for all his
democratic beliefs, [Briggs] has a very strong sense of hierarchy ... An enormous amount
of importance is attached to the senior executives, not only the Director-General but also
the Chairman and the Board of Governors ... [making this] a kind of BBC Who'’s Who.

One also has to bear in mind the limited nature of BBC sources. Though an invaiuable
historical resource, many of the written documents that pertain to the early years of the
BBC were somewhat ‘coloured’ to say the least, for the simple fact that they were
largely written from the perspective of BBC officials, politicians, and various
‘cultivated elites’ (i.e. celebrated novelists, poets, literary critics, academics, musicians,
etc). The American communications historian, D. L. LeMahieu (1988: 181), notes that
whereas actual audience opinions about the BBC during the inter-war period trickled
through only in drips and drabs via letters to journals, periodicals, or the press, the BBC
made certain that the initial ‘child-like enthusiasm’ with which some greeted wireless
was ‘preserved in more permanent form and widely disseminated by recruiting some
 articulate and powerful members of British society to write down their first reactions to
wireless’. This was partly to do with the BBCs anxiety about needing to persuade such

people of its cultural legitimacy, of which I shall say more in chapter two.

To counter this tendency I have tried, where possible, to make visible local, peripheral

discourses and practices that stand either in opposition to, or as a correlative of, more



visible official discourses concerning early broadcasting. Hence it is not my intention,
to quote Gareth Stedman Jones (1977: 163-70), ‘to translate archival silence into
historical passivity’, nor to resort to ‘a casual usage of social control’ so as to
conveniently by-pass the historical intricacies of early broadcasting. That said, the main
purpose of this thesis is not to recover the bottom-up social history of | early
broadcasting. This is not what is sometimes referred to as ‘people’s history” or ‘history
from below’ (cf. Samuel, 1981). Nor is it a populist interpretation of broadcasting
history based on the belief that broadcasting eventually (usually associated with the
advent of audience research in 1936 and the broadcasting of light entertainment
programmes during the second world war) yielded to ‘what the public wants’ (see
Curran, 2002: 14-23). On the few occasions that I do referenée instances of popular
discontent, it is intended as a gestural acknowledgement of the possibility that the
listening public could and did resist much early public service broadcasting in an effort

to make it a cultural form that was more recognisably their own.’

Another defining and related characteristic of many hitherto broadcasting histories is
their tendency to present a liberal interpretation of broadcasting, the BBC in particular.
One aspect of this narrative is that broadcasting, much like the press in the nineteenth
century, becomes increasingly free of state interference and politically independent.
James Curran (2002: 5) probably best summarises the way in which liberal histories of
broadcasting have been woven together to illustrate the above: the lifting of the ban on
broadcasﬁng controversial issues in 1928; the consolidation of the BBCs status during
the Second World War; the coming of commercial television in 1955; the abolition of
the ‘fourteen day rule’ forbidding broadcast éoverage of any issue which was due to be
debated in parliament within the next fortnight; the BBCs refusal (unlike during the
1926 General Strike) to capitulate to government official policy during the Suez crisis
and the Falklands conflict; through to the recent spat surrounding the war on Iraq and
the controversial Hutton report. Though broadcasters have come under a good deal of
pressure from governments in the past, and continue to do so, liberal historians argue

that they have nearly always resisted such pressures, thus asserting their editorial

"1 agree with Hill (2002: 111) who suggests that it is difficult to comment on the exact nature of the
relationship between the BBC and its audience given that there is still much work to be done in making
visible a more bottom up history of early broadcasting, written from the perspective of the ordinary
listener.
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autonomy and commitment to impartiality and representing a diversity of competing

social interests.®

A second theme of this liberal narrative is to hold up broadcasting as an exemplar for
strengthening the democratic process by making government and politicians more
accountable to the public (Curran, 2002: 5-6). The BBCs public service ethos, specially
its commitment to educating and informing its listening public, is particularly important
in this respect, not least because it filled the void created by an increasingly
commercialised press. That this coincided with early twentieth century extensions of
the franchise is of further importance for liberal historians; if representative democracy
and parliémentary sovereignty were to function in a meaningful way, it was imperative
that the newly enlarged electorate be politically informed and taught how to be
responsible citizens. Furthermore, liberals argue that, as well as informing and
educating, broadcasting has also helped facilitate communication between different
social groups who mightAnot otherwise have anything in common, thus mitigating any
extreme antagonistic social relations. In short, liberal historians conceive
broadcasting’s principal role to be an essentially democratising one, contributing to the

on-going cumulative empowerment of the people.

Such views are diametrically opposed to those held by Marxist media historians and
sociologists (Hall, 1977 & 1986; GUMG, 1976, 1980 & 1982; Schlesinger, 1978;
Thompson, 1990, among others). They argue that broadcasting, indeed the media
generally, operates as an adjunct to a centralised nexus of power in the form of the state
and a ruiing political elite. As such, broadcasting’s primary function is to reflect
hegemonic interests and thus legitimise the status quo. Though the most functionalist
(and least media knowledgeable) of these writers, this opinion is best summarised in the
work of Ralph Miliband (1983: 198), who argued that the ‘mass media in advanced
capitalist societies are mainly intended to perform highly ‘ﬁmcﬁonal’ role; they too are
both the expression of a system of domination, and a means of reinforcing it’. In other

words, the media are seen as crucial to maintaining the power base of the capitalist

® In broader liberal pluralist terms, the media functions with a certain degree of autonomy and
indifference, both from other social institutions and, more importantly, from the state. This is partly to do
with the way in which pluralists conceive power, viz. they do not think there to be any one enduring
source of power, much less a state leviathan. Instead, there are a multiplicity of power relationships that
are forever changing and widely diffused among many competing groups of interests.

11



ruling class. One of the ways in which the media do this is by monopolising ‘the
production and distribution of ideas’ (see Murdock and Golding, 1977), which nearly
always coincide with the ideas of the ruling class since they tend to own the material
means of media production, thus promoting false consciousness. Hence, whereas
liberals might concede that broadcasting haé been occasionally susceptible to eternal
influences that encroach on its professional journalistic values and independence,
Marxists argue that broadcasting’s rationale is precisely as an a priori ideological state
apparatus. In short, and to quote Hall (1977), the media has an ‘ideological effect’. I
shall say more about the radical tradition of media studies in later, particularly the
altogether more subtle and influential Gramsican inspired account of cultural
hegemony, not least because it has a direct bearing on my own theoretical arguments.
For the moment, I want to continue by examining some examples of liberal

broadcasting histories.

One of the most vehement liberalist rebuttals ‘of this radical narrative is articulated in an
essay by Paddy Scannell (1989). Drawing critically on the work of Jurgen Habermas,
particularly his concepts of the public sphere and communicative rationality, Scannell
sets out to counter arguments that regard broadcasting’s primary role as one ‘of social
control, or of cultural standardisation or of ideological (mis)representation’ by arguing
for broadcasting ‘as a public good that has unobtrusively contributed to the
democratisation of everyday life, in public and private contexts, from its beginning
through to today’ (ibid.: 136). The main rationale for Scannell’s argument is that public
service broadcasting was founded upon the principles of universal availability and,
though not as immediately, the representation of ordinary everyday life. For Scannell it
is thus important ‘to acknowledge the ways in which radio and television have'given
voices to the voiceless and faces to the faceless, creating new communicative
entitlements for excluded social groups’ (ibid.: 142). This was specially important in
the inter-war period when Britain was making attempts to actualise a mass democracy
in which everybody was entitled, in principle at least, to have their opinions heard and
to hear those of others (ibid.: 144). Though critical of the ‘limits of representative
democracy and of broadcasting’s representative public service role within it’ (ibid.:
163), essentially, Scannell argues that the communicative ethos of broadcasting forms a
crucial part of the public domain in which :ruling elites can be scrutinised and held

accountable to public opinion.
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It is for these reasons and Scannell’s own extensive knowledge of broadcasting history
why he is so critical of the ‘ideological effect’. He is particularly hostile to the way in
which ideology critique reduces the history of broadcasting to a ‘one-dimensional’ level
of analysis, collapsing ‘any difference or contradiction in the work of broadcasting’.
Whilst there is a coherent logic to Scannell’s argument, his train of thought becomes
increasingly erratic and indiscriminate, prompting Curran (2002: 41) to argue that
Scannell’s analysis ‘is typical of the way in which liberal media history routinely
ignores or marginalizes evidence that challenges hallowed liberal themes’. In this
particular instance, one might add a further complaint of ‘misrepresentation’. For
example, in an effort to discredit the analyses of Hall and the like, we are told that ‘it is
Theory (Althusser as the voice of ideology, Foucault of discourse) ... that
systematically misunderstands and misrecognises its object’ (Scannell, 1989: 158). He
goes on to say that, to ‘regard the media as ideological is to regard them as either anti-
rational or irrational’. What Scannell fails to mention, however, is that these theorists,
and the way in which their work has been subsequently developed, differ enormously in
their theoretical suppositions. Foucault never thought regulatory institutions, such as
the media, to be ‘anti-rational or irrational’. Far from it. If anything, the media’s
rationality is inseparable from everyday social relations and practices. As such, they
conceal nothing. I shall say more about this later. Further, I mean to demonstrate that a
Foucauldian analysis is very sensitive to history, in fact, more so than a liberal analysis
that, arguably, sees everything in terms of progress or anti-progress. In other words, it

is Scannell who ‘misunderstands’ and ‘misrecognises’ his object of analysis.

Whilst Scannell’s defence of public service broadcasting is emphatic, the most trenchant
advocate of this liberal narrative, albeit with an emphasis on Fabian gradualism, is
working class intellectual and cultural critic, Richard Hoggart. Though not an historian
as such, Hoggart is the personification of the liberal intelligentsia and the liberal
interpretation of the BBC and public service broadcasting. Apart from his own
influence in broadcasting history, not least his part in the Pilkington committee and the
Broadcasting Research Unit, Hoggart has written extensively on the social importance
of broadcasting as a public service and the related issue of the need for maintaining
cultural standards both as an a posteriori principle and as a bulwark against creeping

commercialism and the decline in authority (for example, 1972, 1973, 1995, 2004).
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Whilst his general argument may seem a little dated, sometimes patronising, and
occasionally contemptuous, his criticisms against infer alia ‘cultural dumbing down’,
‘levelling’, ‘relativism’ and ‘popularism’, represent an extensive and entirely consistent
engagement with the concept of public service broadcasting as a primary facilitator of

democracy.

Of course, for the last statement to be valid, broadcasting itself must be ‘democratic’.
And this is the argument Hoggart (1973) broadly pursues when writing about the BBC
and society that, despite its past and present shortcomings, the BBC represents the
closest thing we have to a broadcasting institution that ‘serves as wide a range as
possible of diverse interests’.’ Elsewhere, Hoggart (1972: 90) elaborates upon the basic
criteria for democratic broadcasting by stipulating: ‘that they [broadcasters] are in touch
with their culture; that they have thought about the responsibilities of the medium as
well as felt its interest, and that they come under regular scrutiny of the right kind’.
More recently he laments ‘that the arrival of broadcasting in the last century offered the
greatest opportunity to create a clear democratic means of communication, one
harnessed neither to the profit-making wagon or to political power’ (2004: 34). Hence,
the requirement that broadcasting have ‘public service at its heart’ (ibid.: 111), not least
because ‘broadcasting can be the biggest and best arena for exposing false democracy
and welcoming its opposite’ (ibid.: 138). Such convictions are premised upon
Hoggart’s firm-held belief in well-meaning paternalism, critical judgement, progress,
and social democracy. The alternative is a world dominated by private and superficial
interests, completely lacking in any communal values whatsoever. Hence his clarion
call that we should ‘never join the big battalions’, but ‘try to think for ourselves’, and
‘try to act like free citizens, not subjects or dupes’ (ibid.: 81). Anything less would be a
betrayal of all the democratic gains that have been hard fought for and won over the past

~ two hundred years or so.

Yet another example of this liberal, social democratic narrative is to be found in much

of Raymond Williams’ early writings on communications and culture generally (viz.

? It should be noted that, like Reith, Hoggart (2004: 114-31) is keen to stress the difference between ‘the
public interest’ and ‘what interests the public’. He sees the latter as a euphemism for sensationalism
which ought not be given priority for the simple reason that ‘there are better criteria’ based on a deference
to a notion of the ‘best’ and the notion that ‘it should imply what I do not yet know, and might not like,
but should know for its sake and ours’.

14



1966, 1975 & 1984). In a similar fashion, Williams also advocated a gradualist
approach to the media based on a disinterested, romanticised notion of continuity and
community. Though not concerned with broadcasting per se, this tendency is most
evident in Culture and Society (1984) and its sequel The Long Revolution (1975). Here,
Williams engages with what is essentially a liberal politics and the ideal of an
enlightened, participatory democracy. The widening of access to education, the growth
in mass literacy, the popular press, and standard English are all post-industrial historical
processes that tend towards gradual democratic revolutions in our economic, political
and cultural spheres of life. Collectively, these transformations are what move society

towards realising what Williams famously referred to as a ‘common culture’.

An analysis of such tendencies is carried forward into Williams’ closely related
publication on Communications (1966) in which he reiterates his theory on the
gradualist nature of social change vis-a-vis a continuing process of growth, learning,
and popular democratic culture. More than this, he envisaged a media that was truly
democratic and autonomous from minority interests, whether they be authoritarian,
paternal, or commercial. Like Habermas, Williams’ believed that the media should
function as a public sphere, in which people could freely exchahge ideas and opinions
openly and on equal terms, thus giving rise to universal cultural norms, values, and a
sense of public purpose. One crucial difference, however, is that whereas Habermas
sees free communication as an obligation that needs to be negotiated between would be
interlocutors, Williams sees it in terms of a priori rights which merely need to be made
available in order to be taken up by freely discoursing human beings (Stevenson, 2003:
23-4). In other words, there is no need for aﬂy kind of regulatory codes of conduct; for
Williams, such codes are already embedded in human nature. Whilst my own analysis
differs from a Habermasian one, it is interesting to note that a governmentalist study
would also see public service broadcasting as an ethical obligation, the difference being
that, for Habermas, that obligation is what gives rise to communicative rationality,
whereas, for governmentalists, the obligation functions as a technology of

subjectification.

There have been many criticisms of Williams’ early work: probably the most well-
known are those of Terry Eagleton (1976a & 1976b) and E. P. Thompson (1961a &
1961b). Whilst these two interlocutors differ significantly in terms of their analysis

15



(indeed Eagleton’s critique was itself savagely critiqued by Thompson (1976 & 1995)
for its Althusserian anti-humanist invective and its encouraging ‘an elitism of Theory’
that 1s no less bourgeois than the culture and society tradition that Williams was writing
within himself) both attack Williams’ conceptual framework on the grounds that it is
largely based on a utopian, gradualist politics that neglects social relations of power and
the ideological function of culture. For Thompson (1961b: 34), Williams’ passage from
‘a “way of conflict” to a “way of life” is to pass out of the main line of the socialist
intellectual tradition’. Thus, Williams fails to sufficiently acknowledge the deeply-
rooted historical processes of social conflict résulting in a form of cultural analysis that
is complicit with bourgeois ideology. Further, Thompson berates Williams for
according ‘the process of communication’ too much importahce in determining the
‘process of community’, that is a socialist-inspired ‘common culture’ (ibid: 35).
Williams naively assumed that the media of communication could mitigate social and
cultural inequalities by virtue of them being available and accountable to the
overwhelming majority of the populace. Thus if used purposively, the media could
foster ‘cultural growth’ and a more democratic society. Again, what this overlooks are
the dialectics of wider social relations and areas of experience that, to quote Thompson,
are necessarily born out of and related to ‘a dialogue — about power, communication,
class and ideology’ (ibid: 37). Finally, whereas Williams’ emphasis throughout much
of his earlier work is upon a ‘way of life’, Thompson’s tone stresses the continuing
importance of understanding life as a ‘way of conflict’, thus getting back to a more
recognisably orthodox Marxist tradition of analysis. Similarly, Eagleton (1976a: 25)
argues that by embracing Romantic populism and labour reformist ideologies, Williams
ends up ‘displacing political analysis’ for ‘a moralist and idealist critique’ which at best
urges the state to accept its paternal responsibilities and at worst encourages a
complicitness with state-power. In other words, for Eagleton, Williams attempt to
rethink the intellectual legacy of radical-conservatism results in a framework of analysis

that reinforces the existing culture of bourgeois hegemony.

Whilst the above arguments hit their targets, their critical orientation is clearly limited
to Marxist thought. More recent criticisms of Williams ‘cultural idealism’ have focused
on the ways in which it assumes the possibility of reconciling the division between
‘culture as art’ and as ‘a way of life’, resulting in a more culturally and ethically

complete humanity (for example, Bennett, 1998; Donald, 1992; Hunter, 1988).
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Drawing on the work of Foucault, they characterise Williams’ work, and British cultural
studies generally, as belonging to a tradition of cultural criticism that is historically
bound up with the disciplinary formation of English as a governmental technology
(McGuigan, 1996: 13-15). Bennett is particularly aware of the way in which the
cultural studies ‘canon’ (Culture and Society, The Long Revolution, and The Uses of
Literacy) was institutionalised as pedagogical texts to provide moral instruction for a
new generation of ‘English subjects’ like himself, prompting him to argue that
Williams; contribution ‘was that of expanding the scope of the moral mission of English
in giving it a new set of objects (culture as a whole way of life) to latch on to’ (1998:
51). Rather than viewing the work of Williams as just belonging to the cultural and
political logic of the radical New Left, Bennett reconsiders the ways in which ‘culture
as a whole way of life’ has produced new objects of knowledge which have in turn
facilitated new techniques of teaching with which to manage aspects of popular culture
previously unknown. Finally, Donald (1992: 130) notes, that the ‘emancipatory logic’
of Williams® early work, particularly his ideal of common culture, fails to recognise
how its appeal is ‘more common to some péople than others’. In other words, it still
excludes all kinds of communities of people who have nothing in common with the
culture and society tradition of literary criticism, no matter how much Williams
attempted to radicalise and democratise it. Such communities have yet to be entered
into the discourse of cultural studies, or if they have, they continue to survive on its

peripheries, relatively unnoticed.

It is with the above in mind that one can reasonably claim that the history of early
broadcasting and the associated idea of public service, which by implication means the
history of early BBC culture, and their embedding within media studies, is
predominantly liberal in character and has therefore sought to comment only on what is
best and.progressive about broadcasting’s public service ethos, or how it might be
improved and further democratised. Whilst there is something noble and humane about
such convictions, in a utopian kind of way, what this results in, arguably, is an overly-
idealised historiography of public service broadcasting that is complicit with the
ideological framework of a liberal democratic polity. Consequently, such analyses tend
to overlook modern relations of culture and government, relations that are inextricably

intertwined with the exercise of power.
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In other words, the history of broadcasting has a political dimension that is often
overlooked by many liberal histories of early broadcasting (cf. Curran & Seaton, 2002:
107-125). This is not to say that these histories do not use overtly political sources —
legislation, parliamentary inquiries and debates, and so forth. Rather, their analyses fail
to make explicit that decisions and arguments about how broadcasting ought to be
funded and organised were also decisions and arguments about how to best exercise
power vis-a-vis how to best govern a population. Thus, whilst there is a great deal of
historical rigour to these foregoing historical and theoretical analyses, the analysis I
present here is one concerned with contextualising the emergence and subsequent
development of early broadcasting as a civilising technology of cultural governance.
Early public service broadcasting can be understood as one of many instruments whose
function was to govern through processes detached from the formal apparatuses of
political authority, thus overcoming the paradoxical concern of liberal governmentality,
the danger of ‘over-governing’. As such this thesis represents an attempt to provide an
articulation between the rich empiricism of the extant histories of broadcasting on the
one hand and cultural theory on the other, in particular Foucauldian governmentality

theory.

The significance of this synthetic undertaking, other than for the reasons already
discussed above, is twofold. First, I have consciously avoided writing yet another
media-centric history, a problem recently identified by James Curran (2002: 135), who
argues that most media history tends to be too ‘narrowly focused on the content or
organisation of the media’, and, consequently, ‘tends not to illuminate the links between
media development and wider trends in society’. Second, I have attempted to overcome
the tendency to treat media history (understobd here as an essebntially atheoretical and
empirical discipline that draws principally on primary sourcés) and cultural theory
(commonly understood as an essentially ahistorical and non-empirical discipline,
largely reliant on secondary sources) as two distinct areas of study. This is largely an
effect of a wider disciplinary schism within media studies between, broadly speéking,
political economy on the one hand and cultural studies on the other (see Dahl, 1994;
O’Malley, 2002; Scannell, 1980a). That is to say, certain media critics have preferred
empirically focused research based on historically informed, radical political-economy
analyses of the media (Curran, 2002; Garnham, 1990 & 2000; Golding and Murdock,
1991; Murdock, 1988; Murdock and Golding, 1977, among others). Cultural studies, on
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yet another overly idealised historical analysis, thus detracting from the actual

historicity of public service broadcasting and its various political rationalities.

Hence my avoidance of making prescriptive judgements about the future historical
trajectory of public service broadcasting based on some universal, transhistorical
principle or other (e.g. cultural enlightenmenf, enlightened citizenship, a rational public
sphere, communicative action, etc). To do so would, by necessity, mean also
subscribing to some essentialist, transcendental philosophy of history, when I want to
problematise public service broadcasting’s cultural formation, so as to raise questions
that have yet to be asked of public service broadcasting. This is not to say that I think
the future ecology of broadcasting to be unimportant. Nor am I saying that in the place
of public service broadcasting I would prefer a wholly commercialised system of
broadcasting with little if any public service obligation. Rather, I am wanting to refuse
a type of analysis that invariably gives rise to a kind of intellectual blackmail, whereby
one has to be for or against public service broadcasting according to the prevailing
state/market dualism that characterises much political économy analyses of

broadcasting policy.™

Thus there are other questions that need to be asked and problems posed alongside the
long running debate about broadcasting’s political economy. What is it about the BBC
and its embodiment of public service broadcasting that was, and still is, taken for
granted? How have certain cultural practices associated with public service
broadcasting been naturalised? How does the secondary literature typically historicise
the BBC, and, possibly, contribute to this normative process? How were the listening
public constructed as subjects? Were some subjectivities more desirable than oihers?
To what extent were these subjectifying practices technologies of domination? Were
they contested? If so, what are the limits of public service broadcasting as a technology
of cultural governance? How might broadcasting policy be understood as a ‘terminal

effect’ of wider historical relations? Finally, how does broadcasting policy either

1% Of course, there is nothing original about my wanting to by-pass such debates. Garnham’s (1983)
introduction of Habermas’ work to British communication and media studies was an attempt to open up a
conceptual space with which to develop a libertarian rationale for public service broadcasting. However,
for reasons already explained, the appropriation of Habermas® work has resulted in an idealised quagmire
in which one can all too casily get bogged-down with ahistorical, second-order judgements.
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embody or reflect non-statutory technologies of governance, which in some way

regulate our everyday practices?

In asking the above questions I hope to render the familiarity of public service
broadcasting strange and to critically question its apparent political neutrality. I am
wanting to propound a history of the present (see Dean, 1994: 23-42) that attempts to
understand how we are constituted as subjects of certain historical cultural formations
and practices, in this case public service broadcasting. In so doing I have heeded
Foucault’s challenge to ‘refuse what we are’ (1982: 216) by resisting taken for granted
truisms, even if they do claim to serve the public interest. This thesis is thus posed in
oppositional terms, as a critique of the historical constraints and limitations that have

implications for the here-and-now.

Until now there has been little attempt at producing an historical account of
broadcasting informed by Foucault’s analytics of power. Those who have undertaken a
Foucauldian analysis of broadcasting as a technology of cultural governance tend to be
either wholly contemporary (Born, 2002) or theoretical (Simons, 2000 & 2002) in their
focus. Others have undertaken an analysis of broadcasting systems of regulation, and
cultural policy generally, but outside the United Kingdom (for example, Flew, 1996 &
1997; Ouellette, 1999). ‘Likewise, governmentality literature has largely overlooked
both the history and discourse of broadcasting. For example, in Rose’s (1999) extensive
research into governmentality in the twentieth—century, the civilising role of early public
service broadcasting is allocated just two pages of analysis. Similarly, Barry (2001)
glosses dver the emergence of public service broadcasting and focuses instead upon the
formation and discursive practices of the physical sciences vis-a-vis mass
communications. To my knowledge, and at the time of my writing, only Donald (1992)
and Thompson (1997a) consider the emergence of broadcasting and its civilising
governmental role. But again, broadcasting is not the primary object of their analyses.
In short, there has been no substantive analysis of the formation of public service
broadcasting as a technology of governance. It is this gap in existing knowledge and

understanding that I seek to address in what follows.
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consists of both private and public structures of social order which enact government of

the self and government of others.

A further characteristic of modern government is how to introduce ‘economy’ into
political practice, that is maximising the political and economic efficacy of government
whilst reducing its cost (see Foucault, 1991b: 92).!! Unlike traditional political theories
of government, which tend to focus on juridical-state sovereignty, Foucault proposed an
historical thesis whereby the rationality of ‘government’ is 'expanded beyond the
traditional practices of the state to iriclude an ensemble of voluntary, statutory, and
professional agencies (e.g. the ‘psy’ disciplines, social welfaré, education, medicine,
religion, recreational organisations, etc.), the result of which is the growth of more
complex discursive forms of power organised through multifarious non-coercive
disciplinary social practices and bodies of knowledge. Rose and Miller (1992) argue
this pluralisation of modern government, and the accompanying relativisation of the
commonly attributed boundaries between state and civil society, becomes a form of
‘acting at a distance’.’> Government takes place as much in everyday practices as it
does in and through state and quasi-state institutions. Understood thus, government
does not simply refer to that sphere of political activity normally thought of as
government in the constitutional sense, but as an activity that consists in governing
human conduct by means of what Foucault called ‘governmental technologies’, the

instruments and practices for actualising political rationalities.

An important implication of Foucault’s conception of government is that the state does
not have the essential unity, function, or importance commonly ascribed to it by
traditional modes of analysis of the state in the political writings of theorists like
Hobbes, Locke, and Mill, or by Marxist theories of the state (see Dunleavy & O’Leary,
1987; Held, 1983; Miliband, 1983). There is no Leviathan, no totalising ‘reason of

state’ (the development of productive forces, the reproduction of relations of production

! Foucault particularly identifies this capacity to govern from a distance with laissez faire liberalism
inasmuch as it was a means with which the state could economise both its fiscal expenditure and its
exertion of socio-political governance.

12 An aspect of what Foucault is describing here is analogous to the twentieth century socio-political
phenomenon, ‘corporatism’ (see Keane, 1996: 107). Like governmentality, corporatism facilitates forms
of indirect state intervention via private, non-state organisations that are entrusted to formulate and
implement public policy. One of the effects of this blurring between the state and civil society is that,
whilst the state extends its political reach into civil society, it also has to relinquish some of its power to
representatives of civil society.
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or a particular social order, etc), no dominant ‘top-down’ state ideology. Rather, the
state’s character and formation is more fragmentary and contradictory (see Dean, 1994:
141-73). The modern state is what it is today precisely because of governmentality. Its
capacity to govern relies increasingly upon ‘technologies of government’ that
simultanéously function both for the public good and as discrete regulatory agencies. It
is governmentality, understood as the reciprocal and multifarious flows between
technologies of governance and technologies of the self, that makes possible and defines
the limits of the state. To quote Foucault (1991b: 103), ‘governmentalisation of the
state’ ma{kes possible ‘the continual definition and redefinition of what is within the
competence of the state and what is not’. And it is in this sense that the art of
govemmént is inextricably intertwined with the emergence of raison d’état, that is
‘reason of state’ (see Foucault, 2002e: 313-17), though this ought not be understood as a
logic or political practice which seeks to solely legitimise sovéreign state rule. Once
again, the state is best understood as comprising of an extensive network of agencies,
power relations, social practices, and fields of knowledge, which collectively constitute
the strength of the state. Their rationale is to facilitate positive forms of government,

not impose the interests of state, thus perfecting the rational art of liberal government.

Government by Numbers

The art of government, or reason of state, is intimately connected with the problem of
what constitutes the reality of a state. Government is only possible when the strength
and capacity of the state and the many social relations internal to a state’s population are
known (see Foucault, 1998b: 151; Pasquino, 1991: 114-15). Hence the state must know
each and all of its population. Without this political knowledge, it is impossible for
government to devise strategies that are able ‘to govern effectively in a rational and
conscious manner’ (Foucault, 1991b: 100). Equally important is that the strength and
capacity of rival states also be known, for security purposes. Government can thus be
understood as the ‘will to know’, giving rise to what was for a time referred to as

‘political arithmetic’, and what is now more commonly known as ‘statistics’.

The signiﬁcance of this argument is best illustrated in relation to the political-historical

context of declining laissez-faire economics and the rise of state interventionism (see
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departments and ministries specifically formed so as to be administered by a newly

emerging class of professional administrators and experts.

Power, Resistance & Freedom

The preliminary sketch for Foucault’s analytics of power first emerges in what many
regard to be Foucault’s seminal text, Discipline and Punish. Here, Foucault traces the
birth of the modern prison from the late eighteenth century onwards and the gradual
transition from punitive methods of punishment aimed solely at the body (torture, pubic
executions, etc) to forms of non-coercive discipline aimed at using the body as an
instrument with which to enact moral training, that is corrective techniques aimed at
transforming the soul of the criminal. Foucault extrapolates from this an analyﬁcs of
power that posits the body as itself a political technology, invested by power relations.
It is in this context that Foucault (2002c: 137) demonstrates most clearly that, ‘society’s
control over individuals was accomplished not only through consciousness or ideology
but also in the body and with the body’. Moreover, Foucault extends his analysis of
disciplinary power to include the entire social body, or what he refers to as the ‘body
politic’ (1991a: 28). The living body thus represents a political economy which is
constantly bound up with a multiplicity of power relations and political rationalities that
seek to train the body to carry out corporal tasks that are politically and economically
expedient, ones that will neutralise any dangerous or illicit paSsions, and in so doing
effect good conduct and behaviour. It is hoped that by subjecting the body to
normalising practices, in time, the subject will take it upon him or herself to exact

techniques of self-governance.

Consequently, from the mid nineteenth century onwards one sees a proliferation of new
disciplines, discreet forms of surveillance, and professional ‘technicians of behaviour’
and ‘engineers of conduct’ (teachers, doctors, nurses, psychiatrists, etc.), charged with
rendering particular groups of persons more knowable, in the hope that this knowledge
can then be used to produce bodies and souls that are both docile and useful. It is in this
respect, that one can begin to understand how taken for granted public service practices,
particularly ones that seek to act on behalf of self-governing citizens, become
problematic, not least because these practices are bound up with the production of
politically expedient subjectivities and modes of conduct. The formation of good and

moral citizens on the one hand, and the docile and useful subject on the other, amounts
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through cultural programmes of policy and institutional fields of practice, effecting
competing ‘regimes of truth’ and ‘truth effects’. Having said this, there are some
governmentalists (e.g. Simons, 2000) who still think ideology critique a useful
analytical tool that can complement and extend a governmentalist framework of
analysis. I shall return to this question later when reassessing Foucault in light of the
empirical chapters that follow. Meanwhile, I want to continue by further examining

Foucault’s analytics of power, especially his theorising of different modes of power.

Welfarism, Pastoral Power & Bio-Politics

Whilst the theme of governmentality is the defining feature in Foucault’s work on
power, it would be wrong to reduce the. exercise of power to an analytics of
government, that is the ‘conduct of conduct’. As noted by Dean (2002: 121),
‘Foucault’s concepts of government were situated in a much more complex topography
of rule’, from which one can deduce sites of government ‘traversed by zones of power
relations’. In other words, government is but one aspect of power relations, particularly
in advanced liberal societies, where the management of populations is more than just

the direction of conduct.

So what are these heterogeneous power relations and of what relevance are they for an
analysis of the formation and subsequent development of British broadcasting? For
Foucault, the art of modern government is as much about ensuring the moral and
physical ‘well-being of populations as it is governing them. Hence, two of the
fundamental forms of social government to emerge in the twentieth century were
popular education and the welfare state. What unites these two institutions is their use
and deployment of ‘pastdral power’ (see Dean, 1999: 74-97; Foucault 2002¢: 298-311).
Whilst both education and welfare are secular concerns, the techniques they deploy are
modelled on the institutions of the Christian church. Just as the pastoral relationship in
Christianity is between God, the pastor and the pastorate, one can trace a similar
‘shepherd-flock’ re]ationéhip in the provision of education and welfare (Dean, 1999: 74-
5). Moreover, both of these institutional practices were of central importance for the
BBCs own civilising misSion, which also sought to act as the ‘Good Shepherd’ guiding

and caring for its flock of listeners.
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