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e d i t o R ’ s n o t e

S&R is broadening its reach and mission so as to present our readers with

more in the way of thoughtful cultural fare. Today we launch part one in a series

by University of Colorado Media and Cultural Studies scholar Dr. Michael Tracey.

This essay presents a critical reconsideration of the BBC’s John Reith, one of the

most important figures in the history of broadcasting. While much of the story Dr.

Tracey addresses is uniquely British, it nonetheless raises issues about the proper

and productive role of media and capitalism in a society, issues that can’t help being

uncomfortably familiar to contemporary Americans. As it turns out, the kinds of

conversations that intelligent people have daily about our media gone to hell have

been taking place for quite some time.
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P R e F a C e

it i s n o t d i F F i C u lt to F i n d a R g u M e n t s a B o u t t h e P R o B l e M s Fa C i n g

P u B l i C s e Rv i C e B R o a d C a s t i n g i n t h e d i g i ta l a g e,  o F h o w, o v e R t h e Pa s t

t w o d e C a d e s ,  a n i n s t i t u t i o n w h i C h h a d P R e v i o u s ly B e e n R e l at i v e ly

s ta B l e h a s B e e n B u F F e t e d B y n e w t e C h n o l o g i e s,  n e w P o l i t i C s a n d n e w

e C o n o M i C s w h i C h ta k e n to g e t h e R P R e s e n t a n e x i s t e n t i a l t h R e at.  th e

e s s e n t i a l,  i F l a R g e ly u n s tat e d,  P R e M i s e B e h i n d s u C h a R g u M e n t s i s t h at

h a d i t n o t B e e n F o R s u C h d e v e l o P M e n t s t h e n P u B l i C B R o a d C a s t i n g

w o u l d B e B e y o n d v i o l at i o n .  t h i s C o M M e n ta Ry ta k e s a s o M e w h at

d i F F e R e n t P o s i t i o n.  it s u g g e s t s t h at i t i s t i m e to a d m i t t h at t h e k i n d

o f b r o a d c a s t i n g,  a n d va l u e,  s y s t e m o f w h i c h t h e bbc wa s d e e m e d

to b e t h e e x e m p l a r,  wa s,  a n d i s ,  a g l o r i o u s h i s to r i c a l a b e r r at i o n.  

the idea behind the BBC, and those others like it, rested on several assumptions

which, while laudable, were always out of step with, and in the end unable to resist, larger

historical forces. the conceits or assumptions were:

1. that it could, with the appropriate constitutional and fiscal arrangements, keep

at bay the forces and logics, the essential narrative, of industrial and post-indus-

trial capitalism;

2. that in doing so it could engage an audience without anchoring itself to that

audience’s taste and preferences, and thus could provide an environment for

creative and journalistic talent to prosper;

3. it could then enable its fundamental ambition, to allow the public to grow, to

drink from the well of the creative and the profound, to realize their full potential

as human beings and thus further enable a larger, cultivated, mature social order,

one defined by moral and creative intent, not materialism.

in this sense, the BBC, at its founding as a public service corporation, was very much part

of a wide and varied critique of the impact that Modernity was having on the human spirit.

Much of that thinking was deeply pessimistic, beginning with the Romantics, and in

particular wordsworth’s “Prelude to the lyrical Ballads.” one also thinks of such figures

as weber and his descent into an essentially deep melancholy as he pondered the hopeless-

ness of it all, or adorno abandoning any pretense to praxis, throwing his hands up in the face
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of a history that disgusted him, but about which he knew he could do nothing. there was,

however, another mood, one still drawing succor from the promise of the enlightenment,

using Reason to vanquish unreason, believing in the possibility of human progress, in the

ability to wrestle capitalism to the ground, optimistic about human potential, if only cir-

cumstance could be overcome. that was where Reith and his BBC were located, believing

with a passion in their ability to keep the darker forces of Modernity at bay, thus able to offer

something better. For a time, the project worked but it is now clear, if one looks at

contemporary policies and thinking from within both government and the Corporation, that

it couldn’t last, and that while it managed to struggle into the new century, a bit battered and

weary and anxious, with a modicum of its character in place, it seems unlikely in the extreme

that it will see the next. the BBC, and its sister institutions, is, as was said of the weimar

Republic, by Peter gay, a corpse on leave, not necessarily as an organizational entity, but

as an idea about who we, the public-as-citizen, are and can be because of public service

broadcasting. to get at the point necessitates going back to the beginning, to the early years

of the BBC’s existence, to consider again Reith and what might be called “original intent.”

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

it is not clear from his autobiography what the year was, though 1948 seems a decent bet,

when harman grisewood, the then head of the BBC’s third Programme, traveling in scot-

land at the invitation of several universities, read, as he put it, “some lively correspondence

complaining of paint which was sprayed on kippers to give them the right colour…”

(a kipper is a salmon or herring that has been cleaned, salted and then dried or smoked.)

grisewood promptly all but abandoned his university visits and instead made a tour of

kipper factories in dundee. he did so because, as he writes, “the painted kipper, i felt, was

a sign of cultural degradation.” (1)

when he returned to london he proposed a talk about the painted kipper to the meeting of

the talks department at the BBC from which third Programme broadcasts were commis-

sioned. he continues: “the idea was not well received – or understood – except by Miss

kalin (one of his staff) and those who were won over to the third Programme idea. nobody

could be found to give the talk.” he adds: “this talk to my mind was to be the first of

several on sensual subjects which would show the betrayal of culture and would point out

to the betrayers what was at stake. in the world of the painted kipper glyndebourne could

not long survive.” (2) glyndebourne is a 700 year-old country house in east sussex that since

1934 has been the venue of the glyndebourne Festival opera. the Festival is one of the

highlights of the season for the english upper middle class and is a superb metaphor – as

grisewood is in effect suggesting – of a culture to be celebrated, but whose continued

existence – re: the painted kipper – was being fiercely, he believed, challenged by a rising

tide of vulgarity.

the third Programme went on the air on 29 september, 1946, and so Reith was gone from

the BBC when grisewood was pondering the metaphorical implications of the painted kip-

per, that if one considered it with sufficient attention one would smell the dreadful odor of

Modernity. its official terms of reference were laid down by the then director general,

william haley, in a memo dated 14 January, 1946:

the Programme is designed to be of artistic and cultural importance. the audience envisaged

is one already aware of artistic experience and will include persons of taste, of intelligence,

and of education; it is, therefore, selective not casual, and both attentive and critical. the

Programme need not cultivate any other audience, and any material that is unlikely to
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interest such readers should be excluded. (3)

one senses that many will see grisewood’s metaphor of the painted kipper and the comments

of haley as classically Reithian, with that keen sense of the need to celebrate, preserve, and

protect a rarified culture of the upper class from the depredations of the lower orders.

Certainly Reith, as is well known, believed in standards – and why shouldn’t he have? But

to suggest that the position of the advocates of the third Programme was also that of Reith

is nowhere close to being accurate even if, as will be argued here, the Reithian project was

all about confronting the darker aspects, the canker at the heart, of Modernity, but doing so

on behalf of the whole of the society, not just its privileged few.

in particular what distinguished Reith from grisewood and his allies at the BBC is that the

latter did not see themselves as having an educational role. indeed they were suspicious of

an educative mission. when asked if they wanted to educate their audience, etienne amyot,

one of the founders of the third Programme, replied: “never. i believe that education is

curiosity. i don’t believe it is somebody teaching you something.” (4) in this sense, from

within what was clearly, if unknowingly, a deep pessimism, they were the very antithesis

of the Reithian project. grisewood wrote, somewhat gnomically: “the most powerful

enemy the highbrow has is the well-educated man… (the third Programme) conceived

strictly in educational terms would lose its vitality and its value as a creative force.” (5) Reith

wrote, at the very birth of broadcasting: “it was early realized that there were very great

educational possibilities in broadcasting.” (6)

the third Programme was overtly, indeed aggressively and self-consciously, elitist, believing

in hierarchy in cultural production and fearful of “the dislike, that gathered strength during

the fifties, of hierarchy in any form, whether social or academic. at the end of my time the

mighty wind which was to blow hard against the gradations of refinement was already

felt…i was lucky indeed to have left my post before it rose to gale force. i ought to have

seen it coming…and guessed at its destructive course. it was getting late on the dial of

culture and i failed to notice it. after dark all cats are grey.” (7)

grisewood’s world was not a place that expected much of “ordinary” people, and it is

here that one can begin to see the significant difference with reith who did believe in

larger human possibilities, even if he also knew that it would be a heavy haul. it is for

this reason that he, Reith, would in fact argue that the third Programme was a complete

waste of time and that its resources should be moved to the home service and the light Pro-

gramme, which reached way beyond the audience served by the third Programme, which

in fact reached all those people on whom grisewood and those of his ilk had given up.

there is a fascinating comment in Reith’s diaries that references a note he sent to herbert

Morrison, lord President of the Council in the atlee government. the context was the

recently published report by the Beveridge Committee inquiry into the BBC and its future,

and Reith had been asked by Morrison to comment on the report. he did so in a memo,

“notes on Berveridge Committee Report, sent to Mr. herbert Morrison, 31 January 1951.”

in this Reith wrote:

The Third Programme, positively and negatively, is objectionable. It is a waste of

a precious wavelength; much of its matter is too limited in appeal; the rest should

have a wider audience. When overall programme policy and control was aban-

doned, the Third Programme was a sop to moral conscience, a sort of safety valve.

Odd that this vital issue has been ignored. (8)

T h e  P a i n T e d  K i P P e r : r e i t h ,  T h e  B B C ,  F a c i n g  M o d e r n i t y  

4



that Reith did not approve of the third Programme set him apart from haley, who is

nevertheless sometimes referred to as “the last Reithian,” reflecting the basic truth perhaps

that haley, like grisewood, was somewhat singularly focused on preserving a particularly

narrow cultural order, and that both were essentially committed to stasis. Reith, who

obviously understood their position, was nevertheless committed to something very differ-

ent and was more concerned with changing a whole social and cultural order so that each

and every member of that society could achieve their full potential, intellectually, culturally

and morally. in fact, what is being argued here is that the only useful and accurate way to

“see” Reith is to understand his role as part of a colossal struggle over the nature and place

of Modernity in all our lives and the effort to mitigate its brutish tendencies.
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J o h n R e i t h ,  t h e M e l a n C h o l i C o P t i M i s t

the original thought in writing this piece was to “resurrect” Reith, better to point to the

problems that beset the BBC today – problems that are not just about politics but more

importantly about philosophical purpose and the walking away from some fundamental

ideas laid down by Reith and his BBC which went far beyond the traditional concept of ed-

ucating, informing and entertaining, important though these remain. in a sense, though,

Reith needs no resurrection since given the lingering presence and dominance of his great

creation, the BBC, he never went away. he also remains present through his own writings,

the biographies, andrew Boyles’ only the wind will listen, (9) ian Mcintyre’s the ex-

pense of glory (10) and Roger Milner’s curious but amusing and insightful Reith: the BBC

years. (11) his presence looms in the monumental history of the BBC by asa Briggs. (12) in

fact, when it comes to broadcasting in Britain, and therefore many other places, he is, to

borrow from C.s. lewis. “like the sky, spread over everything.” this essay is more prop-

erly seen as a reinterpretation, as part of a looking back over almost a century better to

understand what he was really about – in ways that perhaps even he himself was unaware

– and how we might understand his purpose, his legacy and the acute question of how to

judge broadcasting and culture today when set against that purpose.

on first blush, four decades ago, one “saw” Reith through the eyes of youth, slightly

baffled by this figure for yesterday, a reactionary, a figure from a certain age long past and

no longer relevant. studying him was part of a fledgling attempt to understand the institu-

tion of public service broadcasting, its history, its politics, its personalities, but most of all,

to understand its purpose, asking a very basic question: why did it exist in the first place?

these many years later one “sees” Reith through older eyes, from within a different moment

and what one sees is a kind sad magnificence, depression, an inner pain, his tendency to

loathe those of whom he did not approve, his deep sense of being unfulfilled, haunted by

the spectre of a gulf between who he could be, should be and who he actually was, his

limitless ability and melancholy without end. this is curious given that he created what is

surely the singular cultural and journalistic institution of the 20th century. Curious it may

be, but real it is, and no flaws of character, vile or eccentric as they might have been, can

eradicate his creation, the Corporation, from the historical record.

Perhaps part of the problem of seeing the continued relevance of Reith, of really under-

standing him is in fact in getting past his personality. in some ways separating judgment

about his personality and demeanour from his life’s work is reminiscent of the reactions to

Philip larkin, particularly after the publication in 1993 of andrew Motion’s book, Philip

larkin: a writer’s life, (13) from which emerged a portrait of a misogynistic, racist, tight-
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fisted, family/children loathing little englander. in light of his negative image and reputa-

tion, the looming and inevitable question is, what then to make of the poems? Can the mind

that wrote the poems in “the less deceived,” (1955) “the whitsun weddings,” (1964)

“high windows,” (1974) and one of the most heart-rending lines in english poetry, the final

line to “an arundel tomb” (“what will survive of us is love”) be really so awful? that’s

not a debate for here, except to say that in a Rachel Cooke piece about larkin in the

observer, to mark the forthcoming publication in 2010 of Philip larkin: letters to Monica

(edited by anthony thwaites – Monica was his long time mistress, Monica Jones) it

becomes clear that the early judgments were either overdone or simply wrong. she also

adds a comment that is perhaps helpful in getting past the dark barrier of Reith’s character:

“…two decades on…” from the Motion biography, “it is clear that the poems are safe. in

the universities, where he continues to be taught, it is presumably understood that, as John

updike put it, the drama of his greatest poems hinges on the breaking of larkin’s crustiness,

his prejudices, followed by ‘a generous, deep-breathing self-transcendence’; in other words,

that the work has everything to do with life, and also nothing at all.” (14)

in this vein, and having revisited Reith’s diaries and the various biographies, one of the

things that one brings away is that whatever one thinks of the character there is a transcen-

dent magnificence in the work. even that, however, may be unfair because something else

that comes to the surface on reflection, and even allowing for the flaws of character, is that

the term eccentric is more appropriate than the simple notion of his being an unreconstructed

reactionary, or one might see him as cranky. he himself would write, “Men of principle are

sometimes apt to be confused with cranks.” (15) as a young man he contemplated a life in

politics, first with the liberal Party, then the labour Party, and upon finding nothing there,

dabbling with the tories. there is absolutely nothing to suggest that in any party political

sense he was conservative; indeed he would, one imagines, believe that really was beneath

him.

what comes through is a kind of magnificent madness. on one occasion he praised hitler

for the night of the long knives, when the Brown shirts were decimated, and welcomed

the fact that germany had banned “hot jazz,” which he described as “this filthy product of

Modernity.” (16) he seems to have taken something of a shine to Mussolini – though before

we get too agitated about this one might point out that so did the sainted FdR. in 1968,

when he was asked by some students whether he would stand again for Rector of glasgow

university, he declined but decided to back another candidate, one daniel Cohn-Bendit,

who was declared by the press to be the most dangerous and far-left radical in europe

because of this leadership of the May events in Paris in 1968, the student uprising that

almost toppled the Fifth republic, and who was universally known as “danny the Red.”

there was also the curiously emotionally demanding innocent, no better reflected in his

early years by passion for Charlie Bowser. he was also very fond of young women, most

notably dawn Mackay, whom he would introduce as his goddaughter, which she, as every-

one knew, wasn’t and whom was assumed to be his mistress (his wife Muriel was very

much in the background and apparently a seriously tolerant woman.)

he also loved positions that required on occasion, grand occasion, the wearing of flam-

boyant, even Ruritanian, garb, hence his fantasizing about becoming viceroy in india, or

governor general in south africa, or ambassador in washington, and his obvious delight

at all the regal trappings of being lord high Commissioner, the monarch’s representative

in scotland.
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there was also a real tenderness in Reith’s makeup, expressed for example in his relation-

ship with his parents and in his deeply moving account of their deaths.

as a matter of psychology, what Reith wanted was recognition and eminence, not, one

suspects, because of his apparent lofty sense of self, even though there were elements of that,

but actually because of a certain self-loathing and a child-like need to show off, all the

better to quiet an inner turmoil. one possibility that has never really been seriously

considered is that Reith was suffering from a mental illness, perhaps along the lines of bipo-

lar disorder. Reith himself told Boyle that “when people ask me how i am, i say – well

physically, but ill mentally.” (17) the full meaning of this, however, has never been fully

explored.

however, whatever the eccentricities, the curiosities, the childishness, the manic psychol-

ogy, the confused sexuality, even a hint in Mcintyre of a possible pedophilic tendency, the

emotional turmoil, the constant sense of defeat and being unfulfilled, the occasional

pompous self-regard, there was the other Reith in which the significance of his life lies not

only in the creation of the BBC, but in what that represents on the larger canvas of history,

and in particular to the 19th and early 20th century debates about the nature of that history

and crucially our place within it as human beings.

in the end Reith wasn’t someone who wanted to use broadcasting just to offer a public serv-

ice, to educate, inform and entertain to cite the famous triptych. those were more akin to a

methodology to achieve a larger purpose based on an underlying sense of human possibil-

ity, one that should not be trampled underfoot by the crass, the flat, the shallow, the trivial,

the vulgar, the exploitative, who saw that in the end, and if we get it right, we are far more

than the sum of our appetites. he was in effect setting his face – and, he hoped, the nation

– against what he took to be the darker side of Modernity, particularly in the materialism that

lay at its heart, which he clearly viewed as something that would lead to a deadening of the

soul. he was, in his own way, asking what yeats called the “ancient questions…” of which

two are surely: what is it to be fully human; what does the “good,” “mature,” society

actually look like, and what role can communication play in achieving such ends? Reith,

informed by both his theological commitments but also his intellect, was convinced that

life could be better, that that it could be elevated and enhanced for everyone. in fact, if one

comes at Reith from this perspective it is not difficult to see how he was firmly planted in

the soil of the scottish enlightenment, that period in the 18th century characterized by a

range of thinkers who believed that through force of intellect benign change could be

effectuated for the whole populace. whatever his theological inclinations, Reith was clearly

using intellect and reason to forge an institution which through its action, that is its

programmes, would itself effectuate benign change for the whole populace.

that his character was optimistic – about the future of the society, if not his own emotional

well-being – is, however, curious given that he was of the generation that went through the

absurd, stupid slaughter of the first great war.

in 1921 Reith’s contemporary, the poet  t. s. eliot, suffered a nervous breakdown partly

because of living in a difficult marriage (his wife was mentally unstable) but also, it has been

suggested, for example by terry eagleton, because of the crisis of mood and confidence

which afflicted the whole post-First world war culture. From the distance of almost a

century it is easy to forget just what a searing impact the war had – particularly on those poor

wretches who fought in its trenches. it introduced a new age, a new raw sensibility and
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finally brought to an end that sense of superiority that had been granted to the aristocracy

and the higher echelons of society. Romantic humanism, the sense of hope and possibility,

the idea of progress, were all interred, along with the corpses, in the mud of ypres, the

somme and Paschendale and all the other battles of the so-called “great war.” But not, it

seems, for Reith who did not share, for example, eliot’s grim understanding of the nature

of Modernity as beyond redemption, arid, a desert, “squeezed in the tube-train next to

you/the desert is in the heart of your brother.” with the right engineering, Reith clearly

believed, even deserts can be reclaimed.

what then did reith really have in mind in creating the bbc as a public service broad-

caster? in the first instance, for a short period of time, he seems actually to not have had

anything overt in mind. in his diaries he writes:

13 December 1922: This morning I had the interview about the BBC. Sir William

Noble came out to get me and he was smiling in a confidential sort of way. Pres-

ent, McKinstry, Binyon and one other (representative of the wireless manufactur-

ers). I put it all before God last night. They didn’t ask me many questions and some

they did I didn’t know the meaning of. (The fact is I hadn’t the remotest idea as

to what broadcasting was. I hadn’t troubled to find out. If I had tried I should

probably have found difficulty in discovering anyone who knew.)

however, given his intellectual roots a notion was inevitably lurking within and it very

quickly came to him that broadcasting had more transcendent possibilities than being a

mere new form of commerce. it also emerged with extraordinary speed and clarity, carried

in the pages of his 1924 book, “Broadcast over Britain,” (18) while the BBC was still a

company, even if one that, as he points out, was not intended to make money.

he writes “that to have exploited so great a scientific invention for the pursuit of ‘enter-

tainment’ alone” – this last word is vital, because he wasn’t against entertainment– “would

have been a prostitution of its powers and an insult to the character and intelligence of the

people. to have left unexplained the innumerable paths along which might pass influences,

other than those normally associated with entertainment, would have stamped as sorry

fellows those to whose care the administration of the invention had been committed.” (19) he

argues that how different, and worse, things would have been “had we been content with

mediocrity”(20) and of the “incalculable harm which might have been done, had different

principles guided the conduct of the service in the early days…” (21) in full-blown arnoldian

mode he states that

“our responsibility is to carry into the greatest possible number of homes everything

that is best in every department of human knowledge, endeavour and achievement,

and to avoid the things which are, or may be, hurtful. It is, occasionally indicated

to us that we are apparently setting out to give people what we think they need – and

not what they want, but few know what they want, and very few what they need.

There is often no difference…In any case it is better to over-estimate the mentality

of the public, than to under-estimate it.” (22)

the absolutely key word here is “overestimate,” because it contains his real, if surprising,

optimism, that given the chance the individual, and therefore the society, can grow. to

achieve this, however, he seems intuitively to have understood the need to create an

institution that could keep at bay materialism, economic calculation and easy, distracting,

pleasures, even though it is totally clear, if one reads the whole book, that he did not believe
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that every day of broadcasting should replicate the mood of the sabbath on a damp sunday

in glasgow. this was after all a man who liked to leave his wife at home while he went out

to dance a jig with admiring young ladies.

he was also a powerful believer in the power of imagination which he called “Reason in her

most exalted mode…the divine gift of imagination is an essential characteristic of the

broadcaster…it is imagination which turns the mechanic into an inventor, and which

contributes the outstanding element of genius.” (23) and he believed profoundly that it could

enhance individual and collective life:

Neither by superior individuals, nor by organization can it be dismissed as beyond

their ken or interest, or as capable of doing neither harm nor good. The squire may

suffer some embarrassment when he finds that his ploughman is better informed on

events than he is on events of national significance. Over and above what it may

be able to bring to man and woman as individuals, the part which it is destined

to play in the life of the community is much too definite and extensive for it to be

disregarded. (24)

as already noted, a key element in that relationship to both the individual and the commu-

nity flowed from the educative potential of broadcasting, well done.
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P u B l i C s e R v i C e

v s .  
t h e B R u t e F o R C e o F M o n e y

on 20 Ju ly 1925,  Re i t h’s 36t h B i Rt h d ay,  t h e BR i t i s h Po s t-Ma s t e R

g e n e R a l,  M i t C h e l l-th o M s o n ,  i n F o R M e d t h e h o u s e o F Co M M o n s t h at

t h e R e w o u l d B e a C o M M i t t e e o F i n q u i Ry i n to t h e F u t u R e o F t h e BBC

C h a i R e d B y t h e 27 t h e a R l o F C R aw F o R d a n d B a l C a R R e s .  R e i t h h a d

a l R e a d y R a i s e d t h e q u e s t i o n o F t h e C o M Pa n y ’ s F u t u R e at a M e e t i n g

w i t h t h e Bo a R d o n 19 Ma R C h 1925,  B y n o w C o n v i n C e d t h at i t s s tat u s

s h o u l d B e C h a n g e d to a P u B l i C s e Rv i C e.  

in november 1925 Reith prepared a memorandum for submission to the Crawford Com-

mittee, entitled “Memorandum of information on the scope and Conduct of the broadcast-

ing service,” the only purpose of which was “to show the desirability for the conduct of

Broadcasting as a Public service, for the adoption and maintenance of definite policies and

standards in all its activities, and for unity of control.”

the memorandum was in effect a shorter version of “Broadcast over Britain.” he wrote:

Rightly developed and controlled broadcasting will become a world influence with

immense potentialities for good – equally for harm, if its function is wrongly or

loosely conceived…It must not be used for entertainment purposes alone…He who

provides himself on giving the public what he thinks the public want is often

creating a fictitious demand for lower standards which he will then satisfy…

so it is utterly clear that within a matter of months Reith conceived the architecture and

purpose of what became the Corporation. his concept rested on those several powerful

assumptions outlined in the Preface, which in effect aligned the BBC with that wide and

varied critique, from both left and right, of the impact of Modernity, that yearned for a

culture defined not by materialism, but other more worthy, human values. it rested on two

concepts, one of Culture, one of Man. its sense of culture was essentially arnoldian which,

as lionel trilling has written, “does not signify what the word commonly does, a vague

belletristic gentility; it means many things but nothing less than reason experienced as a

kind of grace by each citizen, the conscious effort of each man to come to the realization of

his complete humanity.” (25 – emphasis added) it also had within it an echo of william von hum-

boldt’s comment that: “the true end of Man, or that which is prescribed by the immutable

dictates of reason, and not suggested by vague and transient desires, is the highest and most

T h e  P a i n T e d  K i P P e r : r e i t h ,  T h e  B B C ,  F a c i n g  M o d e r n i t y  

11



harmonious development of his powers to a complete and consistent whole.”

it is this sense of pursuing “completeness” that is vital because it suggests a process, a

pursuit and calls into play the making of judgments that will further the process. it is for this

reason that Reith would, for example, surely have agreed with leavis’ comment in Mass

Civilization and Minority Culture about the importance of identifying “the implicit standards

that order the finer living of the age, the sense that this is worth more than that, this rather

than that is the direction in which to go, that the centre is here rather than there.” (26) he

would have concurred with leavis’ citing of arnold: “…the mass of the public is without

any suspicion that the value of these organs is relative to their being nearer a certain ideal

centre of correct information, taste and intelligence, or farther away from it.” (27) he would

have applauded the comment that “…there is no longer an informed and cultivated

public…” (28) and that “the critically adult public…is very small indeed…” (29)

But there are other points at which one can understand Reith by going back to leavis. there

is a comment by Christopher Ricks that could be readily applied to Reith:

Leavis belongs to the tradition which holds that there is no distinction between

literary values and moral and spiritual values; hence he is at one with Dr. Johnson,

Mathew Arnold and T.S. Eliot in believing that aesthetic values, or literary values,

should not be put into a separate category, since the reasons why we value poems

are the same as those by which we evaluate people’s behaviour, the state of society

or the state of an individual’s consciousness…He believes, with Arnold, that liter-

ature represents the best that’s been known and thought in the world; that literature

exists because of consensuses of opinion, amounting to very important agreements

about human truth and human wisdom, such as are embodied in a language, and

therefore in its literature, which represents that language at its most effective, most

vital and most enduring… (30)

substitute “broadcasting” for “poems” and “literature” and the relationship to reith’s

thinking and intent is utterly clear: great communication can only happen when it is

anchored to a larger moral purpose. leavis also shared with Reith a belief in the poten-

tial socio-cultural importance of communication. his doctoral thesis, the Relationship of

Journalism to literature, reflected his belief, as one of his biographers, edward greenwood

notes, that the medium can both reflect and mold the cultural aspirations of a wider public.
(31) and Reith was quick to note that molding could be both benign or malign, depending on

the intent of those in control.

one might suggest that what is being called out here are the kind of emotional, moral and

intellectual conditions for living well, suggesting that education, in the broad sense and

including communication, is not about producing functionaries, but fully formed moral

beings, aesthetically, emotionally and intellectually capable, personal qualities that were

not debased, rather enriched and enhanced by their having been born and nurtured within

an enabling culture. it’s really about “sensibility,” a certain disposition, a certain character

defined by webster’s (the edition used here dates from 1916) as, “mental receptivity;

discernment; sensibility of truth; capacity of emotion or feeling; delicacy of feeling; sensi-

bility to pain or praise…able to feel or praise; delicacy of an instrument; sensitiveness.” in

other words, whether one is talking about education or communication or both, the concern

is that they be employed, separately as well as together, to nurture an evolved, mature

populace and social order. what would be brought forth, however, were interior qualities and
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potentialities. in a sense thinkers, such as those quoted here, did not believe that culture

could create a humanistic and moral sensibility, rather that it could properly reveal it. they

did, however, believe that impoverished culture could negate such sensibility. it is akin to

the idea that the educative process helps reveal certain inherent intellectual possibilities,

that in tutoring the mind one is, in a dialectical sense, putting in, better to draw out.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

quite late in life Reith finally found a language which had surely always been there but

which, until then, had never been able to break through to the surface, covered as it had

been by the slurry of his melancholy. he started employing a mantra that “life’s for living,”

a phrase suggested to him by dawn Mackay, when, in 1960, he asked her advice on what

he should say in a talk to boys at the glasgow academy. what this meant, it seems clear,

was living well, recognizing that even if life wasn’t lived well that did not mean that it

couldn’t be, shouldn’t be. in this vein there is a fascinating letter from oliver whitley, who

was a key figure in the BBC of the 1950s and 1960s, to Reith:

…What do I think of things nowadays? I think thoughts of dismay but not despair

at the corrupt misguided society…Government appears nowadays to imagine that

its job is done when it seeks material advance and adopts a neutral stance in morals

and ethics. Like Goethe’s Faust, it creates by its neutrality between Heaven and

Hell, simply a new kind of Hell in the form of a society without meaning for the

soul…These things one tries to disseminate atmospherically rather than didacti-

cally at BBC management conferences and on other occasions in the BBC, con-

tending against the Faustian thesis that the BBC’s job is to simply inquire, inform,

expose without adopting an unequivocal attitude on the side of what humanists and

Christians must, if they think hard enough, both recognize as the right if in the long

run life is to be worth living. (32)

there is something unusually potent in that phrase “life is to be worth living” and the

conjoining of both humanists and Christians to that notion suggests that, from whitley’s

standpoint, the underlying purpose of public service broadcasting – which however

subliminal, had always been there in Reith – was not just to be instrumentally involved in

educating, entertaining and informing, rather that these are means to an end, that properly

engaged they provide for that living well. Broadcasting was not meant, in his worldview,

to be used to make life “worse.” it is here again, then, that Reith’s interpretation of the

purpose of broadcasting connects to one of the essential themes of much of 19th and 20th

century thinking about the nature of society: what does a good, proper, fully human life ac-

tually look like and how is it brought into being? in this sense Reith, and Reithianism, were

part of a larger narrative engagement with Modernity in those early decades of the century.

in the epigraph to his book after strange gods: a Primer of Modern heresy, (33) eliot wrote:

“But most people are only very little alive…” a phrase which comes within a passage about

d. h. lawrence:

It would seem that for Lawrence any spiritual force was good, and that evil resided

only in the absence of spirituality. Most people, no doubt, need to be aroused to the

perception of the simple difference between the spiritual and the material; and

Lawrence never forgot, and never mistook this distinction. But most people are only

very little alive; and to awaken them to the spiritual is a very great responsibility:

it is only when they are so awakened that they are capable of real Good, but at the

same time they become first capable of Evil.
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eliot was in fact so taken by the notion of living rather than a life of nothingness that he of-

fered what was taken by some to be a scandalous suggestion that it was better to do evil, than

to do nothing, because only by being and acting could one transcend the constraints, the in-

human constraints, of Modernity. there is an obvious echo here of a key passage from Marx:

The less you eat, drink and read books; the less you go to the theatre, the dance hall,

the public house; the less you think, love, theorize, sing, paint, fence, etc, the more

you save – the greater becomes your treasure which neither moths nor dust will

devour – your capital. The less you are, the more you have ; the less you express

your own life, the greater is your alienated life – the greater is your alienated life

– the greater is the store of your estranged being. (34)

one can even, if one is willing to stretch the connective tissue, draw in here Marcuse who

in one dimensional Man, points to the value judgments which lie at the heart of critical

social theory including the “judgment that human life is worth living, or rather can be and

ought to be made worth living…” (35)

the key to understanding reith, however, was that he did not believe that living well,

of being complete, was for the select few. this is why, once he had transformed the BBC

from a company established to sell radios, into a Corporation that would propagate public

service values to the whole nation, “making a nation as one man,” as he put it, he set about

ensuring that everyone could receive the programmes within which those values would be

embedded. the BBC became almost obsessive in its determination that everyone within

that nation, even those in the remotest valleys of the scottish highlands, would be able to

receive the BBC’s signal. he was also determined that news and educational programming

would be available to everyman, not just to traditional educated elites. the vital element to

understand here is that this was not just the proffering of a broadcast service, but rather a

kind of philosophical ambition and a deep faith in humanistic possibility, which is why in

his memo to the Beveridge Committee he wrote: “it is in terms of moral effect that the

influence of broadcasting will eventually be judged – whether more harm than good. (36)

in Reith’s view, indeed in the view of many commentators, an appropriate aesthetic of life

could only be achieved if certain modern tendencies were held at bay. it is for this reason

that he was brutal in his denunciation of the idea that economics, profit, materialism should

drive broadcasting because of his conviction that not only would they debase standards they

would undermine the core project of using broadcasting to better human ends. on 15 June

1952, he wrote an article for the observer called “the Force of Money,” an attack on the

idea of commercial broadcasting in which he declared: “it is the BBC and its friends who

are fighting to preserve the freedom of the ether; lord wooton, the lord chancellor, Mr.

Profumo and his associates surrender to the brute force of money.” towards the end of 1953

the government had published its proposals for commercial television. in another piece in

the observer, 22 november, 1953, responding to the government’s plans for commercial

television, called “the Precedence of england,” he argued that the champions of commer-

cial television were “trying to promote commercial interests under the guise of Miltonic

precepts and at the cost of country’s precedence.”

in a house of lords debate about the introduction of commercial television into Britain he

denounced it “as one of the most deplorable, shocking and subversive actions in British

political history…” and referred to “the incredible evil…of putting the ether at the power

of money…” and seeing it as pestilential threat, compared the introduction of commercial
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television to the introduction into Britain of “smallpox, the bubonic plague, the Black

death…” (37) this is surely a notion easily within hailing distance of, say, any basic critical

social theory, indeed of that great body of 19th century social theory in the writings of

durkheim, weber, simmel, tonnies and, of course, Marx. these authors, even if they

varied in what they took to be the essential organizing principles of Modernity, were

basically at one with the notion that whatever its characteristics, humanness was negated as

economic calculation, materialism and bureaucracy prevailed.

the suggestion then is, that while he himself may not necessarily have identified with other,

more overt and self-conscious critiques of Modernity he was, to all intents and purposes,

engaged in the selfsame intellectual activity, something that comes as no surprise, given his

intellectual and theological origins.
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“ M e a s u r i n g  c u l t u r e ”  a n d  t h e  
o r w e l l i a n  t r i f e c t a

one way to get the MeasuRe oF a PeRson – theiR teMPeR, as in Mood, theiR disPosi-

tions, Both eMotional and intelleCtual, what they glean FRoM liFe, how they “see”

the woRld this way RatheR than that way – is By undeRstanding those otheR voiCes

to whoM they listen, aBout whoM they think, and FRoM whoM they dRaw.

Most immediately and obviously for Reith his father, george Reith, a minister in the Free

Church of scotland, was a powerful influence. Reith told Boyle that from beyond the grave

his father had had a profound effect on public service broadcasting. (38)

there were other influences, though – or put somewhat differently, two individuals with

whom Reith identified, in one case somewhat paradoxically. in 1929 Reith was asked by the

former Prime Minister, stanley Baldwin – who had been elected Rector of st. andrew’s

university in scotland – if he had any ideas that he might use in his inaugural address. Reith

recommended tyndall’s 1874 address to the British association, and urged him to study

the ideas of dr. thomas Chalmers, “in his view one of the greatest scotsmen who ever

lived…” also Proverbs and the Book of Job. (39) what Mcintyre doesn’t do – nor indeed

has anyone else – is explain what it was about Chalmers’ and tyndall’s work and thought

that appealed to Reith?

thomas Chalmers, a Church of scotland minister and social reformer, was born on 17

March 1780 in anstruther, Fife, and his birth occurred towards the end of what historians

have termed the scottish enlightenment, the core concerns of which were moral theology,

history, economics and the question of whether the acquisitive ethics of capitalism were, or

could ever, be compatible with traditional virtues of sociability, sympathy and justice.

his biographer, stewart J. Brown, writes in an essay in the dictionary of national

Biography (40), which draws on his 1982 biography, thomas Chalmers and the godly

Commonwealth in scotland, that for Chalmers a key conviction was that a fundamental

problem in scotland was the breakdown of communal spirit and so he took his ministry

into the poorest parts of glasgow and other scottish cities. he also set out to eradicate

poverty by understanding it, encouraging “self-sufficiency and appealing to neighbourhood

charity.” (41) in other words, he sought to confront both the material and, vitally, the spiritual

depravations wrought by industrial capitalism. it is not difficult to see how this aspect of his

thinking and work would have appealed to Reith. Both were also superb organizers, creators

of systems, highly capable in marrying organizations to their moral ambitions. Both also,
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as Brown writes of Chalmers, “betrayed an enlightenment optimism concerning human

nature: a belief that through religious and moral instruction or social engineering human

character could be improved.” (42) and both believed that there was a necessary correlation

between achieving these ends of moral elevation, of perfecting the human condition, and the

creation of powerful “establishments” – in Chalmers’ case defined by the kirk, in Reith’s

case by the BBC.

Chalmers writes, these

establishments were by necessity supported by endowments and it was incumbent

on the state to protect those endowments. Because of the weakness of human nature,

religion and education could not be left to the laws of the market place. People had

no natural desire for religion or education, as they had for such goods as wine or

tobacco; on the contrary, the more irreligious or ignorant a person was, the less he

or she would value religion or education. Nor could religion and education be left

to the voluntary exertions of individuals, which would always prove inadequate be-

cause of the frailty of human nature. Only endowed national establishments, under

the protection of the state, would have the power to break through corrupt human

nature and reach the individual conscience with religious and moral truth. Only

the establishments would have the permanent influence needed to preserve Chris-

tian civilization. (43 – emphasis added)

Chalmers had another biographer, John Reith. there is a brief footnote in stuart’s edition

of the diaries that mentions that Reith had written about Chalmers, but says nothing of what

Reith had said about his iconic countryman. he is referring, in fact, to an undated, untitled

94-page essay (a comment in the text suggests that it was written in 1958). it becomes clear

from the essay that Reith’s admiration for Chalmers was in the first instance Chalmers’

extraordinary presence – the crowds he drew for his sermons would be numbered in the

tens of thousands – but also because of his utter determination that the Church, and its teach-

ings and practices, would be independent of, and uninfluenced by, the state and that it would

function as an all-embracing entity, better to do its work. the parallels with the BBC and

the way in which Reith thought of it, created it and organized it are obvious.

one of the themes which clearly appealed to Reith were Chalmers’ views on the purpose of

education:

…It is not to turn an operative (a labourer) into a capitalist; it is to turn an

ignorant operative into a learned operative; to stamp upon him the worth and

respectability of which I contend he is fully susceptible, though he rise not by a

single inch above the sphere of life in which he now moves; to transform him into

a reflective and accomplished individual; not to hoist, as it were, the great

ponderous mass of society up into the air…(but) to diffuse through it the light both

of common and Christian intelligence. (44)

it is when one gets to John tyndall and his famous address to the British association (45) that

something really interesting about Reith emerges – assuming that Reith was recommend-

ing the address because he thought that tyndall had something to say.

tyndall was born on 2 august, 1820, in leighlinbridge, Co. Carlow, ireland. By the time

of his death in 1893 he was recognized as one of the key scientific figures of the 19th

century and in particular as one of the key exponents of the belief that science had, and
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should have, triumphed over theology. he challenged the idea of miracles and the efficacy

of prayer. he was, in fact, a scientific materialist of the first order.

his address to the British association annual meeting in Belfast in 1874 is a long, learned

and profound defense of reason and the scientific method as being superior to religious be-

lief and values. early on in the talk he speaks of how in its early history in ancient greece

in particular “the sciences were being born, being nurtured and developed by free-thinking

and courageous men…” who embodied “a desire and determination to sweep from the field

of theory this mob of gods and demons, and to place natural phenomena on a basis more

congruent with themselves.”

he spends a good deal of time espousing the enormous scientific developments of ancient

greece, which “had already cleared the world of the fantastic images of divinities operat-

ing capriciously through natural phenomena…” he then asks a profound question, the

answer to which makes Reith’s apparent admiration all the more curious. he asks: “what,

then, stopped its victorious advance? why was the scientific intellect compelled, like an

exhausted soil, to lie fallow for nearly two millenniums before it could regather the

elements necessary to its fertility and strength?” the answer is blunt and unequivocal, if laid

out in great detail: the rise of Christianity.

if we then go back to Reith, the obvious question is what was it about tyndall that appealed?

Perhaps it was that since Reith was by training an engineer, he simply understood and agreed

with the place of science. how, though, to square his overt Christian beliefs with tyndall’s

intense scientific materialism? a small clue might lie in a brief and, on the face of it, rela-

tively inconsequential comment in his diary.

reith may have been a person of deep religious conviction; he was, however, drawn to

religion that had an intellectual orientation, in sermons, for example. after attending a

quaker meeting he wrote in his diary: “the silent part of it i quite liked; but however

snobbish it may appear i prefer to be spoken to by people in whom i can recognize some

intellectuality; spirituality, no matter how deep, does not make up to me for lack of the other

thing.” (46) it is in here perhaps that lies the explanation for his great belief that it was vital

that broadcasting engage issues of societal importance, no matter how controversial. his

biographer, andrew Boyle, writes, “Matters of controversy, he believed were the very stuff

of broadcasting, no matter how delicate or dangerous: ‘give both sides,’ was his brief,

illuminating doodle (in his diary entry).” (47) Reith himself celebrated arnold’s “significant

passage on the search for truth. ‘to try to approach truth on one side after another; not to

strive or cry, not to persist in pressing forward on one side with violence and self-will; it is

only thus, it seems to me, that mortals may hope to gain any vision of the mysterious

goddess whom we shall never see except in outline, but only thus even in outline.’ he that

believeth shall not make haste.” (48)

Perhaps Reith was, in the end, not quite as religious as has been understood. in fact, Boyle

suggests that he was “not strictly a religious man by conviction, and his Christian attitudes

had been mostly borrowed from his dead father.” (49) Perhaps what appealed about tyndall,

in fact, was that he had a powerful intellect and that in the great debate about life and its

meaning he was a profound proponent of the “other” side in his powerful defence of

scientific materialism, and Reith simply respected that.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

what lay at the heart of Reith’s view of not just communication but the purpose of
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communication for the individual as well as national life, was something very basic: the

idea that the forces of materialism, as articulated within a market economy, would have a

deleterious effect on the human condition, on the ability to be human. and we would do well

to remember that this wasn’t necessarily because of his theological bent; his view was

simply at one with other critics of Modernity, none of whom seem to have had some kind

of closet theology. they were humanists who also believed in human possibility, that idea

of life being lived well and to the full.

what we have seen in recent times, in the uk and elsewhere, are a series of developments

which open up communication and culture to precisely those forces he sought to keep at bay:

•  The Cable and Broadcasting Act, 1984;

•  the Broadcasting Act of 1990, which implemented proposals in the Conservative

Government’s White Paper, “Broadcasting in the 1990s: Competition, Choice and

Quality” (the Orwellian trifecta – we could have it all, market values and cultural

values);

•  the 2003 Communications Act, which established OfCom and prepared the way

for ITVplc, the new rampantly populist, commercial broadcaster with no meaning-

ful vestige of public service values remaining, all bringing in a dramatic shift in

thinking about the place and purpose of broadcasting in society.

what we have also witnessed is the rise to prominence of a generation of politicians and

broadcasters who were palpably less committed to the ideas and values, to the humanistic

underpinning, of public broadcasting. theirs was much more a world of trimming budgets,

fiscal efficiency, organizational rationalization, the importing of market values, the quest for

new markets, the rise of a new populism in the kinds of programmes made, perhaps no more

better represented than in the grim rise of reality television, the chasing of particular de-

mographics, such as 18 to 34 year-old men, “lads,” all these and more have become the

hallmark of the BBC, and all appear to be more or less welcomed by those who now run the

organization.

an example: in a speech to the oxford Media Convention in January 2003, Mark thomp-

son, who was then chief executive at Channel Four and who would become director gen-

eral of the BBC in 2004, asked whether the old song that had traditionally sung the virtues

of public service broadcasting would be able to “work its magic again?” in answering his

own question, he said:

…regulators and policy-makers are increasingly finding themselves having to weigh

the benefits and disbenefits (sic) of public service provision quite forensically, al-

most numerically, against the interests – and pressures – of the private sector.

this is an interesting, though troubling, point. he is suggesting that what is happening is that

an institution which everyone accepts is imbued with values that are hard, if not impossible,

to pin down in language, let alone in an algorithm, is nevertheless faced with the need to

articulate itself numerically. would it be a stretch to suggest that the logic which is unfold-

ing here is that if there is something – a value, a principle, a moral commitment, a creative

moment – that cannot be represented numerically, it is doomed?

thompson continued in his address:

The problem with the traditional public service song is that, no matter how much

passion and conviction you bring to the performance, it’s just too woolly and
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abstract to be measured against anything else. And if it can’t be weighed properly,

in the end it won’t be valued properly. The dominant language of the new regula-

tors is going to be the language of economics, competition and public policy rather

than the historic language of public service broadcasting, which is the language of

culture and high culture at that. If we want to develop public service broadcasting

as a cultural force in this environment, we have to find arguments and evidence

which make sense in this new language. (The language of Hugh Greene was “high

culture”? Not exactly.)

when one reads this comment what immediately springs to mind was the fact the central

concern of the great 19th century social theorists was precisely about intrusiveness of the

calculative nature of capital in human affairs. indeed, reading thompson, it is impossible

not to recall the famous observation by simmel that eventually, under capitalist Modernity,

everything – all facets of life – would be reduced to one basic question: “how much?” (50)

one is also reminded of a comment by theodore adorno in response to a failed effort to

work with Paul lazarsfeld on a quantitative study of american popular culture: “when i was

confronted with the demands to ‘measure culture,’ i reflected that culture might be

precisely that condition that excludes a mentality capable of measuring it.” (51)

one is also drawn to another comment, written only a couple of decades after simmel:

In almost all other lines of business it is possible to tell pretty accurately whether

one’s efforts are meeting with success or not. There is usually some unit of meas-

urement available. It may be tonnage output per week, or comparative weekly costs,

or a dozen other equally satisfactory tests, around which one can build one’s

comments, complimentary or otherwise, at the weekly staff conference. I should be

grateful to anyone who would suggest a really reliable criterion for this business.

I cannot find one.

that would be John Reith. (52)
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a n e n d n o t e

in a piece about the american cult writer david Foster wallace, who committed

suicide on september 12, 2008, James Ryerson writes:

“Wallace was especially concerned that certain theoretical paradigms – the

cerebral aestheticism of modernism, the clever trickery of postmodernism – too

casually dispense with what he once called ‘the very old traditional human verities

that have to do with spirituality and emotion and community.’ He called for a more

forthright, engaged treatment of these basic truths.” (53)

Revisiting Reith is no exercise in nostalgia, rheumy-eyed memory of what was but can

never be again. Rather it is an attempt to suggest that the fundamental issues which Reith

engaged, in his spectacularly singular way, were precisely those questions of “human

verities,” “spirituality,” “emotion and community,” of which wallace wrote and which are

every bit as relevant today as on that night when 1926 became 1927 and the Company

became the Corporation.

we may mock Reithianism, but we might need to ask who are we to do so, what is so ven-

erable, worthwhile, worthy, evolved about the culture within which we exist today? one

does get the sense that when today’s broadcasters reference Reith there is a bizarre theatric

of genuflecting, because that is expected, and, if one might use a colloquialism, giving him

the finger because that is also expected, at one and the same time, because otherwise they

would deemed old-fashioned, elitist, so yesterday. Behind Reith lay an idea, an ethos, a

moral and cultural ambition much grander and worthy than anything laid before us now, an

understanding that whatever the life well lived may be, it will surely not be within the kind

of society and values by which we are now beset with its curious mixture of obsessive

consumerism, banal appetites, strange infantile passions and deep irrationalities, “the

vaguely furiously driven.”
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