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The case for
listener-supported radio

THEODORE ROSZAK

IN THE WAKE OF REVOLUTIONARY agitation throughout Europe, it
occurred to the Minister of Technology that the rising tempo of aggres-
sive dissent, especially among students, just may have something to do
with the fact that the existing media of mass communication provide
extremely narrow outlets for significant public controversy. Of course
Mr. Wedgewood Benn might be mistaken in assuming that more active
debate via the media will lead to less rather than more popular rebellion.
But he is indisputably correct in observing the obvious: namely, that
those who govern the media in Britain quite as much as in any other
European country, have assumed no better than a reportorial relevance
to what is becoming an unruly international demand for participative
democracy. The media may present us with the sensational surface of
what is happening in the streets of Europe at best from a painstakingly
objective perspective; but they do not make themselves available as the
instruments of the great debate of the day. They are the passive and
not the active voice of our contemporary history: a neutral eye and
ear, rather than a lively forum.

Wedgewood Benn’s unexpected but timely call for a *‘radical
re-examination of mass communications’” comes at a time when there
is clearly a great deal of re-thinking being done about the purposes of
mass communications in Britain. In the recently published May Day
Manifesto radio-TV broadcasting comes in for special and scathing
analysis by the radical socialist left as part of their cry for more access
to the media by dissenting minorities. At the same time, BBC-radio
presses ahead—grudgingly—with the introduction of more local broad-
casting, in a long overdue effort to adapt radio to regional community
needs. And commercial radio is far from a dead issue. An Observer
feature on April 21 speculates that the next Tory government will very
likely succeed in opening commercial outlets at least at the local level

THEODORE ROSZAK teaches history at California State College at
Hayward. He is the editor of and a contributor to The Dissenting
Academy, soon to be published in England by Penguin. During 1967-
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Station KPFA—Berkeley. His study of contemporary youth culture
The Making of a Counter-Culture is being published by Doubleday.
This account of subscription radio in America is an expanded version
of one he wrote for New Society.
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and reports that there are even BBC executives who now look forward
to tapping the advertising revenues of these stations for the Corporation.
The renewed push for commercial radio may even begin with the
retirement of Hugh Green.

In this situation, it helps to have as many options on the table
for consideration as possible, lest the rare opportunity of liberalising
broadcasting in Britain should be lost for lack of well-considered
alternatives. Even the commercialisation of radio—a prospect that many
principled liberals and radicals seem to regard as a sell-out to profiteers
that can only lead to an intolerable American-style vulgarisation of
the medium—may hold forth some very promising possibilities, if the
situation is shrewdly exploited. Indeed, the idea I want to discuss
here—that of organising non-commercial, listener-subscription stations
similar to those operated in the United States by the Pacifica Founda-
tion—might actually prove most feasible as an adjunct of commercial
broadcasting. But whether pressed in league with commercial interests
or as an independent proposal on the part of Britain’s cultural and
political minorities, subscription radio could be the most promising
way of vitalizing the mass media. I am convinced personally that it
would be a far more exciting experiment than one could expect to
come of any venture in publicly owned and operated radio, whether on
a national, regional, or local scale.

The first Pacifica station (KPFA—which broadcasts, like BBC
local radio, on a UHF signal) was founded in 1948 in Berkeley,
California by a group of local citizens—mainly pacifists and anarchists,
who, having grown justifiably fed up with the state of the American
mass media, undertook a noble experiment in do-it-yourself community
radio. The principal figure in the enterprise, and KPFA’s first station
manager, was the highly gifted Lew Hill, a man who combined all
the characteristics of the ideal enlightened despot: intellectual brilliance,
organisational know-how, and an exciting vision of excellence that
dictated standards of excellence for Pacifica broadcasting that then (as
now) had no peer in the United States. What Hill and his talented
co-workers did was to organise a radical magazine of the air which, like
any principled minority publication, would have to pay its way by the
subscriptions of its audience. By ruling out any resource to commercial
revenues, Pacifica was able to qualify as a tax-free educational founda-
tion—and so it remains today. Its only source of income is the voluntary
contributions of listeners who become subscribers upon paying $15 a
year (previously the figure was $12, with student subscriptions offered
at a cut rate). The station can be heard by anyone in the San Francisco
Bay area without subscribing, but—miraculously enough—a sufficient
number of people have always willingly paid in one way or another
for what they might hear free on KPFA to keep the station on the air.
In fact, so unpredictably successful has Pacifica been that in the early
sixties the foundation was able to set up sister stations in Los Angeles
and (with the help of a philanthropic millionaire station owner) in New
York City—both of which operate on the same legal and frequently
fragile financial basis, but as fully independent stations with their own
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staffs and station managers and local responsibilities.

Needless to say, a station supported in this way—even in New
York, where the UHF signal reaches a population comparable to that
of London—exists in a chronic state of financial crisis. For it is
invariably the case that the station’s expenses (which in the case of
KPFA come to roughly $100,000 annually) overreach what subscrip-
tions alone can bring in. The 7,000 to 9,000 paid subscriptions that
KPFA has maintained over its twenty year history (out of a San
Francisco Bay area listening audience of about three million within the
station’s broadcast radius) always leave an annual deficit which has
totalled upwards of $50,000 in recent years. This gap has had to be
made up by special appeals of one kind or another. In the last few
years, the most effective fund-raising exercise has been the 24-hour
around-the-clock marathon broadcast which has succeeded in producing
the needed cash within 5 to 7 days’ time. (These marathons, incidentally,
gften result in some of the most enterprising programming the station

0es.)

In addition to subscriptions and special appeals, all three stations
remain dependent on a good deal of voluntarism to make ends meet.
But besides being a financial necessity, voluntarism turns out to be
one of the delightful communitarian characteristics of Pacifica. Most
of the announcing is done by volunteers, as well as most of the
routine secretarial toil. When station remodelling is needed, subscribers
with some know-how can be relied upon to drop around and lend a
hand. When mass mailings must be done, “envelope-stuffing parties”
—replete with red wine and folk-singing—are held at the station.
Above all, with the exception of recordings that must be purchased
from outside producers—Ilike the BBC transcriptions Pacifica occasion-
ally draws upon—the stations are wholly reliant on the freely-contributed
talents of programme participants and correspondents. Some parti-
cipants, like the poet and critic Kenneth Rexroth, have been con-
tributing weekly programmes ever since Pacifica began. Pacifica’s
other regular contributors have included Alan Watts, Gunther Schiiller,
and Paul Goodman. Finally, the stations are all too dependent on
the fact that their small, paid staffs of highly talented people exploit
themselves by working for less than half of what they could earn
elsewhere.

Compared to the richly financed BBC, Pacifica is run on a
shoestring. What quality of broadcasting can one expect from such
a low-budget operation? The answer is a higher and more exciting
level of programming than the BBC or any local variant could ever
achieve.

Pacifica cultural programming is invariably more enterprising than
that of the Third Programme. It has a heavy (though not exclusive)
emphasis on the experimental in drama, poetry, music and criticism.
The oppressive sense of caution and officialness that hangs over the
Third Programme has been swept aside at Pacifica, where there is only
minimal care for matters that seriously concern BBC producers: a
slick and well-rehearsed presentation, so-called “balanced” programming
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from week to week, time scheduling, and, over the long run, an amicable
relationship with establishment circles based on what is called “good
taste” and ‘‘responsible broadcasting”.

On public affairs, there can be no doubt about Pacifica’s superiority
to the BBC. For a habitual Pacifica listener like myself (I am also
its voluntary London correspondent) the striking feature about the
BBC is the pathetically narrow range of its political coverage and this
obsession with what broadcasters call ‘“‘balance””. This usually means
that in the midst of any controversy the BBC will normally content
itself with calling in Labour, Tory and Liberal spokesmen—plus,
perhaps, a few other prestigious experts—and offer each a few minutes
of comment.

Now in fact what such people have to say on most public matters
is quite uninteresting (because totally predictable) if not wholly irrelevant.
And in any case, no serious problem can be decently discussed in
snippets of comment elicited by a hurried interviewer who is feverishly
budgeting everybody’s time as he seeks, somehow, to balance out the
clashing opinions. Controversy does not yield to such handling without
becoming distorted.

Nor does it survive the crude process of being filtered through
the approval of the Home Office or Ministry of Defence, or, as in
the case of the recent Cause for Concern programme on race, through
the threats of Scotland Yard.

Not even the well-made documentary, at which the BBC does
such an admirable job, comes to grips with public debate as honestly
and directly as free conversation between committed speakers. Indeed,
the “objective” documentary, with its highly polished cutting and
splicing and constant editorial selection, can never be anything but a
tape editor’s opinion of what other people’s opinions are and of what
they are worth—and so it is often a poor substitute for true discussion.

The openness of Pacifica to dissenting opinion can be illustrated
by the experience I have had while serving as its correspondent in
London. In 1964 I recorded a 70 minute discussion among three leading
figures in CND. The speakers assumed afterwards that this informal
conversation would be edited by Pacifica to 15 minutes of selected
remarks. They were as surprised to learn that the tape would be
used in its entirety, as I was amazed to hear from them that, even at
the height of the campaign’s importance, CND spokesmen had never
been given so much radio time to discuss on their own terms and in
total freedom of editorial intervention the issues they took seriously.

Or again, in 1965, when the Campaign Against Racial Discrimi-
nation was launched, BBC TV ‘covered” the event by allowing
CARD'’s general secretary to share some four minutes of time with
a right-wing extremist (for the sake of “balance”, you see). Even
then the interview had to be carefully rehearsed and the participants
coached by an adamantly neutral producer as to what sticky issues
it might be advisable for them not to bring up in that limited time.
But I was able to record more than an hour of open discussion with
CARD’s general secretary and two other spokesmen for the immigrant
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community in Britain—and the entire discussion was broadcast by
Pacifica.

Coverage of this kind is the rule not the exception at Pacifica.
It is a matter of basic philosophy that serious controversy demands
lots of free wide-ranging and continuous talk—not edited fragments
or the glossy straitjacket of the conventional documentary. At Pacifica
it is taken for granted that the best way to get an issue discussed is
simply to put concerned and reasonably articulate people in front of
a microphone and let them do what comes naturally. No rehearsals.
No time limits. No slick editing.

If, for example, Pacifica had been on the scene in London this
spring, there would have been a long and steady stream of on-the-spot
broadcasting from the beleaguered student insurgents at Hornsey and
Guildford.

Perhaps the best way to indicate the character of Pacifica’s
programming is to give a few examples of the kind of thing Pacifica
can do that British radio could not at present undertake.

1. Significant public statements. At present, the only access the
British public has to important addresses is by newspaper reports
or recorded excerpts. Neither radio nor TV here feels free to take
out an hour or two hours—or more——to present in its entirety a
significant public address. Whether it is Martin Luther King preaching
at St. Paul’s, or Enoch Powell giving voice to British racism or Melina
Mercouri speaking and singing in Trafalgar Square, or Allen Ginsberg
reading poetry at the Albert Hall, or Herbert Marcuse addressing
the Dialectics of Liberation Congress, there is no way in which the
entirety of such statements can now reach the general public.

Yet it is often impossible to evaluate a statement unless it is heard
in full, as it was delivered with every inflection and nuance in place
—and unless the audience response can also be heard: the cheers, the
heckling, the questions. Pacifica, in contrast, not only presents as a
matter of course the whole of such public addresses—and many of them
every week—but it has broadcast entire teach-ins and conferences that
may run for ten or twelve hours.

2. A full spectrum of opinion. Tt is one of the policies of Pacifica
to make air time available to precisely those minority views that the
mass media ordinarily screen out, and to make such time available
generously, regularly, and on the speaker’s own terms. Pacifica stations
feature regular commentators (who usually appear weekly, year in and
year out) to offer an anarchist or Trotskyite or John Birch or vegetarian
or theosophical or unclassifiable-independent analysis of the passing
scene.

In contrast, when a friend of mine recently produced an edited
series of interviews with anarchist spokesmen for the Third Programme,*
one had the impression the BBC thought of this as a daring venture,
one not to be repeated for many years to come. So all the interviews
had to be squeezed into place around such primary questions as

*The text is printed in ANARCHY 85.













































