
2. Windows On The World 

Television:-a Witidow on the World, to quote the sub-title of one 
of its most famous current affairs programmes. And so it is, a 
window which reveals all that goes on in our world, although 
sometimes presenting this or that aspect of living or of events 
slightly larger than life. 

One of its greatest benefits is its coverage of great events, as 
they happen, through outside broadcast cameras. Suddenly we 
are there; we are participants in some notable occasion of which 
we might otherwise merely have read in the newspapers. We 
were there, in February 1974, 12,000 miles away, on the other 
side of the globe, at the Commonwealth Games in Christchurch, 
New Zealand. And such is television’s technical abilities, that we 
saw more of most races than those in the privileged position of 
the Royal Box. We were there at that extraordinarily moving 
ceremony as the Games closed when the athletic youth of many 
nations, black, white, brown, yellow, rampaged joyously through- 
out the great arena. We were there at the solemn ceremony of 
flag-lowering when the kilted young soldiers of the NZ Black 
Watch Regiment went through their appointed drill, determinedly, 
despite the souvenir-hunters after their bonnets, sporrans and much 
else besides. We were there when the Queen laughed unrestrain- 
edly at the antics of some of the solo-comedians, and then with 
complete naturalness, together with her husband, rode round the 
arena in the official Land-Rover, almost completely hidden from 
sight by persistent, yet informally respectful liitch-hikers. We 
were there as the cream of many races linked arm, sang, danced 
and mixed together in a glorious celebration which revealed the 
true multiracial nature of our Commonwealth, and set the stamp 
on the happy title o f  ‘ The Friendly Games ’ which the visitors 
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had given to the first great Commonwealth occasion in far-away 
New Zealand with her total population rather less than that of 
Scotland's mid-belt. That occasion gave me hope in a world 
torn apart by its national and racial tensions. For our screens 
seemed to be shouting at us, ' Look! This is the Commonwealth 
to which we all belong! We have competed together with our 
utmost skills and endurance; now we rejoice together, we the 
Youth of the Commonwealth, in a hostile world. This should 
be the pattern of all our living! ' 

What was true of the Christchurch Games is true of all sporting 
events. We see them as they are happening, even if it is not a 
' live ' broadcast but a recording made two hours previously. 
And we become deeply involved in sporting events and sports 
with which we have been quite unfamiliar all our lives. When 
television was only a few years old, an elderly neighbour of our's 
lost her husband. He had been an academic, as indeed she was. 
All their life they had been involved in university circles. Their 
brilliant family were in important posts all over the world. Like 
many academics of the day (and indeed, this may also be said of 
most ministers during the first decade of television) they had 
pretended to despise this noisy, vulgar, new medium. We used to 
invite her in to see the early archaeological series Animal, Vegetable, 
Mineral, of which she strongly approved. Sometimes tlie set was left 
on afier the programme concluded and on one occasion we found 
ourselves watching a particularly lively international boxing com- 
petition. Our guest affected to be shocked by the whole blood- 
thirsty business, but before the hour was out, she was on the edge of 
her chair shouting on her side, as it were, offering completely 
nonsensical, but strongly partisan advice to the successive members 
of the team. 

Academic or not, from then onwards her tastes developed 
immensely. Soon she was going over every fence with the show- 
jumpers, and putting members of Quiz Games firmly in their 
place, while tut-tutting sharply at the more reprehensible lines in 
variety shows and modern plays. She ' identified ', as we say, 
with all that was going on. With her, viewer-participation was 
immense. Soon she had a set of her own and a completely new life 
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opened up for her which took her riglit out of her loneliness and 
lostness. The benefits of television to all such are incalculable. 

We watch the splendours of a Royal Wedding in Westminster 
Abbey, and, at the end of the day, the simplicities of a man and 
maid plighting their troth in the presence of Almighty God and 
their families with all that this supreme experience has coine to 
mean to us, becomes the abiding memory at the heart of the superb 
pageantry. A young and purposeful American President is 
assassinated and we witness and share in the grief of his widow at 
the hospital when life is pronounced extinct, and again when 
joined by her family as his body is laid to honoured rest in the 
National Cemetery of his nation. 

Another great American, a black man, has a vision of the future 
and we watch the light in his eyes as he describes it: ‘ God has 
allowed me to go to the mountain-top and I have looked down 
and seen the Promised Land. I am happy tonight. I am not 
worried about anything, for I have seen the Glory of die Coming 
of the Lord.’ Twenty-four hours later we see him again, this time 
lying in a crumpled heap on a veranda, the victim of an assassin’s 
bullet. Then, once more, we are with his widow in her agony, 
with his uncomprehending children too amidst all the emotional 
overtones of an American Negro funeral. Thus was the stature and 
the tragedy of Martin Luther King shared by us all. The whole 
world saw the martyrdom of a modern Christian saint. 

An Australian town within the tropics is shattered by a cyclone, 
right in the midst of its Christmas celebrations, and w i t h  hours, 
by satellite transmission, we are in a car touring througli the 
devastated streets, witnessing destruction almost as complete as 
Hiroshima, while still stunned and bewildered survivors tell of 
their escapes and the shattering of their homes and lives. Our 
window on the world reports the grave, the gay, the tragic, 
impartially; the catastrophic, the eccentric, all with such vividness 
and reality that, having seen it all happen, we are under the illusion 
that we were there in person, even if as some distant bystander. 

In this world of actuality broadcasting, the Outside Broadcast 
Unit reigns supreme. We should know more about the O.B. 
Unit, as it is called, for it plays a large part in the most authentic 
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religious broadcasts transmitted. An O.B. Unit really consists of 
a complete television broadcasting system in miniature, and an 
extremely expensive one at that. When BBC-Scotland’s colourized 
O.B. Unit appeared in 1970, it was worth a quarter of a million 
pounds as it drove onto the road. The mobile control room is a 
large motor-truck with all the electronic equipment necessary for 
transmitting a programme or event. It has a production gallery 
which can select and transmit the pictures offered by the four 
cameras in the Unit, and this in a proper and sensible sequence. 
The production-desk is manned by the producer, his continuity 
assistant, and engineers responsible for the quality of both sound 
and pictures, wlde the four skilled cameramen are offering the 
pictures for the producer’s sdection. Near by, the light and vision 
engineers are concerned with the electronic quality of these pic- 
tures. Added to them are the electricians, lighting men, rigger- 
drivers and other specialists who go to make up the thirty-man 
(and woman) crew, each doing different jobs requiring different 
skills, yet all dovetailed together into a meaningful whole under 
the direction of the producer. 

It was t h i s  team-work which made the deepest impression on 
members of the Iona Community and other visitors to that island 
when BBC-Scotland took its O.B. Unit there in 1963 to celebrate 
the 1400th Anniversary of St Columba’s landing and incidentally 
to make six and a half hours of fascinating television during a 
sixteenday stay. Behind that operation lay two years of careful 
planning. The first question to be solved was, ‘ How does one 
get an O.B. Unit onto an island which has no pier or wharf? ’, for 
the fd Unit required five large motor vehicles to carry its com- 
plicated equipment. ‘How did Columba get onto the island?’ 
asked an engineer. ‘ From a coracle onto a beach,’ was the answer. 
‘ Why don’t we do the same? ’ was the next question. ‘ We can 

easily hire an Army Tank Landing Craft and run it onto a beach. 
Down go the flaps and off go our vehicles! ’ was his immediate 
answer. In the event, this was exactly what happened as the Tank 
Landing Craft ran onto the sands of Martyrs Bay where coracle, 
Viking galley and Royal Funeral Barge had preceded her. As Bill 
Jackson, the BBC’s senior engineer in Scotland, stepped ashore an 
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ancient of days who had been sitting on a dyke, pipe in mouth, 
watching the unique operation, rose and held out l i s  hand. ' St 
Colnmba, I presume! ' he is reported to have said! 

fill Christian Europe wanted to see the great Ecumenical Service 
which was at the centre of the celebrations. This was made pos- 
sible through the recently developed Eurovision chain. The 
Scandinavian, German, French, Dutch as well as the English- 
speaking countries all sent their commentators to cover the event, 
and then on the great day two years of planning and research came 
to fruition. So successful had the homework been, that, as we all 
relaxed within the Mobile Control Room with that enormous 
relief which follows a complicated ' live ' television broadcast, our 
'phone rang and a voice said, ' This is Stockholm, Sweden. We 
wish to congratulate you for the excellence of the sound and 
pictures we have just received from your lovely Iona. They are 
the best we have ever received from Britain.' Having thanked 
the gentleman, I asked him to say it all over again for my engin- 
eering colleague, John McCaw, without whose skills no one would 
have seen any Iona pictures. 

When people ask me, as they frequently do, what I m i s s  most 
from my BBC days I reply, ' Working with the O.B. Unit '. And 
that because of the extraordinary sense of team-work, esprit de 
coypps, creative togetherness, call it what you will, which is at the 
heart of all good O.Bs. Many a time I have envied this spirit for 
the Church of Christ. And let it be noted, it is created by men 
working in the most highly complicated of modem technological 
environments, thus giving the lie to the theory that such activity 
dehumanizes people. 

Much indeed goes to the opening of the O.B. Window on the 
World. 

A second type of window on the world is opened for us by the 
use of the film camera, as contrasted with the electronic O.B. 
camera. As already indicated, the 0.38. Unit itself consists of 
several massive and often articulated trucks which are entirely 
mobile to locations on or near macadamized roads. But O.B. 
Units, despite some epic experiments such as the climb up the 
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Old Man of Hoy, cannot and do not normally climb any moun- 
tains, nor chase game on an African Safari, nor explore the bottom 
of the Seven Seas with Jacques Cousteau. That kind of television 
is recorded for us by the film camera. Now the film camera is 
highly mobile and can go anywhere a man can waIk, climb, swim, 
drive a car, fly an aeroplane. If the O.B. camera brings to us the 
actuality of the great event, the film camera can take Lis to the ends 
of the earth and, indeed, of the universe. Whereas the O.B. Unit 
is crewed by some thirty people, a Film Unit may consist of fiom 
one to seven men, depending both upon the nature of the job in 
hand, the local trade union rules and conditions under which the 
Unit is working. When we marvel at the man climbing the 
North Face of the Eiger, we should pause to salute die cameraman 
who is also climbing that North Face, plus his camera and its 
equipment ! 

Fundamentally, of course, the picture shot by the Film Unit 
appears on the same screen as those from the electronic cameras 
such as record this lecture. But whereas electronic pictures 
immediately transmit what is happening, filmed pictures must be 
processed, by developing, and editing down into a meaningful 
sequence. The producer of electronic camera programmes does 
his own editing through the skilful use of his three or four cameras 
as his programme proceeds. If, for example, he is transmitting 
some great event ' live ' he cannot control it, nor indeed the odd 
things which some participants may do, quite forgetful of the 
fict that the eyes of millions are upon them. The film producer 
can, however, make a much fder  and more careftd selection of his 
shots. Some of the creative producer-types slioot their film at a ratio 
of around 20 to I. That is to say they shoot 20 times more film 
than they require for their programme and 19 parts of what they 
shoot may be thrown away or ' junked ', to use the expressive 
word of the trade. This inevitably means that filmed programmes 
are expensive to make, but also that the film producer has almost 
complete control over the selection of the content of his film. 

We can all recall filmed series which we found memorable and 
evocative, thanks to the combined skills of cameraman, producer 
and film editor. Who can forget the disturbing yet compulsive 
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viewing of the series The Great War, bringing to us those awful 
pictures and circumstances of 1914-18 from which the established 
order of things in Europe at least, including Christian belief, have 
never fully recovered? Or that prince amongst communicators, 
Alistair Cooke, taking us through the history, the traditions and 
the landscape of America, his adopted country. Or perhaps a 
single documentary film, here or there, which deeply stirred our 
imaginations while it informed us of some subject we had not 
previously known in any detail if at all. 

The documentary film was developed (if that is the right word, 
perhaps created is better) by John Grierson, a Scot, who died recently. 
In such early documentaries as Dr@ers, about the fishing-boats of 
that class, or his educational film Nkht Mail, about the way in 
which our mail was sorted in the overnight trains to London, he 
escaped from the often sentimental and unreal world of film 
fantasy which was dominated by the Hollywood productions of 
the twenties and thirties. He brought us into the real world of 
ordinary people doing everyday work. He laid before us all the 
' documents in the case ', or rather, those he had selected, to give 
a true and objective picture of his chosen subject. This is still the 
basic method behind the modern documentary, as we hope to show. 

The mobility of the film also makes it a powerful instrument 
in the news reporting of events, provided there is always enough 
time to have the resulting film developed and edited-processes 
which are brought to a fine art by the skilled teams who work 
within a television news department. Thus strikes, communicative 
and uncommunicative politicians, as well as runaway men of 
that ilk, wars and rumours of wars, become visual before our very 
eyes as we watch our news bulletins. Perhaps the catalogue of 
news items I have listed indicates at least an emphasis in news 
reporting that requires our further scrutiny. But certain it is that 
the window of film is even more diverse than that of the electronic 
camera, if not quite so spontaneous in all that it records. 

The third main window of the television world is the window of 
the studio. Its window has several quite different panes through 
which to look. On the whole the studio brings an artificial 
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emphasis. Now our programmes must be constructed within a 
set space or spaces. The world of the O.B. and of the film camera 
looks outwards, out into the real world of men and events; of 
nature and sky and air and sea and all the inhabitants thereof. But 
in the studio people, casts, entertainers, actors, are brought into a 
' showbiz ' atmosphere or into an artificially constructed set-up 
of one kind or another. There is the window of Light Entertain- 
ment, for example. Originally this was based upon the Music 
Hall Stage and the Music Hall tradition. While it still seeks to 
entertain, to make people laugh and sing and forget their troubles, 
television Light Entertainment has evolved along lines of its own, 
not all of them acceptable to the average man and his wife at 
home with their family. But at its best, this tradition brings a 
feast of entertainment when comic-stars, singers, impersonators, 
ventriloquists, magicians, simply tumble over each other to take 
us out of ourselves. 

Another extension of such entertainers are those who write and 
portray comedy-drama-such popular farces as Dad's Army, Coro- 
nation Street, Some Mothers do ' h e  'Em, and other laughter- 
provoking formulae which use the dramatic method. The period- 
piece is often of intense interest, whether it portrays the medical 
scene in the nineteen-twenties of D r  Fiday's  Case-Book or the 
much more serious story of the loves, the joys and the sorrows of a 
family over the generations such as we saw in The Forsyte Saga, a 
Sunday night serial-play, which incidentally caused a great mmy 
Anglican Chwrches to alter the time of their Evensong so that the 
worshippers could be home and fed in time to watch this com- 
pelling story, which, so we are told, was as great a viewing-success 
in the Soviet Union and the United States as here in Britain. 

Once a classic has been adapted to the needs of the small  screen 
rather than the stage, it can become compulsive viewing indeed. 
Shakespeare, Shaw, Emily Brontt: all have been brought into our 
homes with an appealing interest. Yet television drama on the 
whole, has a besmirched reputation with most church people. 
Many of the modem plays seem to have no point to them except 
nihilism, vulgarity or excess of one kind or another. They seem 
to be written and produced, as Lord Aylstone, the former ITA 
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chief, once said, ' By avarzt-gurde people who detest normality.' 
Too many Pluysjir Toduy seem to set out to shock, to be missionary 
for advanced sexual and humanist ideas which certainly are not 
shared by the vast majority of people in these islands. The authori- 
ties, of course, defend them on the grounds that they are a true 
reflection of life today and that all such creative ideas should be 
given a free rein in a pluralist society which rejects the harshnesses 
of censorship. After all, are they not simply giving people what 
they want? Some people, perhaps, but by no means all; certainly 
here in Scotland the vast majority are still for decency. Consider 
that phenomenon of the newspaper world, The S t d a y  Post. You 
may not like its politics, its style or its stories, but it still sells hun- 
dreds of thousands of copies above any other Sunday newspaper 
with, it is believed, about one and a quarter million copies. The 
point is that there is not one smutty story in it, not a single naked 
girlie picture either. So, in terms of the drama situation, judged 
from a Christian standpoint, ' out of the same mouth coineth 
forth blessing and cursing '. The tragedy for most of us is that 
our drama screens are dominated by the thinking and the produc- 
tions of the West End theatre in London, and not the whole of 
that theatre either. Native drama in Scotland and indeed in other 
parts of the United Kingdom gets but little chance on the television 
screen, for a variety of reasons with cost at one end and London- 
selection at the other. 

The ethos of the London scene is a serious matter for the whole 
country. The West End theatre is there, the centre of the British 
film industry. The prestige Sunday newspapers, read by the SO- 

called cultured classes, are published in the metropolis. Their total 
view of life is certainly not friendly towards the Christian Church 
nor the Christian Faith. What emerges from them is a view of a 
secular society in revolt against the virtues which once were thc 
cement of the established order, a society which now lives largely 
to gratify the senses and therefore attacks those institutions which 
get in the way of gratification, such as the family, with the Christian 
virtues of chastity before marriage and faithfidness in it. Their 
world is a hotchpotch of self-pleasure, leading into anarchy, which 
sooner or later becomes the prey to those disciplined and ruthless 
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people with a cause who have always capitalized on such a situa- 
tion. Not least amongst them are three or four hundred young, 
brilliant, men and women at the heart of television’s production 
centres, recruited, most of them, straight from our confused uni- 
versities. There is nothing I find more depressing than reading 
the book, film, theatre and television reviews in the ‘Heavy 
Sundays ’; they all seem to come out of the same murky stable- 
or nearly all, for one of their number wrote recently about a new 
film ‘ Teclmically well-made. But with its nauseating sadism I 
fmd it degrading.’ Then in a comment on the release of an older 
film, ‘ This film was old enough to deal in decent human feeling.’ 

The cinema Iias certainly become a byword in recent years for 
the shocking, the pornographic, the violent and the obscene. 
Nothing is sacred any longer. Lady Avonside, Chairman of BBC- 
Scotland’s Broadcasting Council, has spoken of the tremendous 
problem now facing the BBC’s Board of Governors as it con- 
siders what commercial films it can approve for television release. 
There is a five-year rule about such films. They must have had a 
five-year space in the commercial cinema before they can be 
shown to television viewers. But such has been their queasy 
nature that few can be found suitable for release into our homes 
at popular viewing times. This, of course, is the vast difference 
between theatre- or cinema-going and television. I am a free 
agent to seek any kind of film or play I wish, to pay my nioney 
at its box-office, and to sit and watch it with other like-minded 
people. But television enters my home and all filnis and plays are 
not necessarily welcome there, For my home is still my castle 
and a meaningful place for family-living by the Christian stan- 
dards. The ultimate television censor is the On/Off switch, and 
I frequently use it. 

Christopher Booker, for some years one of the brightest of the 
bright boys in die debunking, nothing-sacred years of BBC tele- 
vision during the Carleton Greene regime of the sixties, had a 
change of heart about the whole process and broke out of it to 
write a book lie called The Necrophilium-the lovers of death. 
That is certainly die conclusion which many of us would reach 
about their ultimate results and effects upon society. 
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What is television doing to us? Sadly neither the broadcasters 
nor the researchers seem to be able or willing to tell us. But no 
one any longer believes that it has no effect on us. Else why is 
there commercial television? Presumably because people, ordinary 
people, are influenced by what they see; persuaded to buy what 
some manufacturer is in business to sell to them, ably supported 
by public relations experts who have done their consumer research 
homework. why do the political parties, the trade unions and 
all manner of people with causes, court television time to explain 
their case and put their point of view? There are even a growing 
number of TV Training Schools up and down the country in 
which people can be groomed for their party or cause, just as we 
are doing here in Aberdeen University during these lectures for 
Kirk spokesmen. 

Not only so, but more positively, there are already thousands 
of graduates who have read for their degrees in a television Uni- 
versity of the Air with notable success in its first graduation course. 
There is no doubt at all, in my mind, of the powerfulness of tele- 
vision, properly used and applied, even if the researchers have not 
yet come up with their answers. 

I met with some researchers in their own right not so long ago. 
They were the members of a Glasgow Church Youth Fellowship 
who had asked me along to spend an evening with them discus- 
sing the values and the anti-values of television. Their spokesman 
told how they had carefully watched television programmes over 
a period of weeks-plays, documentaries, commercial advertise- 
ments-and from what they had seen they drew up a picture of 
the ' ideal young man ' as portrayed in all these programme-a 
composite, archetypal figure, as it were. First of all he was an 
extremely handsome, well-favoured young man-attractive, virile, 
popular, and always happy. He seemed to spend a lot of his time 
drinking alcohol, in company with other cheerful and handsome 
young people of both sexes. This was natural, in a way, because 
he was obviously sexually promiscuous and the girls appeared to 
like him that way. In business matters he was quite unscrupulous 
and ruthless on his way to the top. Woe betide anyone who got 
in his way, for he was deft and deadly in his violence. True or 



WINDOWS ON THE WORLD 35 
false? So much for the image of the anti-hero who is admired by 
large numbers of our young people, although not, I am glad to 
say, by the young people of that Glasgow Youth Fellowship. 

‘ Only one in 10,000 is influenced by violence on television,’ 
said a psychologist being interviewed on BBC radio about his 
paper given to the 1974 British Association. ‘ That’s not a large 
number,’ commented his interviewer. ‘ No,’ he replied, ‘ but 
what if that programme has IO,OOO,OOO viewers? That puts the 
number up to around 1,000 mentally unstable people, doesn’t it? ’ 

For it is the unstable who are left out of the reasonable argu- 
ments produced to prove that the watching of such violence, as 
in the Greek theatre, is a matter of catharsis, that outlet to the 
emotions provided by the drama which has a cleansing effect upon 
the beholder. 

The facts about the influence of television are indeed hard to 
come by, but it is in this very area of violence that there are some 
facts, far from being reassuring ones at that. They come from the 
USA, where there have been a succession of Government-spon- 
sored studies on the subject. 

The summer of 1967 was a hot, torrid period of unprecedented 
violence in America. The Vietnam War was at its height-or 
depth, according to one’s viewpoint-and the protests against it 
steadily rising. In Detroit and Newark there were race riots which 
bombed, burned and vandalized large areas of those industrial 
cities. The United States Government, seeking to learn the lessons 
of what had happened, set up a Commission on Civil Disorders. 
In commenting upon the role of the media in reflecting the violence 
of the summer, the Commission said that the inedia had tried to 
give a balanced and factual account of what had happened, but 
had exaggerated moods and events in such a way that everything 
was too simplistically presented ’. This, I believe, is an important 
point about the very nature of television, to which we shall return. 

In the following year, still concerned with the violence not only 
of the streets but also of the television screens, the American govern- 
ment set up the Eisenhower Commission, so named after its Chair- 
man, Milton S. Eisenhower, a brother of the more famous Dwight 
D. Eisenhower, and President-Emeritus of the Johns Hopkins 
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University, with a brief to report on ’ Violence and the Media ’. 
Their study of network television drama revealed that: 

Eight out of every ten plays contain violence. 
Violence occurs at the rate of seven times per hour. 
There are 600 separate acts of violence per week. 
Half the leading characters act violently. 
One out of every ten characters kills somebody. 

The Commission summed up its findings as follows: 

‘ Violence on television encourages violent terms of behaviour, 
and fosters moral and social values about violence in daily life 
which are unacceptable in a civilized society.’ 

Incidentally, the Commission specifically rejected the cathartic 
function of television, that it tends to drain off the aggressive ten- 
dencies. Instead it found the reverse to be true, < that observed 
violence stimulates aggressive behaviour rather than the opposite ’. 

Lastly, in 1972 the Surgeon-General of the U.S., Dr Jesse Stein- 
feld, and his Committee produced a report on ‘ Television and 
Growing-Up; the impact of televized violence’. By this time 
the television networks were so hostile to the project that they 
managed to pressurize the Surgeon-General’s office into giving 
them powers to approve the members of the twelve-man Com- 
mittee. NBC and ABC used their veto to reject seven of the 
prospective members. Not unnaturally the subsequent report was 
full of ambiguities. But two Professors of Psychology in the State 
University of New York, Robert Liebert and John Neale, who 
together had conducted one of the Committee’s research projects, 
were in no doubt that: ‘ The more the child watches violent TV 
fare, the more aggressive he is likely to be.’ And again, in a con- 
clusion which seems common sense to me, ‘ Children initially 
aggressive become even more so afier watching television 
violence.’ 

Of course this was in the United States. But we see far more 
American television in Scotland than the programmes of our own 
country. There are regular, weekly favourites of the cops-and- 
robbers variety and the Wild West soap operas, coming into our 
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homes, with violence as a main essential. And a deal of British 
programmes have their own particular form of it written into 
their plots. 

Such has been the result of responsible studies in depth of one 
of the more frightening aspects of the world in which we live. We 
greatly need more and more studies in depth of the effect which 
the other less savoury aspects of our society, as portrayed on the 
small screen, are having upon us all. For certain it is that as much 
cursing as blessing comes out of its mouth. 

The British Parliament recently took a decision which spotlights 
one of the troublesome aspects of television. By a fairly close vote, 
it rejected the proposition that its discussions and debates should be 
televised, but by an overwhelming majority, on the same day, it 
decided that its proceedings should be broadcast by radio. Behind 
all the arguments against the televising, there was the fear, expressed 
by Mr George Straws, the ‘ Father of the House ’, that: ‘ . . . Cam- 
eras would pick out only those parts of the speeches which were 
dramatic, enlivening and sensational.’ In other words, there is 
something about the very nature of television which makes events 
seem to be larger than life, thus distoring the truth about them. 
The U.S. Commission on Civil Disorders, we recall, said of the 
media that they ’ . . . had exaggerated moods and events ’. For at 
least a dozen years we televised the proceedings of the General 
Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Or at least we recorded 
its proceedings on video-tape and put out an edited version of 
them. This version was often a matter of severe contention, not 
only with viewers who were churclmen, but also within the 
BBC’s Scottish staE With my colleagues in Religious Broad- 
casting, I was responsible for the ‘ shooting ’, the actual televising, 
of the Assembly, the shots which we selected being fed by line to 
Glasgow where tlie video-tape machines recorded them. We also 
passed to Glasgow the necessary background infornution about 
the nature of tlie debates and reports, to the producer from News 
Division who was responsible for the selection of the pieces for 
transmission. Quite often, he was not a churchman. In other 
words, while we covered the Assembly, in terms of pictures and 
sound, we had no responsibility for what eventually appeared on 
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viewers’ sets. The reason for this was a glorious example of the 
way in which-at times!-the BBC bends over backwards to be 
objective and impartial. Religious Broadcasting, so the argument 
went, was committed to the Church and to religious matters. 
Therefore it was prejudiced in this direction. But News Division 
had no such prejudices; therefore it was impartial and would 
produce a more unbiased account of affairs than we would. 

This was a splendid argument in theory. Where it fell down 
was in the nature of the high entertainment value of television. 
For example, a dull speech about a matter affecting die whole 
future of the Church, Church Extension, or the building of churches 
in the new areas of Scotland, would find itself eliminated in favour 
of a passionate speech by some backwoodsman about a new road 
which was going to cut through a rural churchyard and possibly 
disturb the graves of the ancestors of that district. The Church 
Extension speech could affect the Christian future of Scotland; 
the graveyard speech only some prejudiced, local thinking. Time 
and time again it was, in George Strauss’s words quoted above, 
‘ the dramatic, the enlivening and sensational ’ which gained pre- 
cedence over the prosaic and the ordinary in delivery, no matter 
how vital the content of them might be to the cause of Christ’s 
Kirk in Scotland. But the Church Committee spokesmen have a 
story to tell and ought not to be prosaic and ordinary. 

This, of course, raises serious problems, not only for the General 
Assembly and for Parliament, but for any study of television. 
What makes ‘ good television ’, as some professionals call it, is 
often conditioned by the selection of pictures, and with pictures, 
stories, which make for compulsive viewing. When a London 
team of current affairs producers came to Glasgow and produced, 
certainly a compulsive, but highly inaccurate and extremely partial 
account of the way people, especially young people, lived in 
Glasgow’s Gorbals, there was immediate outcry and protest, not 
only from the citizens of that over-publicized suburb, the vast 
majority of whom are, and always have been, honest, decent 
citizens, but also from the Lord Provost and the representatives of 
the city itself. The briefest of investigations proved conclusively 
that the film had been biased on the side of violence and distorted 
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on the side of seaminess. Andrew Stewart, the BBC’s Scottish 
Controller, had the producer on the mat, and told him off severely 
because of the prejudiced nature of his production. The young 
man was entirely unrepentant and left the Controller’s office with 
the parting shot, ‘ Anyway, it was dam’ good television! ’ Truth, 
in other words, has to go out the window when a choice has to 
be made about what constitutes entertaining and compulsive view- 
ing: ‘good television ’. The situation is not at all helped by the 
existence of competitive BBC and ITV programmes in this 
country. The more dramatic tends to draw most viewers. 

Shortly after this event, I was myself making a film in the Gor- 
bals about the way hi which one parish church there was attempting 
to meet the challenge of the new housing which was growing up 
around its doors. The parish minister and the local schoolmaster 
gave me a list of names of representative citizens, young and old, 
who both knew their Gorbals and would be articulate about it. 
Well over 50% of them, when they heard I was from the BBC, 
refused to appear in the film. As they put it in their own forth- 
right way, ‘ No’ after whit you did tae us the last time, mister! ’ 

Thus, scars are ofien left behind the visits of such investigating 
teams determined to produce the dramatic, the enlivening and the 
sensational. I had the experience of following such teams in three 
other locations and with precisely the same reactions from the local 
inhabitants. It is equally true that local people will not always 
recognize their own idiosyncracies, especially if these have a nega- 
tive twist. Similarly, not all news and current affairs producers 
have a consuming desire to present the sensational. Indeed the 
brilliant producer can marshal and present his material in such a 
way as to commend it to the viewer without distorting overtones. 
But, as Ronald Bell, also in the Parliamentary debate’ said, ‘An 
iron discipline [is required] on all programmes, whether to educate, 
to inform or entertain, for they niusc hold the attention of all their 
viewers, all the time.’ 

The responsible television journalists are themselves most con- 
scious of what we might describe as ‘ the bias of presentation ,. 
One of them, John Birt, Head of Current &rs with the commer- 
cial company, London Weekend Television, and a former joint- 

D 
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editor of the prestigious World in Action programme, recentIy 
stated that, ‘ There is a bias in television journalism. It is not against 
any particular party or point of view-it is a bias against under- 
standing.’ &ir Birt’s thesis is that inevitably television news has to 
cover so many stories that it covers none of them adequately with 
proper investigations into the causes behind some national event. 
There can be no less than twenty stories in a half-hour news bulletin 
with the result that each story receives extremely narrow treatment. 
Unemployment, our national economy, strikes, Northern Ireland, 
the Middle East, Cyprus, North Sea Oil, the EEC, a major train 
disaster, can all appear as headline news with about one and a half 
minutes devoted to each of these items. Again, items treat one 
aspect of a problem rather than studying the problem as a whole 
and in depth. Snap and too-easy judgements are made, and all 
this in the interests of attractive, easy viewing. Instant television, 
both in the stories presented and often in the subsequent studio 
discussions which comment upon them, end up by being argumen- 
tative and superficial, thus confusing the viewer rather than inform- 
ing him, and often leaving him thoroughly uneasy and dissatisfied 
into the bargain. Hence the oft-repeated accusation that ‘ tele- 
vision is trivial ’. 

Everytling on television tends to come out slightly larger than 
life, even the characters who are used to present programmes and 
who have programmes built around them. There was Sir Mor- 
timer Wheeler, in the early days, brilliantly demonstrating his love 
and skills for archaeology, a dry-as-dust subject if ever there was 
one. Yet so attractively and devotedly did this dynamic person- 
ality communicate that millions of viewers who were never even 
sure of the meaning of the word had a weekly date with him and 
his skills. But then, with his piercing eyes, his misting moustache, 
his positive and plain utterance, he compelled their attention by 
the sheer force of his personality. A little further along the road 
came General Sir Brian Horrocks, who looked the viewer straight 
in the eye, and with brilliant gesticulation and forceful delivery, 
persuaded us all of the fascination of battles, ancient and modern, 
even if our personal convictions were entirely pacifist. Television 
can name in its dozens the antiquarians, the natural scientists, the 
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historians and the astronomers who have made their special sub- 
jects glow and live though a personal and exuberant devotion to 
their chosen subject. I am not saying that such experts distort or 
exaggerate, but simply that they communicate, they get their 
message across, with telling effect because they themselves are 
‘ slightly larger than life ’. People communicate and brilliant, 
extrovert people often communicate brilliantly. The Church too 
has such men; but too few of them have been sought out and dis- 
covered. 

Of course television is an intensely personal medium. It has a 
small screen, unlike the commercial cinema. Therefore what we 
see on this small screen has also to be larger than life. Great, wide- 
angled outdoor or indoor scenes may look spectacular, but they 
remain curiously static and unsatisfactory, the men or creatures 
moving about within them appearing as tiny, indistinctive mites. 
But by the use of close-up shots, provided they are not too close- 
up so that the tonsils are showing, the small screen can often reveal 
the nuances of speech and eqression wedded to them which con- 
vey much more than the meaning of the words being spoken. 
The very term ‘ mass media ’ referring to television and radio, is 
a misleading one. There may indeed be IO,OOO,OOO viewers watch- 
ing Songs ofpraise, but they are not really conscious of the other 
9,999,998 who are outside the walls in which a husband and wife 
are identifjring their religious understanding with the hymns being 
sung. Only on some great national occasion of joy, of sorrow or 
of tragedy, are we in any way aware that we are part of a nation, 
all watching the same scenes, hearing the same sounds. Normally 
speaking, television, and in an even more acute form, radio, are 
for the twos and threes gathered within the familiar walls of their 
own homes-gathered, for the most part, as we have seen, to be 
entertained by this modern miracle which brings the world to our 
fireside, 

Thus, television’s window on the world has many panes: some 
are of clear glass, few of them are of stained glass and some are so 
distorted as to convey an inaccurate image of what is on the other 
side. The total picture is not unlike that described by St James in 
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his letter when he is considering that other means of comniunica- 
tion, the earliest of them all, and at times both our bane and our 
despair, the tongue, ‘ out of the same mouth proceedeth blessing 
and cursing ’. 

The blessings are many and varied. We are informed, enter- 
tained and educated by brilliant and devoted artists and producers. 
For those who are willing to exercise self-control in the matter of 
the selection of programmes, there is a wide and exciting field to 
be viewed, in the world of nature, the sporting and spectacular 
events of our society, in the world of the arts too, particularly 
drama, both serious and laughter-making, although serious music 
somehow does not make the dramatic appeal on television which 
Top ofthe Pops and the world of the pop and folk groups make for 
the young. 

Yet the cardinal point remains, that when we are informed, 
educated, entertained; television insists that we be so in an attractive 
way which is often larger than life, certainly larger than the lives 
of most of us. For example, a recent survey of the qualitative 
reactions to prograinmes brought out an extraordinarily interesting 
fact. The Appreciation Index, that is, the percentage of liking or 
dislike, of current BBC and ITV programmes, was highest of all 
for quiz programmes of a type exhibiting knowledge far above 
the average viewer’s capacity. Right at the top of the list was 
Cull my BZu8 in which stars of screen and stage compete with 
fanciful stories about the meaning of obscure words; 83% was 
the extraordinary Appreciation Index. Behind Call my Blui  with 
I % less, were University Challenge in which brilliant students from 
our universities have a mass of erudite information hurled at them, 
and Mustermild, a programme which sets out, by process of elimina- 
tion, to discover the individual with the most brilliant knowiedge 
of almost any subject under the sun, from astronomy to zoology. 
It is the programme-format which is full of attractiveness so that, 
in our own, puny ways, we are pitting oiir minds against the best 
brains of the land, or at least, through the close-ups of the television 
camera, watching the inner agonies and triumphs of the con- 
testants as they struggle, always against the clock, for the correct 
answers. But once more, despite the attraction of such pro- 
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grammes, they can only skate on the surface of the toil and research 
and quick thinking of the different contestants. 

Yet, at the end of the day, the average viewer will tell you that 
television has brought a vast amount of interesting, new lmow- 
ledge into his home. It is, within certain safeguards, a marvellous 
educational medium. And this, not only in terms of the pro- 
grammes broadcast by both public service and commercial channels 
but also, more particularly, in the hands of the educationists. For 
example, there are 133 universities, teacher training colleges, and 
technical colleges in Britain today with television departments 
which make television programmes for closed-circuit transmission 
to their students. Not only so, but a great inmy of these univer- 
sities and colleges use a skeleton staff of professionals, together 
with a large number of students who work as cameranien, floor 
managers, sound and vision personnel, as here in Aberdeen Univer- 
sity's TV Centre. Many able young people are developing their 
first, exciting taste of the medium into deeper thinking and study 
which will ultimately lead them into wholetime, professional 
involvement in television. 

Education authorities throughout Scotland have already equipped 
their schools for the playing-back of education programmes by 
means of the video-cassette, which is simply a recording of a tele- 
vision programme. Recently, in the Hamilton College of Educa- 
tion, I came across a small production unit working in co-opera- 
tion with the religious instruction staff and an enthusiastic parish 
minister in the making of religious programmes which were already 
being shown in schools. Their equipment was elementary, by 
BBC standards; their enthusiasm was immense by any standards, 
for they were discovering the fascinating excitement of making 
programmes in this most coinyelling of all media of communica- 
tion. That situation can be multiplied many times throughout 
the country in teaching establishments. Already the Church, 
though religious instruction staff, is involved in such programme- 
making. But she ought to be much more deeply involved than is 
already the case. Many of these television centres have fallow 
periods when their equipment and trained staff are not being used 
to capacity. In addition, there are lengthy vacational periods 
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when again the equipment and staff are available. One of the 
vital things we have been trying to establish in these Baird Lectures, 
with, may I remind you, the whole-heaaed support of the Baird 
Trust, is simply the way in which a University television centre 
may be used constructively by the Church. 

The Church should be thinking about the use of closed-circuit 
television, as it is called, and should be seeking co-operation with the 
universities and colleges. It would be much better to use their already 
existing and skilled facilities than invest from scratch in expensive 
equipment which has to be housed in expensive premises and 
manned by expensive staff. 

The television cassette-recorder is already a rich man’s toy but 
an educationalist’s tool. For the cost of around L400 it can be 
purchased and installed anywhere that there is a television set to 
play its pictures. Not only educational programmes are being 
made in cassette form. Soon those who have this compact, port- 
able machine will have a third type of television programme at 
their disposal, or rather, choice. For their evening’s entertainment 
they will be able to select public service television, the BBC, 
commercial television, the ITV programmes, or programmes from 
their own library, consisting of video-tape cassettes, originally 
seen on BBC or ITV, or programmes made exclusively for the 
video-cassette business, comprising the fields of entertainment and 
education, produced specially for the cassette market. Instead, in 
other words, of the viewer being subject to the planning and the 
selection of programmes by the professionals in the television 
business, he becomes his own programme-selector, choosing the 
programmes of his own choice from the wide library of cassettes 
at his service. This is simply the extension into television of the 
service which already exists for those who derive much satisfaction 
from their own stereo-sound reproduction machines or cassette- 
recorders. There are new fields for the Church to use here, in both 
sound and video-tape. But she will require to encourage those 
who have the skills and the enthusiasm to produce such pro- 
grammes. In addition, there is no reason that 1 can see why indi- 
vidual churches or groups of churches should not purchase such 
video-cassette recorders to be used both for educational and enter- 



wIM)OWS ON THB WORLD 4s 
tainment purposes. During the nineteen-thirties, many of us were 
encouraged to buy sound-film projectors when the ‘talking 
picture’ was establishing itself. A first-class machine could be 
bought for about A120. Sales of Work, Youth Collections and 
other means were frequently used to raise the necessary funds. 
The trouble was that the quality of most religious films was so 
bad, having been produced cheaply and by unskilful if enthusiastic 
amateurs, that they were not worth watching. 

A different situation obtains today. There are in Britain the 
BBC’s religious broadcasting staff, together with those of over a 
dozen commercial companies, all turning out such programmes 
every week. Even if some of them are not what churchmen 
might want to use for instructional purposes, at least some definitely 
would be helpful in small and larger groups. As th is  kind of 
demand increases, churches should be liaising much more closely 
with the television authorities and with those who work in closed- 
circuit television, such as the colleges and universities, to ensure 
that appropriate programmematerial can be made available, not 
only for the viewing public but also for the church-group and 
indeed the private individual who would wish to include religion 
in his personal television-library. 

Experiments are already on hand concerning community tele- 
vision by which local communities of people can make their own 
television as a means of communication and of stimulation within 
their own communities. The Church has obviously a great deal 
to offer in such a set-up and should be thinking earnestly about how 
she may contribute her insights about the nature of society as well 
as her own unique witness in t l ~ s  new development. 
‘ Television is too important to be left to the professionals ’- 

that is a much-quoted quote about the medium. It now has a much 
wider and a more quickly growing application than that of the BBC 
and the ITV in this country. If‘it is true, as the Alan Bullock 
Commission on the Usage of English has recently told us, that 
the average child spends 25 hours a week in front of a television 
set, the same amount of time that he spends in the class-room, a 
figure with which a recent BBC research exactly agrees, then it 
becomes urgently essential that the Church encourages the growth 
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of all kinds of groups interested in television and the making of 
programmes. 

We have been spoiled in this country, by both the BBC and 
the ITV recruiting, training and encouraging professionals to make 
our programmes for us. They will still continue to do so, but 
the Church should be encouraging her young people, many of 
whom are already receiving training in college and university 
centres such as t h i s ,  to become involved in programme making 
and planning so that their skills can, in the long run, contribute to 
all television, whether national, regional or in the newly-developing 
local and personal circumstances. Let us encourage all enthusiasts 
accordingly; they will make many mistakes but sooner or later there 
will come to them the thrill of creating something for Christ 
which they can share with multitudes as well as with the twos 
and threes gathered in his Name. 

Meantime the vast majority of religious programmes are being 
made by the professional staff of the BBC and by the much smaller 
staff of the ITV companies, strongly supported by their Advisory 
Committees, many of whom actually make the programmes or 
at least plan them. Let us look more closely therefore at religious 
television and what, in our experience, has made successful pro- 
grammes. 


