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With the arrival of television in the home it seemed that the days of
radio were numbered. Yet radio as a medium has proved stubbornly
resilient. In many ways more flexible than television, it has adapted
in the face of competition from its giant rival and to the uses which
recent technology has opened up for it.

In this book Andrew Crisell sets out to study the medium in its own
right and to identify its distinctive characteristics. Despite the
enormous growth.in rzcent.years of academic interest in the mass
media, studies have almost invariably focused primarily on
newspapers, television and film. Extracting radio from more general
studies of the media, the author offers the reader a short history of-
institutional radio in Britain and a survey of current developments.
He then proceeds to a theory of the signs, language and conventlons
by which the medium conveys its messages, and demonstrates how
radio ‘processes’ such genres as news, drama and comedy in highly
distinctive ways. He also investigates educational radio, phone-ins
and outside broadcasts and concludes by exploring the variable
ways in which the listener may use the medium - a factor which has
important and often neglected implications for audience studies. The
book will be of interest to students of the media and to those with a
practical interest in programme production.
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GENERAL EDITOR’S
PREFACE

This series of books on different aspects of communication is
designed to meet the needs of the growing number of students
coming to study this subject for the first time. The authors are
experienced teachers or lecturers who are committed to bridging
the gap between the huge body of research available to the more
advanced student, and what the new student actually needs to
get him started on his studies.

Probably the most characteristic feature of communication is
its diversity: it ranges from the mass media and popular culture,
through language to individual and social bchaviour. But it
identifies links and a coherence within this diversity. The series
will reflect the structure of its subject. Some books will be
general, basic works that seck to establish theories and methods
of study applicable to a wide range of material; others will apply
these theories and methods to the study of one particular topic.
But even these topic-centred books will relate to cach other, as
well as to the more general ones. One particular topic, such as
advertising or ncws or language, can only be understood as an
cxample of communication when it is related to, and differentiated
from, all the other topics that go to make up this diverse subject.

The scries, then, has two main aims, both closely connected.
The first is to introduce readers to the most important results of
contemporary rescarch into communication together with the
theories that seck to explain it. The second is to equip them with
appropriatec methods of study and investigation which they will
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be able to apply directly to their everyday experience of
communication.

If readers can write better essays, produce better projects and
pass morc cxams as a result of reading these books I shall be very
satisfied; but if they gain a new insight into how communication
shapes and informs our social life, how it articulates and creates
our experience of industrial society, then I shall be delighted.
Communication is too often taken for granted when it should be
taken to pieces.

John Fiske

viil



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My first and general debt is to the editor of the Studies in
Communication serics, John Fiske, who has been supportive
and enthusiastic throughout the genesis of this book. Among
my colleagues | must express my gratitude to Patricia Waugh,
who made many useful suggestions and though often subjected
to my own half-formed thoughts on radio was still ready to
brush aside my occasional misgivings about the book’s worths |
must also acknowledge the help of Michael Pickering, who
directed me to some valuable sources of information about
broadcasting history, and John Christopher, whose knowledge
of linguistics gave me much food for thought about the nature of
radio language. | am grateful to Sunderland Polytechnic for
granting mc a term’s leave during which much of this book was
written.

For such practical knowledge of radio production as I possess |
am indebted to Virtue Jones and John Lavis, who made my year
with BBC Radio Newecastle such a pleasant and rewarding one. |
must also express my warm thanks to both Ken Stephinson of
the BBC Network Centre, Manchester, and Marjorie Lofthouse
of the BBC Network Centre at Birmingham for all the
information they have given me on broadcasting and production
techniques, audicnce behaviour, and media organizations in
general. Jock Gallagher of the BBC Network Centre at
Birmingham was a mine of information on phone-ins, for which
I am grateful.

1X



Certain material which appears in this book has occasioned
three important debts. I wish to thank Messrs B. A. Robertson
and Alan Tarney and the publishers Bar Music Ltd /ATV Music
Ltd for permission to reproduce an extract of the lyrics from
‘Wired for Sound’; the BBC for their generous permission to
reproduce part of the news bulletins from The World at One and
Newsbeat; and Mr John Arlott and the BBC for kindly allowing
me to quote from some broadcast cricket commentary. To
Mr Arlott | owe a further debt for the pains he took to
provide corrections to the transcript of the broadcast. Having
acknowledged all these debts | must however add that in making
any mistakes or omissions which occur in the following pages |
have needed help from no one: casting modesty aside, but not
regret, I claim them as all my own.

Finally I must express my deep gratitude to my wife and two
daughters, who throughout the writing of this book have given
help, support and encouragement and borne my absences of
mind, person and good humour without one word of complaint. It
is for them — Margaret, Ellen Jane and Harriet Daisy — that 1
wrotce it.



INTRODUCTION

This book is intended for students on media and communications
courses in higher and further education and would, it is hoped,
be of equal benefit to those with an academic interest in radio
and those with a practical interest in programme production. Its
purposes can be stated with deceptive modesty. The first is to
determine the distinctive characteristics of the radio medium.
This is attempted by locating radio among other modes of
communication, individual and collective, literary and visual, by
examining the historical development of British radio institutions,
and by developing a theory of the signs, codes and conventions
by which the medium conveys its messages. But in this latter
endeavour 1 am not so much concerned with particular messages
or texts and the decper cultural meanings or ‘dominant
ideologies’ they may enshrine as with how radio conveys or
mediates messages of any kind. The second purposc is to explore
the significance of its characteristics for such of its users as the
journalist, the teacher, the dramatist and, not least, the listener;
to examine the potentialities of radio as a medium of information,
culture and entertainment for both broadcasters and audience.
The apparently arbitrary and disparate nature of my chapter
headings requires some cxplanation. ‘Commentary’ is clearly
not a programme category in the sensc that ‘News and Current
Affairs’ is and ought, perhaps, to have been subsumed under it.
But as anyone who has worked in radio production will
concede, programmes arc notoriously difficult to categorize, or
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cven to distinguish from individual broadcasting techniques.
Drama, for instance, could be regarded as a programme
category in its own right or as a technique in some other
programme category such as cducational radio or light entertain-
ment. Indeed it could be argued that in a covert way drama often
informs all other kinds of output by moulding them into its own
format of confrontation, crisis and conclusion (Higgins and
Moss, 1982). But given that there are at least titular differences
between programume categorics, it will be apparent that | have
not included them all. Encouraged by the fact that the audience
does not so much attend to individual programmes as simply
listen to ‘the radio’ — to a general flow or sequence of
programmes (Williams, 1974, 86-94) - the approach I have
adopted is pragmatic: the omission of certain categories and a
switching from one category or technique to another as cach
scemed to afford some particular insight into radio’s character or
potentialities. | would hope, therefore, that while the kinds of
programmes I discuss may be inadequate as a cataloguc of what
it is possible to broadcast on the medium, they are at least as
illuminating about radio as thosc I have omitted, and broadly
representative of them.

Two final points. First 1 have made reference to BBC
programmes and not to those of Independent Local Radio
simply because the former are broadcast nationally and therefore
more widely known. Secondly I have been anxious to acknow-
ledge that both sexes are amply represented within such
broadcasting roles as ‘the presenter’, ‘listener’ or ‘producer’, yet
have wished to avoid such tiresome duplications as ‘her/ his’,
*herself/ himself’, and so on. Hence while 1 have been fairly
consistent in my attribution of pronouns within a single chapter,
I have not hesitated to refer to the listener or broadcaster as ‘she’
in one chapter and ‘he’ in another. However, if [ describe the
listener to cricket commentary as ‘he’ and the phone-in presenter
as ‘she’, Thope I shall not be understood to suggest that there are
no female cricket enthusiasts or that no male broadcaster cver
chairs a phone-in: nor should my other partial descriptions be
taken only at their face-value.
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PART ONE
THE MEDIUM



1 CHARACTERISTICS
OF RADIO

Into the car, go to work and I'm cruisin’
I never think that I'll blow all my fuses
Traffic lows — into the breakfast show . . .
AM-FM, I feel so ecstatic now
It’s music I've found
And I'm wired for sound.
(‘Wired for Sound’ sung by Cliff Richard)

What strikes everyone, broadcasters and listeners alike, as
significant about radio is that it is a blind medium. We cannot sce
its messages, they consist only of noisc and silence, and it is from
the sole fact of its blindness that all radio’s other distinctive
qualitics — the nature of its language, its jokes, the way in which
its audiences usc it — ultimately derive. We can get a clearer idea
of radio’s characteristics by comparing it with other modes of
communication.

The commonest, most basic mode can be described as
interpersonal, in which the sender of the message and the receiver
of it are physically close to and within sight of cach other. The
contact between them is oral and visual, perhaps even tactile. The
primary code, or system of signs by which they communicate, is
linguistic, that of speech, but likely to be aided by various
‘presentational codes’ of a paralinguistic nature — facial expressions,
gesturcs, bodily movements and postures, and so on (Fiske,
1982, 71-4). The context to which the message refers and which
cnables it to ‘make sense’ is likely to be understood by both
sender and recciver because of its physical proximity or because
of their shared background or experience. But in addition lots of
‘phatic’ remarks are possible to check that the contact is working
(‘How arc you?’, and so on), and lots of ‘metalingual’ remarks to
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check that the code is being understood (‘Understand?’). And
both kinds of remark prompt feedback — the (in this modc) casily
possible transmission of the receiver’s reaction to the sender.
Hence the message has cvery chance of being accuratcly
‘decoded’, or made sense of.

The obvious advantages of modes of mass communication arc
that the sender can communicate with multitudes of receivers at
the same time and at distances beyond that achievable by
mterpersonal communication. But the contact becomes impersonal
and the risk of ambiguity and misunderstanding much greater.
Feedback is an impossibility because thousands or millions of
reccivers cannot simultaneously transmit their varying reactions
back to the sender: and because the sender cannot simultancously
present herself in person to each member of the audience she
must send a representative of herself - an independent, often
visible message in the form of a text (as in books and
newspapers) or an image (as in film and television). But since the
sendcr and-receivers are remote from each other this message has
to carry a heavy freight. In varying degrees it has to create the
context to which it refers; the sender herself, who is present only
within the message, does not effectively exist outside it; and the
receivers for whom the message is intended. On the other hand
since, as we have seen, feedback is an impossibility in mass
communication there is no genuine facility of metalingual or
phatic communication: the sender cannot check that the code or
contact 1s working. For all these reasons it is of considerable
advantage that the message should in some way or other be
visual.

The oldest mode of mass communication is that of written
characters — literature in its widest sense of ‘writing, written
language’. The code, a printed text, may be supplemented by
other codes — numbers, drawings, photographs, diagrams: but
the permanence of the contact compensates for its impersonality.
Bereft of the presence of the sender, the receivers may read
and re-read her message at leisure: decoding does not have
to be instantanecous. In film and television, modes of mass
communication whose message is in the form of an image,
decoding does have to be instantaneous. There is no single, static
text which can be perused at leisure. But this is offset by the fact
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that in film and television the conditions of interpersonal
communication are partly re-created. The receivers can see and
hear the sender: the primary code in which she communicates —
spccch — is supplemented by ‘various presentational codes.
And/or they can hear her while sceing by means of other
images, which may include an image of writing, the context to
which her message refers.

How, then, is radio distinguishable from thesc other modes of
mass communication? Very largely in ways which seem to
redound to its disadvantage. There is no image and no text. The
contact, or medium as 1 will now term it, is utterly non-visual:
the receivers, who are listeners, or collectively an audience, cannot
see the sender or broadcaster as they can on television or film; nor
are they offered the compensation of a visible and lasting
message as they are in literature. Its codes are purely auditory,
consisting of speech, music, sounds and silence, and since — as
we shall sec — the ear is not the most ‘intelligent’ of our sense
organs their deployment has to be relatively simple. The risks of
ambiguity or complete communication failure are high, and so
in all kinds of radio much cffort is expended on overcoming the
limitations of the medium, on establishing the different kinds of
contexts which we would generally be able to sce for ourselves.
First there is the context to which the message refers — a context
which most interpersonal communication can take for granted.
Physical objects or processes which are normally self-cvident
have to be described: “Tell the listeners what you are doing.’
‘Can you describe this object to us?” Second and more literally,
there is the context of the message itself — the surrounding
‘messages’ (items or programmes) which also help the listener to
make sense of what he hears. The description of the object may
reveal that it is a fire-dog, but he will have no idea why a fire-
dog is being described to him unless he has gleaned from the
other messages he has heard that the programme is about
antiques. One way of conveying context on the radio is by what
is sometimes known as ‘signposting’, for example, ‘Later in the
programme wec’ll be talking about the Budget to the Leader of
the Opposition’. By indicating the programme’s shape or
structure, signposting cnables the listener to know whether he
wishes to keep listening. In purcly visual media such as books
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and newspapers = media whose messages exist in space rather
than in time — this kind of context is immediately apparent. In a
newspaper we can see at a glance what paragraphs or stories
surround the one we are presently reading, and in a book or
magazine we can flick through the adjacent pages or turn to the
table of contents. But of course not all visual media exist purely
in space: television, film and theatre are partly characterized by
movement and (in common with radio) sound, which exist
primarily in time. In film and theatre, however, the need to
establish this kind of context is much less since their messages
normally consist of a single plot which the spectators have been
following throughout, rather than a number of discrete items
which they are at liberty to dip into and out of. Like radio,
television often solves the problem of context by signposting,
but being a visual medium it has other resources, too: images of
programmes or items which will be shown later, split-screen
techniques, captions superimposed upon images, even images
consisting only of printed words. Radio has nothing but
different kinds of sounds, some of which it uses to establish the
beginnings and ends of programmes for us by what are
variously described as ‘frame’ conventions (Goffman, 1980,
162-5) or ‘boundary rituals’ (Fiske and Hartley, 1978, 166-7) —
ways of telling us that what we are about to hear is a play and
not a continuation of the news bulletin we have just been
listening to. This is sometimes done by a silence (which in these
circumstances is a sort of negative form of sound) or by a
signaturc- or theme-tune and /or an announcement: ‘And now
The Archers. Mike Tucker’s milk-round hasn’t got off to a very
good start’ (two contexts are established here: that of the
programme itself, a drama serial which is following the seven
o’clock news, and that of the point in the story which the serial
has reached). But messages in radio consist primarily of speech,
and speech consists not just of words, as writing does, but
always and indissolubly of words expressed in voices. Hence a
third kind of context which often needs to be established is the
reality of the radio station and the broadcasters themselves, even
when they are not the subject of the programme. In a discussion
programme like Start the Week the presenter might, for example,
introduce one of his guests with some such remark as ‘Glad you
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managed to beat that hold-up on the M4 and get here on time”’
Remarks of this kind are scldom heard on the television, where
we can sce the presenter, the guests and the studio that
surrounds them; but they are common on the radio where their
purpose is to locate the station within the solid, workaday world
of motorways and indicate that the broadcasters are not just
‘voices in the ether’ but people like us who are liable to get stuck
in traffic jams and miss their appointments.

Hence the constraints imposed by radio’s blindness are severe
and were underlined by television, which with 1ts growth in
popularity during the 1950s was thought to be about to
supersede radio altogether. I shall return shortly to the problems
which the blindness of the medium can create, but want first to
stress that blindness is also the source of some real advantages
which it possesses over other media. The most famous of these
is, of course, its appeal to the imagination. Because it offers
sound-only instead of sound and vision the listener is compelled
to ‘supply’ the visual data for himself. The details are described,
or they may suggest themselves through sound, but they are not
‘pictured’ for him, he must picture them for himself — and he
may, indeed, use them as a basis for picturing further details
which are not described. Morcover as we all know, the scope of
the imagination is virtually limitless: we may picture not only
lifclike objects but the fantastical, impossible scenes of an
experimental play.

This appeal to the imagination gives radio an evident
advantage over film and television, but it could be objected that
the advantage depends upon a partial notion of the imagination,
that in point of fact it is more than a purcly visual faculty. When
watching a film of bacon and eggs cooking in a pan we imagine
the smell they give off; when we read a description of a
fairground we imagine among other things the noise of the
crowds and the blare of the roundabout organ. The workings of
the imagination arc various and obscure, but we might make the
preliminary suggestion that it is the faculty by which we re-
create for oursclves any impressions which we would experience
at first hand through one, some or all of our five senses. Since
the greatest number of senses through which any of the mass
media can communicate to us is two, sight and hearing, it
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follows that all the media, and not just radio, will invoke the
imagination to compensate for their various deficiencies. Never-
theless it would seem that the primary and dominant function of
the imagination is visual, as its derivation from ‘image’ suggests;
for in replicating the functions of our senses it seems also to
replicate the hierarchy into which they appear to arrange
themselves, with sight at the top - in our ordinary deployment
of our sensory faculties our primary means of understanding or
interpreting the world seems to be visual. We may hear, smell or
touch an object, but it is not until we have seen it that we feel we
really ‘know’ it. The faculty of sight, then, seems to be a kind of
epistemological yardstick which determines how we make sense
of the outside world and what credence we attach to our other
sensory faculties. Once we have seen the filmic image of the
bacon and eggs we can imagine their smell, and once we have
pictured our fairground we can imagine the noise of the crowds
and the organ. But for most of us at least, it would seem to be
extremely hard to imagine even that unique and wonderful
aroma without some previous or accompanying image, whether
literal or figurative and however momentary, of the bacon and
eggs themselves or of the situation (for example, the breakfast
table) in which they would be encountered in ordinary life. In
other words, the first impulse of the imagination seems to be to
visualize, even in the case of non-visual sensations such as
sounds or smells: but once we have an actual or figurative
picture of what approximates to the source or habitation of these
sounds or smells our imagination will be able to move down the
sensory hierarchy and replicate the subordinate impressions of
sound, smell, taste, and so on.

Yet even though we may be prepared to agree that the
imagination 1s predominantly visual in its replication of sensory
experience, we may still regard this as a rather partial way of
defining the imagination since it can do much more than this. It
can replicate abstractions, qualities which cannot be seen or
tasted, as when a film or television audience imagines a
character’s inner thoughts or feclings from the expression on her
face. At this point I must emphasize that the workings not only
of the imagination but also of all our mental faculties are highly
mysterious: they have teased philosophers and psychologists for
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centuries, and it is difficult to make claims about them which are
more than merely subjective or intuitive. However it 1s at least
arguable that a visualizing tendency attaches not only to the
imagination but to other mental faculties such as thought,
memory and feeling. Since much (some philosophers would say
all) of the material on which these faculties operate is derived
through the senses, it is not surprising that something of its
original manifestation seems to accompany it, nor is it the case
that this manifestation is mercly an irrclevant left-over; in the
abstract processes of thinking, feeling or remembering, the
mind seems to need frequent inspiration from the visible
phenomena of the external world — a need which is suggested by
the presence of certain metaphors in our language. We speak, for
instance, of ‘grasping’ an idea as though it were before our eyes,
of ‘throwing light’ on a problem in order to ‘se¢’ (that is,
understand) it better. It could be argued, then, that some
visualization, however dim, flecting and emblematic, 1s present
in other mental facultics than the imagination, and so since
these faculties also deal in sensc-impressions (even though these
may be somewhat attenuated) we might now extend our
definition of the imagination by saying that it replicates not only
the sense-impressions but those other mental faculties which
incorporate them. Hence when we see our film character’s
facial expression we can also imagince her thoughts or feelings
without difficulty, most probably in terms of the images alrcady
provided by the film (of the other characters, the events which
have befallen her, and so on) but possibly in terms of images
drawn from our own experience. The mystery lies in the fact
that although the abstraction, the character’s thought or fecling,
is apparently unknowable except in terms of these visualizations
we are never in danger of confusing the latter with the former,
the image with the inner activity which it represents. But the
point of relevance to us here is that even though the imagination
may be a predominantly visual faculty we do not have to close
our eyes to use it. Not only are we capable of watching and
visualizing simultaneously, we do it all the time; but when we
have the power of vision it is less obvious to us that we visualize.
This means that our imagination is much more active when we
watch plays, films or television programmes than the champions
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of radio claim, for not everything which they decal with is
visible. Some of it is physically suggested, as by our character’s
facial expression, some of it is merely described — and when it is
we imagine that, too. When, for instance, a comedian tells a
funny story we watch him, but even as we do so we picture — or
imagine — the characters and events of his story. And even at the
level of external reality not everything can be scen, for the
setting which is displayed to us implics a contextual world
which is off-stage or ‘outside the picture’ and which we will also
have to imagine — a fact often exploited by horror films in which
the menace lurks just off the screen, so that all we can see is the
terrified cxpression of the character who is being menaced!
Nevertheless it seems undeniable that radio will invoke the
audience’s imagination much more than film, theatre or television,
since nothing that it deals with is visible. We must imagine not
only our character’s thoughts and feelings but her expression,
total appearance, physical situation, and so on. However, two
other important points must be made about the role of the
imagination. The first is that radio is not the only medium
which makes such extensive use of it. It is every bit as active
when we read a book,and indeed reading and listening are rather
similar in the sense that within the broad limits set by language
both reader and listener can form a mental picture of what is
being described. But whereas literature’s ‘pictures’ are entirely
an effect of language, radio’s are also suggested by the sound of
voices and of other phenomena which imply the existence of a
material world we cannot find in books but can sce in theatre,
film and television. Hence the distinctiveness of radio is not that
it involves the imagination while the other media do not, but
that it involves it to a different extent. In literature everything
must be imagined since nothing can be scen except printed
words, nor can anything be heard. In the visual media many
things can be scen and heard and proportionately less is left to
the imagination. In radio many things can be heard, and this
direct intimation of the material world is perhaps why, in its
drama productions at least, its verbal descriptions of a physical
setting or of a person’s thoughts or appearance are generally
much more economical than those of literature and closer to
those of theatre, film and television. Moreover the fact that its
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codes are auditory and therefore exist in time explains the
greater sense of ‘liveness’ that we get from radio (and the visual
media) than we do from literature; for when we start to read a
book we know that the last page has already been written. But
radio, even when its programmes are pre-recorded, seems to be
a ‘present-tense’ medium, offering experiences whose outcome
lies in an unknown future. Like theatre and television, then, it
seems to be an account of what is happening rather than a record
of what has happened. Nevertheless the fact that nothing can be
seen on the medium means that the demands which it makes
upon the imagination are much greater than those made by the
visual media and virtually as great as those made by literature.

The second important point which we must keep in mind is
that the imagination is not confined to matters of fiction or
make-believe. When listening to the radio we are obliged to
imagine not only the world of a play or story but also the real
world of news, weather reports and current affairs. Indeed,
although it is dangerous to be dogmatic in these matters, it
seems likely that codes in any medium which refer to anything
which we cannot actually see — whether they be words, sounds
or other kinds of symbols and whether they refer to listeners’
requests, hobgoblins or stocks and shares — will automatically
create pictures in our minds, that we cannot actually ‘make
sense’ of these codes without at some stage and in some measure
forming images of what they refer to. (One possible exception is
music, since it is somewhat uncertain how far music ‘refers to’
or ‘represents’ anything in the conventional sense. But even
music carries imaginative associations, as when one hears a Bach
organ recital and tends to picture the organ itself or the inside of
a cathedral.)

It is largely upon the listener’s ability to imagine matters of
fact that radio’s distinctive and much vaunted sense of personal
companionship seems to depend, for we hear not only the
descriptions and sounds of real or imaginary worlds but the
voice of the person who is describing them and we therefore
form a picture of her, too. As is the case with readers of books
and viewers of films or television, the pleasure the listener gains
from the company of those whom he ‘meets’ on the medium is
bound up with the sense of his own anonymity, of freedom
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from the obligations imposed by ‘real life’ relationships. He is
not obliged to talk back to his radio companion, or to continue
listening if he is bored. But the role of the imagination is much
more crucial to the listener or the reader than to the viewer,
because it is with the person as imagined from the words and
sounds of radio or from the words of books that he forms his
relationship, not with a person who is so largely pre-realized for
him. And this role of the imagination transcends the conventional
distinction between fact and fiction because in books and radio
people and things are ‘imaginary’ whether they actually exist or
not. In the visual media there is a general tendency towards the
factual: a character in a play may be ‘fictional’, but she is still
physically and visibly ‘rcal’. But in books and radio there is a
general tendency towards the fictional. Jimmy Young presenting
his morning show on Radio 2 may be an actual person, but since
we can know him on the radio only by picturing, imagining, him
he is in a sense a ‘fiction’. Two further points illustrate this
fictional tendency of radio. The first is that within the broad
limits set by the language and sounds of the medium any listener
who has not seen Jimmy Young on television or elsewhere may
imagine him to be quite unlike he is without in any way
‘misunderstanding’ his broadcast or failing to absorb its full
impact. And the second point is that since imagining is an
individual act there is unlikely to be any uniformity among the
‘pictures’ of Jimmy Young which the listeners form — even those
listeners who know what he looks like. Indeed it is very
probable that there will be as many pictures as there are listeners.
Hence there is the paradox that while radio is a long-distance
mode of communication it is also an inward, intimate medium,
and so integral does the imagination scem to be to the way in
which we decode virtually all its messages, whether factual or
fictional, that when we speak of its ‘appeal to the imagination’
we mean in effect its basic ability to communicate.

Another advantageous effect of radio’s blindness, and one
which can reinforce its appeal to the imagination, is its flexibility
— the fact that it can leave the listener free to perform other
activities while he is listening. These characteristics have been
enhanced by the technological developments of the last thirty
years or so. The first radios were crystal sets, and since reception
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was generally poor and took place via headphones listening was
a solitary activity which allowed the listener little scope to do
anything clse. But by the mid-1920s the crystal set had been
largely replaced by the valve wireless, which incorporated a
loudspeaker and remained in general use until the end of the
1950s. By modern standards its reception was of somewhat
primitive quality, it was heavy and attached to an outdoor aerial
so that it could not easily be moved about, and it was expensive.
Even in the 1930s its price ranged from £8 to £30 (S. Briggs,
1981b, 33). Not surprisingly, then, very few houscholds could
boast more than one set, and since there was no television to
provide an alternative attraction it was common practice for the
members of the houschold to sit down and listen as a group
(McLuhan, 1967, 327; Pegg, 1983, 197; S. Briggs, 1981a, 15).
The replacement of headphones by a loudspeaker also meant
that it was now possible to do other things while listening and
the wireless was often used as mere ‘background’; but these
things could only be activities which could be performed within
carshot of the loudspeaker. Portable wirclesses existed but it was
the replacement of valves by transistors at the beginning of the
1960s which revolutionized radio listening. The development of
VHF, FM and stereo had already made vast improvements in the
quality of reception, but the transistor enabled radio sets to be
built which consumed much less power and were much cheaper
to buy. When the government abolished the radio licence fee in
1971 the cost of buying and listening to the radio was reduced
yet further. So cheap had radio become by the end of the 1970s
that there were 2.53 sets to cach household (Paulu, 1981, 350), or
virtually one set for every man, woman and child in the United
Kingdom. This means that as in the days of the crystal sct,
listening has once again become a mostly solitary activity, which
presents us with another paradox about radio - although its
audicnces may be counted in millions the medium addresses
itself very much to the individual. The change in broadcasting
styles which has occurred over the years is illuminating. In the
days of wireless, the indifferent quality of the reception and the
group naturc of the audience tended to encourage a somewhat
declamatory style of delivery. Now that the broadcaster may, if
she wishes, whisper into the ear of the isolated listener delivery
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has become much less formal, more intimate. Indeed it may not
be too fanciful to see this change of style reflected in a change in
terminology. Am [ alonc in sensing that outside formal contexts
or fixed collocations such as ‘the British Broadcasting Corporation’
the word ‘broadcast’ sounds faintly archaic — aimed, like
broadsides and broadshcets, at a vast, passive audience and with
little sensc of the individuals who comprise it? Whercas its
synonym ‘transmit’, literally ‘to send across’, seems rather
more concerned for the recipient and hence, when a choice
between the words is possible, more often used.

But the cheapness of radio means not only that listening is
once again a mainly solitary pursuit, but that the range of
things the listener can do while listening has been greatly
extended, for he is no longer restricted to what he can do within
carshot of a set which he must share with several others. He can
now afford his own sct in his own location. Morcover it is not a
fixed location, for quite the most important conscquence of the
transistor was that it enabled radios to be made which were
lighter, more compact, and which were therefore casily portable
or at the very least movable. Thus if the owner wishes to listen
to his radio he is not confined to his own room or ¢ven his own
housc, he can take his radio with him and listen in at his place of
work or while picnicking, watching a soccer match, or
whatever. Sets soon became small enough to be carried round
like a book and even slipped into a pocket, and thanks to tiny
lightweight hcadphones the listener can now gain excellent
reception while threading his way through noisy crowds and
thunderous traffic. Similarly if he wishes to listen while driving,
radios are fitted in most cars as standard cquipment. By the end
of the 1970s ncarly 70 per cent of all radio sets in the United
Kingdom were cither portable or ‘mobile’ in the sense of being
fitted in motor vehicles (Paulu, 1981, 350). Hence radio is an
‘mtimate” mode of communication not simply because its
messages can be fully ‘realized’ only inside the listener’s head,
but because they frequently reach him in circumstances of
solitude and privacy and can accompany him in an unprecedented
range of places and activities. This means that it can be, and is,
assimilated to his daily existence much more than are the other
media, and to a much greater extent than ever before.
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This use of radio as what is sometimes termed a ‘secondary’
medium can never be emulated by television, even though the
latter has also become smaller and cheaper in recent years: for
while it too may be carried round its message cannot be
absorbed in the same way. It makes a larger and more rigid
claim on our attention, so that if it is treated as secondary (and
such treatment is not unknown) we can say that most of its
message is being missed since the visual codes which make up so
much of that message are being ignored. The radio listener, on
the other hand, can be driving along a remote Highland glen and
without taking his cyes from the road be instantancously
apprised of an carthquake in the Far East. Neither newspapers
nor television can match radio in terms of this immediacy as a
purveyor of news and information. Nor in order to demonstrate
such immediacy is it necessary to instance news which originates
from the far side of the globe. What is happening in the ncar
ncighbourhood may be of much more practical importance to
the listener, and on an awareness of this fact rest the greatest
achievements of local radio. While driving to work the motorist
can be warned about an accident which has blocked the road a
few miles ahead of him, and local appeals can also reach people
who are unable to stop work and attend to any of the other
media — the drama club’s appcal for a suit of armour for tonight’s
play, the soccer club’s request for help in clearing a snowbound
pitch for tomorrow’s match. Such items are too numerous and
trivial for network radio to broadcast but they are vital to small
communities and, quite apart from the numbers of ‘secondary’
listeners they reach, can be publicized much more cheaply and
quickly than in the local press. Indeed, in the time they would
take to appear in the press they would cease to be ‘news’ at all.

The point has often been made that radio’s enduring power as
a mass medium derives from its unique combination of
suggestiveness and flexibility - from the effect of its messages,
whether factual or fictional, upon the listener’s imagination
together with the fact that it can accompany him in a range of
other activities he may wish to perform. But the flexibility may
also work against its suggestiveness in a way not possible in the
visual media: for the freedom that radio affords us to pursue
other activities while listening can, and frequently does, detract
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from our full understanding of what it purveys. Listening is a
good deal easier than ever before but by the same token often a
good deal less attentive — much of the message can be ignored.
Radio communicates through only onc of our five senses and
beyond the bounds of this communication is a kind of no-man’s
land where it must constantly fight for the listener’s attention
against the other sense impressions which make up the situation
in which he presently finds himself — driving the car, washing
the dishes, and so on. This perhaps explains why there is now so
much music on the radio; for while music may allow us to use
our imagination it does not ‘refer’ to anything in the way that
speech does and so does not require us to use it: it therefore makes
ideal background listening. These partly complementary, partly
conflicting characteristics of radio — its suggestiveness and
imaginative appeal on the one hand and its flexibility on the
other — have led some observers to discern two categories of
listener. A former head of audience research at the BBC
distinguishes between the medium’s ‘predominant role — as a
source of entertainment’ and its ‘subordinate role — as an
accompaniment to other activities” {Silvey, 1974, 209); while a
former Director-General distinguishes between those who regard
it ‘as an art form on its own merits’ and thosc for whom radio is
mere background, a ‘service element’ (Trethowan, 1970, 7).
These variations in the audience pose a considerable problem for
the programme producer: for if she wishes to create an “art form’
for the listener as distinct from mere background tor ‘hearers’,
how far is she at liberty to do so? Her constant dilemma, acute in
cducation programmes but present in other kinds such as dramas
and documentaries, is how far to develop a theme which will
become increasingly esoteric and how far to preserve its
accessibility for the hearer, who pays less attention to radio’s
messages but who is always, potentially, a listener. Of course
this distinction between listener and hearer, or between the
predominant and ‘background’ functions of radio, is uscful
provided that we do not exaggerate it; for while there is no
doubt that the opportunities to treat radio as a ‘service clement’
have increased greatly in recent years it is highly likely,
cven before the advent of television, that a great many people
have always done something else while listening to the radio —
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even if only knitting or smoking. This does not mean to say that
the greater part of their attention may not be focused on the
radio, and in my own use of the term ‘secondary medium’ I do
not wish to suggest that of the probable 98 per cent or so of the
audience who treat it in this way hardly anyone is paying much
attention to its messages. Indeed such terms as ‘predominant’
and ‘secondary’ tend to obscure the fact that much more than in
any other medium a whole range of attention is possible, from
hearing through ‘overhearing’ to listening, from those who
want unobtrusive background noise — ‘acoustic wallpaper’ — to
those who seek an object of concentration. But this poses as big
a problem for the audience researcher as for the programme
producer because the former is always in some doubt as to who
the radio audience actually is and whether there is any
correlation between the amount of attention which is paid to
radio’s messages and the extent of its effects or influences, a
subject we shall return to in Chapter 10. In Chapters 2 and 10 we
shall also look at the extent to which actual listening varies
between ‘popular’ and ‘quality’ networks, at how far the sorts of
distinctions between types of listeners which were made by
Silvey and Trethowan still hold good — and at what implications
this behaviour has for modern programme planning.

My purpose in the following chapters is first to give some
historical account of the technological and institutional develop-
ment of radio and then to explore the characteristics of the
medium from the varying perspectives afforded by different
kinds of programmes. But in discussing those characteristics
which certain kinds of programmes seem to me to illuminate |
do not wish to suggest that they are not present in other kinds.
In treating the multi-levelled, ambivalent relationship between
broadcaster and listener under ‘Commentary’, for instance, I do
not wish to imply that this relationship does not exist in varying
degrees in all radio involving personal presentation; nor do 1
wish to suggest by discussing the distinctive nature of radio
language under ‘News and Current Affairs’ that this language is
of any less fundamental a significance in other kinds of
programmes. As | have already remarked, the distinctions
between programme categories are in any case uncertain: it was
many years before the BBC was able to disentangle radio drama
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from its Features Department; drama is often used in educational
broadcasts, many of which are closely akin to documentarics;
and documentary can often shade into news and current affairs.
My hope is merely that by looking at radio’s attempts to do
different things we might gradually form a composite picture of
its nature and possibilitics.
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2 THE HISTORY AND
DEVELOPMENT OF RADIO
IN BRITAIN

the isle is full of noises,
Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.
(Shakespeare, The Tempest, 111, ii)

Many historics of British broadcasting have been written,
ranging from the detailed and scholarly (A. Briggs, 1961-79;
Paulu, 1956, 1961, 1981; Pcgg, 1983) through the potted
(Golding, 1974; A. Briggs, 1985) to the subjective and anccdotal
(Black, 1972; Snagge and Barsley, 1972). This historical sketch,
and it can be no more, will focus on the technological
development of radio itself and the possibilities therein which
technology has opened up rather than on the social and political
contexts of broadcasting. Of course these contexts must not,
and will not, be ignored, for technological developments cannot
be fully understood without them and, indeed, are themselves
social and political events. Nevertheless in a book of this nature
and in a history of such brevity the emphasis must generally
dwell upon what has happened to the medium itself.
Throughout the nineteenth and carly twentieth centuries
scientists of many nationalitics, notably the Italian Gugliclmo
Marconi, were attempting to transmit messages over distances,
first by means of wircless telegraphy and then by wirceless
telephony. But it is important to realize that these were
primarily envisaged as means of point-to-point communication,
for example ship to shore, and that when radio (or ‘wireless’ as it
was known in the early days) was developed it was largely
thought of in these terms. In Britain the Postmaster-General had
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been empowered to control wireless telegraphy by an Act of
Parliament in 1904, and he regarded wircless telephony, whether
directed at individuals or at all and sundry, as a natural extension
thercof, and therefore as also subject to his control. In fact, for
most members of the political establishment it was not only the
case that radio was a mere by-product of point-to-point modes
of communication; there was even a suggestion of primitivencss,
of a lack of refinement, about a medium which broadcast —
addressed the world at large rather than maintained confidentiality
by addressing private individuals (A. Briggs, 1961, 34). In
February 1920, when the Post Office gave permission to the
Marconi Company to begin broadcasts to wircless enthusiasts
from a transmitter in Chelmsford, it did so with a sense of
uncasc that they would interfere with point-to-point services
(Paulu, 1956, 8). This uncasc was fuclled by the armed forces,
who for a long time resisted the encroachment of broadcasting
on their wavelengths on the grounds that their secret messages
would be overheard (Williams, 1974, 32). Thus, apart from the
wireless manufacturers and the few home enthusiasts with
receivers, there was little appreciation of the medium’s social
possibilitics. Not until 1922 did the Post Office draw a
distinction between technology which addressed individuals and
that which addressed all and sundry (A. Briggs, 1961, 96). In
that ycar the Marconi Company was allowed to make regular
broadcasts from Writtle and shortly afterwards their London
station, 2LO, was opened. Nevertheless the Post Office still
feared chaos and congestion on the wavelengths and declined to
license other wireless manufacturers who wished, like Marconi,
to conduct broadcasts as a way of stimulating the sale of their
receivers. On the other hand it was equally reluctant to allow
one manufacturer to hold a broadcasting monopoly. It therefore
proposed that the leading manufacturers form a broadcasting
syndicate or consortium, and as a result the British Broadcasting
Company was licensed by the Post Office as a de facto (though
not de jure) monopoly and began transmissions in November
1922, Its funds came from three sources — the original stock,
royaltics on the receivers which its member companies sold, and
a portion of the revenue from broadcast receiving licences.
In return for the financial risk of sctting up the service
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the manufacturers were guarantced protection against foreign
competition.

The first general manager, later managing director, of the
British Broadcasting Company was J. C. W. (later Lord) Reith,
whose Scottish Calvinist upbringing led him to sec broadcasting
as a high moral responsibility. Through its programmes he
therefore sought to provide a comprehensive public service and
quickly turned the company from a commercial enterprise into a
respected national institution. Its output embraced a wide range
of music, drama and comedy, a children’s hour, and with the
help of external advisory committees, religious and schools
broadcasts. Within threc years a national network had been
established, and with the opening of the long-wave transmitter
at Daventry in 1925 reception was available to 85 per cent of the
population, many with a choice of national or regional pro-
grammes. The population reacted to the new medium with
prodigious enthusiasm. In 1923 the Post Office issued 80,000
licences, but probably four or five times as many scts were in
usc: in 1924 1 million licences were issued, but up to 5 million
sets were in use (Black, 1972, 23). In three more years the
number of licences doubled, and by 1939 9 million sets existed
under licence (A. Briggs, 1965, 6). By 1928 radio audiences were
never less than 1 million and often as high as 15 million (Black,
1972, 26).

The first radio receivers were crystal scts, which were casy
and cheap to make but could also be bought from the BBC,
complete with two pairs of hcadphones, for between £2 and £4
(ibid., 20-1). They soon gave way to valve receivers with
loudspecakers which enabled people to listen in groups and were
virtually universal by the carly 1930s. It has been calculated that
the average price of the cheaper radio sets — £1 to £2 in the 1920s
and £5 to £6 in the 1930s — was still quite expensive for the
working classes, who were slightly under-represented in the
national audicence until the arrival of cheap ‘utility’ scts in 1944
(Pegg, 1983, 47-9). But open to them were the relay exchanges,
basically central radio receivers which in return for a rental could
be wired to loudspeakers in individual homes. It is also
significant that as the new technology improved and the demand
for scts grew, their prices fell. Two-valve sets which cost
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£17 10s. in 1923 were retailing for 5 guineas in 1925 (A. Briggs,
1961, 231) — though this was still a price which was well beyond
anything the working classes could afford.

Despite its range and popularity the programme dict suffered
from an important deficiency imposed by a body which was a
good dcal more prescient about radio’s potential than many
others of the time: the Newspaper Proprictors’” Association. The
BBC was forbidden to broadcast any news bulletins before 7 pm
and any commentary on public events. Nor could it broadcast
ncws other than that which was bought from the main agencies.
These restrictions were not finally thrown off until the European
crisis of 1938 (Paulu, 1956, 156). Nevertheless there were some
isolated portents of radio’s possibilities as a news medium. In
1926 occurred the General Strike. There were virtually no
newspapers and so the NPA lifted its restrictions on the way in
which the BBC gathered and broadcast the news. But the BBC’s
reportage of the strike was compromised by the delicacy of its
own position. Its Charter had not yet been granted and the
government had the authority to turn it into a mouthpicce and
cven to requisition it altogether. Not surprisingly, then, the
BBC’s perspective on the events was broadly pro-government.
It did not report everything, but nor did it distort, and it was
never wholly associated with the government (A. Briggs, 1961,
360-73). Some strikers denounced it, but many came to rely on
it, and what the strike did in terms of radio was to establish it in
the nation’s lifc as a vital channel for the rapid dissemination of
news and information.

A sccond cvent, much less important in itself yet an even
morc dramatic portent of radio’s news potential, was the Crystal
Palace fire of 1936. It occurred after the evening papers had shut
down and before the morning papers appeared, and was the
BBC’s first ‘scoop’. From the scenc of the fire a young reporter
named Richard Dimbleby broadcast a live telephone report
against a background of shouts, fircbells and the crackle of
flames (Black, 1972, 73; Herbert, 1976, 14—15), and demonstrated
that as a news medium radio is not only quicker than
newspapers but more ‘concrete’ in the sense that it can convey
the sound of what it reports.

But to return to the problems which faced the British
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Broadcasting Company. Not only did it suffer from restrictions
on its news output, but the evident popularity of its other
programmes did not protect it from financial difficulties.
Anomalies and loopholes in its royalty and licensing arrangements
left it seriously short of revenue, and so in 1925 the government
sct up the Crawford Committee to consider the whole future of
broadcasting. In fact the situation suited Reith, who wanted the
BBC to beccome a public institution free from commercial
pressures on the one side and political interference on the other.
The committee was of like mind and as a result of its
recommendations the British Broadcasting Corporation was sct
up by Royal Charter on 1 January 1927, with Reith as its first
Director-General.  Since then its constitution and statutory
obligations as a publicly funded yet quasi-autonomous institution
have remained largely unchanged. It is obliged to inform,
educate and entertain; to report the proceedings of Parliament; to
preserve a balance between political points of view; and in a
national emergency to broadcast government messages, the
source of which it is at liberty to name. It is also happy to accept
two prohibitions: it may necither advertise nor editorialize.
Under the terms of its Charter (conferred by the Crown) and its
Licence and Agreement (its title to broadcast conferred by the
government), it has a guaranteed income from receiving licences
and maintains full editorial independence. Of course, as Scannell
and Cardiff point out (1982, 162), it is subject to state pressures
in a number of indirect ways. The Charter is renewable, and
only the state can increase the licence fee. It also appoints the
Board of Governors.

Soon after its foundation the Corporation underwent a rapid
¢xpansion, enhancing its output and its reputation. In 1932 it
moved its headquarters into the purpose-built Broadcasting
House, an act which symbolized its coming-of-age as a national
institution, and in the same year began its Empire Service, the
first of an interlocking range of external services whose
illustrious history cannot, alas, find room here. Meanwhile it
had also recognized the need for a choice of domestic networks
and established the National Programme, which mainly originated
from London, and the Regional Programme, which drew its
material primarily from six regional services and was also fed by
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a London key service. Both were ‘mixed programme’ networks
and not markedly different in tone or content:

Mixed programming offered a wide and diverse range of
programme materials over the course of each day and week.
Typically it included news, drama, sport, religion, music
(light to classical), variety or light entertainment. Not only
did it cater for different social needs (education, information,
entertainment), but for different sectional interests within the
listening public (children, women, businessmen, farmers,
fishermen, ctc.). (Scannell and Cardift, 1982, 167-8)

Reith’s aim was to vary the output in such a way that the listener
might be ‘surprised into’ an interest in a subject which she had
not previously enjoyed or even known about: the intention was
always to give her ‘something a little better than she thought she
wanted’. Such paternalism may seem somewhat objectionable
today and it did not go unchallenged cven in the 1930s. One
manifestation of the BBC’s broadcasting philosophy was the
‘Reith Sunday’, the one day when a large majority of people had
the leisure to listen to the radio and craved relaxing fare. What
they got, however, was a transmission which did not begin until
12.30 pm and consisted only of religious services, talks and
classical music. But two continental-based commercial radio
stations were set up in order to take advantage of the situation.
The first was Radio Normandie (founded by someone with the
wonderfully apposite name of Captain Plugge), which began
broadcasting from the north coast of France in 1931 and offered
the southern arcas of Britain a diet of American-style programmes
including soap-operas. The second was Radio Luxembourg,
which opened on an unauthorized wavelength in 1933 and
whose programme of mainly light music could be heard all over
Britain. On Sundays the number of listeners to these stations
exceeded those who stayed tuned to the BBC: it was the first
sign of discontentment with the latter’s domestic monopoly.
The second challenge to Reith’s broadcasting philosophy
camc mainly from within the BBC itsclf, although it was
doubtless strengthened by the threat from commercial radio —
the demand for regular and systematic rescarch into audience
behaviour and tastes, about which virtually nothing was known
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other than through casual letters from listeners. Reith feared that
such rescarch would inevitably influence and even dictate
broadcasting policy, that worthwhile minority programmes
would be sacrificed to the popularity ratings. Nevertheless its
advocates won the day and an Audience Research Department
was set up in 1936. By 1938, the year of Reith’s resignation, it
had gathered much information about the British radio audience,
including reassuring evidence of its very broad social composition.

With the outbreak of war in 1939 the BBC combined its
National and Regional Programmes into a single Home Service,
but in order to maintain the morale of the troops forming the
British Expeditionary Force in France it introduced in 1940 the
Forces Programme, predominantly an entertainment scrvice
of dance-music, sport and variety which foreshadowed the
Light Programme. The Forces Programme was scen merely
as a temporary expedient (Scannell and Cardiff, 1982, 187):
what was not appreciated at the time was that its uniformly
‘light’ output was the beginning of the end of Reith’s mixed
programming policy, which would finally disappear with the
formation of Radios 1 to 4 in 1967 (Pegg, 1983, 207-8). Within
two years the Forces Programme was being listened to by more
civilians than servicemen and attracting an audience 50 per cent
larger than that of the Home Service (A. Briggs, 1970, 47).

It is widely agreed that the BBC’s performance during the
Second World War was impressive. At home it was a means of
social cohesion, and abroad was generally regarded as an island
of truthfulness amid a sca of rumour and propaganda. But to the
media student the war is of greater interest as a time when radio
at last came into its own as a rapid news medium, a role it has
maintained even in an age of television. The BBC’s 9 pm news
bulletin commanded huge and avid audiences and it was under
pressurc of the war that the techniques of news broadcasting
cvolved from the carly days of straight bulletin delivery to
somcthing like the blend of reading, correspondents’ reports and
sound actuality that we arc familiar with today. The gathering of
news became better organized and from 1944 the BBC began to
cmploy its own foreign correspondents. Bulletins were supple-
mented by extended news programmes such as Radio Newsreel,
which began in 1940, and new production techniques were
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adopted such as the association of comment with fact and the
insertion of actuality into news broadcasts. But the catalyst to all
this was technology: sound recording was vastly improved
during the war. As Asa Briggs points out (1970, 325-6) the
recording of news and talks acquired a special importance from
about 1941 onwards. It removed the need to bring broadcasters
into studios which were at risk from air raids, provided reserve
material, allowed more outside reporting, made programme
exports casier, served the needs of the monitoring service and
enabled producers to anticipate any problems of censorship
which might arisc with the War Office. Ironically it was
the Germans who pioncered the developments in recording
technology, but they made much less imaginative use of it on
the air than did the British. BBC reporters like Richard
Dimbleby were given the same battle training as the soldiers and
sent back front-line dispatches using portable disc-recorders and
skilful editing to bring commentary and actuality closer together.
The news programme War Report, which began on D-Day, 6
June 1944, madc extensive use of recorded actuality and
commanded regular audiences of between 10 and 15 million in
Britain alone (A. Briggs, 1970, 662). Such actuality has
remained an integral part of radio news, a way of guarantceing
its immediacy and truth to life.

Well before the war ended the popularity of the Forces
Programme made it clear that there could be no simple reversion
to the peacetime system of two substantially similar mixed
programme nctworks. Consequently in 1945 the Director-
General of the BBC, William Haley, announced the plan of a
new tripartite system which had long been in preparation. The
Home Service was to continuc as a basic London service which a
federation of regional services — Scottish, Northern, Midland,
Welsh, West and Northern Irish — could draw upon; the Forces
Programme was to be superseded by the very similar Light
Pirogramme which replaced it without a break on 29 July 1945;
and the Third Programme, an unashamedly ‘highbrow’ network
devoted to the arts, serious discussion and experiment, began
broadcasting on 29 September 1946. Taken as a whole, the three
networks represented an ingenious reconciliation of popular
demand and the old Reithian seriousness of purpose, a com-
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promise of streamed and mixed programming which was to
work fairly well for the next ten or fiftcen years. As Haley
pointed out, the old mixed programme concept had presented
the listener with certain problems:

Before the war the system was to confront him with the
necessity for pendulum-like leaps. The listener was deliberately
plunged from one extreme to the other. The devotces of
Berlin (Irving) were suddenly confronted with Bach. Many
listeners were won for higher things in this way, but many
were irretricvably lost. For the weakness of the process was
that so many intolerances were set up.

(cit. Smith, 1974, 83)

Hence although mixed programming was not to be abandoned
(in an age without television many people still found it desirable
as well as possible to listen), within each nctwork the range of
programmes was narrowed and a certain uniformity of tone
crecated. Moreover a complementary relationship was established
between the Light and the Home and between the Home and the
Third which gave the plan an edifying cultural purpose.

It rests on the conception of the community as a broadly based
pyramid slowly aspiring upwards. This pyramid is served by
three main Programmes, differentiated but broadly over-
lapping in levels and interest, cach Programme leading on to
the other, the listener being induced through the years
increasingly to discriminate in favour of the things that arc
more worth-while. Each Programme at any given moment
must be ahcad of its public, but not so much as to lose their
confidence. The listener must be led from good to better by
curiosity, liking, and a growth of understanding. As the
standards of the education and culture of the community rise
so should the programme pyramid rise as a whole.

(cit. Smith, 1974, 83)

It was during the war and for the ten years or so after it that
radio enjoyed its heyday, providing programmes of distinction
in every genre to audiences of many millions. This was the
period of what were regarded as radiogenic ‘featurcs’ programmes
— programmes of a factual, often documentary, nature but partly

27



created through imaginative scripting which blended narration,
actuality, dramatic dialogue and sound effects. It was also the
period of Children’s Hour and Radio Newsreel, of discussions and
debates such as The Brains Trust and Any Questions, of drama —
not only ‘classical’ plays but popular serials like Dick Barton and
The Archers — of light entertainment such as ITMA and
Workers’ Playtime, and of a vast output of classical and popular
music both on record and performed by innumerable orchestras
including the BBC’s own.

What was to end radio’s pre-cminence was, of course,
television, which had been pioneered by John Logie Baird and
others during the 1920s. The BBC began test transmissions in
1930 and six years later opened a regular service for a few
thousand viewers in the London area, using both the Baird and
EMI systems. The service was stopped by the war, but even
when it resumed in 1946 television was commonly thought of as
‘radio with added vision’ rather than as a medium which was
fundamentally different. Before the war Reith had thought of
‘integrating’ radio and television (A. Briggs, 1965, 608) and in
1949 Haley wrote in the BBC Quarterly: ‘television is an
extension of [radio] broadcasting. That is the crucial point . . .
[television and radio| are complementary expressions within the
same medium. They are part of one whole’ (cit. Paulu, 1981,
54). This naive misconception was to have prolonged and
negative effects on certain aspects of television production:

When BBC Television began it was inevitable, if not very
appropriate, that one of its departments should be called
Television Talks. This department dealt, in eftect, with
anything that was not drama, light entertainment, sport or
news. The name continued in use for a long time and is an
indication of how difficult the BBC found it to come to terms
with the fundamental difference between radio and television,
how many of the concepts of radio were taken over and
imposed on television and how little the top echelons of the
television service understood the new medium.

(Hood, 1975, 40)

This insistence on seeing television in terms of radio not only
provoked sensational resignations among the more perceptive
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members of the television service, but also dominated the
presentation of television news until 1955, when the BBC was
finally forced to make changes by the competition from ITN
(Smith, 1976, 148-9). Nevertheless the post-war rise of television
was inexorable and two major cvents of the 1950s were scen,
accurately, as marking its arrival as the major mass medium and
less accurately as portending the very extinction of radio, whose
blindness was regarded by many as an unequivocal disadvantage.
The first event was the coronation of Elizabeth I in 1953. The
way in which it was covered by television would be impressive
cven today. Over 20 million people (56 per cent of the
population) watched the service in Westminster Abbey, far
outnumbering listeners in almost every part of the country (A.
Briggs, 1979, 466-7). The second major event, which followed
a prolonged public debate about the BBC’s broadcasting
monopoly, was the establishment in 1955 of a second, commercial,
television network under the regulation of the Independent
Television Authority. The debate centred on television but was
ultimately of relevance to radio, too. Those who favoured the
continuance of the BBC’s monopoly argued that competition
would force down standards and indeed threaten its very
existence as a public service. When ITV came on the air the
BBC’s Director-General, lan Jacob, complained:

It may be argued that the BBC is in a position to ignore the
relative size of its audience and that it is not obliged to
compete with Independent Television. But, to some extent, it
must compete for its audiences, or its audiences will diminish
beyond that level at which the Corporation could continue to
claim that it is the national broadcasting authority. This is the
situation into which the Corporation has been placed by
competition. (cit. Paulu, 1981, 42)

In being forced to compete for large audiences the BBC might
neglect its duty to provide programmes for minoritics. But the
arguments against monopoly were also powerful and most
tellingly summarized by Sir Frederick Ogilvie, a former
Director-General of the BBC: ‘Freedom is choice. And monopoly
of broadcasting is incvitably the negation of freedom, no matter
how cfficiently it is run’ (cit. Smith, 1974, 85).
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Still, faced with competition from first one and then two
television networks, radio went into a long decline that some
thought would prove terminal. Between 1949 and 1958 the
BBC’s average evening radio audience dropped from nearly 9
million to less than 3.5 million, three-quarters of whom were
people without television scts (Paulu, 1961, 155). Though
television was clearly the major cause, there were problems
within radio’s tripartite progamme network. First the element of
overlap was too broad, especially between the Home and the
Light. ITMA, for instance, was broadcast on the Home (A.
Briggs, 1979, 58). This meant that in so far as each network
lacked a separate identity its hold on listener loyalty was
weakened. In scarch of a particular kind of programme, a
listener might find herself scanning the schedules of at least two
of the three networks. One consequence of the overlap was that
the Light was too serious for some listeners, for whom Radio
Luxembourg was again becoming a more attractive alternative.
At the other extreme, the Third Programme was regarded by
many as absurdly recherché, an exclusive club for highbrows
and intellectuals. During the first fifteen years of its existence it
averaged only 2 per cent of the total radio audience (Paulu, 1961,
156). But from time to time attempts were made to mend
matters. In 1957 its output was cut from five and a half hours per
day to three and a half hours, the two-hour space it cleared being
given over to an cducational concept known as ‘Network
Three’. In tones at once funny and sad one retired features
producer remembered Network Three as mercly a part of
radio’s twilight gimmickry. “This cmerged as specialist listening
for cvery kind of minority interest from Buchmanism to bee-
keeping: it soon became known as the Fretwork Network and
attracted cven fewer listeners than the Third Programme itself”
(Bridson, 1971, 232).

The year 1964, when pirate broadcasters came on the air and
television provided yet more competition in the form of BBC 2,
marked BBC radio’s lowest ebb. The Third Programme was
again dismembered, becoming the Music Programme during
the daytime, Study Session between 6 and 7.30 pm on
weekdays, the Sports Service on Saturday afternoons, and a
truncation of its former self during the evenings. But more
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significant was the end of two radio ‘institutions’, both made
redundant by the visual appeal of television - the Features
Department (Bridson, 1971, 288-304; Snagge and Barsley,
1972, 177) and Children’s Hour. Nevertheless three develop