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Abstract: In the half-century since Lyndon Johnson’s creation of the Corporation 

for Public Broadcasting (CPB), no other Great Society program has been so bitterly and 

perpetually contested.  PBS and NPR, the two institutions founded by the CPB in 1970, 

have been the focus of heated and repeated battles between conservatives and liberals 

over charges of bias and alleged use of taxpayer funds to advance social and political 

agendas. This study uses sociologist James Davidson Hunter’s (1991) framework of the 

culture wars to explore the roots and long-term impact of these battles on public 

broadcasting and, by extension, American journalism. The culture wars framework 

asserts that our political debates have devolved into bitter hostilities over competing 

systems of moral understanding on a wide range of subjects, including the role of media 

and government in the lives of Americans. Through an analysis of original planning 

memoranda and formerly classified documents at the Johnson Presidential Library, as 

well as in-depth, elite interviews with persons directly involved, this study concludes that 

the culture wars have been largely artificial, calculated for economic and other unstated 
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objectives, but ultimately (and somewhat surprisingly) undermined by co-partisans. 

Despite the culture wars’ failure to reduce funding for PBS and NPR, this study finds that 

they had a profound and disparate impact on the structure, mission, and journalistic 

efforts of both institutions.  For an era in which Americans are taking sides over what has 

been called Donald Trump’s “culture war presidency,” this study also offers insights on 

how future culture war battles may be decoded. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

The note that landed on Teddy’s desk that morning was written in a child’s hand. 

Dear Senator Kennedy... 

“I would like it very much if you would ask the Massachusetts Government to 

give some money to Channel Two.”  

Channel “2,” licensed in Boston as WGBH-TV, was the child’s favorite television 

station.  Her parents let her watch it because there were no commercials, and a great deal 

of wholesome programming aimed at the arts and education, much of it produced at the 

studios of WGBH and distributed by U.S. mail to other TV stations nationwide.  

“It does not get enough money because it doesn’t have advertisements,” the 9-

year-old wrote.  “Channel Two might like to get some money from the government as 

long as the government will not tell Channel Two what to say.” 

Senator Kennedy wrote back, explaining that “Channel Two” already received a 

little money from the government (it then received a modest appropriation from the 

Massachusetts legislature), and the government did not wish to tell TV stations what they 

could and could not say (Lichterman, 2017). 

He was not being completely candid, however.  Kennedy knew a storm was 

brewing in Washington at that very hour over what the President called (and what 

Senator Kennedy agreed was) an “urgent need...to meet pressing educational, social and 

cultural demands” through the medium of television (Zelizer, 2015).  
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Since passage of the Public Broadcasting Act in 1967, PBS and NPR have 

become both fixtures of the American media landscape, and perpetual punching bags for 

critics on the political right and left in a decades-old debate over funding, but clearly, 

over something more, as well.  It is a fight between progressives and conservatives, 

between voices from the mainstream and the alternative, between an ethnic majority and 

minorities with increasing political power, between forces of capitalism and 

communitarian idealism—in other words, to borrow from the PBS tagline – a fight 

among “people like you” over the meaning of America.   Sociologist David Hunter calls 

these bitter fights part of America’s culture wars, (Hunter 1991, 1994) that is, an 

extended, public battle over competing understandings of American society. 

Indeed, more than any other of Johnson’s Great Society programs, public 

broadcasting has been the subject of repeated and heated debate in the half-century since 

passage of the Public Broadcasting Act.   

In the mid-’60s, Kennedy knew that the little girl who had written him was right: 

Without more funding, Channel Two and other independent non-profit educational TV 

stations like them would not survive.  They simply could not afford to compete with the 

budgets of commercial broadcasters.  They did not have the personnel resources, 

technical competence, and—as the popular hunger for highly produced entertainment 

programming swelled—no way to match the reach, much less, production polish and 

appeal, of the major network TV stations.   

And Senator Kennedy knew Channel Two was in trouble on another level, too: 

even then, in 1966, four years before the launch of the Public Television Service (later, 
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the Public Broadcasting Service) and National Public Radio the forces of reaction to the 

very idea of spending public money for broadcasting were already roiling the national 

conversation.  The issue was bigger than the programming itself.  The very notion of 

taxpayer support for a new kind of broadcasting—an alternative to the entrepreneurial 

model—went straight to a growing ambivalence over the notion of American capitalist 

democracy as a force for the greater good, a template for the rest of the world, and a 

counterweight to Soviet communism and its spread-the-wealth vision (Carnegie 

Commission on Educational Television, 1967).   

If public broadcasting in the U.S. promised a serious, commercial-free alternative 

to mainstream voices, who would be speaking over this new mass media megaphone?  

What would their goals be?  What constituted success?  Moreover, with funding provided 

by the government, how would objections to content be handled?   

With political threats to pull funding from public broadcasting back in the news 

today, it is remarkable that it has been nearly four decades since the publication of the 

last institutional history of public broadcasting by Avery and Pepper (1980), a work that 

could not anticipate, much less take into account what would later be regarded as the 

most serious threat yet to public broadcasting: the so-called Republican Contract with 

America launched in 1994.  

This study attempts to fill in the missing narrative. Through an examination of 

founding documents and first-hand interviews about the funding wars—with culture 

warriors, themselves, from the left and the right, this paper examines the politicization of 

public broadcasting in the United States, how arguments for and against it have affected 
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the effort to provide a non-commercial alternative to mainstream broadcast journalism in 

the United States and, by extension, public broadcasting’s long-term impact on American 

journalism.  But this is not a subject with relevance limited to students of broadcasting or 

journalism. 

In almost every aspect of our shared lives as Americans, we are debating the 

limits of government, who gets to control limited public resources, and on what grounds.  

Many are suspicious of the symbolism of public action, hidden political motives and 

unspoken social agendas.  Then, as now, concerns over national identity, morality, 

immigration, assimilation, speech and censorship underpin our anxieties and our 

ambitions.  As the arguments have become more pointed, personal, perpetual and 

divisive, we now see them as part of a larger phenomenon.  

In the ’60s, sociologists like Robert Bellah (1967) theorized that official rituals, 

holidays and national symbols had created a centripetal force that invisibly bound us 

together, an American civil quasi-religion.  If that were ever true, it would seem today 

many have lost faith; if there is a shared belief these days, it might be that we have 

become a dysfunctional democracy—though we surely disagree about why, and blame 

the other side for their excesses.  There is a sense today that the mode of discourse—the 

vitriolic, personalized attacks over ideology which Hunter describes as the culture wars 

themselves—have overtaken our reasons for fighting.  Commentators on both the left and 

the right complain that arguments over the “real issues” (what to do about the deficit, 

education, national defense or some other specific public concern) have become 
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battlefields for spiraling cycles of corrosive contempt for those who disagree with us;1 

our public spaces are now breeding places for a kind of demagoguery, tribalism, and fear-

mongering that threatens to make us unwilling or unable to engage in the deliberative 

discourse essential to a functioning democracy (e.g., Sunstein, 1995; Dryzek, 2000).   

Pulitzer-prize winning historian Isabel Wilkerson (2010) argues that if we want to 

understand what ails society, we have to be willing to do what doctors routinely do: We 

cannot begin to make an intelligent diagnosis without first asking about the histories of 

our parents and grandparents, understanding the challenges they wrestled with, and 

evaluating what we may have inherited through genetics or environment.    

By this light, it may be possible to understand the disagreements that fuel today’s 

angry “Twitterstorms” and violent clashes in the shadow of Jefferson’s statute in 

Charlottesville as distant echoes of shots fired decades ago in Memphis, the lingering 

smoke of Watts, the collective hangover of Haight-Ashbury, and the unresolved grief of 

Kent, Ohio.  It was, most certainly, a period that marked the end of a shared vision of 

Americanism and the start of an extended challenge to orthodoxy.  And the beat goes on.  

We are still listening to the same music—and its direct descendants.  We are still glued to 

our screens—though they’ve become interactive, and 24/7.  True, the Civil War may 

have been our bloodiest conflict, but a case can be made that the longest, most convulsive 

and divisive fight in our history—the one that will define our future—is the one that 

started in the mid-’60s, one we continue to wage today on multiple battlefronts.  

                                                
1 See, e.g., Ross Douthat, “Trump’s Empty Culture Wars.” New York Times, Sept. 27, 2017 (accessed at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/27/opinion/trumps-empty-culture-wars.html).  
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Americans may profess to be sick of the culture wars, but we keep fighting them, 

presumably committed to the idea that we may eventually come to some core legal or 

moral conclusions, which may, at the very least, give us direction, if not consensus.   

Which brings us back to that little girl, and her letter to Teddy Kennedy.  In a time 

of enormous ferment, what did that seemingly innocent wish represent?   

In a country increasingly at war with itself over Vietnam, civil rights, urban 

renewal and changing social mores, the promise of a Corporation for Public Broadcasting 

was, by one view, a last gasp of a simpler age, of Camelot-era aspiration: An idea 

advanced by a White House-appointed, Rockefeller-funded, blue-ribbon panel on the 

humanities, fueled by the intellectual and moral imaginations of graduate professors from 

elite Ivy-league institutions recruited to advance President Kennedy’s "New Frontier." 

For these Americans, the nation’s aging elites born before the baby boom, public 

broadcasting represented an appreciation for a thriving cultural and intellectual life, now 

threatened by cereal commercials, campy sitcoms, violent movies and a mere 15 minutes 

of news devoted to current events each evening (Carnegie Commission, 1967).  If 

television was rapidly becoming the empty box of blinking lights Ed Murrow once 

warned about,2 then, they reasoned, public TV could be the antidote. 

                                                
2 CBS’ Murrow, at the time the best-known news broadcaster in the nation, delivered the so-called “wires 
and lights in a box” speech to the Radio-Television News Directors’ Association (RTNDA) on October 
15th, 1958.  “(I)f there are any historians about fifty or a hundred years from now, and there should be 
preserved the kinescopes for one week of all three networks, they will there find recorded in black and 
white, or perhaps in color, evidence of decadence, escapism and insulation from the realities of the world in 
which we live....(D)uring the daily peak viewing periods, television in the main insulates us from the 
realities of the world in which we live...This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; yes, and even it can 
inspire. But it can do so only to the extent that humans are determined to use it to those ends. Otherwise, it's 
nothing but wires and lights in a box.” (RTNDA, 1958) 
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For a younger generation, though, the promise of public broadcasting transcended 

old-fashioned idealism.  It represented a hope for the rising counterculture.  Public 

broadcasting stations could serve as a new amplifier for “the people,” an opportunity for 

alternative, non-mainstream voices and underserved communities to challenge a 

monolithic and well-funded mainstream media narrative about America, its wars, its 

mission and its meaning.  And, perhaps, in the process, gain a new respectability 

(Sherman, 2005).   

For President Johnson, besieged by critics and overwhelmed by an unpopular war 

half a world away, public broadcasting represented an opportunity to link his own “Great 

Society” to the Kennedy legacy (Zelizer, 2015), or perhaps create something even more 

enduring.  For Teddy Kennedy, it was personal.   

By re-examining the public record, specifically original and recently declassified 

White House documents related to the origins of public broadcasting, and by 

interviewing those directly involved in public disputes over its development, this study 

will explore the history and the impact of the culture wars on public broadcasting, on its 

mission, and, ultimately, the American narrative.  If, as some assertat the time of this 

writing, we are living in the era of “the culture war president (Donald Trump),”3 then it is 

certainly timely and worth understanding how this framework has affected the very 

                                                                                                                                            
 
3 See, e.g., Scher, 2017 (online at https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/09/27/trump-culture-war-
215653). 
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instrument designed to nurture and to cultivate a more perfect account of the American 

story.  

Hit rewind.  November 7th, 1967.   

Chapter 1 

BACKGROUND: THE PRIVATIZATION OF A PUBLIC RESOURCE 

 
As a matter of telecommunications policy, the United States did not arrive at this 

point by accident or all of a sudden.  There was nothing inevitable about America’s 

belated embrace of taxpayer-supported broadcasting as a public service.  By the mid-

1960s, when LBJ set into motion forces that would attempt to create a new institution of 

the people, a public library of the airwaves as we would describe it, Great Britain, 

Canada, Germany, France, virtually all other western democracies had in place publicly 

supported systems of mass communication.  Understanding the reasons for America’s 

apparently reluctant embrace of new communication technology for the public good 

requires an understanding of the key events that led the U.S. to that point on November 7, 

1967, and the creation of the public trust that has been so bitterly and repeatedly debated 

in the years since.  As women’s history pioneer Gerda Lerner has written in another 

context, “(a)ll human beings are practicing historians” (Lerner, 1998, p.199, et seq.) 

reliving the behaviors, decisions, mistakes and triumphs of our ancestors.  We cannot 

understand why we are where we are today, much less where we are going, if we close 

our eyes to the constructs and assumptions made by those who once occupied the places 

we occupy today.  We must connect to that past with a view toward engagement, 
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imagination, and empathy to make discoveries about our present and projections about 

our future (Lerner, 1998, p.201).  The history of telecommunications in America is no 

different.  This chapter explores the long road from the telegraph to the vast wasteland of 

commercial TV. 

As Johnson and other public broadcasting advocates would learn, it would be 

much harder to carve out a “public space” from a telecommunications landscape that had 

been ceded to powerful capitalist interests generations earlier.  This story reveals a great 

deal about a uniquely American struggle over values that both predates and sets the stage 

for the culture wars to come. 

Second-Guessing Thoreau 
As he awoke on that colder-than-usual morning in Washington, President Johnson 

was presented with the news that John Nance Garner, the Texan better known as “Cactus 

Jack,” had passed away at his home in Uvalde—just 15 days before his 99th birthday.  

Before Johnson had come along, Cactus Jack was, quite possibly, the highest-ranking and 

best-known politician to have emerged from Texas, having served as the second-in-

command in Roosevelt’s “New Deal” administration.  At the height of the depression, 

Johnson was just starting his own political career as a rookie congressman from the Texas 

Hill Country, and would spend that whole career trying to match Roosevelt’s ideals of 

leveraging the power of the state for the benefit of everyday people.  Frankly, Cactus 

Jack was no fan of the New Deal or his position as second fiddle to Roosevelt,4 but he 

                                                
4 When LBJ was considering John Kennedy’s offer to serve as vice-president, Johnson sought Garner’s 
advice on accepting the post.  In Theodore White’s best-selling “The Making of the President, 1960,” the 
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was among Johnson’s most valued advisers.  And now he was gone.  LBJ asked his 

communications director to issue a prepared statement.  On this day in late 1967, Johnson 

had work to do, he was busy fine tuning another speech: An address that had started as a 

2000-plus-word opus had been brutally whittled down to a 645-word address formally 

announcing what he and his aides believed would be the most important new initiative of 

the 90th Congress.5  Johnson and his aides had been working on the speech for months, 

and in repeated drafts, memos and rewrites, they felt they had it sharpened for maximum 

effect.   

Originally, the address invoked Thoreau, and was set to a theme of contemplation 

over the meaning of a world becoming smaller thanks to technology. Early drafts were an 

extended riff on Walden Pond, and the musing for meaning in modern life, quoting 

Thoreau’s antique lamentation that “(w)e are in a great haste to construct a magnetic 

telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important 

to communicate.” (Thoreau, 1854, p.307) 

This theme, however high-minded it may have been, got in the way of expressing 

an idea that was becoming more urgent in Johnson’s own thought, namely, the 

importance of government harnessing powerful new technologies for the public good.6  

With Vietnam becoming a constant drag on his soul and his legacy, LBJ needed a win.   

                                                                                                                                            
story is told of Garner receiving a call from Johnson at his home in Uvalde: “I’ll tell you, Lyndon, the vice 
presidency isn’t worth a pitcher of warm spit.”  Later scholars have suggested that an earthier term than 
“spit” was most likely used.   
5 For an evolution of Johnson’s speech, see Appendix B. 
6 And not just television...or radio.  As will be discussed in the findings, Johnson was very interested in a 
now-declassified plan to launch a system of satellites to form a worldwide “knowledge network” as he 
called it, a kind of precursor to the Internet that would place educational television stations as repositories 
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A vestigial mention of Thoreau would remain in the speech (almost as a stylistic 

dollop), but it was the object of the 19th century poet-philosopher’s contempt that would 

serve as the keynote metaphor in the final version of Johnson’s speech: an electrical 

innovation for the public good, enabling people to communicate at great distances.  If the 

Morse telegraph was that transformative device of Thoreau’s day—a technological 

innovation that made us rethink our relationship with one another—then surely television 

was the transformative device of the modern era. The words finally came together.  

Early Image Trouble  
But there was still a problem.  Johnson’s Presidential address was originally set to 

be delivered on Sunday night, November 5th, as part of the nationally televised debut of 

“Public Broadcast Laboratory,” a long-form news documentary program then considered 

to be the first coast-to-coast public TV show simulcast in the United States.  But plans for 

Johnson’s address were dashed at the 11th hour, after aides were permitted a screening of 

the first episode: a long-form documentary on race relations in the U.S.7 Advisers told 

LBJ that the program was likely to spark controversy.8  Postponing the address, they 

                                                                                                                                            
for domestically produced educational programming distributed worldwide, on demand. The “educational 
television service” (also known as ETS or ETV) was one leg of this multimillion-dollar scheme. 
7 According to an article in the industry magazine Broadcasting, the debut of PBL included segments on 
African-American political candidates seeking municipal offices in Cleveland and Boston, a conversation 
between “Black Nationalists” and “White Liberals,” and the staging of a play by Douglas Turner Ward 
titled “Day of Absence,” focused on a small southern town which is forced to deal with the disappearance 
of all its African-American residents. (“Mixed Reaction to ‘PBL’ Premiere.” Broadcasting. 13 Nov. 1967: 
25-26) 
8 See Exhibit D, infra. In fact, educational television networks in Georgia and South Carolina refused to 
broadcast the debut in protest. Educational stations in Alabama, Vermont, Arkansas, and Tallahassee, 
Florida also did not broadcast the program, but no reasons were given. Newspaper critics in Boston 
(Globe), Los Angeles (Times), and San Francisco (Examiner) were effusive, echoing Washington Post 
critic Lawrence Laurents’ assessment of the debut as “a rare, absorbing evening and a brilliant start for a 
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advised, would give the administration some distance.  It would also prevent drawing 

more attention to a program that could prove to be an inconvenient distraction to the 

president’s bigger agenda: winning public support for his plan for public broadcasting.  

And then it happened.  Senator Kennedy had helped push it through.  On 

November 7, 1967, the President hunkered over a nondescript wooden desk in the East 

Room of the White House.  Flanked by photographers and supporters of his public 

broadcasting push, Johnson began signing the bill incrementally with ceremonial pens, 

setting into motion what many in his administration would later describe as one of the 

crown jewels of the “Great Society.”  An “Act to Establish Public Television” in the 

United States, it was envisaged, would finally harness the powers of television for the 

public good.  But in an 11th-hour change, the words “and radio” had been hastily added 

to the legislation—a change spearheaded by a Texan with connections to LBJ (Sherman, 

2005), formally altering the Public Television bill to become “An Act to Establish Public 

Broadcasting.”  This change, though largely considered inconsequential at the time, 

would have the astonishing effect of enabling a medium all but left for dead to compete 

with–and by some measures, overshadow–its more glamorous sibling in terms of 

journalistic impact. 

Party Favors 
In 2017, on the 50th anniversary of the birth of the Public Broadcasting Act, there 

were no major celebrations, no national addresses.  Indeed, there was a certain irony to 

                                                                                                                                            
new force in television.”  As will be discussed in later sections, it could be argued that if there is a genesis 
of the culture wars over public broadcasting, this minor ‘national moment’ could be it. 
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the fact in its 50th year, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB)–the institutional 

framework for public broadcasting in the United States (including PBS and NPR)–was 

set to be zeroed out of existence in the White House budget.  The proposal would not be 

the final word on its survival–and it would be far from the first time American public 

broadcasting faced the existential threat of a cutoff in federal dollars.9   

Indeed, older Americans have heard the sound of these guns before: From 

commentators such as former presidential speechwriter and conservative columnist 

Patrick Buchanan lambasting public broadcasting as a taxpayer-supported “upholstered 

little playpen for the Chablis-and-brie set” (Ledbetter, 1998, p. 123), to televangelist and 

onetime presidential candidate Jerry Falwell’s charges of public broadcasting promoting 

a so-called homosexual agenda in public TV kids’ shows (Becker, 2006), to newspaper 

editorials mocking politicians’ readiness to “kill Big Bird and Mr. Rogers” in order to 

please so-called “deficit hawks” (Mitgang, 2000).  Many can recall the noisiest fights–

during the Nixon administration, the Reagan era, and the Clinton years and the occasional 

skirmishes since.  The CPB–parent of NPR and PBS–has been a repeated and reliable 

political target in an ongoing cultural and political conflict between groups with 

competing ideals, beliefs and philosophies over what it means to be “American” and 

therefore worthy of public financial support.   

It did not have to be this way.   

                                                
9 As of this writing, Congress had approved a $445 million appropriation for The Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting, which distributes federal funds to stations and content producers.  This allocation, while not 
final, is part of the current continuing resolution, and is an amount equal to the last congressional 
appropriation (despite the White House proposal to eliminate all funding).  
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What Is and What Might Have Been 
During the development of the proposed Public Television Act,10 President 

Johnson’s Office of Management and Budget conducted an administration-wide review 

of the legislation, inviting comments from all departments of the executive branch.  In 

these 110 pages, a much different (and previously little discussed) funding scheme 

similar to that of the BBC is revealed, as are detailed reasons for its eventual rejection, in 

favor of the periodic congressional allocation system finally adopted.  As will be shown 

later in this paper, the system of funding ultimately selected may be viewed as having 

placed the Corporation for Public Broadcasting squarely (albeit quite inadvertently) in the 

center of the culture wars. 

It is hard to measure the impact of public broadcasting in an empirical sense, but 

listener and viewership numbers speak to the size of its footprint on the American media 

landscape.  In the most recent effort to eliminate funding, the Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting, public radio and TV stations and individual supporters formed a lobbying 

effort called “170 Million Americans”11 (a reference to the numbers of listeners and 

viewers who use public television and radio each month), mobilized a massive email 

campaign to urge members of Congress to support funding.  In the fall of 2017, local 

station managers descended upon Capitol Hill en masse, visiting members of Congress 

and making the case for a federally-supported “public square” as an antidote to the 

“chaotic plaza” of online and broadcast media — “an extreme bazaar of entertainment, 

                                                
10 The name, purposes and structures of this proposal would eventually become the Public Broadcasting 
Act of 1967. 
 
11 Online at 170MillionAmericans.net. 
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data, and conversation with 300 million websites to choose from,” accessed through 10 

companies which own most of American media traffic.12  But if public radio and TV have 

evolved into fixtures of American life, so have the convulsive and perpetual fights over 

public broadcasting content, disputes over what some perceive as a leftwing editorial 

“agenda,” and its unique role as a government-funded medium aimed at domestic 

audiences.  With its funding dependent on annual congressional budgetary battles, the 

survival of public broadcasting in the U.S. has been inextricably intertwined with a 

perennial debate played out in the press and on the floors of Congress over the size of 

government and compulsory taxpayer support for programming some consider biased, if 

not anti-American.  Since the very beginning, this debate has been a feature of the public 

conversation over public broadcasting (Chapman and Ciment, 2015, after Hunter, 

1991).13   

When the shouting ends, as it periodically does, a larger question remains unasked 

and unanswered: whether public media in the US has succeeded in its original mission 

“to enrich man’s spirit,”14 or to create the public space that would, in Johnson’s words, 

“help make our nation a replica of the old Greek marketplace where public affairs took 

place in view of all the citizens.”15  This study will attempt to answer this unasked 

question by examining the original founding documents that set the American public 
                                                
12 This assertion is made on the home page of 170MillionAmericans.net, accessed 12/27/17. 
13 In recent years, these debates have come to be considered part of the so-called “culture wars,” as will be 
explained in detail in the literature review. 
14 In his remarks on signing the Public Broadcasting Act, 1967, this was described as “the purpose” for the 
act.  As we will discover, the real ‘purpose’ was a bit more complicated than this noble domestic aspiration.  
See full text, Exhibit A.  Johnson, Lyndon Baines. “President’s Remarks on the Signing of the Public 
Broadcasting Act of 1967," November 7. 1967. 
15 (Johnson, 1967). 
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broadcasting project into motion, and by capturing the experiences of people directly 

involved in creating and defending it, as well as those who calculated ways to tear it all 

down. 

But to understand the genesis of these arguments, we must go back more than a 

century, to a time before the discovery of radio waves.  

Speaking in Code 
On May 24th, 1844, at the proscribed hour, a young man sat at a desk in the Old 

Supreme Court chamber of the U.S. Capitol, his palm face down upon a spring-loaded 

metal contraption that, when depressed, generated a spark—an electric buzz—for as long 

as his palm was held down.  By jittering his hand in precise increments, Samuel Morse 

generated a string of long and short electric buzzes—which sounded like “dahs” and 

“dits”, respectively, separated by brief intervals of silence.  These electrical signals were 

sent up the wires to a railroad station in Baltimore, where one of Morse’s colleagues sat 

at the receiving table, listening for the duration of each buzz, and transcribing the noises 

onto paper as a series of dashes (long buzzes) and dots (short buzzes).  He quickly 

translated the clusters of dots and dashes into words, and the first long distance electronic 

message had been completed:  

 

.-- .... .- - / .... .- - .... / --. --- -.. / .-- .-. --- ..- --. .... - ..--.. 

“WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT?”16 

                                                
16 Johnson’s use of this message in his ‘Remarks on Public Broadcasting’ is unintentionally ironic.  While 
the reference was meant to invoke the spirit of public-private partnership in communication innovation 
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Well, it was not quite the first message.  In fact, the wire had been set up and 

tested some 23 days earlier without any fanfare, by way of a message sent to DC from an 

operator in Baltimore, where the Whig Party was holding its national political 

convention.  The test communication announced that one Henry Clay had been 

nominated by the Whigs to run as the party’s choice for U.S. President.17  This 

information, ephemeral though it was, is likely the first electronic news bulletin ever 

transmitted, and it was paid for, at least in part, by public funds (Murthy, 2011). This 

event could have served as a template for greater public telecommunications projects to 

come.  Instead, however, it would serve as a proof of concept for what the federal 

government regarded primarily as a private undertaking.  This pro-commercial 

orientation, as will be discussed below, was uniquely American and would serve as both 

an obstacle to the conception of public broadcasting more than a hundred years later, and 

a distant echo in debates over the privatization of public broadcasting. 

In 1844, Congress allocated $30,000 (the modern equivalent of $948,000) for that 

first electronic communications line between Washington and Baltimore. The 

Congressional Record does not indicate that there was much debate over the subject of 

taxpayer support for this demonstration of what would become a national network of 
                                                                                                                                            
dating back to a century earlier, the actual evolution of telegraphy and subsequent communication 
technology regulation reveals a uniquely American willingness to permit (even encourage) the 
development of these technologies by the private sector for profit, in contrast to the evolution of 
technological regulation for the benefit of government (ostensibly, ‘the public’) in other Western nations.  
17 There are several popular accounts of this story, including an official retelling by the Historian of the 
U.S. House of Representatives (found at http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/Electronic-
Technology/Telegraph/).  Washington’s failure to create a government-run telegraph system would create 
problems for Lincoln’s wartime government: Dispatches on Union troop movements were subject to 
electronic eavesdropping by Confederate spies.  Military security concerns clashed with the interests of 
newspapers in major cities, which relied on telegraphic reports from the field.  This led to what might be 
the first real crisis over censorship of electronic communication by the Federal government. 



 

 18 

wired telecommunication; its advocates pitched it as an important–perhaps even 

essential–tool for taming the frontier as the United States looked westward toward its 

“manifest destiny.” (Haynes, 2005).  Morse’s telegraph would be incrementally 

perfected, allowing for the near instantaneous transmission of information related to the 

construction of railways.  The wires soon buzzed with orders from far afield to retailers 

and factories in the big cities back east.  Industries built up around the innovation 

(Western Union, American Telephone and Telegraph, and Wells Fargo among them) (Du 

Boff, 1980).  What started as a modest, publicly funded project aimed at stimulating 

interest in rail commerce had, within a decade, become a series of privately run, highly-

networked enterprises which–due to its immediacy, almost instantly made the 

government’s own communications department, the Post Office Department, rather 

redundant in the race westward (Hochfelder, 2005).  Postal communications were 

relegated to short-distance services within cities and towns, and rural areas not served by 

the new wired technology.    

Serious Reservations 
As revolutionary as this innovation was, in retrospect a telling irony emerges for 

the young nation, one which would have implications for deliberative democracy: as 

America unapologetically seized western land–real property–in the name of the public, it 

failed to reserve for that public a system for people to communicate instantly with one 

another over long distances. The conversations between Washington and the American 

pioneers of the 19th century were mediated–if not by time and distance, then by those 
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who could afford a telegraph, namely, commercial enterprises: those with a pecuniary 

interest in acting as information gatekeepers (Lawson, 2010).18  

In this light, LBJ’s move more than a hundred years later to claw back a space for 

communication between the government and its far-flung people is quite revolutionary, 

itself.  In signing the Act creating the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, Johnson 

envisaged providing Americans with a front row seat at something like “the old Greek 

marketplace where public affairs took place in front of all its citizens.”  But by 1967, was 

it a case of too little, too late?   

The federal government’s approach to telegraphy fits a pattern recognizable to 

any modern American: an apparent inability (or unwillingness) to size up the promise–

and potential dysfunctionalities–posed by such innovation.  The implications of the 

telegraph were left for the private sector to work out by trial and error; the role of the 

public sector in this instance, as with other technological innovations of the era, was 

limited to occasional, targeted public investment aimed at stimulating further private 

investment.   

The rationale for this approach was in locating the public interest as an economic 

one (the potential for new jobs, bigger salaries, improvements to infrastructure and 

commercial development)–as opposed to a state interest in the development of the 

technology as a public resource (Rowland Jr., 1997).  Public management of 

technological innovation for the public good was seen as far less efficient than an 

                                                
18 This would, of course, include banks--and a growing newspaper industry.  
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uninhibited private marketplace,19 and a far less sustainable undertaking for a weak 

federal government (then without so much as an income tax to draw upon).  In 

communication, the American approach from the very outset was one of enabling private 

exploitation of private scientific innovation.   

London Calling 
As communication technology became untethered by wires, the early pro-

commercial growth philosophy would be found to have many invisible strings attached.   

Around the world, other countries would not be as laissez-faire as the Americans.  

In the U.K., the Crown quickly recognized the telegraph as too valuable a resource to be 

left in private hands.  Although private companies had created the first telegraph 

networks in Britain, the Telegraph Act of 1868 transferred ownership of the lines to the 

Monarchy, granting the General Post Office (G.P.O.) a monopoly on telegraphic 

communications within U.K. borders.  Similarly, the British would nationalize the 

privately developed Bell-Edison domestic telephone service (also known as the National 

Telephone Company) after entrepreneurs were done laying the cables (Lyall, 2016).   

To modern eyes, perhaps more sympathetic to principles of public utility, the 

UK’s move might seem like a far-sighted, public-spirited approach.  This overlooks the 

more pressing and practical consideration, however: How to better tend a fast-growing 

                                                
19 This is an argument still very much alive in American communication regulation.  Ajit Pai, Chairman of 
the Federal Communications used this rationale to justify his push to repeal so-called “net neutrality” rules 
in December, 2017, claiming that such regulations unnecessarily inhibit innovation by the private sector to 
the ultimate disadvantage of the public at large (through competition and lower prices).  
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Victorian Empire.  As European rivalries simmered and flared, other continental 

governments with colonial interests emulated the British (see, e.g., Noam, 1992).  

By the turn of the century, as inventors including Thomas Edison, Lee de Forest, 

and Guglielmo Marconi fought out their claims to ownership of (and profits from 

licensing) the emerging new wireless technology in U.S. Federal Courthouses–(and in 

courts of public opinion)—Britain decided not to wait for private industry to complete its 

build-out as with the telegraph and the telephone.  The G.P.O. took charge of all radio 

frequencies in the U.K. very early in radio’s development under the “Wireless 

Telegraphy Act of 1904.”  Great Britain’s approach would be mirrored in countries 

across Europe.  In the U.K., and in most other European nations, radio would be under 

the exclusive command and control of the government itself through state-chartered 

corporations financed through licensing fees (Paulu, 1967).  The development of 

programming was driven less by entertainment or educational considerations than 

transnational objectives: notably propaganda (Paulu, 1967, p.3).  The BBC’s Bible-

inspired motto adopted in the 1920s hints at the real audience for its broadcasts: “Nation 

Shall Speak Peace Unto Nation.”  As the findings of this study will show, the Johnson 

administration would eventually come around to a similar idea in the television age, one 

that would directly implicate public broadcasting.     

No Policies for Playthings 
But at the turn of the last century, politicians in Washington could not be bothered 

with the wireless toy.  Hobbyists (and the retailers serving them) had taken over, buying, 

selling, and constructing do-it-yourself radio sets and broadcasting on whatever 
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frequency was available.  As Thomas H. White describes it in his oft-cited overview of 

early American broadcasting, bankers, bricklayers and Boy Scouts alike dangled wires 

out of windows, building primitive transmitters out of schematics published in popular 

science magazines.20  Those less adventurous might purchase a mail-order crystal radio 

set for $1-$2 with dreams of pulling in voices from distant places.  Many, alas, heard 

little of interest (since the radio sets were not of very high quality and the multiple nearby 

transmissions often overlapped, especially at night, when the signals would bounce off 

the stratosphere and into each other).  The chaos and cacophony of American radio was 

as utterly invisible to politicians in Washington as the radio signals themselves–until the 

drumbeats of world war began to be heard on this side of the Atlantic.  

Not until 1912 did the United States institute its first laws regulating radio.  Yet 

more than a half-century later, the Carnegie Commission on Public Broadcasting (aka, 

Carnegie II) lamented that the United States remained the only country in the Western 

world relying “exclusively upon advertising effectiveness as the gatekeeper of its 

broadcasting activities.” (Carnegie Commission, 1979).   

Distress Signals 
John George Phillips had one of the best jobs in the business.  The radio had 

given him a way out of a “blind alley career” and, in a sense, he was living the dream of a 

million or more young boys: A professional in the new world of wireless transmission.  

By the age of 15, he had finished his formal schooling, and had landed a job with His 

                                                
20 T.H. White’s radio history is published online at http://www.earlyradiohistory.us, accessed Jan. 4, 2018. 
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Majesty’s Post Office where he’d learned the skill that would make him famous–though 

not in his own lifetime (Landesberg, 2001)  

As an employee of the Marconi firm, “Jack” Phillips had held down similar posts 

on the Lusitania, the Adriatic, the Oceanic and the Mauretania, but this new assignment 

was unique.  Everything about this new vessel was designed to impress, and the radio 

room was no exception.  On other ships, the dits and dahs were reserved for navigational 

signals and information on commercial traffic, especially in and out of ports.  But on the 

Titanic, the radio room was part of the experience for the well-heeled passengers of First 

Class.  They paraded past to marvel at the dials and flashing indicators, lights dancing to 

the high-pitched whistles of distant signals being drawn in from the aether.  It was part of 

the show.  Those with a spare 12 shillings and a sixpence (or, roughly, $62 in today’s 

money) could send the equivalent of a selfie to friends back home: A radio telegram was 

an impressive and thoroughly modern souvenir that captured the spirit of the times.  All 

night, from somewhere near the polar ice cap, Jack had been sending wireless vanity 

messages to places like Los Angeles and New York: 

“NO SICKNESS. ALL WELL.  NOTIFY ALL INTERESTED IN POKER.” 

 “FINE VOYAGE.  FINE SHIP.” 

“HELLO BOY. DINING WITH YOU TONIGHT IN SPIRIT, HEART WITH YOU 

ALWAYS.  BEST LOVE, GIRL.” 21  

                                                
21 Coughlan, Sean.“Titanic: The final messages from a stricken ship.” BBC Magazine (2012) online at 
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-17631595, accessed 12/15/17. 
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In waters like these, it was becoming customary for passing ships to warn each 

other of “bergs” and other potential obstacles, but the first notice Jack had of impending 

catastrophe came from a dull but loud ripping sound outside his headphones–a noise one 

passenger described as the “tearing of calico, nothing more.”  And the bands played on.   

For a while, anyway.   

But with the unsinkable ship now listing, lifeboats overfilling and hundreds of 

passengers with nowhere to go as the ship took on icy water, the captain ran to the radio 

room–his only lifeline.   

Jack and his colleague, Harold Bride, were already at work, stoically hammering 

away at the telegraph keys using the official Marconi signal for distress: CQD.  “CQ” 

was the signal to stop transmitting and to listen.  The letter “D” appended to the message 

meant “distress.” 

“COME AT ONCE.  WE HAVE STRUCK A BERG.  IT’S A CQD, OLD MAN.”22  

But no one responded to the “CQD,” a proprietary distress signal used by Marconi 

operators.  Four years earlier, the International Radio-Telegraphic Convention in Berlin 

had adopted what it hoped would serve as a global wireless distress call that could 

transcend language barriers: three dots followed by three dashes and another three dots.  

Though this corresponded to “SOS,” this particular arrangement of dots and dashes was 

adopted for no other reason than its simplicity and recognizable cadence.  But Marconi 

radio operators seldom used it, preferring the company’s own protocol.  After fruitless 

                                                
22 (Coughlan, 2012) “Old man” was one of many colloquial phrases used by radio operators of the period, 
in this case, to indicate that a message being telegraphed was intended for another wireless operator. 
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efforts signaling for help, the two wireless operators aboard the Titanic joked that they 

may as well try using “SOS,” since they’d likely never get to try it again.   

“SOS.  WE ARE SINKING AT THE HEAD.”23 

Other ships including the Carpathia and the Frankfurt heard the messages in disbelief.  

As they tried to relay the distress calls to shore and to other craft, the cacophony over the 

airwaves created such a tangle of bits and pieces of information and misinformation, one 

historian described it as if one were “trying to organize a rescue by Twitter.”24 

Fifteen-hundred and three men, women and children died in the cold deep.  The 

wireless transmissions of “SOS” were ultimately as useless as the flares fired from the 

ship’s bow.  The radio signals were sufficiently powerful to reach from ship to shore...but 

they were effectively lost in the electronic din (Cate, 1994).  

An Attempt at Righting the Ship 
Fifty-five years later, in his speech announcing the launch of a public 

broadcasting initiative, President Johnson declared that the time had finally come for the 

United States to “manage” the “miracle” of broadcast communication.  What this 

pronouncement omitted was how Washington’s earlier failure to manage the miracle of 

wireless had set into motion titanic forces of commerce that would grow almost too big to 

tame.  The regulatory scheme that would emerge after the Titanic tragedy would not only 

alter the course of American broadcasting, but create new unforeseen industries of 

                                                
23 (Coughlan, 2012.) 
24 This colorful description comes from an account of the use of Morse Code on the Titanic in a public 
presentation by Cassie Taylor (1993), accessed at https://prezi.com/fpeys0v7pxzz/morse-code/. 
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production, and cement enduring public expectations about the medium and its role in 

American life.   

The post-Titanic Radio Act of 1912 marked the first real attempt at broadcast 

regulation in the U.S.  It mandated that the federal government license all radio stations.  

This process required submission of transmitter plans and an explanation of the purpose 

for transmission, the allocation of specific fixed operational frequencies, and issuance of 

“call signs” (the radio equivalent of, say, license plates on autos) to identify broadcasters 

while on the air.  Furthermore, seagoing vessels with radio equipment would be required 

to monitor special frequencies carved out of the radio spectrum reserved solely for the 

purpose of sending distress calls.  Violators of the act could be fined up to $500, and their 

equipment could be seized (Benjamin, 1998).  The 1912 legislation helped clean up the 

anarchy of the American airwaves (no longer could just anyone set up a transmitter, 

wherever), and set a precedent for the regulation of radio in the U.S., but with 

enforcement relegated to the Commerce and Labor Department, violators were seldom 

cited–unless some commercial enterprise employing wireless technology had need to 

complain (White, 2003).  And such commercial ventures were beginning to emerge and 

proliferate.25  

                                                
25 It is especially noteworthy that the Federal government’s claim to regulatory authority was (and still is) 
based on a unique notion: That the airwaves are an invisible, but nonetheless tangible and real public asset.  
This assertion, though invented of whole cloth, has been repeatedly upheld by the Supreme Court and by 
lower courts as justification for the Federal management of electronic signals and content broadcast 
through the air--but, notably, not over wires and cables, which are still considered private assets.  In most 
cases, telephones, telegraphs, cable TV and other ‘non-broadcast’ communication systems are regulated 
separately as utilities, primarily through state law, except in cases where these networks may be defined as 
crossing state lines; the interstate character of such communications then triggers the limited regulatory 
authority of the Federal Communications Commission under the Federal Communications Act of 1933 (as 
amended). 
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Hard Lessons for Early Educational Broadcasting 
Under the new U.S. radiotelephone laws, those who wished to operate a station 

for profit had to apply for a commercial license, and were granted wide berths free of 

interference on the standard broadcast spectrum (what most would call “AM radio” 

today) between approximately 540 and 1600 kilocycles.  Early commercial broadcasters, 

led by Westinghouse (which was then heavily involved in the production of military 

radio equipment as well) applied for commercial stations in New York, Boston, and 

Pittsburgh.  Newspapers such as the Atlanta Journal, both anticipating news competition 

and looking for a secondary outlet for its journalistic product, also applied.26  American 

inventors Marconi and de Forest, still duking it out over rights to capitalize on the 

development of the underlying technology, received licenses for so-called “Wireless 

Theatre” stations broadcasting phonograph recordings for general public entertainment 

(useful for proof-of-concept demonstrations to potential investors and would-be 

purchasers of transmission equipment) (Blakely, 1979). 

It is not that Washington was a bystander in the growth of telecommunications.  

Rather, unlike other nations, the U.S. was an eager enabler of its commercialization.   In 

the early ’20s, 73 colleges and schools were producing non-commercial radio 

programming for local audiences.  Typically, this programming was aimed at rural 

listeners: Farm and weather reports, for instance.  Broadly speaking, these were primitive 

newscasts with obvious commercial value (which helps explain why the earliest 

regulations for radio were considered a function of the Commerce Department), and the 

                                                
26 The Journal’s station was granted the call sign “WSB” at 750kHz, and was popularly thought to stand for 
“Welcome South, Brother!”  That story is likely apocryphal. 
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educational component of such efforts were mostly limited to giving engineering students 

practical exposure to the fundamentals of broadcasting technology.  By 1925, the number 

of educational stations reached 125, far outnumbering the handful of authorized 

commercial licensees (Blakely, 1979).  

When we think of “public broadcasting” today, we think of that small space at the 

left of the radio spectrum reserved for non-commercial current affairs programming–or 

those non-commercial television stations typically licensed to colleges and universities 

which emphasize educational shows for children.  What’s difficult for modern American 

audiences to appreciate is how the “public” in broadcasting has changed from this initial 

conception.  In its infancy, the medium of broadcasting was still a place for 

experimentation.  But as this study will show, by the time of the Public Broadcasting Act 

in 1967, taxpayer supported broadcasting was being advanced as a politically progressive 

national program positioned as an explicit counterbalance to commercial broadcasting, 

and that would have a profound impact on the character of its programming and how 

such programs were perceived.  

Education and Efficiency 
In the ’20s, universities operating radio stations were considered to have a certain 

prestige, much as were schools with mainframe computers in the ’60s; cutting edge 

technology carried bragging rights.  But a decade later, only a few dozen of those school-

sponsored stations had survived.  Most had been operated on shoestring budgets, and 

with little money for the production of high quality content, the stations became little 

more than adjunct laboratories for the occasional budding electrical engineer or student 



 

 29 

hobbyist.  Time on the air was seldom more than a few hours a day, if that, and 

programming was often criticized in local newspapers as chaotic and amateurish (Sterling 

& Kittross, 2001).   

A cost benefit analysis done by the nascent Federal Radio Commission in 1931 

concluded that schools licensed to broadcast were inefficient users of “the people’s 

airwaves,” using less than a third of the hours authorized for broadcast, and less than 20 

percent of that time being used for what the report described as “educational instruction.”  

But as Eugene Leach has argued in his own early history of educational 

broadcasting, there is something telling in this early official analysis.27  Contrary to the 

notion of a certain inevitability to the growth of commercial broadcast in the States, there 

was nothing inevitable about the commercial trajectory.  Instead, forces not involved in 

radio programming (including the manufacturers of in-home entertainment equipment 

like phonographs and console radio furniture) had successfully persuaded federal 

regulators that a public utility was being squandered.  The decision that commercial 

stations could serve the public better and more efficiently (with fewer public resources) if 

the frequencies reserved for non-commercial stations were handed to commercial 

broadcasters marked a critical turning point, effectively extinguishing any hope of a 

public broadcasting service emerging in America for decades.  

                                                
27 Leach, Eugene E. “Tuning Out Education: The Cooperation Doctrine in Radio, 1922-38.” Current, 
online at http://current.org/1983/01/coop/, accessed 12/1/17. 
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The “Cooperation” Model 
 Handing over the broadcast spectrum to commercial interests would not mean 

abandoning educational or informational needs of the public, the commercial radio lobby 

insisted.  Instead, commercial broadcasters would have to promise to operate “in the 

public interest” and maintain files that could, if audited, demonstrate how commercial 

broadcasters were measuring and serving the needs of the community.  Moreover, 

commercial licensees pledged to “cooperate” with educators by inviting professors and 

other public intellectuals to speak over their commercial airwaves.  This policy would 

become codified and cemented in place by the successor agency, the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) with a 1935 directive which both prohibited 

allocating frequencies to non-profit stations while officially endorsing the “cooperative” 

model as a worthy, more cost-efficient substitute (Sterling & Kittross, 2001).   

This was not as disingenuous an argument as it might sound today. Prior to the 

1930s, the concept of bringing the world to America’s living rooms through the ideas of 

the great thinkers had obvious appeal for commercial broadcasters looking for a way to 

convince local listeners of the value of their broadcasts.  Additionally, there was an 

obvious social benefit of reaching people by radio who might not have the wherewithal to 

attend institutions of higher education.  Early commercial broadcasters such as WBZ in 

Boston enrolled more than 4,500 listeners in over-the-air extension courses crafted by the 

Massachusetts State Board of Education (Sterling & Kittross, 2001).  KDKA, the 

Westinghouse-owned Pittsburgh station (often cited as the first commercial radio station 
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in the U.S.) installed a studio at the nearby University and during the pre-FCC days 

logged some 700 broadcasts from campus speakers (Sterling & Kittross, 2001).  

At Columbia University in New York, where University president Nicholas 

Murray Butler was openly contemptuous of the “gadget” known as radio, local 

commercial station WEAF offered the school an opportunity to test out over-the-air 

pedagogy at a minimal cost to Columbia (while generating content to fill the WEAF 

airwaves) (Tyson, 1966).  In collaboration with more open-minded young teachers in the 

English Department, WEAF helped produce a series of 10 20-minute lectures on the 

poetry of Robert Browning.  It was not exactly a listener favorite (Tyson, 1966).  A New 

York Times critic who tuned in described the programming somewhat charitably, perhaps, 

calling it typical of “the heaviest stuff” a radio audience should ever be expected to listen 

to.28  But with airtime to fill, and lecturers at the schools willing to try out the medium, 

WEAF produced more courses under the so-called cooperation model...at least until the 

gold rush began. 

When Johnson announced the launch of a new public broadcasting system, baby 

boomer parents were old enough to remember how awful educational broadcasting once 

was, compared to the buffet of TV and radio’s so-called golden age.  Gunsmoke and 

Petticoat Junction might not be very nutritious, but an eat-your-peas alternative of 

lectures and other educational fare did not sound very appetizing, considering the 

alternatives.  “We do have skeptic comments on occasion,” LBJ admitted at the signing 
                                                
28 “Dr. Levering Tyson Dies at 77,” New York Times, June 11, 1966, accessed online at 
https://www.nytimes.com/1966/06/11/archives/dr-levering-tyson-dies-at-77-muhlenbergs-former-
president-early.html 
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of the Public Broadcasting Act.  “But I do not want you to be that skeptic.  I do believe 

that we have important things to say to one another–and we have the wisdom to match 

our technical genius.” And, as if to answer more directly the critics of earlier efforts at 

educational broadcasting, Johnson pledged “(i)t will try to prove that what educates can 

also be exciting.” 29  That would be crucial, given how American appetites for 

entertainment had developed. 

The Birth of a Broadcast Duopoly 
What had enabled the real gold rush in commercial broadcasting–what had made 

possible the polished entertainment fare Americans had become accustomed to getting 

for “free”–was a technological innovation that was small, relative to the scale of the 

discovery of the medium itself.   Simply put, this innovation was the development of high 

capacity telephone links–carrier cables–which could almost instantly transmit an audio 

signal from a studio in New York to other studios in, say, Chicago and Washington, D.C.  

From there, the high-quality signal could be amplified and sent down similar cables to 

other radio stations in places like Richmond, Virginia or Terre Haute, Indiana.  This 

created a web of interconnected stations: The infrastructure for the first media broadcast 

networks.  Local stations would effectively become subservient to the interests of two 

major private corporations. 

In New York, the Radio Corporation of America (RCA) and the Columbia 

Broadcasting System (CBS) made massive speculative investments in production studios 

                                                
29 See the President’s remarks on the signing of the Public Broadcasting Act, the full text provided as 
Appendix A. 



 

 33 

and state-of-the-art audio equipment, hiring newly minted technical professionals from 

local universities and scouring Broadway stages for singers and actors with pleasing 

voices.  With the construction of major production “factories” for high-caliber 

entertainment content in New York, and with new cables connecting the studios in the 

Big Apple to the web of stations in cities large and small from coast-to-coast, RCA in 

1926 (using the name the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC)) and CBS in 1927 

created a new “national marketplace” with unprecedented reach (Barnouw, 1968).   

Neither network was envisioned as a mass marketing platform.  NBC was 

established as a means to another end: To produce enough high-quality content to 

stimulate the sale of radios manufactured and sold by the company under its RCA Victor 

brand.  It was believed that better programming would move the radio business from the 

world of hobbyists in their “radio shacks” to the living rooms and kitchens of everyday 

Americans.  Likewise, the big idea behind the CBS network was to sell more of its 78 

RPM “Columbia” recordings (Barnouw, 1968). 

The New Medium and Madison Avenue 
But almost immediately, advertisers approached the networks offering 

unprecedented sums of money to have their messages carried from coast-to-coast, 

potentially reaching millions of Americans at once.  Suddenly, in places like Macon, 

Georgia, and Bakersfield, California, one could hear a top-caliber entertainer like Kate 

Smith sing the Star-Spangled Banner and engage in witty repartee with a silky-voiced 

announcer, followed by a radio play staged by professional actors, complete with vivid 

sound effects and dramatic musical accompaniment–all “brought to you by…” 
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The Champion Company, makers of automotive spark plugs, was among the first 

to insist that its name be inserted into the title of the musical program it sponsored (a half 

hour of all-male chorus singers called The Champion Sparklers).  Similarly, the Atlantic 

and Pacific Tea Company (A&P), the supermarket franchiser, sponsored a weekly 

program of folk music from Eastern Europe, conducted by bandleader Harry Horlick, 

who had travelled in Turkey in an earlier part of his career: The program became known 

as the “A&P Gypsies” (Nachman, 2000). It is hard to imagine how exotic and thrilling 

this must have sounded to a listener, say, on a farm outside of Cedar Rapids.  Later in the 

week, Horlick and the same group of musicians would return to the studio with a more 

contemporary repertoire performing under a different name for a soft drink manufacturer: 

the “Gypsies” became the “Cliquot Club Eskimos.”  Each program had its own growing 

legions of fans (Nachman, 2000). 

Billy Jones and Ernie Hare, classically trained singers with operatic experience, 

were brought in from the Columbia recording studios to perform novelty songs for a 

block of time sponsored by the Happiness Candy Company.  The “Happiness Boys” as 

they were rebranded, were among the first real stars of network radio.  If a bidding war 

for their talents were to break out among advertisers, as often happened, the boys would 

simply be rebranded–as they were when a sock and stocking company offered more 

money.  The networks’ in-house music directors would cobble together a new jingle 

meeting the specs of the new advertiser, and the Happiness Boys would magically 

transform.   
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How do you do, everybody, how do you do?   
It’s so nice to say hello to all of you!   
I’m Billy Jones! 
I’m Ernie Hare! 
We’re the INTERWOVEN pair! 
How do you do-de-loo-de-loo-de-loo-de-loo!30 

 

Mom and Dad would sing along, and kids would take the ditty to school–spreading the 

gospel of radio and a certain sock company all at once.  This new opening to a national 

field of consumers fueled an explosive growth in the advertising industry, then centered 

nearby along Madison Avenue.   

By the 1920s, most Western democracies had already developed national public 

broadcasting organizations funded by taxes–something the United States did not have.  

But no other country in the world had anything like the money-making industrial 

complex of American broadcasting.  

  An array of entertainment formats quickly emerged on American airwaves, 

capitalizing on the talents of stars in New York (and, somewhat later, Hollywood): Soap 

operas, variety shows, situation comedies, talent shows, and more. With the construction 

of grand broadcasting palaces like NBC’s “Radio City Music Hall,” the public of 

Manhattan and the surrounding boroughs were invited to see the radio performers live–

offering the additional excitement of hearing live audiences react, and sometimes, get 

invited onstage for talent shows broadcast nationwide.31   

                                                
30 See, e.g., Taylor, 2010. 
31 Not to be outdone and clearly learning a lesson from its rival, CBS emulated NBC’s Radio City complex 
at the dawn of television with a west coast complex dubbed “Television City.”  
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Empire Building 
Because of the technological and physical infrastructure investments required to 

set up and maintain such entertainment factories, NBC and CBS maintained de facto 

monopolies on the broadcasting industry.  On a national scale, it was simply cost-

prohibitive to attempt to compete head-to-head with the two big networks.32 In smaller 

cities and towns, radio station operators found it impossible to attract local advertising 

revenue with local content alone: Sponsors wanted to be associated with the famous stars 

and shows heard on the network stations.  Stations scrambled to secure network 

affiliations, providing both more revenue for the networks, and allowing the networks to 

reach bigger and bigger audiences (and demand more money from advertisers).  

It is not much of an exaggeration to say that NBC and CBS were fast becoming 

the Amazons and Googles of their day (indeed, NBC became so large it was the target of 

an antitrust suit in 1945, leading to the creation of a third network, ABC).   This may be a 

useful comparison if you can imagine the sort of fight that might erupt were the Internet 

to be a limited space (as radio and television spectrum is) and the government were to 

decide to take back a portion of that real estate “for the public good.”   

From advertising and mass marketing to entertainment and celebrity to the 

production of equipment for broadcasters and for consumers, hundreds of thousands of 

jobs had been built upon and secured by the duopoly (and with ABC, the tri-opoly) of 

American commercial broadcast and the policy that had given it free reign to grow and 

bloom.  

                                                
32 Though some certainly tried, including the short-lived DuMont and longer-lived Mutual Broadcasting 
Networks. 
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So, to say that Johnson’s 1967 plan was (by comparison to past American 

communication policy) “radical,” may be understatement.33  Broadcast policy in the US 

had never moved in the direction it did in 1967.  Indeed, there was little in the whole 

history of American domestic policy that could be considered as having set a precedent 

for what LBJ was doing.  Johnson’s advisers believed that the closest comparison to the 

carving-out of a public space for broadcasting was the Morill Act of 1862.  That Act, for 

the first time, had set aside lands in every state for the formation of land-grant colleges.  

In his Remarks on the Public Broadcasting Act, Johnson boldly claimed the new 

legislation for public TV and radio to be a similar reclamation of public space for public 

benefit.  Invoking the spirit of a century earlier, Johnson announced at the signing:  

 

I believe the time has come to stake another claim in the 
name of all the people, a claim based upon the combined 
resources of communications. I believe the time has come 
to enlist the computer and the satellite, as well as television 
and radio, and to enlist them in the cause of education. ––
President Lyndon B. Johnson, from his speech announcing 
the Public Broadcasting Act, November 7, 1967. 
 

It is largely overlooked that computers and satellites were, along with television, 

part of LBJ’s grand vision.  But as recently declassified documents show (and as will be 

discussed later) computers and satellites were at the center of a hidden impetus for the 

Johnson administration’s interest in advancement of public broadcasting.   

                                                
33 This is precisely how Johnson aide Bill Moyers describes it, however, in his interview for this study, 
discussed later in this paper.  
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A Commercial Break 
This break from more than a century of communication policy would be noted by 

allies and enemies, Johnson and his advisers knew.  Nations with no history of 

broadcasting other than state-owned networks might rationally conclude that at long last 

the United States was seizing spectrum as part of a larger propaganda effort in sync with 

the times, a “Voice of the Free World” to counter Radio Moscow.  Without 

acknowledging this concern directly, Johnson claimed that the new initiative instead,  

 

...announces to the world that our Nation wants more than 
just material wealth; our Nation wants more than a 
"chicken in every pot." We in America have an appetite 
for excellence, too.  While we work every day to produce 
new goods and to create new wealth, we want most of all 
to enrich man's spirit. 
That is the purpose of this act.”34 

 

This would seem on the surface an unambiguous statement of intent: To supplement the 

products of free enterprise with broadcast content that would “aim for the best in 

broadcasting good music, in broadcasting exciting plays, and in broadcasting reports on 

the whole fascinating range of human activity.”35   

                                                
34 (Johnson, 1967, emphasis added.) See Appendix A. 
35 The original draft, written by White House education adviser and veteran journalist Douglas Cater 
included a call for independent journalism as well, but this was manually stricken by what appears to be the 
President’s own hand.  See Appendix B.  



 

 39 

Communicating a Vision 
Specifically, the new act would provide taxpayer support for educational radio 

and television broadcast facilities.36  The Public Broadcasting Act would launch a study 

of how television could be better used in classrooms–not just in the U.S., but around the 

world, and, “(f)inally–and most important–it (would) build a new institution: The 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting.”37 

Johnson’s official announcement appeared to acknowledge one of the most 

serious concerns identified by critics of state-funded broadcasting, namely the potential 

for the abuse of the “immense–even revolutionary power” of the new medium for overtly 

political purposes.   “(I)n weak or even in irresponsible hands, it could generate 

controversy without understanding; it could mislead as well as teach; it could appeal to 

passions rather than to reason... If public television is to fulfill our hopes, then the 

Corporation must be representative, it must be responsible–and it must be long on 

enlightened leadership.” 

Therefore, Johnson promised, the CPB would be led by what amounted to a board 

of “wise men”: Eminent academics, helping to, as he saw it, ensure that public 

broadcasting stations would be “carefully guarded from Government or from party 

control. It will be free, and it will be independent–and it will belong to all of our people.” 

                                                
36 Often forgotten in the retelling of the CPB origin story is that immediately after the President’s remarks, 
the head of the Ford Foundation made a separate statement (not published in press accounts) promising an 
initial $1,000,000 in private grant money for the establishment of the CPB.  
37 (Johnson, 1967). See Appendix A. 
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Think of the lives that will change, Johnson prophesied–from a student at a small 

college tapping the resources of America’s greatest universities, to...  

 

–the country doctor getting help from a distant laboratory 
or a teaching hospital; 
–a scholar in Atlanta might draw instantly on a library in 
New York; 
–a famous teacher could reach with ideas and inspirations 
into some far-off classroom, so that no child need be 
neglected.38 

   

Rather remarkably, in what sounds a bit like a premonition of how 

telecommunications would evolve in the digital age, Johnson’s remarks envisioned public 

broadcasting as ground zero of an eventual, publicly held “electronic knowledge bank,” a 

repository of gathered wisdom available on demand and stored on tapes at public radio 

stations across the U.S.39  

Of Johnson’s Great Society programs, the Public Broadcasting Act stands alone 

as addressing the issue of communication in the United States: A fact made all the more 

remarkable by the reach and transformational impact of television on society at large in 

the mid-’60s, and by the fact that there was almost no resistance to the proposal at any 

level.  The Public Broadcasting Act had first been discussed on the floor of Congress a 

                                                
38 These quotes, and those by the President on the previous page, are taken from the President’s CPB 
speech on November 7, 1967, the full text of which is provided as Appendix A. 
39 See declassified documents in Appendix D from the President’s task force on satellite education. When 
this was first publicly reported, it was characterized as Johnson having ‘invented the Internet’.  While that 
is hyperbole, it is still quite remarkable that Johnson and his education team lead by advisor Douglas Cater, 
understood perfectly well the transformational character of such a development as a universal ‘knowledge 
bank’ (if not the technology that would one day facilitate it).  
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mere nine months before its passage–an unimaginably brief amount of time by modern 

standards.  This fact, no doubt, speaks to the general appeal of the Carnegie 

Commission’s recommendations for there to be a platform for voices in America’s 

communities “that may otherwise be unheard…(and) “help us see America whole in all 

its diversity” (Carnegie Commission, 1967, p. 92).  Yet this rhetoric of broadening the 

medium to include non-traditional perspectives, including the voices of marginalized 

groups, would be seen (by today’s standards, at least) as unmistakably “progressive” in 

political character, even though it was unclear just how such a mission might be actually 

achieved in the real world.  For this reason, some scholars including Hoynes (1994) have 

argued that public broadcasting was, from its inception, ripe for both external and internal 

challenges to its own existence.   

Tuning Out the Static 
Indeed, a long-term system for funding public broadcasting was never achieved 

during the Johnson years: LBJ’s decision not to stand for re-election left the future of the 

CPB and its progeny (the Public Broadcasting Service) for television and National Public 

Radio (NPR), both founded in 1970) without a clear way forward once the modest initial 

appropriation of $5 million ran out.  The public broadcasting “system” Richard Nixon 

inherited as LBJ’s successor, was, at the moment, not much more than an organizational 

schematic that represented how federal funding would flow to public broadcasters–

ostensibly insulating programming decisions from the politics of funding.   Under the 

initial structure, the 15-person CPB panel would allocate funds to PBS for television 

programming and distribution, and to public radio licensees (later NPR) for radio 
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programming.  In actuality, however, the majority of the money appropriated was 

funneled to the only major public television production company then in operation: 

National Education Television.   

NET, based in New York, was funded by the Ford Foundation, and had been in 

existence more than a decade before the launch of CPB, with a charter to create and 

distribute educational programs to non-commercial licensees.  Initially, the bulk of these 

were imported from the BBC, but by the mid-1960s other programming, including the 

CBC’s Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood, had become popular staples of non-commercial 

stations.  The CPB was asking for $20 million for the next 3 years, to cover costs of 

production (mostly for NET) and distribution.  

A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood 
The new Nixon administration saw the funding vacuum for CPB and (according 

to the online Public Media Policybase, February 23, 1979), budget officials advised the 

new President to “put his stamp” on public broadcasting.40  After a series of internal 

conversations with budget officials, Nixon decided that the Ford Foundation’s 

broadcasting arm (then led by Norman Cousins, a popular anti-nuclear activist and 

advocate for world peace) needed some competition in the public media space.  Nixon’s 

prescription?  To zero-out money for the CPB, with the promise of gradually restoring 

funding contingent upon the Corporation creating new production facilities to compete 

with NET (Wicklein, 1986).   

                                                
40 Accessed at https://current.org/1979/02/nixon-administration-public-broadcasting-papers-summary-of-
1969/ 
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As Levin and Hines (2003) recount, on May 1st, 1969, Fred Rogers (of Mister 

Rogers’ Neighborhood) made a personal plea in a hearing on Capitol Hill in which he 

recited, apparently from memory, a seven-minute statement that concluded with the 

words of one of the songs he’d written for his PBS TV show:  

What do you do with the mad that you feel 
When you feel so mad you could bite? 
When the whole wide world seems oh, so wrong... 
And nothing you do seems very right? 

 
It's great to be able to stop 
When you've planned a thing that's wrong, 
And be able to do something else instead 
And think this song: 

 
I can stop when I want to 
Can stop when I wish 
I can stop, stop, stop any time. 
And what a good feeling to feel like this 
And know that the feeling is really mine. 

 
Know that there's something deep inside 
That helps us become what we can. 
For a girl can be someday a woman 
And a boy can be someday a man.41  
 

As some in the chamber wiped tears from their faces, the spotlight turned to the 

chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on Communications, John Pastore of Rhode 

Island.  

Pastore grew strangely silent, shook his head and replied 
“I’m supposed to be a pretty tough guy…Looks like you’ve 

                                                
41 Original testimony published under the heading “Extension of authorizations under the Public 
broadcasting act of 1967.” Hearings, Ninety-First Congress, first session, on S. 1242, May 1, 1969, United 
States. Congress. Senate. Committee on Commerce. Subcommittee on Communications, Washington, U.S. 
Govt. Print. Off., 1969; Y 4.C 73/2:91-5. 
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just earned the $20 million dollars (for PBS).” (Collins, 
2009, p.175.)42 

 

At the time, political commentators and news analysts had no real language to 

succinctly account for how a children’s TV host had managed to judo-toss a sitting 

president of the United States.  But in retrospect, Nixon vs. Rogers may be seen as the 

first skirmish in the culture wars over public broadcasting: in this case, a soft claim to a 

moral truth couched in such a gentle way as to cast opponents as anti-child–perhaps, 

even, anti-American.  As this paper will demonstrate through the voices and reflections 

of those who fought the ensuing battles over funding, Nixon would learn his lesson well, 

and would find just the ammunition he needed to set the terms of the next battle over 

public broadcasting.  In so doing, he would set the stage for three decades of crises to 

come.  What happened during culture battles to come, and how those battles affected 

public broadcasting’s mission and by extension, American journalism, are at the heart of 

this study.  But first, it is crucial to understand what is now meant by what was then a 

missing conceptual link: What would come to be called the “culture wars” (Hunter, 

1991). 

From Periodic Battles to Ongoing Conflict 
In his 1991 book on the “Culture Wars,” James D. Hunter asserted that not since 

the civil war has there ever been as much tension–as much fundamental disagreement–

over questions central to our national identity: what is “truth,” what is “freedom.”  

Instead of defining the culture wars rigidly, Hunter described a framework for decoding 
                                                
42 The final appropriation was $15 million. 
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conflicts over major issues facing society by describing a kind of competition between 

culturally progressive and culturally conservative groups over the future of American 

society.  In Hunter’s view, the culture war phenomenon transcends mere political 

descriptors of left vs. right. Hunter sees Americans continually debating two radically 

different visions of moral authority, one with roots in what might broadly be described as 

individualist ideals versus more communitarian beliefs.  For those waging the culture 

wars, it is not sufficient merely to win elections; political power must be used to steer 

American society in the desired direction. 

Since the publication of Hunter’s book, it would be hard to make a case that we 

are coming closer together as a nation.  By virtually all accounts, the values chasm has 

widened.  Indeed, this divide is underscored by the fragmentation of communities in like-

minded groups; what has been called “the great sorting.”43 And just as in the civil war, 

one does not have to be an active fighter: Innocent bystanders have become caught up in 

this sorting, nonetheless.  Ken Stern, the former COO of National Public Radio, 

remembers when it “got real” for him.  About 10 years ago, Stern and his family were 

attending the annual block party in his Washington, D.C., neighborhood, an affair 

advertised as a celebration of a community “open to all, no matter what age or income, 

background or ethnicity or gender identity.”   

But–the flyer teasingly added–”no Republicans.” 

                                                
43 In his 2004 book, “The Big Sort,” Bill Bishop made national headlines documenting a three-decade 
migratory trend of Americans moving into heterogeneous communities of like-minded people with similar 
values, backgrounds and beliefs. The result, Bishop maintains, is a country more ideologically “inbred” and 
politically polarized than ever before.  
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It was a joke, sure. “Only it wasn’t really a joke,” Stern decided.44 

The divide is not as simple as Republican vs. Democrat. “That’s just a stalking 

horse,” Stern claims, the parties providing convenient platforms from which we can both 

define ourselves and attack “the other side” all at once.  However as Stern and others 

have discovered firsthand, the divide is not merely a theoretical one either:  But instead, a 

powerful segregating force that is shaping who lives where and what news is “real,” with 

a panoply of deeply profound social and political implications.45 

From abortion to gay rights, from welfare to tax policy, from views on climate 

change, to what kids should learn in public schools about science, Americans are fighting 

battles that Hunter and others since have characterized as discrete battlefronts in the 

Culture Wars, but which, taken together, constitute an increasingly acrimonious public 

debate over values–what has evolved into a struggle over what it means to be American.  

But there is a factor here that is insufficiently illuminated by Hoynes’ (1994) 

analysis–one that goes most directly to the heart of the so-called culture wars itself.  If the 

culture wars are, indeed, nothing less than the struggle over what it means to be 

American, then who gets to write that story and how will it be written?  How will that 

narrative shape the values of our neighbors, our children and our politics?  

In commercial media, this is often expressed in terms of the clash of values of the 

cosmopolitan coasts and so-called fly-over country.  Many still remember former vice-

                                                
44 Former NPR Chief Operating Officer Ken Stern, in interview with David Brown, Nov 21, 2017. 
45 One of the most profound manifestations of this might well be how political geography, not the popular 
vote, determined the outcome of the 2016 presidential race.   
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president Dan Quayle (a Republican from Indiana) picking a public fight with the 

creators of the TV sitcom Murphy Brown over a plotline in which the protagonist–a news 

anchor, no less–made a choice to become a single mother.  Social progressives saw this 

as merely a reflection of reality; social conservatives, including Quayle, saw Hollywood 

shoveling its own version of reality into living rooms, accusing the show’s writers of 

using the popular program to propagandize on alternative definitions of family (Hartman, 

1992).   

Similarly, evangelist (and occasional politician) Jerry Falwell memorably 

chastised the producers of a toddlers’ TV series called Teletubbies for attempting to 

promote a “gay agenda.”  The series, broadcast over many PBS stations but produced in 

Britain, included a purple character with a high-pitched voice named Tinky-Winky, 

whose head sported an antenna shaped like a triangle.  The triangle, Falwell claimed, was 

a well-known symbol embraced by the gay rights movement.  The character was purple 

(another gay rights symbol, Falwell maintained) and spoke with a male voice, but carried 

a purse.  On NBC’s morning news show “Today,” Falwell told a somewhat slack-jawed 

host, Katie Couric, that “little boys running around with purses and acting effeminate and 

leaving the idea that the masculine male, the feminine female is out, and gay is O.K.” is a 

representation which “Christians do not agree with.” That the program was produced by 

“foreigners” made the menace, as Falwell saw it, potentially anti-American, to boot.46 

(Note: conservative objections to public broadcasting's use of British programming have 

                                                
46 There are many accounts of this episode, one of the highlights in the culture wars 
against public broadcasting.  See, e.g., Robinson, 2008. 
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a persistent xenophobic echo, going all the way back to the earliest days of public 

broadcasting in the U.S.) 

But unraveling and understanding the culture wars in public broadcasting and the 

implications for journalism require going far beyond the established media narratives or 

popular accounts of past skirmishes; questions about impact necessarily raise the question 

of original intent.  That is what this study sets out to do: To reconstruct how the law that 

shaped our public broadcasting system came into being and to learn from the early 

conversations and firsthand insights of those who fought the battles that shaped American 

public broadcasting into what it is today.  This study yields a new narrative to help 

explain how the culture wars have affected PBS, NPR, and the mirrors they hold up to the 

American experience. 
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Chapter 2 

COFFEEHOUSES AND LIBERAL PLAYPENS: THE LITERATURE AND POPULAR 
CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF PUBLIC BROADCASTING 

 

Among those who work at NPR, the joke is “yes, we’re PBS–with better 

pictures.”  This is a slightly rueful reference to how often people confuse one service with 

the other (PBS is only on TV and always has been, NPR is only on radio and always has 

been).  The two services both receive public funds via the money appropriated to the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and so both services come from the same family, 

but after the money is distributed by CPB, the two services diverge into separate 

corporations.  The people’s idea of public broadcasting, however, goes by the generic 

name “PBS,” though it is technically incorrect.   

PBS’ radio sibling, which, in its founding mission statement set out to be an 

alternative voice to mainstream media targeting people of color and underserved urban 

audiences underrepresented in commercial broadcasting, has in the past four decades 

undertaken a deliberate program of “professionalization” and centralization of resources 

resembling commercial news operations of radio’s “golden age.”  As a result, NPR News 

has grown into a bona fide network of partner stations with contributing newsrooms and a 

leading source for award-winning original reporting on an international scale.  But some 

in the industry fear much has been lost on NPR’s “road to respectability” (Sherman, 

2005).   

Meanwhile, Public TV increasingly relies on independent producers to develop 

news programming (programs like PBS NewsHour, Washington Week in Review, 
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Frontline and NOW are branded and distributed by PBS, but produced by third-parties), 

and its funding stream is far more heavily dependent on taxpayer dollars than NPR.  PBS 

(which is, perhaps, best known for Elmo, Barney, and other child-centered programming) 

does not have a news division, nor does it directly employ journalists.  Public TV stations 

raise far less money from viewers than do public radio stations (public TV membership 

drives are now almost year-round programming fixtures), and producers of news 

programming routinely bank on corporate sponsors–or “underwriters,” as the euphemism 

goes.   

But in the aggregate, three times as many Americans tune into PBS stations in any 

given month than to NPR stations.  As the literal and metaphoric “face” of public 

broadcasting in the United States, PBS current affairs programming, or to be more 

precise, perceptions about the liberal bias of the award-winning and often hard-hitting 

documentaries PBS distributes to member-stations, have fueled the ongoing debate over 

taxpayer support.  “Stop funding for PBS” has become a populist rallying cry and a 

dependable applause line for generations of conservative politicians (e.g., Titch, 2017).  

This chapter explores how concepts of public broadcasting and the fights over funding fit 

into evolving conceptualizations of media and society. 

From Kulturkampf to Calling Names 
Scholarly discussions of the so-called “Culture Wars” often begin with the 

German term “kulturkampf” (literally the “culture struggle”) that emerged in the late 19th 

century in several Western European nations, arguably culminating in 1914 and the Great 

War.  In Germany, Austria-Hungary, Belgium, the Netherlands and elsewhere across the 
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continent, political forces allied with the traditional values of the Roman Catholic ancien-

regime were increasingly challenged by secularization movements.  But the modern 

application of the “culture wars” term to American politics can be misleading.  James 

Hunter (1991), who, perhaps more than anyone else popularized the term “Culture War” 

with his book of that title, was describing a framework for understanding an American 

social fermentation manifest in a wide variety of skirmishes taking place on the broader 

cultural landscape.  These have included arguments over abortion (e.g., Luker, 1984), 

public school reform (Jacoby, 1994), public support for the arts (Dubin, 1992), gay rights 

(e.g., D’Emilio, 2000; Rimmerman 2002), and, of course, public TV and radio (Hoynes, 

1994).  

While it is true that the conservative forces in these battles are often aligned with 

Judeo-Christian traditionalism (Wuthnow, 1989), Hunter (1991, 1994) notes that the 

American culture war framework is not focused (as was the European kulturkampf) on 

denominational loyalties–but more on a growing divide over Enlightenment principles.  

On the one hand are people Hunter describes as committed to “an external, definable and 

transcendent authority,” while on the other, people committed to a critical rethinking of 

“historic faiths according to the prevailing assumptions of political life,” informed by 

advances in science and the humanities (Hunter, 1991, p.67).  Bell, in his essay on the 

Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism” (1976), described these forces as “traditionalists” 

(p. 34) vs. “modernists” (p. 36), while others have characterized the struggle as between 

religious “conservatives” and “liberals” (Wuthnow, 1989, p. 222-3) or “orthodoxy” vs. 

“progressivism” (Hunter, 1991, p. 42-3).  No matter what the differences in how the 
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combatants are labeled, the significance is a cultural division grounded in fundamentally 

divergent worldviews (Nolan, 1996). In addition, Hunter’s culture wars thesis suggests 

that no matter which side of the divide one may be on, there is a belief that one’s own 

worldview is absolute, and any opposing perspective is invalid, or, un-American.  The 

“delamination” of traditional sources of media,”47 the balkanization of interests online 

(Tewksbury and Rittenberg, 2012), and the explosive growth of social media that 

incentivizes groupthink (Majchrzak, et al., 2013) with “likes” and “follows” currently 

exacerbates the cultural divide.  We are digging in for the long haul, vilifying our 

opponents, certain that our opponents are wrong (or, at best, misinformed), and, by this 

view, any search for common ground seems untenable, if not irrational.   

Placing these concepts in the realm of public broadcasting, the culture war 

transforms what are supposed to be periodic technical debates over public funding–that 

is, the allocation of limited public resources—into heated debates over the morality, 

righteousness, civic-mindedness or patriotism of public broadcasting supporters versus 

public broadcasting opponents.  In other words, these are not debates about policy: these 

fights are personal.   

The Agora and the Wrestling Ring 
Although it is a central presumption of deliberative democracy that disagreements 

may be resolved through thoughtful, political discourse, as Johnson’s Greek agora 

                                                
47 See James Bridle’s provocative discussion of the breakdown of ‘trusted’ media and the impact on youth 
in “Something is Wrong on the Internet,” Daily Dot, November 7, 2017 (accessed at 
https://www.dailydot.com/debug/something-wrong-internet/). 
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reference from his speech launching public broadcasting plainly acknowledged, the 

framework of the culture war asserts that whatever public issue may be contested (in this 

case, funding for public broadcasting) is less important than the effect of the contest itself 

on larger cultural debates involving patriotism, social mores, and civic virtues.  Instead of 

one side marshaling facts in an effort to persuade the other, the culture wars incentivize 

each side to delegitimize the deliberative authority of the other.  What are supposed to be 

arguments over funding are transformed into arguments over “what kind of person could 

hate Big Bird?” or “what kind of American would broadcast such a critical account of his 

own country?” 

It is a hard matter of fact (as the findings will reinforce) that much of what is 

broadcast on public TV airwaves (indeed, its most popular programming) consists of 

children’s programs, costume dramas and music broadcasts.  From this standpoint, one 

might assert that public TV, at least, is, at its core, an educational or an entertainment 

medium, best understood through Blumler and Katz’ uses and gratifications (1974) 

construct.  While such a lens may be helpful in understanding its general appeal, the uses 

and gratifications framework cannot really illuminate how the politicization of funding 

for public broadcasting has repeatedly taken on the trappings of a bare-knuckled battle 

between progressivism and conservatism, social good versus selfishness, religious 

conviction versus humanism, and the like.  Hunter’s culture wars framework takes these 

tugs-of-war into account, and connects them to current events. 

The culture wars construct echoes the work of neo-Marxist Antonio Gramsci, who 

is best known for his theory of cultural hegemony (see, e.g., Gill, 1993).  Gramsci 
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described important distinctions between two kinds of intellectual elites–distinctions that 

roughly parallel the two camps of cultural warriors of modern day America.  On one side 

are those who align themselves with the “truths of the past” (that is, traditional 

intellectuals); on the other are those who embrace the principles of social progressivism 

(so-called organic intellectuals).  These impulses transcend (and sometimes confound) 

more obvious fault lines between genders, races, regions, and political or denominational 

affiliation (or lack thereof).  Though the culture wars, at different stages in recent history, 

have been oversimplified as a Democrat vs. Republican divide, or a battle between 

conservatives versus liberals, Hunter’s framework asserts that there is something more 

fundamental at work, namely, battles within various institutions of society to score 

victories for the symbolic legitimacy of a worldview.  Within the culture war framework, 

even rhetorical victories are real victories, insofar as they legitimate one perspective over 

the other.  But the sound and fury of these battles, splashing across the front pages and 

occupying countless hours of political smack-talk on cable news channels, obscure the 

effects upon the underlying democratic institutions that supposedly give rise to these 

fights in the first place.   

Why It Matters  
It has been some 37 years since Avery and Pepper’s keystone institutional history 

of public broadcasting (1980).  Despite profound changes in financing for public 

broadcasting, major increases in both public and private financial support, and repeated 

debates over its survival played out in the popular press, a search of published peer-

reviewed literature reveals no current exploration of the history of fights over funding 
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and the impact of that discourse from the perspective of those who participated.  Without 

an examination taking such changes and experiences into account, it is impossible to say 

what sort of effect the culture wars have had on public broadcasting, why, or what impact 

this may have had on the American narrative.  As my findings will show, there are 

reasons to believe the effects have been extensive, and that there are lessons that may be 

derived from this experience and applied to other battlefields in the culture wars.   

Blumler and McQuail (1969) first touched on the role of politics in public 

broadcasting shortly after the creation of the CPB, but downplayed the impact of the 

debate over funding while emphasizing how the medium of television could play a more 

active role in political discourse.  This was echoed and amplified in Aufderheide’s (1991) 

exploration of public broadcasting as a social realm separate from economic and state 

interests, putting forth an idealized vision of PBS and NPR as an essential “electronic 

space” in the public sphere - but this did not take into account the impact of the culture 

wars, themselves–nor the implications of public broadcasters trying to save their services 

from the crossfire of partisan politics.  Nonetheless, scholars including Bullert (1997) 

have sounded alarms in the past, noting that the political aspect of the funding debates 

had, at the very least, created a “logic of safety” and a “culture of timidity” (Bullert, 

1997, p.4) inside public television. 

Although Ledbetter (1998) and Barsamian (2001) separately and prematurely 

declared the death of public broadcasting in the U.S., Hoynes (2003) appears to have 

come closer to the mark in signaling what he called “the privatization of PBS” (Hoynes, 
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2003, p.117) and as this study’s findings will show, he could have said, perhaps more 

compellingly, NPR.   

A Manifesto for Better Television 
Any discussion of the real purpose behind the belated (and curiously expedited) 

creation of a public broadcasting system in the United States must begin with the blue-

ribbon Carnegie Report, which was published as a popular book by Bantam in 1967.48  

While not a bestseller, it was a widely read manifesto of sorts, a catch-all critique of the 

state of broadcasting prior to the creation of the CPB, and a popular justification for 

Washington’s reclamation of a public space on public airwaves.  In subsequent years, the 

purposes and goals of the administration’s vision are usually traced to LBJ’s speech to 

Congress and the American people on November 7, 1967, but as will be explained in 

detail later, those objectives as articulated, were not as comprehensive as might have 

appeared to readers.   As the findings will show, there were other pressures and purposes 

that led to the rapid advancement of the educational broadcasting initiative in the mid-

1960s including a recently declassified program for “educational satellites” intended to 

assist the U.S. in accomplishing larger geopolitical objectives–notably in India and Latin 

America. 

Founding documents, including evolutionary drafts of legislation and speeches, 

are held at the Johnson Presidential Library in Austin.  Other writings central to the 

founding ideals of American public broadcasting include FCC Chairman Newton 

                                                
48 Killian, James, et al. “Public Television: A Program for Action.”  Bantam Books, 1967. 
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Minow’s “vast wasteland” address to broadcasters (1961), which was, at the time, 

considered a bold warning shot over the bow of commercial networks–one that echoed a 

growing public anxiety over television becoming an empty, hypnotizing box of blinking 

lights, as veteran newsman Edward R. Murrow put it (1958). At the heart of these early 

critiques were concerns about commercial pressures to maximize audiences resulting in 

the lowest-common-denominator character of American TV, the lack of news and current 

affairs programming (compared to entertainment), and the lack of cultural or educational 

programming aimed at informing or enlightening citizens–especially as compared to 

systems in other countries (see, e.g., Hilmes, 2011 comparing the U.S. and British public 

broadcasting networks).   

Although the impact of broadcast news has been debated for decades without a 

clear scholarly consensus on its impact, the case for television’s role in politics, and 

particularly in presidential elections (Hertsgaard 1988, Finkel 1993) has been repeatedly 

noted by scholars (e.g., Graber, 2001), journalists, and policymakers.  Robert 

McChesney’s landmark Telecommunications, Mass Media and Democracy (1995) details 

how the system of broadcasting in the U.S. became controlled by and developed for 

business interests in the years immediately preceding television—thereby delaying the 

development of public broadcasting in the United States for more than 6 decades.  This 

evolution also underscores how developments in one broadcast medium have 

fundamentally reshaped the other in unexpected ways with long-term implications for 

American journalism, while cementing a capitalist model of private for-profit news, 

which would become the default American standard—and one impetus, LBJ claimed, for 
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the Public Broadcasting Act.  By exploring the Johnson administration’s internal 

discussions of public broadcasting, this study reveals that the purpose for public 

broadcasting was more complicated than merely providing an antidote to commercial TV, 

indeed, as the findings will reveal, journalism only complicated matters for Johnson’s 

great public broadcasting experiment.   

“Spheres” of Influence 
While relatively little has been written on public broadcasting in the United 

States, per se (as compared to commercial broadcasting or the impact and effects of 

television more generally), general overviews of the aspirations and shortcomings of the 

public broadcasting system (McCauley, et al., 2002) complement more theoretical 

defenses of public broadcasting as a Habermasian (1962) public “sphere.”  The promise 

of the Public Broadcasting Act would be, according to Habermas’ critique, the creation of 

a public institution for deliberation and the shared pursuit of rational interests; Murdock 

(2005) explicitly makes the case for public broadcasting as an essential cultural 

institution in a democratic society, while a similar polemic is advanced by Kellner (1992) 

in his defense of what he calls “the real” public broadcasting (i.e., municipal and highly-

localized programming typified by cable access TV stations of the 1980s and ’90s).  This 

work, like Barlow’s (1988) history of community radio, is extremely dated, but 

nonetheless expresses the progressive ideals that have both inspired public broadcasting’s 

most ardent proponents since 1967–and drawn the ire of ideological and political 

opponents on the other side of the so-called “Culture Wars” (Chapman 2010, after Hunter 

1991).  
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While the back-and-forth over public broadcasting has been a staple of popular 

coverage in the press as far back as the earliest days of the Nixon administration (whose 

communications chief called a “playpen” for liberal elites,49 the culture wars over CPB 

have seldom been the focus of academics.  Exceptions include Chapman’s (2010) brief 

essay for his “Encyclopedia of the Culture Wars,” Ouellette’s (2008) cultural studies 

critique of the structural contradictions weakening public TV, an account of the politics 

of documentary film broadcast on public TV (Bullert, 1997), and Engleman’s (1997) 

political history of public radio and TV.  Neither of the latter two works references the 

culture wars framework for analysis, instead focusing on a general history of the medium 

and its growth as a niche but dominant player in children’s educational programming.  

This study attempts to redress a gap in a scholarly understanding of how debates over 

PBS and NPR funding have been affected by the ideological struggle of the past 50 years, 

and what might be learned from this fight. 

Though beyond the scope of this study (yet still essential for an understanding of 

why America was late to the game in public broadcasting), there is considerable 

scholarship on the genesis of non-commercial programming for broadcast: Notably 

historical accounts such as Godfried’s history of WCFL, the nonprofit station founded in 

the late 1920s as the voice of the Chicago Federation of Labor. Another treatment of pre-

CPB era public broadcasting is recounted in Mitchell’s (2005) history of public 

broadcasting in Wisconsin (which makes the claim for the Dairy State as having invented 

public broadcasting 100 years ago).  A more comprehensive account of early educational 

                                                
49 This episode is discussed in greater detail by Robert MacNeil and Bill Moyers later in this study. 
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broadcasting (as contrasted with the history of formal public broadcasting networks post-

1967) is told by Slotten (2008), who explains how colleges and universities in the 1920s 

and ’30s sought to expand their educational mission with local educational radio stations 

featuring lectures, agricultural reports, and radio course offerings. 

Early attempts at establishing public interest alternatives to challenge the 

dominance of commercial broadcasting are described from a cultural studies perspective 

by Ouellette and Lewis (2000).  Their critique suggests that the Ford Foundation-based 

origins of what would become the CPB only served to reify existing cultural hierarchies, 

preventing the cultivation of a broadcast space conducive to the nurturing of genuinely 

alternative voices. In a similar vein, Perlman (2016) traces how groups like labor unions, 

women’s rights groups and the NAACP have perpetually and, mostly, unsuccessfully, 

fought for space to air non-mainstream viewpoints by attempting to engage with both 

commercial and public TV broadcasters.   

It is interesting in light of these critiques that, as the findings will show, public 

broadcasting pioneers were passionate about their progressive objectives and, when 

speaking candidly (as they did for this study), admit to an ideological orientation some 

readers may find difficult to distinguish from an editorial agenda. 

Two Unanswered Questions 
While the framework of the culture wars offers a tool for helping us understand 

how we arrived at where we are today, debates over public broadcasting predate PBS, the 

CPB, and the Public Broadcasting Act itself.  To get to the bottom of these debates, this 

study firsts delves into the primary goals of public broadcasting, and whether the 
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enterprise is, at its core, more “Mr. Rogers” or “Bill Moyers.”  Another way of thinking 

about this is by considering whether public broadcasting in America was intended to be 

more closely aligned with a buffet of high-minded programming which (to borrow LBJ’s 

phraseology) “enriches” American life–or the “Greek marketplace” of debate Johnson 

referred to elsewhere in the very same speech.  Such a determination is central to 

understanding whether, 50 years after the signing of the Public Broadcasting Act, the 

CPB, PBS and NPR, have fulfilled their founding objectives, or failed—and to what 

extent fights over funding have had an impact.  Put more simply, the first research 

question posed by this study is whether the culture wars have affected public 

broadcasting, and if so, how.    

Moreover, to the extent that journalism is found to be an objective of Johnson’s 

great public broadcasting experiment, this study poses a second research question: 

Whether the culture wars have had an effect on public broadcast journalism and its 

impact on telling the American story.  With funding for public broadcasting facing a 

renewed political challenge at the time of this writing, and with Americans across the 

ideological spectrum clamoring for an antidote to so-called fake news, these questions go 

directly to the heart of a media controversy central to our democracy, and still unfolding 

five decades on.   

The culture wars over CPB are no mere political sideshow, nor are they well 

understood.  Taken together, over time, they have not only precipitated a rethinking of 

the role of money–public and private–in broadcast journalism, but also revealed fault 
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lines in our democracy, including arguments over the role of media, the nature of self-

governance, and who gets to shape the American narrative.   
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Chapter 3 

WITH EYES AND EARS: 

METHODS FOR EXPLORING THE CULTURE WARS OVER PUBLIC RADIO & TV 
 

It is a well-accepted axiom that the nature of the research questions posed dictates 

the appropriate method of inquiry.   Both research questions posed here are attempts to 

understand historic events in a larger context, not to establish the existence of a cause-

and-effect relationship, nor to test specific hypotheses that might be empirically 

measurable.  The challenge is to assess data related to specific historical facts, analyze 

this data for the emergence of patterns, and interpret these patterns with a view toward 

inductively drawing more general conclusions about the data which may be presented as 

findings (Patton 1990; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994, Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  

Presidential Papers 
To identify the goals and purposes of the Act which created a formalized system 

of public broadcasting in the U.S., I begin by turning to the original, founding documents 

of the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, archived at the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential 

Library in Austin, Texas.  During the Johnson administration, a meticulous filing system 

was contemporaneously maintained in a filing office responsible for all White House 

Central Files (“WHCF”).  As documents came into the administration, they were 

forwarded to the WHCF central office, where they were filed under 60 major subject 
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headings. These headings continue to serve as the main index for LBJ’s archival papers.  

After a review of all 60 subject headings50, five subject headings were identified as 

relevant to the origins of the Public Broadcasting Act: Education,51 Federal Government 

Task Forces,52 Legislation,53 Utilities,54 and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 

itself. 55  

The Johnson Archives also includes the Final Report of the President’s Task 

Force on Communications Policy dated December 7th, 1968.  The significance of this 

material is what it tells us about the strategic objectives of Johnson-era communications 

policies, and how they compare to popular assumptions and articles of faith associated 

the mission of public broadcasting. 

                                                
50 This initial search through the Presidential Archives was conducted with the guidance and assistance of 
Liza Talbot, research librarian at the Johnson Presidential Library.   
51 Of specific importance, approximately 1,600 pages on ‘teaching methods’, which includes material 
related to the use of ‘educational’ television and satellite technology.  
52 This file includes basic background material on the Task Force on Communications Policy (53 pages), 
and the Task Force for “Networks of Knowledge” (51 pages): Johnson’s ambitious idea to develop public 
television stations as vast repositories for on-demand services accessible worldwide (what, to modern 
readers, appears to be a pro-Western, TV-based forerunner of the Internet, using satellites as the backbone 
of a global information network).  Much of this material was classified until 1997, because of concerns 
related to the military's involvement in the development and deployment of satellites, and larger national 
strategic questions discussed later. 
53 Of specific importance, material related to education bills involving broadcast technology with potential 
connections to the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 (approximately 160 pages).  
54 This file includes 2,400 pages of largely technical data primarily related to the use of radio spectrum for 
ground and satellite stations, some of which is incidentally related to public broadcasting, but not to 
content, per se.  
55 This 600-page file includes the primary documents, preliminary drafts, and informal comments on the 
legislation that would be signed on November 7, 1967, establishing the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting.   
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All of these White House files were examined in the LBJ Archives research 

library; permission was granted to photograph relevant documents,56 but no scanners 

were allowed, and documents are not permitted to leave the library. 

Elite Interviews 
The second portion of this research was aimed at generating “a subjective 

understanding of how and why people perceive, reflect, role-take, interpret, and interact” 

(Baker, Edwards & Doidge, 2012, p.4) with each other in the culture wars over public 

broadcasting.  To accomplish this, prominent public figures directly involved in the 

political fights over funding were invited to speak on the record in extended, semi-

structured interviews with the researcher.  These types of qualitative interviews are 

classified as “elite” interviews (Hochschild, 2009, p. 1).  

Elite interviewing is a technique that permits the researcher to gain first-hand 

insights into a subject matter under scrutiny by speaking one-on-one with individuals 

directly involved (Dexter, 2006).  In contrast to expert interviews, the elite interview is 

aimed at obtaining a participatory perspective; the objective is to obtain personal, 

unmediated accounts, recollections and reflections of actions directly taken or personally 

experienced (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).  Such interviews permit firsthand participants 

in events to tell their own stories unfiltered by external narratives, published accounts, 

existing histories or theories (McCracken, 1988, p. 34).    
                                                
56 Photographs of archived documents from the LBJ Library were processed using the “Handy Scanner” 
application; this software digitally manipulates the photographic images of documents, permitting a 
readable reproduction of written material, although some digital “distortion” or noise may be evident.  All 
archived works photographed and included as exhibits in this paper were from ‘original source’ documents 
unless otherwise noted.    
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Elite interviewing does not imply anything about the socio-economic status of the 

participants.  Rather, the word “elite” refers to the difficulty of gaining access to the 

target population.  For example, if one were attempting to study amphetamine production 

by an outlaw motorcycle gang, or the internal workings of a board of bank directors, 

reaching participants–and getting them to talk-would be both essential and unusually 

difficult (Baker, et al, 2012).  For this study, the target population included prominent TV 

and radio personalities, politicians, and people in the media spotlight insulated from 

public contact by non-responsive (junk) email addresses, generic corporate contact 

numbers, professional spokespersons and layers of public relations officials often 

directed to reject interview requests and other non-solicited interactions.   

Yet despite issues of accessibility, elite interviews are especially important in 

understanding the culture war debate because they offer direct explanations of the actual 

strategic intent of certain types of cultural arguments and rhetoric.  Moreover, individuals 

who have participated in these public debates can offer personal evidence and unusually 

intimate insights into how, or whether, these arguments–and counterarguments–were 

considered effective by participants at the time, and how they relate to events that 

preceded and followed.  Such interviews are “critical in exploratory, descriptive research 

in that they allow previously unrevealed insights to emerge.” (Connaughton, 2002, p.40.) 

Elite interviews are semi-structured, one-on-one, in-depth question-and-answer 

sessions, typically lasting from 30 minutes to an hour, and are extensively used by 

historians, social science, and medical researchers (Wengraf, 2001; Brinkmann, 2014). 

This process involves identifying a target frame of interview subjects, selecting 
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appropriate potential participants, submitting a written request for participation (email is 

considered appropriate and customary), and, if necessary, making at least two follow up 

requests to obtain an answer to the initial participation request (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 

Consistent with Federal law and University policy, my invitation, a consent 

acknowledgement and a template of questions were first submitted to the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at the University of Texas at Austin.  After receiving approval from 

the IRB, I proceeded to identify and contact potential interview participants.  

In order to generate an initial target frame of interview subjects, a combination of 

search terms was used in the “All News” database of LexisNexis: (“CPB” OR 

“Corporation for Public Broadcast!” OR “public broadcast!” OR “PBS” OR “NPR” 

/AND/ “budget” OR “funding” OR “allocation” OR “appropriation”).  This search 

covered three discrete time periods selected because of their known import to the 

evolution of public broadcasting after the signing of the Public Broadcasting Act:  Period 

1 (Nixon administration) covered the timeframe of January 20, 1969 to December 31, 

1972; Period 2 (Reagan ‘Revolution’) included dates from January 20, 1981 to December 

31, 1985, and Period 3 (“Contract with America”) covered September 1, 1994 to 

December 31, 1997.  Search terms were kept identical for the purposes of methodological 

consistency (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Non-duplicate hits with the greatest relevance from prominent national 

magazines, nationally distributed newspapers and wire services were examined and a list 

compiled of politicians directly involved in negotiations, current affairs commentators 

involved in the issue of public broadcasting, and other public figures including public 
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radio and television professionals involved in debates over public broadcasting funding.  

The majority of names on the list were politicians subsequently found to be deceased; 

these names were obviously eliminated; however, consideration was given to aides or 

others close to key figures whose names occurred repeatedly in published reports and in 

commentary.  Table 1, which follows, lists the 19 persons successfully contacted and 

interviewed for this study, their titles, the dates of interviews and the duration of each 

conversation (with the exception of one interview conducted by email exchange, that of 

Johnson aide and PBS veteran Bill Moyers).   
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TABLE 1 
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER 

 
Including Titles, Dates of Interviews and Total Duration of Each 

Interview 
 

 
Interviewee Title or Position Date 

Interviewed 
Duration 

Richard “Dick” Armey Former Texas Republican Congressman, 
Former House Majority Leader, 
Contract w/ America Co-Author 

12/14/17 
 

54:03 

Terry Clifford Co-Founder, Station Resource Group 2/12/18 33:19 

Bob Edwards Founding Anchor, Morning Edition 
National Public Radio 

10/19/17 34:36 

Laurence Jarvik PBS Privatization Proponent and Former 
Bradley Scholar, Heritage Foundation 

1/29/18 54:40 

Kevin Klose Former CEO National Public Radio, 
Former Chief U.S. Information Agency 

10/30/17 1:35:39 

Robert MacNeil Founder MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, 
Veteran Correspondent PBS, NBC, BBC, 
CBC 

11/2/17 53:21 

Lloyd Morrisett Co-Founder of Sesame Street 2/8/18 46:24 

Bill Moyers Aide to President Lyndon Johnson; 
documentarian, author and longtime host of 
“NOW” with Bill Moyers on PBS 

1/8/18 Email 
(6 pages) 

Cokie Roberts Veteran NPR and ABC News 
congressional correspondent 

10/25/17 35:07 

Jim Russell Founding correspondent, NPR’s All Things 
Considered, Creator of Marketplace on PRI 

10/17/17 1:03:57 
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Robert Schenkkan, Jr. Son of PBS/NPR pioneer Bob Schenkkan, 
Sr., actor and playwright of “All the Way,” 
a history of the LBJ administration 

11/18/17 38:03 

Ruth Seymour Legendary Los Angeles NPR station 
manager at KCRW 

2/6/18 49:09 

Bill Siemering Co-founding National Public Radio Board 
Member, author of first NPR Mission 
Statement 

2/1/18 54:39 

Tavis Smiley First African-American Host of self-titled 
NPR and PBS news programs 

11/7/17 30:27 

Mike Starling Former Vice President, National Public 
Radio, General Manager WHCP 

12/20/17 57:44 

Ken Stern Former COO, National Public Radio 11/21/17 41:47 

Bill Stotesbery General Manager, PBS co-founding station 
KLRU (formerly KLRN) Austin 

2/2/18 38:17 

Tom Thomas Co-Founder, Station Resource Group 2/12/18 33:19 

Stewart Vanderwilt General Manager, NPR co-founding station 
KUT Austin 

10/20/17 1:04:54 

 
 

Table 2, which follows, lists 31 other persons contacted who declined to 

participate or did not respond and their reasons for not participating (if given).  



 

 71 

 
TABLE 2 

POTENTIAL INTERVIEWEES DECLINING TO PARTICIPATE 
In Alphabetical Order with Name, Position, Contact Dates and Reasons 

Given for Not Participating (As Applicable) 
 

 
Name Title/Position Contact Dates Reasons Given or No 

Response (NR) as 
applicable 

Elizabeth Arnold Former NPR White 
House Correspondent 

2/6, 2/24/18 NR 

Glenn Beck Public Social 
Conservative Pundit 

1/25; 1/30/18 NR 

Bill Bennett Reagan Secretary of 
Education, Author of 
Book on Values, 
Conservative 
Commentator 

11/5/17, 2/1/18 NR 

David Brock Founder, Media 
Matters, Former 
Conservative 
Commentator who 
became Progressive 
Author 

1/23/18, 2/24/18 NR 

Marc Brown Children’s TV 
Producer, Author and 
Illustrator of Arthur 
PBS series 

2/5, 2/24/18 NR 

Bay Buchanan Reagan Treasury 
Secretary, 
conservative political 
commentator and 
campaign manager 
for her brother’s 
(Patrick Buchanan’s) 
1992 campaign 
attacking G.H.W. 
Bush’s support of 
PBS. 

1/23, 2/7/18 NR 
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Patrick Buchanan Former Nixon aide 
who led first culture 
war on PBS, in 1992 
ran for President 
attacking GOP 
support for PBS 
“pro-gay” agenda, 
longtime 
conservative 
commentator and 
author. 

11/8/17, 2/24.18 NR 

Patrick Butler  President & CEO, 
PBS 

11/10/17, 2/24/18 NR 

Richard “Dick” 
Carlson 

Former President 
CPB, U.S. 
Ambassador and 
director of Voice of 
America, Radio 
Marti and U.S. 
Information Agency 
(father of 
conservative 
commentator Tucker 
Carlson) 

1/31/17 Replied 2/6/18: 
Illness.  Agreed to 
speak at a later date 
“if and when that 
changes.”  

Robert “Bob” Dole Former GOP Senator 
from Kansas, Senate 
Majority Leader, 
Republican 
Candidate for 
President 

1/13/17 Replied 2/2/18: 
“Just not feeling up 
to it right now.” 

Al Franken Democratic Senator 
from Minnesota, 
vocal advocate for 
Public Broadcasting 

10/23/17 NR (shortly after 
reaching out, Sen. 
Franken resigned 
amid scandal) 

Newt Gingrich House GOP Leader 
from Georgia, co-
author ‘Contract with 
America’ and PBS 
opponent 

10/23, 12/8/17 NR 
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Terry Gross Host of NPR’s Fresh 
Air, frequent target of 
NPR critics for 
conversations 
involving sexuality, 
alternative lifestyles, 
progressive causes 

2/6/18 Replied 2/6/18: “I 
wish I could say yes, 
but I have so many 
deadlines right now 
that I just can’t do 
it…you’ve chosen a 
great subject.” 

David Horowitz PBS 
Privatization/Defundi
ng advocate, 
conservative author 
and critic of “liberal” 
media at Freedom 
Center think tank 

11/1/17 Replied 11/8/17: “I 
really don’t have the 
time or inclination to 
do this.  You should 
reach out to Jarvis, 
ex-Heritage.” 

Patricia (de Stacy) 
Harrison 

President, CEO, CPB 1/31, 2/7/18 Replied through 
spokesperson by 
phone on 2/23/18: 
“(she) believes her 
many previous public 
statements speak for 
themselves.” 

Maria Hinojosa Host of NPR’s Latino 
U.S.A., Founder of 
Futuro Media Group 

2/6, 2/24/18 NR 

Howard Husock CPB Board of 
Directors, Manhattan 
Institute scholar, 
conservative 
supporter of PBS & 
NPR 

10/25/17, 2/24/18 NR 

Lynda Bird Johnson 
(Robb) 

Daughter of President 
Lyndon Baines 
Johnson, chief family 
spokesperson on 
Johnson 
administration and 
legacy 

12/2/17, 1/2/18 Replied by phone 
12/15/17, interview 
possible but 
scheduling 
complications, check 
back at start of the 
year.  No response to 
follow-up.  
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Bill Kling Entrepreneurial 
Founder of 
Minnesota Public 
Radio and American 
Public Media (APM) 

10/19, 11/1/17, 
1/12/18 

Replied 11/8/17: 
busy, will get back.  
Second reply 
1/12/18: scheduling 
conflicts, he has your 
number and will try 
to call when he can. 

Bill Kristol Founder and Editor at 
Large of conservative 
magazine Weekly 
Standard, ABC news 
commentator and 
critic of taxpayer 
support for NPR & 
PBS 

1/30, 2/24/18 NR 

Jim Lehrer Co-founder 
MacNeil/Lehrer 
NewsHour, veteran 
PBS news personality 
and author 

10/17/17 Replied 10/19/17: 
“This is not a subject 
I wish to talk about 
right now.” 

Michael Medved Conservative culture 
critic, political 
commentator and 
radio show host 

1/23, 2/7/18 NR 

Pat Mitchell  First woman 
President and CEO of 
PBS, current 
President and CEO of 
Paley Center for 
Media in New York 

10/16, 10/25/18 Replied through 
spokesperson 
10/25/17: “Pat is 
traveling and 
preparing for several 
high-profile events 
over the next few 
weeks which make it 
impossible to 
schedule any 
interviews at this 
time.”  
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Jarl Mohn President and CEO, 
NPR 

10/20/17 Replied through 
spokesperson 
10/20/17: “Jarl 
forwarded your 
request. 
Mike Oreskes our 
SVP of news & 
editorial director 
would be a better fit 
for this interview. Do 
you want me to help 
schedule?” (Oreskes 
resigned on Oct. 31 
in wake of sexual 
harassment 
allegations; Jarl 
Mohn went on 
indefinite medical 
leave one week later, 
facing staff questions 
over his handling of 
complaints about 
Oreskes.)  
 

Larry Pressler Former Republican 
Senator from South 
Dakota, most vocal 
GOP critics of CPB 
in the 1990s, 
sponsoring bill to 
terminate funding for 
public broadcasting 

1/29, 2/24/18 NR 

Ralph Reed Conservative 
political activist best 
known as first 
president of the 
Christian Coalition in 
1990s. 

11/1, 12/18/17 NR 
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Pat Robertson GOP politician and 
longtime 
conservative 
televangelist, founder 
of 700 Club, critic of 
“gay agenda” in PBS 
children’s programs.  

1/31, 2/24/18 NR (on 2/3/18, 
Washington Post 
reported Robertson, 
87, suffered a stroke 
2/2/18 and was 
recovering at a 
Virginia Beach 
hospital.) 

Dana Rohrabacher California 
Republican 
Congressman, ally of 
Dick Armey, 
opponent of taxpayer 
funding for PBS & 
NPR.  

12/20/17, 1/2/18 NR 

Karl Rove Former chief Adviser 
to President G.W. 
Bush, conservative 
TV commentator and 
author. In published 
reports, accused of 
putting pressure on 
CPB over PBS 
documentaries 
critical of “war on 
terror.” 

1/25, 1/29/18 Replied 1/30/18: 
“I’m sorry but I’m 
going to have to take 
a pass. I have a book 
due to the publisher 
and am behind, have 
a crushing travel 
schedule the next five 
weeks, and we have a 
family health 
emergency that is 
also taking time. 
Sorry to have to say 
no.” 
 

Margaret Spellings President of 
University of North 
Carolina System, 
Former Education 
Secretary under G.W. 
Bush, critic of “pro-
gay rights agenda” in 
PBS children’s 
programs  

2/5, 2/24/18 Auto responses 
received 2/5 and 
2/24/18: “Thank you 
for contacting the 
office of the 
President of the 
University of North 
Carolina System. 
Your message has 
been received, and 
we will respond as 
soon as possible.” 
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Donald Wildmon Methodist minister, 
founder of American 
Family Association, 
critic of “anti-family” 
agenda in PBS 
programming 

2/7, 2/24/18 NR 

 
 

In order to capture the interview data most effectively, it is preferable to record 

these interviews (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This method permits the interviewer to focus 

on respondents’ answers and on logical follow-up questions, while enabling the 

transcriptionist to generate a “verbatim” account of each interview.   

These types of interviews are conducted once only, and are based on a pre-written 

interview guide: A schematic list of questions (or topics) which are designed to elicit 

answers relevant to the larger research question being explored.  Because time is 

considered to be of the essence as interview subjects may tire or lose focus over longer 

periods, structured interviews typically begin with a “core” question and associated 

follow-up questions which may or may not be part of the original interview guide 

(Wengraf, 2001). The interview guide and its semi-rigid format permits the researcher to 

explore numerous respondents in a methodologically consistent manner that remains both 

flexible and comprehensive enough to accommodate a range of personal experiences 

(Barriball and While, 1994).   A copy of the interview guide is included as Appendix F. 

Participants were told they would be speaking on the record and audio of the 

conversations would be recorded for accuracy of transcription.  I began each interview 

with a brief oral summary of the project and verbal acknowledgement of the receipt of 
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the consent form and confirmation of consent (for backup purposes; written consent was 

obtained from all participants). The interviews were conducted by telephone and typically 

proceeded with the initial question from the interview guide followed by more open-

ended questions probing answers and testing ideas from previous interviews, as 

appropriate (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).   

As interviews were completed and transcribed, they were processed using 

qualitative data analysis software (QDA Miner) which assists in the creation, markup and 

retrieval of coding categories.  The coding schema resulted from the repeated open 

reading of the transcripts with a consideration of what categories could be combined or 

sub-divided to serve the purposes of this analysis. During these repeated readings (and as 

more interviews were added), attention was given to discover new issues that might 

emerge from the text (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Descriptive names for these categories 

appear in the results as the subheadings of Chapter 4 and in the discussion as they 

become relevant.  In reporting these results, every attempt is made to use the respondents’ 

own words wherever possible, with speech disfluencies omitted for clarity.   

To aid the reader in connecting the history explored earlier in this paper with the 

narrative that emerges in my findings, Figure 1, below, outlines some of the most 

significant dates in the evolution of public broadcasting.  
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1922	
• First	Educational	Radio	Station	
• WHA,	University	of	Wisconsin	at	Madison	

1925	
• First	Association	of	College	Broadcast	Stations	
• Early	forerunner	to	NPR	

1925	
• KUT	Austin	On	Air	for	2	years,	resumes	in	1957	
• Under	Bob	Schenkkan,	co-founder	of	NPR	in	1970	

1941	
• First	Commercial	TV	Debuts	
• WNBT	(now	WNBC)	New	York	

1952	
• Educational	TV	and	Radio	Center	founded	by	Ford	Foundation	
• Later	renamed	National	Educational	Television	(NET)	

1962	
• Bob	Shenkkan	launches	non-pro_it	KLRN	to	serve	San	Antonio	&	Austin	
• Stations	later	separate,	KLRU	goes	on	the	air	in	Austin	

1963	
• Texan	Lyndon	Baines	Johnson	sworn	in	as	President	after	Kennedy	
Assassination	
• Launches	Great	Society	Agenda	in	1964	Presidential	election	bid;	wins	

1965	

• Carnegie	Commission	launched	to	study	educational	TV	
•  Johnson	aide	Bill	Moyers	oversees	coordination	with	Carnegie	
Commission	

•  Stanford	researchers	secretly	propose	global	satelitte	broadcast	
system	

• Multi-departmental	study	envisions	PBS	as	program	hub	

FIGURE 1 
TIMELINE OF THE EVOLUTION OF PUBLIC BROADCASTING 
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1966	
•  Ford	Foundation	begins	phasing	out	funding	for	NET	

1967	
• Public	Broadcasting	Laboratory	(PBL)	created	by	NET	to	produce	
weekly	documentary	series		

•  LBJ	signs	Public	Broadcasting	Act	into	law	

1969	
•  Sesame	Street	debuts	on	NET	stations	along	with	Mister	Rogers'	
Neighborhood	

•  Fred	Rogers	testi_ies	on	Capitol	Hill	in	support	of	CPB	funds	

1970	

• Public	Broadcasting	System	(PBS)	and	National	Public	Radio	(NPR)	
founded	

• NPACT	created	as	PBS	news	center	in	Washington	
• Banks	and	the	Poor	airs	on	PBS;	Nixon	outraged	
• Nixon	vetoes	CPB	appropriations	

1971	
• NPR	debuts	_irst	national	daily	news	program,	All	Things	Considered	

1972	
• 	PBS	funding	crisis	ends;	TV	funds	_iltered	through	CPB	to	local	TV	stations	
• 	PBS	becomes	distribution	center	and	program	broker,	public	TV	"brand"	

1973	
• PBS'	MacNeil	and	Lehrer	anchor	gavel-to-gavel	Watergate	coverage	
• Coverage	evolves	into	nightly	NewsHour,	produced	independently	

1977	
•  Former	RFK	aide	Frank	Mankiewicz	takes	over	at	NPR	News	
• New	era	of	professionalization;	hires	Cokie	Roberts	

1979	
• NPR	debuts	national	a.m.	drive-time	news	program,	Morning	Edition	
• Bob	Edwards	named	anchor,	hosts	until	2004	
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1981	

• Reagan	deregulates	commercial	broadcasting,	ends	news	requirement	
• Also	loosens	restrictions	on	public	broadcasting	sponsor	
announcements	

1982	
• Reagan	begins	_irst	of	annual	calls	to	"privatize"	PBS	&	NPR	
• Congress	continues	modest	appropriation	increases	throughout	80s	

1983	
• AT&T	bids	12	million	to	support	MacNeil/Lehrer	NewsHour	

1986	
• NPR's	Morning	Edition	becomes	top-ranked	morning	news	broadcast	on	
TV	or	radio	

1989	
• Debut	of	Marketplace	business	program	on	(most)	NPR	stations	
• Controversy	over	GE	funding	and	title	music	

1992	
• Right-wing	think	tank	Heritage	Foundation	launches	push	to	privatize	PBS,	NPR	

1994	
• Newt	Gingrich,	Dick	Armey	unveil	Contract	with	America	manifesto	
• Calls	for	government	downsizing,	including	defunding	of	PBS,	NPR	

1996	
• Bill	Clinton	calls	for	end	to	era	of	"big	government"	
• House-Senate	reconciliation	results	in	_irst-ever	public	broadcasting	cuts	

1998	
• Public	Broadcasting	funding	restored	to	new	record	high	level	

2003	
• Joan	Kroc	(McDonald's)	bequest	creates	$200	million	endowment	for	NPR	
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Chapter 4 

FINDINGS: FROM SATELLITES TO “PHONY” FIGHTS—A NEW NARRATIVE OF THE LONG-
RUNNING BATTLE OVER PUBLIC BROADCASTING 

 
 
I was present at the creation.   
 
As a special assistant to President Johnson for domestic policy in 1964, I 
represented the White House in the first meetings at the Office of 
Education to discuss the potential of what was then known as “educational 
television.”   

 
We believed there should be one channel that was not only free of 
commercials but free from commercial values: a channel that does not 
represent an economic exploitation of life; whose purpose is not to please 
as many consumers as possible, to get as much advertising as possible, to 
sell as many products as possible; one channel, at least one, whose success 
is measured not exclusively by the numbers who watch but by the imprint 
left on those who do.  – Bill Moyers, former special assistant to President 
Lyndon Baines Johnson and longtime public television anchor in 
interview via email, January 8, 2018).57  

 

In the mid-’60s, the phrase “culture war” was not a part of the American dialogue.  But 

that’s not to say there was not one going on.  In a United States increasingly preoccupied 

by a protracted Cold War with the Soviet Union, the recent assassination of a beloved 

president under what were mysterious circumstances at best, and a growing restlessness 

among the largest youth generation in American history, challenging the authority of 

their parents, television was, for the most part, a reassuring constant.  In between 

episodes of the Beverly Hillbillies, The Dick Van Dyke Show and Ed Sullivan, 

commercials communicated messages of American prosperity and better living through 
                                                
57 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are referred to in the text as “MOYERS:” 
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consumerism—though occasionally, an image would break through the clutter, shattering 

the illusion of a nation tightly bound together by shared values.   

One night, it might be a jittery black and white image of “negroes” in Alabama, 

pinned against a storefront by police water cannon.  On another night, the dinner table 

conversation might freeze as Walter Cronkite narrated footage of cities like Rochester 

and Philadelphia on fire…or pictures of frightened American boys—some still in their 

teens—under fire, cowering beneath their helmets in a jungle trench half a world away.   

Why were we there?  Was it worth it?  Who was fighting this war anyway?   Our 

conversations were beginning to change as cultural fermentation took hold over issues of 

poverty, inequality, social justice, and fears of cataclysmic conflict. But those 

conversations were not taking place on what FCC Chairman Newton Minow had 

described in 1961 as the “vast wasteland” of American television—or radio.58   

Playwright and actor Robert Schenkkan, Jr. remembers, vividly.  He was a rebellious teen 

during the LBJ years; his father was in charge of the non-commercial TV and radio 

stations operating out of San Antonio and Austin, Texas.  

 
Well, my father was, in his time, he probably would've described himself 
as liberal democrat, or an FDR democrat. He was conservative financially, 
and conservative in terms of the Vietnam War, I think he supported 
Johnson and Nixon, to some degree, in terms of the war. That was 
certainly an issue between the two of us, because I did not support the war. 
–Robert F. Schenkkan, Jr., playwright, actor, son of public broadcast 
pioneer Robert F. Schenkkan, interviewed on November 18, 2017.59 
 
 

                                                
58 See Minow, Newton (1961). 
59 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced in the text as “SCHENKKAN:” 
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But the elder Schenkkan had an idea—one he’d been nurturing since his earliest 

days in non-profit TV and radio in the 1950s.  Schenkkan, Sr. imagined using the new 

magic box that had become a centerpiece of the American living room as a national 

hearthside, of sorts.  TV, as he and others were coming to see it, had the power to be a 

first of its kind national center for discussion, a kind of American town square of the air, 

a space for sharing ideas, innovation, learning, exploration.   

 
SCHENKKAN: He had this idea of television, public television, it was going 
to be the universal university. So that you would be able to turn on your 
TV and learn physics from Albert Einstein and art from Jackson Pollock, 
and it was just going to be this amazing way in which people would 
communicate with the brightest and most interesting and innovative 
teachers of the time, as well as it would be a way to bring the same 
extraordinary opportunities, and also very ordinary educational 
opportunities to people in remote areas who were unlikely to even have a 
school.  

 
 

The concept held enormous appeal for President Johnson, who had been an educator, 

himself, before entering politics.  But there was more to the story.   

This chapter presents the findings of this study arranged in roughly chronological 

order, integrating extended comments from interviews with archival discoveries from the 

Johnson Library.  The result is a new (and at times, startlingly revealing) narrative of a 

long-running fight Americans may have thought they knew, but which even its 

participants did not fully understand.  The topical headlines that follow correlate with the 

major themes that surfaced in the interviews. 
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The Groundwork of a Global Network 
When Johnson learned of a blue-ribbon panel set up by the prestigious Carnegie 

Foundation to explore the possibility of harnessing TV for the public good, he sent a 

message to his right-hand man, the 30-year-old Bill Moyers: “get on it.” 

 
MOYERS: President Johnson hoped this would be the beginning of “a 
network of knowledge” for the broad public.  We were meant to do what 
the economic market would not do.  Commercial broadcasting had made 
its peace with the “little lies and fantasies” that were the by-products of 
the merchandising process and was too firmly fixed within the rules of the 
economic game to rise more than occasionally above the lowest common 
denominator.   
 
The Commissions’ report called on the federal government to intervene in 

American broadcasting, for the first time taking a role in the content, and its quality.  It 

was a revolutionary idea (at least for an American Presidential administration) in that it 

ran counter to more than a century of laissez-faire, regulation of communication 

technology.  According to Moyers, Johnson imagined the creation of a program that 

would fit squarely into his “Great Society” master plan for social welfare. 

MOYERS: When the Carnegie Commission on the Future of Public 
Broadcast was completed in 1965 it landed on my desk for staffing. I 
assigned it to Douglass Cater, by then the White House point man for 
education, culture, and the arts.   
 
The Public Broadcasting Act of l967, signed into law by President 
Johnson on November 7, l967, led to the creation of CPB (Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting), PBS, and NPR.  As you see, I worked in the garden 
of the original food chain that led to public broadcasting as we know it 
today.  
 
At the conclusion of the Johnson administration, Moyers would spend the next 

half-century in the garden that he helped create.  And he would be its most prominent 
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lightning rod in the culture wars to come.  The following chapters explore the origins, 

intentions, and effects of that conflict, through the voices of people directly involved 

interweaving the origins of the Public Broadcasting Act discovered through original 

founding documents, including internal White House memoranda and seldom viewed, 

formerly classified materials at the Johnson Presidential Library.  These documents are 

crucial to understanding the true intent and purpose of the Act, which first must be 

determined in order to understand the long-term effects of the culture wars over public 

broadcasting that would follow. 

In the final days of the Johnson administration, LBJ had grown increasingly 

troubled over his legacy.  With Vietnam spiraling out of control, Johnson worried that his 

Great Society programs would be forgotten.  As if to cheer up the team at the end of a 

long, bitter season, Moyers asked top aides to come up with a personal list of the 

accomplishments for which they hoped the Johnson administration would be 

remembered, a document he could share with the President.  

Every one of them mentioned the Public Broadcasting Act.   

I think so much of what came out in Johnson's creation of the Public 
Broadcasting Act was really happening at the same time that Newton 
Minow was delivering his vast wasteland speech and Marshall 
McLuhan60–and all those things. The thing that I think, more than 
anything else, that people sometimes forget about, that distinguishes 
public media, is this commitment to the public interest. That notion of 
creating communication vehicles whose primary purpose was to serve the 
public interest, rather than to serve private corporate benefit or private 
audiences who were consuming in commercial content, really remains at 
the heart of what we do. I think sometimes it's important for us to remind 

                                                
60 Marshall McLuhan was a Canadian professor, public intellectual and media theorist famous for his 
axiom “the medium is the message”, that is, the media channel, itself, influences how a message is 
received. 
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ourselves that how public media serves the public interest is still what 
should be first and foremost in our minds.  –Bill Stotesbery, General 
Manager, Austin PBS station KLRU, interviewed February 2, 2018.61  

 
In signing the Public Broadcasting Act, Johnson specifically mentioned two objectives: 

1) providing a space for quality programming to counter the junk food of commercial 

television, and 2) creating an “agora” for American democracy, a place where 

conversations and public deliberation can occur.  While most Americans have a vague 

sense of the public service mission, there appears to have been more to Johnson’s interest 

in public broadcasting than “public service.”   

In documents declassified more than 30 years after LBJ’s decision to leave the 

White House, it is clear that public broadcasting was envisioned as one leg in a secret 

project, a would-be weapon in the cold war.   

In the 1960s, the Soviet Union was engaged in a campaign of disinformation and 

propaganda worldwide.  Formerly top-secret notes, declassified in 1997 and archived at 

the LBJ Library, reveal a plan proposed by engineers at Stanford to enlist several 

agencies of the U.S. government in a global communications network capable of beaming 

American broadcasts into homes and schools in countries in which the U.S. and the 

Soviets were vying for influence.  This program involved the launch of satellites by 

NASA, and the use of programming produced by public broadcasters aimed at viewers in 

target countries (namely, India and unspecified countries in South America).62   

                                                
61 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced as “STOTESBERY:” 
62 See Appendix D. 
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In a prospectus to top administration officials, an American TV satellite network is 

described as being offered to foreign countries as an educational supplement targeting 

grade schools, although the Johnson administration documents reveal more strategic 

goals, including countering Soviet propaganda, and reinforcing an image of America’s 

peaceful use of rocket launch technology. 

The satellite study began in 1965, as the administration began review of the 

Carnegie Commission’s public broadcasting report, and remained under consideration 

until the last year of the Johnson administration, when government science experts 

conceded that the technological know-how for satellite deployment exceeded the ability 

to “downlink” signals from a satellite directly to television sets (a design that would, in 

fact, be perfected by the private sector more than a decade later by Hughes Electronics 

for “Dish TV”).63   But it is striking that the discussion of the satellite system is led by the 

president’s education adviser, Doug Cater, and that it envisions an eventual role for the 

U.S. as a hub for information.  This concept is echoed (and some might say, further 

elaborated upon) by Johnson himself in his speech announcing the creation of a 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting.  In that speech, Johnson describes a “great network 

for knowledge.”  

Eventually, I think, this electronic knowledge bank could be as valuable as 
the Federal Reserve Bank.  And such a system could involve other nations, 
too–it could involve them in a partnership to share knowledge and to thus 

                                                
63 It may be worth noting that in the late ’70s, the development of commercial satellite TV was credited, in 
large part, to the efforts of the man President Nixon would appoint to serve as the nation’s first 
telecommunications director, Clay Whitehead.  As the findings will show, Whitehead became the Nixon 
administration’s point-person on shutting down the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.  
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enrich all mankind. – Lyndon B. Johnson, original final draft speech 
announcing the Public Broadcasting Act, November 7, 1967.64 

To modern eyes, this description reads very much like a vision for what we today 

call the Internet, with the U.S. as information broker. 

A wild and visionary idea? Not at all. Yesterday's strangest dreams are 
today's headlines and change is getting swifter every moment (Johnson, 
1967). 

It is intriguing to imagine how the Corporation for Public Broadcasting might 

have served as the hub of a global knowledge network, as Johnson described it, but as 

visionary as Johnson may have imagined the Act to be, it is worth noting that until the 

last minute, the bill, originally titled the Public Television Act, lacked the foresight to 

include that other broadcast medium in the mix.  

The Afterthought 
By 1967, television had so displaced radio as a popular medium for news and 

entertainment, its wireless parent had been completely excluded from planning for public 

broadcasting.  

SCHENKKAN: (T)here were people present who thought "Well, radio? 
Who's gonna care about radio?" 'Because television is so amazing and 
that's the future. But (Schenkkan, Sr.) felt strongly that radio, while 
television was and continued to evolve in a really spectacular way, that 
radio was not gonna go away, and that in fact radio offered certain 
advantages that television didn't, and it was very foolish to give that up. 

 
Television tried to keep us out of the CPB Act, you know, so radio was an 
embarrassment, they thought. That's what they said. At the last minute, 
radio people discovered that they had taken radio out of the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting (instead calling it) the “Corporation for Public 

                                                
64 For a full text of the speech, see Appendix A. 
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Television.” The night before the legislation went forward, they hand 
wrote in “and radio” adding radio, you know, to this legislation. So, we 
just got in it by the skin of our teeth. —William “Bill” Siemering, co-
founding member of the board of National Public Radio, and author of 
NPR’s original mission statement, interviewed February 1, 2018.65 

 

The last-minute inclusion of radio would have profound implications for the 

impact of public journalism, as will be seen later in this paper.  But at the time, there 

were more immediate and practical considerations, such as how to pay for public 

broadcasting –and how to keep it from becoming a political football.  Robert MacNeil, 

who was named co-anchor of America’s first public television newscast, was a native 

Canadian, an experienced journalist for the BBC, and curious as to how—or who—would 

pay the bills for public TV news Stateside. 

In other countries taxation is raised differently. In the case of Britain, as 
you know, if you own a television set, you have to pay a license to the 
government to run it and that license fee is politically controversial. Every 
few years when it comes up for renewal and the BBC shakes and shudders 
for a while, and eventually parliament usually comes through because, uh, 
because the British public identifies that BBC as a hugely important 
cultural institution.  –Robert “Robin” MacNeil, founding host of the 
MacNeil/Lehrer News Hour on PBS, interviewed November 2, 2017.66  

 An American BBC? 
Moyers, who, himself, would go on to host several news programs on PBS, 

recalls from his days inside Johnson’s White House that the initial plan was something 

very much along the lines of what the BBC and the CBC do—except that instead of an 

annual fee, there would be a one-time tax on new TVs. At the time, there were some 55 

million TV’-s in use in the United States.   
                                                
65 Hereafter, quotations from this interview will be preceded by “SIEMERING:” 
66 Hereafter, quotations from this interview will be preceded by “MACNEIL:” 
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MOYERS: The Carnegie Commission had recommended an excise tax on 
the sale of television sets that would then be placed in a trust fund 
specifically for public broadcasting.  LBJ thought this was a good idea – 
probably the best, he said, to remove PBS from efforts by either party to 
intimidate and manipulate it.  You can’t imagine what a radical idea this 
was – to create a federally funded public broadcasting system that would 
simultaneously be financially independent of the government.  But it got 
nowhere.   

 
Internal documents from the Johnson administration, archived at the 

Johnson Presidential Library, indicate that every cabinet secretary was invited to 

weigh in on the plan to place an excise tax on new TV sets to fund the public 

broadcasting system.  Every department was in agreement with the plan, except 

for the Department of the Treasury.  In a memorandum dated July 7, 1967, the 

excise tax on television is described (rather remarkably) as “more regressive than 

the cigarette tax,” which was to say, such a tax would disproportionately hurt the 

poor.  Congress did not like it, either.  Moyers says Johnson did not give up.   

MOYERS: The President asked his old friend Wilbur Mills to come down 
to the White House and talk it over.  Wilbur Mills of Arkansas was the 
powerful chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee where all 
tax legislation must originate.  We wouldn’t get the excise tax without 
him.  So, he and the President met in a small room next to the oval office 
(I was the fly on the wall).   
 
LBJ gave him “The Treatment.” Standing, sitting, leaning in, cajoling, 
teasing, threatening, the President was all over Mills.  And when he got to 
the payoff – when he was ready to close a deal – LBJ told a story. He told 
a story he had himself heard from the legendary Texas humorist John 
Henry Faulk about two little boys in Texas (one of them Faulk himself) 
who were playing in the hen house when they spied a chicken snake in the 
top tier of nests, so close it looked like a boa constrictor.  Their courage 
drained right out of their heels – actually, LBJ said it ran down their legs 
and on their overalls. And in a matter of seconds they had made a new 
door through the henhouse wall.  When one of their mothers called out to 
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ask what the fuss was all about, and they told her, she said: “Don’t you 
boys know chicken snakes are harmless? They can’t hurt you.” One of the 
boys, rubbing his forehead and his behind at the same time, said: “Yes, 
ma’am. But they can scare you so bad, it’ll cause you to hurt yourself.” 
  
And that, said the President to the Chairman, is why we need to give these 
people (public broadcasters) some room “to protect them from the likes of 
you and me.” 
 
But Mills wouldn’t budge. His mantra was: “No strings, no money.” And 
that’s why public broadcasters have been looking over their shoulders ever 
since.  They’re scared to death.  It’s why there are so few programs that 
tell the truth about our political system, or corporate power, or examine 
how it is we still call ourselves a democracy even as we function as an 
oligarchy. It’s also why public support for public media in, say, (the UK), 
annually exceeds $80 per capita today while public television in America 
still limps along on $1.45 per capita. 
 

 Johnson’s signing of the Public Broadcasting Act may have formally created the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting, but it did not spell out how it was to be funded after 

the initial appropriation.  If public broadcasting were to live on past Johnson’s term, it 

would have to stay off the incoming president’s enemies’ list.   

 

Nixon Takes Charge 
In his first proposed budget as President, Richard M. Nixon set aside exactly zero 

for public broadcasting. 

 
MACNEIL: Well there was, as part of some conservative opinion, there 
was a resistance to spending taxpayer money to support a television 
network. That was just fundamental. I think it’s just part, for certain 
conservatives, one of the limits of what they think public money should be 
spent on. As you know, there’s a huge wave of opinion against spending 
taxpayer money on healthcare, and the idea of a one payer system, which 
would be like Canada or Britain, is anathema. It’s just part of a certain 
Republican doctrine.  
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SCHENKKAN: (My father) and people around him perceived this, not 
inaccurately, as really a political attack. Not so much a rejection of the 
notion of educational TV as being a bad thing, but this was a program that 
had been begun under President Johnson's administration, in fact President 
Johnson signed a bill into law that created the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting, and I think from a conservative political point of view there 
was suspicion about this new network, this educational network, this, 
essentially liberal conglomerate.  It was an early front in the cultural wars. 

 
 

After an impassioned plea for funds by Fred Rogers, the host of the children’s TV 

program Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood (detailed on p.42), Congress approved funding for 

the next two years of public broadcasting.  In the future, Big Bird and other characters 

from PBS children’s programs similarly would be weaponized in defense of PBS.  But 

kids’ shows were only one part of the PBS mix. The new public TV network had started 

its own news division, the Washington D.C.-based National Public Affairs Center for 

Television, or NPACT, and was broadcasting highly produced current affairs 

documentaries.   

The Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 required public broadcasters to operate with 

a "strict adherence to objectivity and balance in all programs or series of programs of a 

controversial nature.”  But it was not at all clear how this would be policed by the CPB, 

much less how objectivity and balance might be measured and by whom.  In 1970, that 

became a very real problem for PBS.   

 
MOYERS: Back in l970 PBS broadcast a documentary called Banks and the 
Poor. The film revealed a pattern of financial practices that exploited poor 
people.  With the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” as its score, it closed with 
a crawl listing the names of l33 Members of Congress who were directors 
of banks or had bank holdings.  All hell broke loose.   
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Robert Lewis Shayon wrote for the Saturday Review that Banks and the Poor 

“jarred banking’s halo” with hidden camera images of loan officers dealing 

disrespectfully with low-income customers, at one point seizing the home of a weeping 

elderly woman for lack of a few hundred dollars.67 Using loose editing, interspersed with 

interviews and montages, the film portrayed a savings and loan industry perpetuating 

slum housing, and interviews with bank presidents (supposedly defending their practices) 

using odd close-ups, visually questioning the bankers’ honesty.  It was a blunt critique of 

political power and the powerless.  Shayon called it the sort of program that would never 

appear on commercial television. 

 
MACNEIL: (T)here was a sort of hysteria in the Nixon White House about 
it. There seemed to be a huge imperative then to wipe this out before it 
caught hold. And part of it was a bit of a hypocritical nod towards any 
competition with their friends in commercial television as they put it. 

 
MOYERS: President Nixon and his director of communications, Patrick 
Buchanan, were so outraged that the President vetoed CPB’s 
reauthorization bill and wouldn’t sign until the chairman, president, and 
director of television for CPB resigned.  Nixon commanded Buchanan to 
“get the left-wing commentators who are cutting us up off public 
television at once – yesterday, if possible!”  A “left-wing commentator” 
by Nixon’s definition was any journalist whose reporting was critical of 
him.   

                                                
67 This review was recounted in Silverstein’s New York Times obituary, online at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/12/arts/television/morton-silverstein-dead.html. 
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Personalities and Personal Attacks 
Pioneering public radio producer and program creator Jim Russell and 

NPR veteran host Bob Edwards recall how the Nixon White House made it 

personal with questions about PBS personalities and their salaries.  

(T)he National Public Affairs Center for Television, NPACT, N-P-A-C-T, 
as I recall, was the early home of people like Jim Lehrer, and I think 
Robin McNeil and a lot of other very well-known former network or 
former major journalists as they were producing very early on in the 
public broadcasting sector, they were producing public affairs programs 
and they were viewed by many–especially by Richard Nixon in his 
administration–as being completely antithetical to kind of a neutral 
political stance. They were viewed as very left of center.  –Jim Russell, 
co-founder of NPR’s All Things Considered and creator of public radio’s 
Marketplace, interviewed October 17, 2017.68 

 
Pat (Buchanan) worked with Nixon and he went after public television. He 
went after Sander Vanocur and Robert MacNeil. They were the two-man 
team that were running NPACT.  They had a show, I think Sandy was 
making ... I don't know, $60, $70,000? Buchanan said, "This is 
outrageous!" and "oh my god! It's public money!”  – Bob Edwards, 
Founding Host of NPR’s Morning Edition, interviewed October 19, 2017.69 

 
In truth, it was Robert MacNeil making $60,000.70  Vanocur‘s annual 

salary was $85,000: A sum Buchanan noted in the press as greater than the salaries 

of the U.S. Chief Justice, the vice-president of the U.S., and twice that of Secretary 

of State Henry Kissinger. “Taxpayer TV,” Buchanan mocked to reporters, “was 

becoming an upholstered playpen for liberal broadcasters” (Buchanan, 2017).71 

                                                
68 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced by “RUSSELL:” 
69 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced by “EDWARDS:” 
70 This is according to MacNeil  in his interview for this study.  
71 Buchanan’s “upholstered playpen” quip has been used elsewhere over the years.  As a candidate for the 
Republican presidential nomination in 1992, Buchanan lambasted the incumbent, George H.W. Bush, for 
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MACNEIL: Sandy (Vanocur) was the celebrity and I was a little known, I 
had been on NBC, and in the brief time I covered the Kennedy White 
House, Sandy was the #1 White House correspondent and I was his #2, up 
to the time of the assassination. So anyway, he was far better known and 
had the reputation among Republicans and conservatives of being a friend 
of the Kennedys, ultra-liberal and so on. Which was unfair to Sandy. He 
became, as I wrote, such a lightning rod …within the Nixon White 
House… one critic called him a “balding hippie” and me his “icy blonde 
sidekick.” (Vanocur) got fed up with being the target and he left after one 
year, and that’s when Jim Lehrer came on board.  (Buchanan’s campaign) 
was deliberately designed by those people in the White House to 
embarrass us and cast this public television experiment in a bad light. 
 
MOYERS: They managed to cut CPB funding for almost all public affairs 
programming, and they knocked out multiyear funding for one of the most 
promising of all innovations – the National Public Affairs Center for Television 
(NPACT) which had been created to provide independent journalism.   

 
With this move, it appeared that the Nixon administration was effectively forcing the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting—the parent of TV’s Public Broadcasting System, to 

strangle PBS in its cradle.   

Robert Schenkkan, Sr., the president and general manager of KLRN-TV and the 

head of the Board of Managers of PBS, came up with a plan.  He recruited a respected 

Texas businessman—a Republican—to travel to Washington to try to persuade fellow 

Republicans to keep PBS alive.  Ralph Rogers was the founder of the Texas Instruments 

semiconductor company.  He also chaired the board of directors of his hometown public 

                                                                                                                                            
his support of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), which had recently been embroiled in 
controversy over federal funding of artwork by Robert Mapplethorpe, whose notorious work Piss Christ, 
depicted Jesus on a crucifix emerged in a jar of urine.  Buchanan described the NEA as “the upholstered 
playpen of the arts and crafts auxiliary of the Eastern liberal establishment.”  Dionne, E.J., Buchanan 
Slashes Bush for Civil Rights Action. Washington Post, February 21, 1992.  Accessed at 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1992/02/21/buchanan-slashes-bush-for-civil-rights-
action/ae06bbe5-80a2-4423-a0fc-f9391a5a866c/?utm_term=.9cee66283eb6  
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radio and TV station, KERA in Dallas.  His message: PBS is not a bunch of liberal 

elites—they are people like you and me.  If you hurt PBS, you are hurting people back 

home, your communities, your constituents.  There was another implied threat in Rogers’ 

appearance on Capitol Hill: he did not just donate to public TV—he gave to the GOP, 

too.  

SCHENKKAN: So, Nixon was gonna gut this, they were gonna cut the 
funding and they were just gonna eliminate this. And the attack, as I recall, 
was on the management of these stations. The charge was that they were 
liberals and radicals. And so, Bob's strategy was a kind of jiu-jitsu move. 
What he suggested, and this is what everyone did, is that the station 
managers should all say, "Well if you feel that that's the case, then we'll 
step aside." Because what's important is not these individuals, but these 
community organizations. And essentially turn it over to the boards, the 
local boards for each community station, to then take up the fight, which 
they were all too willing to do.  
 
Rogers and Schenkkan proposed a new kind of Public Broadcasting System. 

Rather than maintain a centralized PBS, with news and production facilities based in 

Washington or New York, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, they suggested, 

should instead distribute funds for public television directly to the stations themselves to 

purchase content from a marketplace of producers, including their partner stations.  The 

CPB would also provide grants to independent filmmakers and others to help create a 

marketplace for programming.  PBS would continue to operate as a distribution network, 

but with funding going directly to stations, those stations would be free to create local 

content primarily crafted to serve their own communities.  For Rogers’ station in Dallas, 

it would be a great benefit, and increase local control.  

SCHENKKAN: And this was shrewd because, many of these people were 
Republicans, or were conservative. They were moneyed people who were 
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very eager to bring some cultural resources that were not present in their 
local towns. It undercut the argument that public television was just a 
group of liberals or radicals who were out doing terrible things. This was, 
as I say, it was one front in the cultural wars. And the result was the 
pushback at the local level by permanent Republican donors to public 
television was fierce.  
 
And Nixon retreated completely and the crisis passed. That, of course, was 
just the first time PBS faced a concerted attack at the national level. But I 
think Bob was very good about the way in which this had been handled 
and certainly was pleased at the success… (T)here were many people who 
would give Bob Schenkkan credit for the strategy.  And you might talk to 
Bill Moyers ...  

 
MOYERS: President Johnson anticipated these threats to public 
broadcasting’s independence.  Only the courageous efforts of a leading 
Republican industrialist from Dallas, Ralph Rogers, who was chairman of 
the local station there and devoted to its independence, and who flew to 
Washington to rally his own party behind us, prevented Nixon from 
completely snuffing us out in the cradle. Principled and wise, and crafty, 
too, Roger believed in the first amendment and saw the White House 
intimidation as an assault on freedom of the press.  He told me at the time 
that he figured a Democratic White House could one day do what the 
Republican White House was trying even then to do, and that wouldn’t be 
good, either.  So, Ralph Rogers stood up to his own President and led a 
nationwide effort that saved public television. 
 

And what about public radio?  
 

EDWARDS: We (NPR) sort of slipped under the radar. I'm not even sure 
they knew there was a public radio.  

 
But that state of affairs would not last through the decade.  By the end of the ’70s, NPR 

was on its way to becoming a major news corporation.  Not so, PBS. 

Nixon’s Partial Win: A Weakened PBS, a Stronger NPR 
At the time, it seemed PBS had cleverly beaten back the Nixon administration’s 

efforts to kill the Public Broadcasting System.  But the real story was more complicated.  
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RUSSELL: (The Nixon administration was) deadly serious about trying to 
kill public broadcasting. I remember, distinctly, being at an NPR staff 
meeting in the ’70s… somebody in the staff had raised a question, “why is 
public radio so invisible as compared with public television?” and Lee 
Frischknecht, the president (of NPR), said, "We should be thrilled that 
we're nearly invisible, because the politicians aren't going after us, they're 
going after television."  
 
It was the first and only time I've ever heard invisibility preached as a 
good public policy for a broadcasting institution.  

 
With the funding stream for PBS now channeled through CPB and then 

distributed directly to local stations, PBS’s reputation grew as a center for children’s 

programming and imported cultural fare (such as Masterpiece Theatre).  But despite a 

few programs dedicated to current affairs, such as the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, and 

gavel-to-gavel coverage of the Watergate hearings, PBS’ journalistic power was 

severely curbed.  

‘Cause they committed suicide. So, what happened was you had the Nixon 
administration going after public broadcasting. But instead of taking on 
the administration and fighting it, public television decided to basically 
(surrender), and say, “Ok fine, we will not be a national network…  
Surrender, that’s the word I’m looking for.  They would produce things 
via stations, not as a network. Now, some of that had to do with a lot of 
internal politics, as everything does. But that’s, you know, they made that 
decision.  
 
They could have fought it, and they could have become a juggernaut. They 
had a very good thing going with NPACT.  But they caved.  They caved to 
the Nixon administration, which was going after public broadcasting. – 
Cokie Roberts, veteran news analyst for National Public Radio, the 
MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, and ABC News, interviewed October 25, 
2017.72  
 
EDWARDS: That's why public television never developed an NPR, never 
developed a national programming center or production house. PBS 

                                                
72 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced with “ROBERTS:” 
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distributes the programs. They don't make the programs, WETA 
(Washington, DC public TV station) makes programs. KQED (San 
Francisco public TV station) makes programs. WNET (New York City 
public TV station) makes programs - but PBS makes nothing. They just 
distribute. 

 
And how did NPR manage to avoid Nixon’s wrath and build a news network 

when PBS could not?  

ROBERTS: They were just, they were not in the crosshairs. They were new 
enough and small enough to not be in the crosshairs.  

 
MACNEIL: (PBS) feared having news and public affairs on, because they 
thought their role, which was accepted by this sort of educational 
television generation, was culture and education. And if they got into news 
and current affairs it was going to cause all kinds of controversies and get 
them in trouble with congress and ruin the funding, and that was a big 
threat. It was that threat also that the Nixon White House was playing on. 

 
MacNeil is suggesting here that Nixon’s objective was achieved just as he’d hoped: The 

White House did not mind if PBS survived, so long as the news did not go beyond 

headlines from Sesame Street.  It was not that public radio was less critical of the Nixon 

administration than public TV was, quite the contrary, says Ruth Seymour, the legendary 

General Manager of Los Angeles’ KCRW FM.  In the early ’70s, Seymour was manager 

of KPFK, the Southern California public radio station owned by the Pacifica Foundation.  

Its signal reached as far south as San Clemente, location of Nixon’s “West Coast White 

House.”  Seymour explained that so few people listened to public radio at the time, 

politicians were not paying attention, though KPFK would routinely goad its part-time 

neighbor from San Clemente, daring him to call in during a pledge drive. 

Nixon was a boon!  He was the biggest ... I cannot tell you how helpful he 
was in raising money because even in those years, there was a large part of 
southern California that was quite liberal and the (radio) station was the 
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only (liberal) game in town. Remember NPR stations ... these were tiny 
little stations. They were small. They belonged to colleges and universities 
and they had very limited signal power. We used Nixon to raise money 
like nobody's business. God, he was the best fundraiser we had.   
 
Remember that this was a whole kind of a ... I wouldn't call it anarchic. 
But there was a lot of anarchy in it. So it was an anti-bourgeois or ... 
everything that was going on in those years. Well, it was in those years 
when the Vietnam War was going on, it was very much an anti-war 
station. When the Watergate case broke.... Daniel Ellsburg (former Santa 
Monica-based RAND military analyst turned anti-war activist who 
released the Pentagon Papers) and Tony Russo (Ellsberg’s colleague at 
RAND), who had been his accomplice, trooped down to the station 
followed by the rest of the media. And they kept saying to us, "What do 
you think is going on?" I remember thinking, "How would we know?" We 
were such a small operation compared to them. But they understood that 
there was something going on at the station because the station was very 
forthright in its opposition to the Vietnam War. – Ruth Seymour, former 
manager of Los Angeles public radio stations KPFK-FM and KCRW-FM, 
interviewed on February 6, 2018.73 

The Persistence of Idealism 
In interviews with public broadcasting’s founders, one constant emerges: An 

earnest, absolute, confidence in the righteousness of public broadcasting’s journalistic 

mission as they understood it.  While public TV got more attention and many more 

viewers (mostly for Sesame Street and other programs aimed at children), radio was far 

more risk-taking and adventurous in its news and current affairs programming during this 

period, developing a signature voice and style distinct from commercial programming, 

and from PBS.  

RUSSELL: I was there, during what I consider and a lot of other people that 
were there early on, consider the glory days when it was totally 
experimental. It was a vision that you can read if you haven't already by 
Bill Siemering, to cover, it was a humanist vision and it was to use all the 
tools of broadcasting to cover in the most imaginative, thorough and 

                                                
73 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are prefaced with “SEYMOUR:” 
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covering the entire culture of manner. That's when it was routine, I mean 
one of the people there for example, it was a guy named Mike Waters. 
Mike Waters was a reporter and then sometime cohost of the early all 
things considered along with myself, and Mike Waters ended one program 
of ATC (All Things Considered, NPR’s signature afternoon news 
program) early on with a review, an artist review, of the sunset.  
 
David Brown:74 Of the literal sunset?  
 
RUSSELL: Literal sunset, yes. It was quite staggering. It was poetic. It was 
brilliant. It was Grecian. You would've been proud of—and it was just 
unbelievable. There were a great many moments like that.  
 
Bill Siemering was working at a public radio station in Buffalo, New York, when 

he was recruited for the NPR board and drafted to author NPR’s first mission statement.75  

SIEMERING: While I was there (at Buffalo’s NPR station), for example, I 
produced a series with the Iroquois Confederacy, the Tuscarora Indians, 
who lived near Niagara Falls, called Nation Within a Nation. I produced a 
series, I did a kind of a porch survey in the black community, find out 
their needs. Eventually, we established a studio from the heart of the black 
community and all the weekend programming came from there.  
 
So, this was what I had in mind, this is what was governing me in my 
writing of (the mission statement). In the first place, I wanted to 
differentiate (public radio) from commercial radio, from PBS, from the old 
educational radio and to make a strong statement for radio, as a medium. 
 
So, it was both aspirational, and practical, I thought. I also wanted to 
reflect what was going on in society, at the time. That's why there's quite a 
few references to the importance of diversity, and celebrating the 
pluralism, and so on like that. Speaking with as many voices as many 
dialects, it was all reflecting my experience in Buffalo. And my 
awareness, at that time, the Civil Rights (movement) was just—had begun 
really. 

  
You know, the movement had begun. People were aware of race, and 
diversity, and I wanted to embrace that. To see public radio as a way of 

                                                
74 David Brown, the author of this study, conducted all of the interviews for this research.  In order to 
maintain the flow of the text, subsequent references to the interviewer’s interjections or questions will be 
prefaced as “BROWN:” 
75 The full text of Siemering’s NPR mission statement can be found as Appendix C.  



 

 103 

moving society forward. I had this first-hand experience of working in the 
black community and I knew how important it was that they had a voice. 
That those perspectives were heard. I wanted to differentiate it from the 
standard, commercial, voice of authority, of the white man, in New York, 
as if he was the norm. I thought if we spoke with many voices, and 
accents, we would have listeners that reflected that diversity as well. 

 
And reporters have told me, you know, Ari Shapiro (current All Things 
Considered co-host) says, "Well, I've got it on my desk." Guy Raz (current 
NPR correspondent and radio host) says, "I have it on my door." 

 
If we used radio as a sound medium, to capitalize on the unique strengths 
of radio, as a sound, storytelling medium, we would attract a larger 
audience…so I've lived long enough to see NPR regarded as the most 
trusted broadcast service, now, I'd say.  
 
With the mission statement as a guide,76 NPR’s Jim Russell led off the 

very first All Things Considered broadcast in 1972 with extended coverage of the 

National Student May Day Protest on the Washington Mall.  No other broadcast 

network devoted more than a few seconds to the event; Russell’s report lasted 

almost a half hour.  

RUSSELL: (W)e did some rather amazing things. I mean during the march 
on Washington and the tent city that was erected around the Washington 
monument for poverty, the poverty campaign, anti-poverty campaign, we 
actually lived in the tent city. I lived in the tent city along with two or 
three other younger fellows. I was the team leader, believe it or not, and 
we produced a daily hour-long program from the poverty project.  

 
The kind of pieces, for example, that I routinely did for (All Things 
Considered) when I was a reporter, ran something like 20 minutes. One I 
remember and probably will until the end of my lifetime, is I was sent out 
by an editor to cover a story on the poor economy, and I said, "Well what 
do you have in mind," I said to the editor. He said, "Well, go out and 
interview some economists." I said, "Oh my God. This is going to be 
awful." I said, "I'm not going to do that," I said to myself. Not to him, and 
I went out and instead something got ahold of me and said, "We're not 

                                                
76 Siemering’s mission statement for NPR is included as Appendix C. 
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talking about the price of veal parmesan, we're talking about the fact that 
there are people hungry every single day of this country, and that's the 
economy that's worth covering." 

  
I went shopping with an elderly black lady and simply had her describe 
what she was putting into her basket. She would say things like, "I'm now 
buying a can of peas and that's going to be three meals." Like an idiot I 
said, "You mean that's going to go with three meals." She said, "Maybe in 
your world that's what it means, but in my world, it is three meals."  
 
I remember ending by…I said to her, "Do you feel that you eat 
sufficiently?" She said, "I get two square meals a day." I said, "No, no, no. 
The American dream is three square."  
She said, "Well I get two."  
 
When that piece went on the air, people throughout the building came out 
of their offices and they were crying. My boss was among those who was, 
he was not crying, he was furious at me. “I said go out and interview 
economists!” 
I said, "Well, I just think this was the right way to go."  
He said, "Well, you know, are you going to do this on every story?"  
I said, "Every story that I'm lucky enough to be insightful about."  

 

In a sense, public radio newspersons were rediscovering the craft of radio’s 

golden age, which preceded the advent of TV.  By the ’60s and ’70s, commercial radio 

was mostly top-of-the-hour rip-and-read headlines supplied by the wire services followed 

by music and personality chit-chat. Public radio news programs had time to fill, and they 

filled it with extended conversations sometimes transforming ordinary events into 

extraordinary moments.   

Public radio always had the ability to do—not just a person on the street 
kind of interview, "what do you think about this or that," but to genuinely 
find people that are just ordinary folks but have deep thoughtful insights 
about the matters of the day and to give them a voice on the radio, on the 
air. In terms of respect for the individual, inclusion, that we're all in this 
together, that everybody matters, and that there's a lot of stories out there, 
and they don't all have to be people at podiums with a legion of 
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microphones in front of them to be good and valuable and to learn from. I 
think that's one thing that I would consider progressive. Commercial 
television (news) that we grew up with was pretty much of the ilk that you 
went from one podium to another podium to another podium (to hear) 
what the (politicians) were pronouncing and saying today. – Mike 
Starling, former NPR Vice President, interviewed December 20, 2017.77    

Amateur Hours at NPR 
There was a flip side to NPR’s inventiveness.  And in the minds of some, it kept 

NPR from becoming a legitimate contender as a serious outlet for serious journalism for 

some time.   

EDWARDS: The first day I was there I did the 8 p.m. news. I was a 
newscaster for six months and thought this was ridiculous. This place was 
extremely, I was young, I was 25, 26, and they can't afford to hire 
experienced people. I thought, "Well this is amateur hour," we've got all 
this air time and, we are not making good use of it because we don't have 
resources.  
 
(A)t first I was trying to get away. I wanted to be on CBS News. Those 
were the days of Cronkite. They had a strong Washington Bureau. I want 
to be a part of that. 
 
BROWN: They were across the street as I recall. Right?  
 
EDWARDS:  Absolutely. Right across the street. They didn't know who in 
the hell we were.  We were a bunch of people in these t-shirts and jeans 
and they were wearing $2,000 suits. Oh god it was ridiculous. There was 
Dan Schorr, Dan Rather, Marie Powell, Rodger Mudd, and Bob Schieffer. 
Oh god they were the aces of the business.  We were little kids barely out 
of college. 

 
Although Edwards may have felt it was, as he put it, “amateur hour” at NPR, 

others like correspondent Jim Russell considered the network’s un-stuffy approach to 

journalism an important (if not essential) part of NPR’s distinctive on-air identity and 

alternative appeal.   
                                                
77 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are preceded with “STARLING:” 
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RUSSELL: There was an ad that had been placed in the newspaper in the 
Washington area by the Playboy Club in Baltimore, and Susan Stamberg 
(original co-host for NPR’s All Things Considered) thought it would be 
amusing if (after Maryland’s passage of the equal rights act) I called up 
and applied to be a bunny (one of the Playboy Club’s scantily costumed 
hostesses). I led the guy along on the telephone all the while, and finally I 
ended up saying to him, "Well when I show up for my interview, shall I 
wear a leotard?"  
 
He paused and he obviously was flummoxed and he said, "What do you 
mean when you show up?"  
 
I said, "Well haven't you read the law that I can be a bunny too?" That 
ended that. That produced a nice segment except that Susan wanted me to 
actually go.  
 
I said, "You know Susan, I think we've taken this far enough." 

 
Joking aside, the rationale for treating serious subject matter in 

unconventional ways went to Siemering’s mission statement, which specifically 

called for the creative use of the audio medium as well as a respect for a diversity 

of voices.  While mainstream broadcasters covered news in an “all the news that’s 

fit to print” format, NPR News in its early days seemed to glory in taking every 

opportunity to do things differently.   

SIEMERING: You'd have (programs like) “The Feminist Hour,” and “The 
Environment Hour,” you know, stuff like that, instead of bringing it all 
together. 

 
RUSSELL: There were no limits. None whatsoever. I mean to the point 
where sometimes we got into trouble because I remember covering an 
anti-war demonstration at the Supreme Court where the demonstrators 
were chanting “1, 2, 3, 4 we don't want your fucking war.” We aired that 
without any bleeps or anything. It was live - it wasn't ‘live’ but it was live 
on tape - and it happened. A few weeks later, a younger reporter believe it 
or not than myself, did a piece on the anti-war movement and chose to use 
the track of “1, 2, 3, 4 we don't want your fucking war,” and was fired for 
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not understanding that in one case it was germane to the story, in the other 
case a production tool.  
 

The Culture Wars on the Inside 
Though Nixon’s culture wars had targeted public TV, leaving public radio free to 

experiment, NPR’s growth as a serious network was stunted by a lack of accountability 

for programming quality and professional standards.  Meanwhile, the election of Ronald 

Reagan and his philosophy of less-government-is-better-government, frightened top 

executives at NPR, fearful of losing taxpayer support if their content were not seen as a 

worthy taxpayer investment.  PBS, meanwhile, had developed a reputation for first-rate 

children’s programming and polished cultural shows with little controversial content.   

EDWARDS: Yeah in those days, public television got all the money they 
wanted. There was an annual budget for CPB Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting. Television would tell CPB what it needed and they would 
eat everything they needed. What was left over would go to public radio. 
That's how it was. We were their red headed step child. It wasn't until 
Frank Mankiewicz came along… 

 
Mankiewicz, longtime aide to Senator Robert Kennedy, was probably best 

known as the man seen on televisions across the U.S. in the early morning hours 

of June 6, 1968, announcing the assassination death of his boss.  He was a lawyer 

who wrote two books about Watergate.  He had been a regional director of the 

Peace Corps.  Campaign director for George McGovern.  A congressional 

candidate from Maryland.  And in the 1980s, he reinvented himself again, as 

president of a fledging radio network at a time when radio had been written off by 

most media critics as “dead.”  His mission was to make NPR a serious news 
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organization, and thereby protect it from losing funding.  As Jim Russell recalls it, 

this created the first real culture war from within.   

RUSSELL: Frank Mankiewicz said to me, and I was essentially the news 
director at that point. I don't remember the title and it wasn't news director 
but that's what I was. He said to me, "I want to cover hard news." He said, 
"My dream is I want to be the world's best all-news radio network." I said, 
"Well, that's not what I have in mind. Anybody can do all news. You can 
do it better or do it poorer, but all news—that's like a tiny segment of the 
world. I want to cover the whole world. I want to do everything. I want to 
cover culture." He said to me, "Your objections to my view of the world –
a constant all news stream," which is what he was preaching, he said, 
"Your objections are metaphysical."  
 
I felt very badly because I didn't remember what metaphysical meant.  
I had to leave and get a dictionary, but the bottom line is I came back to 
him and I said, "Let me tell you something about a stream. A stream is 
very pretty. It meanders, but it doesn't have any particular direction. It just 
goes where it goes. He said, "I'm not interested. I'm not interested in being 
part of a stream that goes wherever the hell it wants."  
 
That was our divorce. I left because of—I will tell you, he may have been 
right. I mean he certainly made the most goddamn successful stream in 
history. 

 
With a goal of reducing the size of government, Reagan claimed he was publicly 

committed to eliminating what he considered to be government inefficiencies. In one of 

his early and noisy victories, he fired the nation’s air traffic controllers who had gone on 

strike illegally, launching internal study groups to examine privatization of air traffic 

control, the postal service, and Amtrak.  Seeing the writing on the wall, Mankiewicz, a 

Beverly Hills-born showman with a flair for public relations, announced grand plans to 

cover the political conventions and the launch of a hard news program to raise NPR’s 

profile: A drive time show called “Morning Edition.”  It put NPR on the radar of every 

politician in Washington.  Bob Edwards was named the program’s first host.  
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EDWARDS: I just knew, every day, the entire Supreme Court was listening 
to me. We knew we had a powerful audience, and the thinkers and movers 
and shakers and Washington had NPR every morning. I took that to the 
bank. I thought that was for certain and I conducted myself that way. 
 
Cokie Roberts rejected the internal narrative of “the little network that could.”  As 

a congressional correspondent, her contacts made clear they were hearing what was on 

NPR, and it mattered.  

ROBERTS:  The people, a lot of people who were there from the beginning, 
did not understand the scope and breadth of what we were doing. They 
still thought of us as the little network that could. And really very early, it 
became the network that was widely listened to and seen as a source of 
truth, basically. So I came in late ‘77, so not that many years after the 
beginning—and already by then more people were listening to All Things 
Considered, which was the only major show, than were reading Time 
Magazine, for instance. So, it was already a major source of news. And 
then when Morning Edition came online, that went up exponentially. And 
now, of course, we’re now at the point where the only program on radio 
that is more listened to than Morning Edition (and it’s by a tiny amount) is 
Rush Limbaugh. And Morning Edition is listened to than more people 
than the three network morning TV shows combined. 
 
It also did not hurt NPR that part of Reagan’s small government revolution was 

the deregulation of broadcasting.  No longer were commercial stations required to have 

newscasts - or keep extensive records of public service.   

With commercial stations slashing newsrooms left and right, NPR was left as the 

only broadcast news provider offering national and international coverage outside of the 

nightly TV network newscasts.   NPR’s success made it possible for Mankiewicz to 

approach the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and ask for a restructuring of the 

funding formula for radio (instead of a floating amount that made it difficult for NPR to 
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budget for future coverage). For the first time, the CPB promised NPR a 25% share of 

whatever Congress appropriated to public broadcasting.   

EDWARDS: Frank did some other things we didn't like but ... this was 
genius and this set us on our way. Then we learned to raise money, and 
what do you know. Today NPR has 17 foreign bureaus and 17 domestic 
bureaus. Who has that? You know the best newspapers barely ... The 
Times does, The Post does, the Wall Street Journal, and after that it's 
hardly anybody. 
 
But the shift to full-time serious news coverage was expensive, literally and 

figuratively.  There were costs for opening bureaus and covering political conventions, 

but there was also a price to be paid for entering the media mainstream.  

With its new higher profile, NPR soon found itself facing an issue its TV sibling 

faced a decade earlier.  Now that Americans (and politicians) were paying attention, it 

mattered how NPR covered issues such as the Middle East, or controversial cultural 

debates like abortion.  

ROBERTS: (NPR) is not some quirky, alternative news source. This is the 
major source of news for millions and millions and millions of Americans. 
And that means that you play it straight. I used to always say when I 
walked into the capital every morning, when I was covering Congress 
daily, that I would walk into this tiny village, where there were 535 key 
citizens and at least 250 of them had heard me that morning. If there was 
any desire - which I did not have - but had I had any desire to shape things 
in some sort of ideological or political way, it would have ruined me. I 
couldn’t have done that and still been a credible journalist inside the 
capital. The only part that was somewhat alarming was when someone 
screamed down the hall, “You were in the shower with me this morning!”  
 

Cokie Roberts’ growing prominence on NPR earned her invitations to cross the divide 

into TV.  She became a paid commentator for ABC News, and was a frequent guest on 

PBS’s popular MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, public television’s independently produced 
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nightly newscast.  For both NPR and PBS, journalistic professionalism took precedence 

over “craft” and creative uses of the medium.  

The Big Time – And Questions of Bias 

The rising profile of public broadcast journalism renewed a core challenge from 

the Nixon era, a suspicion among some conservatives that at its heart, PBS and NPR, as 

products of the Johnson era, were low-key activists pushing a left-of-center agenda.  
 

MACNEIL: Well I had it bred into me by all the years before I came to 
public television, that remaining impartial was a professional imperative. 
It was just part of the ground rules. One did not let one’s personal opinions 
leak through. Now occasionally they did, accidentally, maybe by the 
stories you chose or the emphasis on them, but we tried to be, and I think 
knowing we were being watched with those criteria in mind, it made us, 
certainly it made me, double damn sure that I wasn’t going to start, you 
know, injecting a little liberal commentary into the content.   

 
By the mid-’80s, public broadcasting had a growing stable of news 

celebrities, including Robert MacNeil (and his NewsHour partner, Jim Lehrer who 

would anchor presidential debates), Cokie Roberts, Morning Edition’s Bob 

Edwards, and Nina Totenberg, NPR’s award-winning justice correspondent.  

RUSSELL: Nina Totenberg in her early days, and I think she's an 
outstanding reporter, but in her early days, she would report from the 
Supreme Court with a sneer in her voice about anything that was right of 
center. I literally said to her, "Nina, you need to cut that shit out."  
 
BROWN: Wow. How did she respond? Do you remember? 
 
RUSSELL: Listen to her today. She got rid of it. She toned it out. Her 
words may be incredibly left of center, or at least somewhat left of center, 
but her sneer is gone.  
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But some in the audience could still hear a left-of-center tilt.  Among them 

Dick Armey, a Texas Republican elected to the House of Representatives in 1984.  

In an interview on December 14, 2017, Armey reflected on his role in the culture 

wars over public broadcasting. 

(Public Broadcasting) never really mattered to me until I became a 
member of Congress in which case I was in a position where I could take 
an action in support of my point of view- there ought not to be a 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting funded with taxpayers' money. Quite 
frankly, when I came to Washington in 1985 I was pretty much unaware 
of the so-called cultural war, but I was aware of the fact that almost all 
news outlets favored the Left. I don't know why that is. I think it's because 
politics, you know, is pretty simple-minded business and it's much easier 
to emote over politics than it is to think seriously over public policy.  
 
I think the Corporation for Public Broadcasting is an auxiliary 
organization to the Democratic party.  Because of the way it's structured. 
It's a creation of big government liberals. The fact of the matter is I think 
public broadcasting leans to the left. It's elitist. –Richard “Dick” Armey, 
Former Texas GOP Congressman, later House Majority Leader and co-
author of the Republican Contract with America election-year manifesto, 
interviewed on December 14, 2017.78 
 
The charge of elitism echoes Pat Buchanan’s claim against public TV in the early 

’70s.  Whether public broadcasters, themselves, consider it to be true or not may depend 

on how one defines “elite.”  On the one hand, there’s NPR co-founder Bill Siemering, 

who appears to consider the elitism charge to be spurious because of the socio-economic 

status of public radio listeners.   

SIEMERING:  It (the culture war) was bogus. It was bogus and they couldn't 
substantiate that, you know, in any meaningful way. (T)here was a (story), 
recently, about how truck drivers—public radio is their favorite thing. 
Because they can listen across the country to the same programs, as they 
drive. They're not all liberals, or whatever, but they enjoy public radio. 

                                                
78 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are preceded by “ARMEY:” 
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When I go to DC, and take a cab, sometimes, 9 out of 10, it's an Ethiopian 
cab driver, listening to public radio. They say, "It's our station." At one 
time, some years ago, NPR had a Taxi Drivers Appreciation Day. They 
closed off the street and taxi drivers came to have coffee, and meet the 
hosts, and things like that. It was quite amazing. 
 
I've talked to other immigrants, who say, "You know, public radio is the 
way we learn about America." So, I think it's really outgrown that 
stereotype. I just find that so odious. 
 
You know, my word, the audience for public radio, for NPR has increased 
4 million in the last year. You know, they reach what? 36 or 37 million a 
month. 
 
On the other hand, Mike Starling, former vice president of NPR, concedes that for 

all the emphasis on diversity at the network, ideological diversity is not public 

broadcasting’s strong suit.  

STARLING: Well, I suppose that there's always a sentiment, a belief, if you 
will, that public broadcasting was more for the elite, more for the 
educated, and was not open and in service to people who didn't appreciate 
good education. I think that would be a way I would summarize it, that it 
was really for the elites, the liberals, if you will, and that conservatives and 
others weren't welcome here. 
 
BROWN: Do you think that those who make that argument have a point? 
 
STARLING: I think you can make that argument, sure. I think they would 
have a point that you probably don't hear as many people with deeply-
rooted conservative beliefs and philosophies. 
 
 
Jim Russell does not mince words or play coy about charges of bias against 

public broadcasting.  It’s not that there’s a left-wing agenda, Russell argues, instead it’s 

a matter of cultural myopia within a media organization.  
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RUSSELL: I mean look at it this way, public broadcasting has had the worst 
possible success in covering conservatives. Always has. Can't find them.  
 
BROWN: Why is that? Why do you think that is? 
 
RUSSELL: They don't know them. They're completely blind to the 
existence of that point of view. It reminds me a little bit, when I was at a 
public television station in Minnesota, and I said, we were doing a piece 
on Hispanics, and I said, "Go out and interview some." They came back to 
me and said, "Could we interview two of the janitors that work here in the 
building?" Holy shit. In all of this entire Minneapolis these are the only 
two Hispanics you can identify? As I recall, Hispanics were the largest 
minority group in the twin cities at the time because of the farming.  
 
BROWN: You see it as the same kind of thing, just sort of a lack of 
willingness to get outside the bubble? One zone bubble? 
 
RUSSELL: It isn't even a lack of willingness, it's a lack of perception. They 
don't see the world as including people's whose viewpoints, I mean other 
than to make a joke out of someone of Trump's ilk, they don't see the 
world as consisting of thoughtful people who have a very distinctly 
different view. My father was a right-wing Republican, to the right of 
Attila the Hun, and a former CIA guy, you know, and all of that, and I 
certainly was never that, but at NPR I was made to feel like I was in the 
right-wing.  
 
I once asked some reporters to do some reporting, and I'm trying to 
remember exactly where this was, from the factory floor. This was 
actually in the early days of Marketplace. I wanted to get some opinion 
from the factory floor. I wanted to know what those people, the blue 
collars were thinking. It quickly dawned on me that not a single person on 
the staff had any idea. They had never been to a factory. They had never 
socialized with those people. The University of Spoiled Children. USC 
(the co-producer of Marketplace) we’re talking—I mean, (Patrick) 
Buchanan wasn't wrong. 

 
Russell’s reference is to Buchanan’s scathing charge of public 

broadcasting as a taxpayer-funded “playpen” for the liberal elite.  

But in the absence of an outright admission of bias by the producer of 

news content (which, arguably, Russell’s comments represent at least as they 
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apply to the radio program he created, Marketplace), journalistic slant is a 

subjective determination.  NPR co-founder Bill Siemering says what he thinks 

conservatives on the outside perceived was not out-and-out bias, but an interest in 

covering stories mainstream broadcasters simply were not.  

SIEMERING: I would say that NPR was way out front in covering AIDS. 
Terry Gross (one of Siemering’s first hires) was interviewing gay and 
lesbian people a long time ago. Humanizing them, by treating them with 
respect, and as normal. For some people, it was the first time they, 
probably, knowingly heard a gay person or a lesbian. So those are things 
you wouldn't hear on Hannity, or Rush Limbaugh, you know? 
 
BROWN: You also wouldn't have heard Walter Cronkite talking about 
them, in the late ’70s, and early ’80s. 
 
SIEMERING: That's right. You're right. Absolutely. I mean, we had, when 
we went national, with Fresh Air, there were some stations that wanted to 
drop it, because they were too many gay and lesbians on, so it was still an 
issue. But I think, as I say, and the general sensibility may have sounded 
liberal. But, you know, it wasn't editorially. 

 
Fellow NPR pioneer Jim Russell, is not so sure.  What makes his claim more 

compelling is that he includes himself in his characterization.  

RUSSELL: Does (public broadcasting) have a political agenda? I think it 
does. I think the saddest thing about it is that the people who create that 
political agenda don't know that they have a political agenda. They're not 
all naïve. Not all of them are naïve. I mean, for example, when Fred 
Friendly (Edward Murrow’s sidekick producer at CBS who later produced 
documentaries for PBS) produced the famous series on ethics that was 
really enormously well done, I mean there's no question that that show 
took a very liberal slant on ethics as opposed to a conservative slant. It 
included people from both sides, but the very subjects being discussed 
were sort of inherently ethical issues that are liberal. The PBS NewsHour 
has always been left of center from day one. There's no question about it.  
 
For those of us who consider ourselves to be liberal, there's great difficulty 
in separating liberal and intelligence. It’s hard to imagine people being 
arch conservatives who are intelligent. I mean I was recently saying to 
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some friends here, I've run across—playing cards here—some people who 
are clearly intelligent and they're Trump Republicans. I've scratched my 
head about it for days and nights trying to figure out how those two things 
go together. I think it's built in. I think it's ingrained that it's liberal. I think 
that the very notion of information, free information exchange, that is 
itself a liberal idea.  

 
Had this admission been made during the culture wars, it would have been 

explosive.  Even now, Russell knows people in public broadcasting may be upset over 

what he has to say about ideology in the public radio newsroom.  But the first African-

American to host his own PBS and NPR program does not see what the fuss is about.   

Once I got on the inside, I realized a few things. That NPR wasn’t as 
liberal, wasn't as progressive, which has always been the funny part for 
me, the people who want to demonize public TV and public radio, PBS 
and NPR as being progressive bastions, they’re really not that progressive. 
They’re really not that liberal. You consider that 2002, I’m the first person 
of color in the history of NPR to have his own show five days a week. 
You consider in the history of public television, the history of PBS, I’m 
the first person of color to have his own nightly show five days a week. 
That started in 2004. So how progressive are these mediums if I’m the first 
negro in the door 2002, at NPR, and the first negro on the air 2004, at 
PBS, every night. That these institutions aren’t that liberal. And of course, 
there was Charlayne Hunter-Gault who’s on PBS on the NewsHour, but I 
mean hosting their own show every night. So, the networks aren't really 
that progressive, they aren’t that liberal. I figured that out once I got on the 
inside and beyond just not having enough talent on the air, I didn’t see 
enough people behind the scenes. That is to say, when I started my show, 
we had a very difficult time trying to find a black executive producer, and 
the reason for that was that there just weren’t that many black people, it's 
the same argument that you get every time you ask—why there aren't 
more black people running this that or the other you know why aren’t 
there more black people in authority in sports, on wall street, pick your 
venue? The answer’s always the same: There aren’t enough black folk in 
the pipeline. Well I discovered that when I got to NPR. We had a devil of 
a time trying to find a black producer because there just aren't many black 
people who’ve been put into the pipeline to become the executive 
producer of a major national daily public radio program.  – Tavis Smiley, 
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first African American to host his own current events shows on NPR and 
PBS, interviewed November 7, 2017.79   

 
To public TV icon Bill Moyers, political bias is not the same thing as having a political 

agenda, which he thinks public broadcasters should acknowledge up front, and for which 

he is unapologetic.  

MOYERS: Does public broadcasting have a political agenda?  Yes, but not 
a partisan one.  Our political agenda is democracy.  You know all the 
clichés about an informed citizenry being essential to a self-governing 
society.  Those clichés mean what they say; the truisms are true.  That’s 
why from the beginning (way back in ’64 and ’65) I was an advocate for 
public television stations to be ombudsmen for their communities, to 
provide a venue for forums, teach-ins, town meetings and debates over the 
issues that matter to people where they live, telecast in an atmosphere of 
openness and clarity and civility without the mean and mindless rhetoric 
and can’t that have triumphed today.  Civic engagement is the lifeblood of 
democracy and the bedrock of its legitimacy. It was public broadcasting’s 
mission, I thought, to keep that blood flowing. 
 

Deregulation and De Facto Privatization 
In the name of civic-mindedness—and advertising—corporate America began to 

want a piece of public broadcasting’s newfound legitimacy.  Under Reagan’s 

deregulation of broadcasting, there were new opportunities for corporations to 

“underwrite” (a euphemism for “sponsor”) public TV and radio programs under new 

“enhanced underwriting rules.”  These rules permitted the use of logos or slogans that 

                                                
79 This interview was conducted three weeks before allegations surfaced against Tavis Smiley regarding 
sexual misconduct with members of his production company, charges that led PBS to cancel distribution of 
his program.  On February 20, 2018, Smiley filed a lawsuit against PBS for breach of contract and 
defamation alleging that PBS used the allegations as a pretext to finally rid themselves of Mr. Smiley, who 
“was not the ‘team player’ type of African American personality PBS preferred to have hosting a nightly 
national news and public affairs program.”  See, e.g., http://deadline.com/2018/02/tavis-smiley-sues-pbs-
race-sexual-misconduct-investigation-1202297165/.  Subsequent references to this interview with Tavis 
Smiley are hereafter preceded by “SMILEY:”  
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identified companies, but they continued to prohibit formal promotion of goods or 

services.  Locations of businesses, neutral descriptions of product lines, trade names and 

service announcements were all permitted.  Hoping for a halo effect through association 

with public broadcasters, major corporations waited their turn to give millions to 

signature NPR news programs, and to the PBS-distributed flagship The MacNeil/Lehrer 

NewsHour.   

MACNEIL: When we moved from a half an hour to an hour in 1983, with a 
lot of careful thought on my part as the executive editor of the program 
then, we were all willing to go to an hour if the stations wanted it and 
there was enough money to do it properly. And at that time, we had two 
national funders, which were Exxon and Allied Chemical, and when it got 
around that we were going to do an hour and be a more comprehensive 
program that the half hour, which was only one subject a night, we found 
ourselves in a situation with people fighting to fund it. We had AT&T and 
Xerox and Exxon all interested in being on it, which was an amazing kind 
of Dutch auction. But the way it was resolved was Jim Lehrer and I went 
to have breakfast in New York with Ed Bloch, who was the vice president 
of AT&T for public relations, and we sat down with him and he said, “you 
know, I think AT&T should just fund this thing.” And we kind of gulped, 
and he said, “I’m going to call up Charlie Brown,” who was the CEO (of 
AT&T). And he got him on his kitchen phone and we sat there and he 
said, “Charlie, I’ve got Robert and Jim here and I think AT&T should do 
the whole thing.” And Charlie Brown said yes. He hung up the phone and 
he said, “You’ve got it guys,” and it was $12 million a year, which was a 
hell of a lot of money, unheard of in those days. And that made us feel 
very good. It would cost more now, and it gradually grew to be a lot more, 
but anyway, it was a vote of confidence—and that was only one of three 
or four corporations that wanted to be in on it. 

 
Cash-hungry program producers leapt at the opportunity for additional resources, 

but in the process, public broadcasting was appearing to become increasingly 

commercialized.  In the roaring ’80s, as stock markets reached new record highs and 

more individual Americans became investors, Public Radio International (an independent 
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producer of public radio content) announced the launch of a business program, called 

Marketplace.  Jim Russell was its creator.  One of its first underwriters was General 

Electric, a company that pioneered the light bulb and the jet engine.  In the 1980s, it was 

also a major defense contractor.  Early in the life of Marketplace, General Electric asked 

Marketplace’s producers to make a closer tie-in to its biggest underwriter, specifically 

requesting that the Marketplace theme music incorporate G.E.’s musical signature (in 

commercial advertising, G.E.’s jingle had the lyrics “G.E., we bring good things to life;” 

on Marketplace, the jingle appeared in the middle of the opening theme song, 

immediately after the announcement “Marketplace is supported by G.E.: G.E., we bring 

good things to life”).  One did not need to remember old-time radio’s “Happiness Boys” 

to worry about where this might be headed.  

RUSSELL: I'm talking to you from a city (Chapel Hill, NC—WUNC) that 
refused to air Marketplace in the beginning because the …manager at the 
time… who now …is an NPR board member, lacked the guts initially to 
carry the program.  
 
I certainly did not invite G.E. nor did I want them to put their theme music 
into our theme music, but the fact is, they made a persuasive case that it 
was nowhere prohibited, and that in fact on public television, one could 
see all manner of commercialism with cars, and chickens representing the 
logos, if you will, of the funders. On what basis could we say no to an 
audio logo? I mean, in the early manifestation, G.E.'s funding was very 
small. It was very small but it was absolutely crucial. I think the first time 
they funded us, we got less than $300,000 a year for exclusive corporate 
underwriting. Nobody else allowed. Exclusive corporate. And they got 
slogans.  
 
BROWN: Why was it crucial to you? 
 
RUSSELL:  Do you know that within less than a year of the start of 
Marketplace, we came to a weekend where our job was to fire everybody 
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and disband the program? We literally couldn't make cash flow. It was that 
precipitous. It was that dangerous. 
 
It is especially noteworthy that G.E. urged the musical theme change because of 

what was now possible on public television.  But commercialization was just the start of 

something bigger, specifically, a push to take it to the next level and - privatize public 

broadcasting.  

Whatever its weaknesses, by the early ’90s, PBS had become a crown jewel of 

sorts on American broadcast television.  Highly acclaimed documentaries such as Ken 

Burns’ The Civil War and Vietnam: A Television History led to spinoff books and VHS 

sales.  Sesame Street and its progeny, The Electric Company and Zoom! developed 

marketable characters and licensing agreements were struck for the sale of stuffed dolls, 

pajamas and other PBS-branded paraphernalia.  On the radio side, non-news programs 

such as Minnesota Public Radio’s A Prairie Home Companion fueled the sale of branded 

tee-shirts and thematically related bric-a-brac playing off the homespun storytelling of 

host Garrison Keillor. This led to the creation of a for-profit catalog business 

(“Currents”), which was spun off and sold to the Dayton Hudson Corporation (parent of 

Target and Marshall Fields’ stores) for $120 million (Phills & Chang, 2005).  

The All-Out Push to Privatize 
Since public broadcastings’ earliest days, stations had been encouraged to operate 

more like private enterprises.  Now the success of public broadcasting would come with a 

price: A push for all-out privatization.  By the mid-’90s, for the first time in two decades, 

the abolition of taxpayer-supported TV and radio seemed within reach. The push was 
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spearheaded by the Bradley Resident Scholar at the Heritage Foundation, Laurence 

Jarvik.   His dissertation at UCLA made a case for the privatization of public 

broadcasting.  

I was very interested in (the PBS dramatic series) Masterpiece Theater 
and quality drama, okay? That was how I became interested. Because I 
was in film school, I wanted to make movies of the week. Okay, that's 
what I thought I would be doing, but it didn't work out. But, how do you 
make quality drama?  
 
What came out of the dissertation was (that) Masterpiece Theatre, at that 
time …it was controlled by Mobil Corporation as PR, just like Hallmark 
Hall of Fame, GE Theater. All the golden age of television things were 
good because they had corporate sponsors who wanted a good image, you 
know? The halo from having a quality craft theater, (like) Philco 
Playhouse.  
 
What I discovered was what made for quality television was that people 
had an interest in it being perceived as quality. The people (who) had an 
interest were in fact, the sponsors.  
 
I'd been brought up (to think) even corporate sponsors were bad. But in 
fact, they weren't bad.  
 
The reason you had Upstairs, Downstairs (a British drama series produced 
by the BBC and broadcast on American PBS stations) was because Mobil 
Corporation fought with PBS and said, "We're going to pull our funding 
unless you run Upstairs, Downstairs because we want to run Upstairs, 
Downstairs." So, they ran Upstairs, Downstairs.  
Anyway, so I went, "Well, that's pretty interesting because that's not what 
I'm told." 
 
I thought well, the problem was things were so crummy at the top because 
it's like, socialized ... like the public school system doesn't do a very good 
job. The elites send their kids to private school. Why is that? In other 
countries, by the way, they send their kids to public school, so it doesn't 
have any ... but just in the United States, the private sector has an easier 
way to get quality. Even the US Government, when they want to do 
something, they contract it out, you know? 
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U.S. Government plants don’t build a B-52. It's built by a Boeing or 
whatever. So that was the net result of my dissertation where I came out 
saying, "That's interesting. Public broadcasting is only good because it's 
private."  
 
The golden age (of commercial TV) in the 1950s, that's where it was. It's 
like, how do we get more quality TV? Well, let's privatize the thing.  
 
That's what I came to Heritage to do, to privatize PBS.  – Laurence Jarvik, 
former Bradley Scholar at the Heritage Foundation in the early 1990s and 
author of a highly cited policy paper urging the privatization of public 
broadcasting, interviewed January 29, 2018.80    

 The Heritage Foundation is a right-leaning think-tank which had the ear of 

conservatives on Capitol Hill, including House Speaker Newt Gingrich and House 

Majority Leader Dick Armey, himself, an economics scholar.  Gingrich and Armey 

borrowed heavily from Heritage Foundation white papers to draft what they called The 

Contract with America, an election year manifesto which promised to eliminate all “non-

essential” government spending, including support for public broadcasting.   

ARMEY: I'm an economist and I have frankly never been interested in 
politics. As an economist, having spent some time on public choice theory 
and public policy, I always held to the point of view that for the federal 
government to sponsor public broadcasting was an inappropriate activity 
for our government for a variety of reasons. If it'd been on my side I 
would have felt the same way.   
 
My advantage in life is I'm old enough to remember when every one of 
these (government) programs (i.e., the Public Broadcasting Act) were 
begun and was interested enough as a student of economics to be aware of 
their beginning, but at the inception of PBS it was, "Well we only have 
three networks and there's so much programming that's not done."  
 
Then of course you had the great intellectual affectation of the Left, "It's 
up to us to raise the intellect and expose the boobs to more cultured 
programming." That was their rationale. 

                                                
80 Hereafter, quotes from this interview are preceded with “JARVIK:” 
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 At the same time as the Contract with America was unveiled, unlikely coalitions 

were forming around social issues.  College professors and students debated a new buzz-

phrase: “Political correctness.”  Hearings were held over a push led by Tipper Gore (wife 

of prominent Tennessee Democratic Senator Al Gore) to censor what some parents 

considered to be offensive language used by popular musicians. Pat Buchanan, Nixon’s 

culture war ally, ran political ads crafted by his sister and campaign manager, Bay 

Buchanan, criticizing fellow Republican George H.W. Bush for his support of the 

National Endowment of the Arts.   

In 1992, PBS broadcast Tongues Untied, a documentary on being black and gay 

in America; North Carolina Republican Senator Jesse Helms claimed it “blatantly 

promoted homosexuality as an acceptable lifestyle.”  Later that year, Mississippi 

Republican Senator Trent Lott warned of an upcoming broadcast “that’s going to horrify 

many Americans” called The Lost Language of Cranes.  The story was based on a book 

about a father’s struggle with his sexuality. 

STOTESBERY: (P)art of what gets PBS in trouble from the culture wars, 
and NPR, is the tendency to want to be inclusive, to want to embrace 
diversity, to want to present challenging ideas, and to put those out in this 
fire hose of content that we distribute on an annual basis. And when you 
really get down to the bottom line, the stuff that would be considered 
really controversial or somehow challenging to somebody, is a relatively 
small amount of the total content that we put out, but that's what hits 
Congress' radar, and that's what gets picked up in media. 
 

Other public broadcasting opponents pointed to research released by the 

conservative Center for Media and Public Affairs (1992), which claimed to find a lack of 
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“diversity and balance” and a bias in favor of liberal positions on PBS documentaries.  

The Heritage Foundation’s Laurence Jarvik says he did not feel it was difficult to make 

the case for Republicans.   

JARVIK: Why on earth would you give $300 million dollars a year to the 
Democratic Party to run anti-Republican propaganda - and you've got to 
pay for it out of donations and buy-ads. What kind of political analysis 
tells you that you should pay for your opposition to attack you? As a 
political thing, it doesn't make any sense. If Democrats want to run anti-
Republican radio stations, they should pay for them themselves.  
 
I mean, it's beyond stupid. It's bad for the country ... and you can see now, 
we've been fighting (the war on terrorism) since 9 /11 (2001). How many 
years has it been? I see (PBS’ documentaries criticizing the war on 
terrorism) as part of the culture war.  

 
During Congressional debates, lawmakers cited PBS broadcasts of Armistead 

Maupin’s Tales of the City, for its inclusion of homosexual characters in the story of 

urban life in an apartment house in the 1970s.  Jerry Falwell, the televangelist, declared 

that PBS covertly promoted homosexuality to children through a toddlers’ TV program 

Teletubbies; Falwell claimed that a furry triangle-shaped antenna atop the head of the 

character “Tinky Winky” was a gay dog-whistle. 

STOTESBERY: Who knew whether Tinky Winky was gay or not? It's such 
a stupid thing, because he had a triangle on his head. You can pull 
anything you want out of messaging, but there are so many elements in 
PBS that stand out that can cause that kind of controversy. 
 

As a practical matter for PBS, the issue was not whether coded gay signals were 

being sent in children’s programming, the threat to funding was real and could not be 

ignored.   
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Clinton, the Contract, and a “Fundamental Shift” 

In 1995, Senator Larry Pressler of South Dakota formally introduced legislation to 

privatize public broadcasting.  He did not get much pushback from the nation’s top 

Democrat, President Bill Clinton, who was preparing for his own re-election campaign.  

Months later, during the 1996 State of the Union address, Clinton tried to reclaim the 

mantle of fiscal responsibility by famously declaring, “the era of big government is 

over.”  With more dramatic cuts to public welfare programs already on the White House 

agenda, the prospect for continuing a $300 million subsidy for public broadcasting 

seemed dim.  Indeed, NPR’s Bob Edwards was convinced it was all over for public 

broadcasting as he knew it.    

EDWARDS: Because I lived through what (Nixon’s White House) did to 
public television (in the ’70s). Sandy (Vanocur) and Robert (MacNeil), 
and the loss of our national production center there. So, I thought, "Sure 
the same thing could happen to radio," but they got Newt and his crowd. 
Newt Gingrich and his crowd got deadly serious about this, and actually 
did go after CPB. They thought, in the words of Lyndon Johnson, they 
could get a…pelt to hang on the barn wall. They saw that CPB was easy 
pickings. That nobody would care about that. They could eliminate a 
whole agency and say, "Look what we've done." 
 
Station managers like Stewart Vanderwilt, head of NPR co-founder KUT-FM in 

Austin, consider the funding fight of the 1990s a turning point.   

 
I feel there was a fundamental shift that happened during the period of the 
Contract with America.  Where, you know, there was a prolonged, 
sustained, and I would say a credible effort to eliminate the funding for 
public broadcasting, and several other institutions. 
 
And there was like a two-pronged attack of a combination of fiscal, and 
cultural, that "We can't afford these institutions, and oh, by the way, 
they're out of sync with what America needs." 
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And, you know, when that happened, I think many stations got busy. Got 
really busy at, one, strengthening their political connections within their 
local communities, but also on their self-sufficiency, their audience 
service that, I believe it was around that time that the Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting put in some standards of, you know, you have to 
reach some percentage of your community, basically, to be relevant.  
–Stewart Vanderwilt, General Manager, KUT Austin, Texas, interviewed 
October 20, 2017.81  

As part of the House Republican leadership and co-author of the Contract with 

America, Dick Armey was spearheading the push to zero-out funding for the Corporation 

for Public Broadcasting.  But in an interview on December 14, 2017, Armey candidly 

acknowledged that he considered public broadcasting journalism to be of superior 

quality, more substantive and more serious-minded when compared to the commercial 

alternative.  Armey explained that this did not matter to him because there was a more 

important political objective:  

ARMEY: (D)emagoguery beats data when you're making law. If you go 
back and look at floor debates or points made in committee rooms on 
public broadcasting while I was actually actively advocating a reduced 
cutting, you're going to find some damned heavy demagoguery, even more 
so on the National Endowment for the Arts, because you're trying to make 
people understand this is not a good thing and we ought to be doing less of 
it, so you find all the bad things they've done.  
 
I have told you quite honestly, I think, quite frankly, professionally (public 
broadcasters are) a cut above most people in private broadcasting. They 
hold a higher standard. They do a more professionally good job. 
 
(But) when I'm out on the floor advocating, I'm going to paint them like 
they're two-headed monsters.  

 

                                                
81 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are preceded by “VANDERWILT:” 
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During the rhetorical firestorm over public broadcasting ignited by House 

Republicans, House Speaker Newt Gingrich invoked Patrick Buchanan’s time-tested line 

about a taxpayer-funded “playpen” for liberal elites. Gingrich, however, turned the 

“playpen” into a “sandbox.” 

 
MOYERS: (W)hen Newt Gingrich later maliciously lied about public 
television, calling it a “sandbox for rich people,” I argued that we should 
have kicked the sand right back in his face. 

 
It was nothing personal, Armey says, in what amounts to another stunningly 

candid explanation of culture war tactics.   

The “Demagoguery Coefficient” 
Armey says his office had a name for the method they employed to determine 

which programs could be successfully undermined through the use of rhetoric. He has not 

discussed this publicly before now. 

 
ARMEY: One of the things that we used to do when we were putting 
together a legislative project was we used to take the measure of the 
demagoguery coefficient.  
 
Now you've never heard anybody ever mention that before. 
The demagoguery coefficient could be plus or minus. If it was plus you 
could find a lot of nasty things to say that were true. I don't think I ever 
said anything that wasn't true, but out of context they look vile as Hell and 
make people say, "Boy, we got to get rid of that stuff." If the demagoguery 
coefficient was negative, that meant the other guy could beat you up this 
way. I've actually turned down a project because it had too high a negative 
demagoguery coefficient. 
 
BROWN: Would you turn down a project that had too high a demagoguery 
coefficient? 
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ARMEY: If it had too high a negative. 
 
BROWN: But not too high a positive? 
 
ARMEY: No. If I believed it was a right and necessary change in the law 
for this country, I would hope the demagoguery coefficient would be 
positive and high as can be, as it was with NEA (the National Endowment 
for the Arts).  
 
The first victory we ever had in opposition to the NEA funding was 
(former Texas Republican Congressman, later House Majority Leader) 
Tom DeLay went to the floor and said, "I'm about ready to read these 
poems into the record." Well the chairman of the committee just about 
went nuts; (Illinois Democratic Congressman) Sid Yates was celebrated as 
a great patron of the arts.  Of course, he never gave anything but public 
money but Sid Yates buckled because he did not want Tom DeLay 
standing in the well and reading the filthy poetry that they were funding. 
Now that's a high demagoguery coefficient. 
 
What tipped me off to (the demagoguery coefficient) was I was listening 
to one member of Congress complimenting another member and he said, 
"He's a pretty darn good demagogue." Now that struck me. That's a 
compliment? Then I realized, yeah, the guy's saying he's pretty damned 
skillful. When he wants to get something done, he knows how to get 
people mad at it so they'll be on his side." 

 
 In lifting the curtain on how he used arguments in the culture wars over funding, 

Armey concedes that much of what was said against public broadcasting was not 

sincerely held belief, but simply American realpolitik. 

 
ARMEY: Just understand demagoguery's a tool, and I was much harder on 
NPR in advocacy discussions than I had to be or than what I really felt. I 
really felt like they were decent, honest people, misguided but decent, 
honest, trying to be professional and I still believe that. I think they're 
misguided as Hell just like I said to (former Missouri Democrat and House 
Minority Leader) Dick Gephardt one time, I said, "Dick, you're so damn 
misguided you think I'm misguided." That doesn't make him a bad person. 
They think differently than I do.  
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They were decent and I think for the most part people in the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting are honest, decent people. 
I'm sure that, like I said to (former New York Democratic Congressman) 
Charlie Rangel one day, "Charlie, you've got grandchildren and they love 
you, but the fact of the matter is these institutions shouldn't exist within 
the context of our democracy." I think most of the people who joined me 
in this fight did it from that point of view. Our complaints against the 
content were only tools to try to win the argument. 

 
Even if the complaints against public broadcasting were, in fact, “only tools to win the 

argument,” as Armey puts it, Bill Moyers maintains it was critical to push back against 

the culture wars, even if it cast him and others pushing back in a partisan light.   

MOYERS: Is public broadcasting a partisan issue?  Yes, because the 
political and religious right has made it one. Every time public journalists 
do their best to serve democracy by following the money, tracing the 
patterns of influence and power, analyzing the veracity or relevance of 
partisan claims, and placing them in context, the partisans come after us.    

 
But if win-at-all-costs was, indeed, the Republican strategy, how did the 

GOP fail in its most serious effort to date to eliminate federal funding for public 

broadcasting? On this point, Armey made another revealing confession in his 

December interview. 

Not in This Lifetime? 
During the interview with Dick Armey, I asked him about the facts behind an 

October 2012 story published in the National Review, titled “Why PBS Always Wins” by 

Betsy Woodruff.82  In her article, Woodruff quotes an aide to Armey who claimed the 

Congressman once told colleagues that defunding of PBS would not happen “in his 

                                                
82 Accessed at https://www.nationalreview.com/2012/10/why-pbs-always-wins-betsy-woodruff/. 
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lifetime.”  The account is not exactly accurate, Armey says, and his explanation is telling.  

(To ensure clarity here, I have included my questions to Mr. Armey.)  

 
BROWN: There's a story that (former Armey legislative aide) Mike Frank 
has told the National Review. He said it was, I guess this would have been 
during the Contract with America period, and he says that he can 
remember you had been at a dinner with a Senate Republican appropriator 
and his wife who I guess sat on the board of some city or state board of 
arts. Anyway, her seat's on the board in part because her husband has been 
directing some money toward various art programs. You all are chatting 
and the issue of PBS defunding comes up. Do you recall that evening? 
 
ARMEY:  No. You can tell me more but I don't ... 
 
BROWN: Mike Frank said that apparently after that dinner, you were 
recounting the conversation to some of your staff and he remembers you 
saying, "I asked myself, “self, are we ever going to defund the NEA and 
PBS and I said not in this lifetime." 
 
ARMEY: I think I said not in this wife time. Because I was trying to get that 
member's vote and of course, I mean he was very clear. "Look, I'm not 
going to give you a vote and then be in Dutch83 with my wife." The line 
was, "Not in this wife time." 

 
The fact of the matter is there are so many members of Congress who are 
in some way connected to these small expenditure programs.  
Basically, first of all, most members of Congress are inconvenienced 
minimizers. They just don't want any damn trouble and I especially don't 
want any from my wife. I mean, to me the Democrats were the patron 
saints of PBS as they are (with the) NEA because Democrats have 
excelled over years in building with taxpayers' money a system of 
auxiliary support. 
 
The Democrats say, "This is a good thing for the public to do with their 
money because it helps us get our message out and get reelected." The 
Republicans say, "This is a good thing because it's very popular with the 
beautiful people down at the arts league who I want to finally someday 
accept me."  

                                                
83 This is a seldom-used idiomatic expression which means to be “in trouble,” sometimes considered 
offensive. 
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I've always called this the Republican disease. They always want to be 
accepted by the beautiful people in the arts league and so on down the 
line, so, basically, they don't want to go to a cocktail party stuffed full of 
stuffy people and be the guy that voted for something that they considered 
Neanderthal—so it's hard to get the votes. 

 
At the end of the day, cutting $300 million to public broadcasting—the full 

appropriation—just was not worth the headache.   

The “Phony” War 
I shared the above story with Laurence Jarvik, the Heritage Foundation scholar 

who lobbied to privatize public broadcasting in the ’90s.  He expressed surprise, 

resignation, anger and frustration at Armey’s comments.  

JARVIK: That’s why you have trans-gender bathrooms today!  
 
You just, in a nutshell, have whatever issue Republicans supposedly are 
losing on, they don't give a damn about, okay? They don't care.  
There was no culture war. It was phony war, okay?  
 
It was something they used to pull a fast one. (Armey) didn't care that 
much about it. Well, I met with him frequently, and I was under the 
impression that he was interested, you know?  
 
I think you're getting an honest interpretation (of what happened from 
Armey).  
 
The donors, for whatever reason, and I would say it's a country club 
reason. It's the class reason. It's the 1% reason. I think in Armey's 
analysis, he was being fairly straightforward with you. I wish he'd told 
me he wasn't serious about at the time. 

 
If Armey’s “wifetime” explanation sounds almost too offhand to be 

believed, consider that NPR’s Chief Operating Officer used to bank on something 

very much like this political principle during each appropriations cycle. 
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The people who ensure that public broadcasting got their money were 
people like (former Republican Senator from Alaska) Ted Stephens—very 
conservative senators (and) members of the house—because of the local 
factor. They didn't really care about NPR, but they cared about Alaska 
Public Broadcasting enormously. That's actually saved the money for CPB 
over the years—all the democrats are always for it. But the deciding votes 
on it were the Ted Stephens’ and others from largely rural communities 
who saw the localism, which didn't exist in commercial radio or television, 
as being worth saving. – Ken Stern, former Chief Operating Officer, NPR, 
interviewed November 21, 2017.84 

 
MACNEIL: I’ve been told this by a Republican congressman years ago, 
that (Washington politicians) can support ending funding for public 
television and then they go back to their district and their wives say, “hey 
I’m on the committee of the local public television station and so is our 
banker and so is the guy who runs the local farm machinery place, and my 
friend so and so, and so is this guy, and suddenly Republican congressmen 
in their districts, where there is always a public television station, or near 
one, and knowing that especially the children’s programming has great 
recognition in families—and this is now several generations old—and then 
when blockbusters like Ken Burns and the Civil War comes out, suddenly 
the existence of that in itself defines what public broadcasting can be. 

 
But conservative culture warrior Laurence Jarvik goes a step further, arguing that 

public broadcasting was not merely “not killed off” by Republicans, it was saved by 

them.  

JARVIK: Bill Clinton was willing to zero out the National Endowment for 
the Arts, and Dick Armey said to me, "Oh, that's not really necessary. You 
know, it's better to compromise, and that way we can keep it as an issue 
for future campaigns."… The problem wasn't Bill Clinton. The problem 
was the Republicans. Public broadcasting was saved by the Republicans.  
 
I remember chasing down the hallways, someone in Congress, (Clinton 
aide) Paul Begala, and he said, "Oh, that's all right. Bill (Clinton) will zero 
it out, or the President will zero it out, and your Republicans will have to 
take the heat."  
 

                                                
84 Hereafter, quotations from this interview are preceded by “STERN:” 
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Well, they didn't.  The House voted to zero it out with Newt Gingrich, 
but…it was all like a sham…It was unbelievable.  
 
The Democrats were willing to let it go, and the Republicans saved it. I 
couldn't believe it. Because (top GOP donor and Blackstone Group 
Investment Bank co-founder) Pete Peterson is married to Joan Ganz 
Cooney, and Joan Ganz Cooney was head of Sesame Street, and Pete 
Peterson is Mr. Republican…the whole thing is like, everywhere you turn, 
there was a Republican protecting public broadcasting. So that's your 
story. I give it to you, and you can quote me. 

 
Jarvik may think the culture wars over public radio were, ultimately, “phony.”  

But for stations and listeners, they represented very real threats to public broadcasting.  

And that perception alone had ripple effects, KUT’s Vanderwilt says.  

VANDERWILT: I think many stations got busy. Got really busy at 
strengthening their political connections within their local communities, 
but also on their self-sufficiency, their audience service that, I believe it 
was around that time that the Corporation for Public Broadcasting put in 
some Standards of, you know, you have to reach some percentage of your 
community, basically, to be relevant…some kind of accountability.  
 
Then stations started focusing on being way more audience facing, and 
less internal user facing.  (It used to be) "we're doing this to give these 
producers a voice,” and (after the Contract with America) it became, 
"We're serving this community, and we need to meet their needs." 

 
Although by the turn of the century public broadcasting’s greatest political crisis 

over funding had passed as a matter of political reality, audience perceptions of a 

perpetually looming budget axe persisted.  Pledge drives became (and continue to be) 

more successful than ever before, and local support became a much bigger portion of the 

funding mix, especially at larger, metropolitan stations with large enough populations to 

support local stations.   
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A Listener Dies, and “Lourdes Lives” 
Still, for some longtime fans of public broadcasting, cultural conservatism 

(frequently, though vaguely, defined as “Christian conservatives”) remained an 

existential threat to their beloved stations.  Against this backdrop came a single listener 

donation that would transform - and raise new questions about - continued government 

support for public radio.  

Former U.S. Information Agency Chief Kevin Klose took the reigns as Chief 

Executive Officer of NPR in 1999.  Klose had not been in his position long when he got 

word that the man who made McDonalds’ a global fast-food juggernaut was a big fan of 

public broadcasting.  And so was his wife.   

Joan and Ray Kroc. Joan Kroc was always very interested in news. She 
was kind of a news junkie, and she and Ray lived outside of San Diego. 
She gave money to the local station, which is a so-called dual license. It 
has both a radio license and it has a public television license. Down there 
it's called KPBS. 

 
Out of the blue, sitting in my office in Washington, I get a call in: "I have 
a donor that has been very generous to the station, but lately has told me 
that the donor is no longer interested, has felt that the station has benefited 
greatly from the donor's interest and support but is not going to do 
anymore because if you do too much giving, then everybody else stops 
giving and I don't want that to happen," or something like that. "Would 
you ever come out here and just talk to this donor?" I said, "Sure, anytime, 
anywhere. If it could be helpful to you, I will do it, of course."  
 
A few weeks later, this is in the later summer or fall of '02. I'd been at 
NPR for what, three years? And a guy calls me and says, "My name is so-
and-so, I'm going to come and see you. I now want to ... "  
 
I said, "Who are you and why do you want to come see me?"  
 
"I want to see your books. I'm representing somebody who might be a 
donor to you."  
 



 

 135 

I said, "Well, can you tell me a little bit more?"  
 
"No, this is all confidential,” and so forth.  
 
"What's your name?" He gave me his name and it was early days of the 
Internet.  I looked him up and I saw that he was an international vice 
president for the McDonald's corporation.  
 
I didn't know, you know. What did I know? I knew about Ray Kroc, I 
knew he was multibillionaire, I didn't know there was a widow, except 
that there had been news stories about Joan Kroc doing her own 
philanthropy. I remembered seeing that somewhere. 
 
He shows up. We sat for a day and this guy just basically looked at all the 
financials and then asked us a series of questions about us, and basically 
spent the whole day with us. At one point he said, "Well, you say you're 
raising money for an endowment, you've got whatever you've got here, 
$11 million in the endowment.  If you got $200 million or something like 
that -  first, what are you aiming for?"  
 
No one had ever asked us.  
  
Then he said, "Well, if you got 100 million, would you stop?" Again, 
nobody ever asked that question. We had never talked about it ourselves.  
 
"Yeah, we'd stop. For the weekend." I'm serious, that's what happened.  
 
The (financial review) came to an end and I said, "Well, we're going to 
have a little exit interview, you and I, to what's going on here."  
 
He then told me that Mrs. Kroc was very interested (in NPR) and he might 
hear more from me or he might not hear anything at all, he couldn't say...  
 
I said, "What are you doing next?"  
 
He said, "I'm getting on the plane she flew me out here in and I'm going to 
fly back and talk to her about all that I've learned today."  
 
I said, "What have you learned, actually?"  
 
He said, "Well, I'll tell you what. I've learned from Ray Kroc that the way 
you measure sanity in leadership is if they have a sense of humor and 
you've certainly got that."  
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(W)hat triggered her interest in NPR is (a story) she had read I think in the 
Wall Street Journal. The Wall Street Journal had written about a small 
public radio station somewhere on the gulf coast that had been targeted by 
… a very well-funded Christian broadcaster. 
 
(T)he way it works under the federal rules that apply to noncommercial 
educational stations which the Christian stations are part of…if somebody 
can come in with a higher power transmitter and make a case for doing 
high quality community service and so forth, then that station can force 
you off the air, basically, the bigger station. They can claim your 
...frequency…and (Joan Kroc) was very upset because she was afraid that 
this would apply to NPR stations across the country or something like that. 
(S)he wanted to know if we had extra money, what would we be doing 
with it? 
  
I said we'd be expanding our reporting in general, and of course we'd be 
expanding our service to our stations. It's kind of a fuzzy answer, but I 
didn't quite know where her own interests were. 
  
We get to March of '03.  I get a call, "Joan would like to see you …can 
you fly out on Thursday?  
 
We get there, we go through the security gate, go in. What day is it? It's 
the day that George W. (Bush, then US President) launched the 
Tomahawk missiles in the sneak attack to decapitate Saddam Hussein and 
his family in Baghdad.  
 
Joan's been up all night listening to everything and watching everything as 
this attack proceeds because it's like six or eight time zones ahead of us so 
it's already happened. She's distraught. Very upset. "How are you going to 
cover this?"  
 
I said, "We've got people on the ground right now. I want you to meet a 
woman named Anne Garrels who's been in Baghdad for the previous year.  
Whatever happens, from now on forward, we will cover this until it's over 
and I mean until all the body bags come back, until all the maimed and the 
wounded and the disrupted have their lives put back together. This could 
be 20 years or more." – Kevin Klose, former President and CEO of NPR, 
interviewed on October 30, 2017.85 

 

                                                
85 Hereafter, quotes from this interview are preceded by “KLOSE:” 
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At that moment, Kevin Klose did not know Joan Kroc had inoperable cancer.  He would 

not find out until seven months later, when Klose got a call from Dick Starmann, senior 

communications officer for McDonalds. 

   
KLOSE (quoting Starmann):"You'll see it, probably going out already. She 
has passed on. I can't talk to you now, I will call you back in a few days."  
 
In a few days, he called me back and he said, "Where are you?" 
 
I said, "I'm in my office at NPR."  
 
He said, "Are you sitting down?"  
 
I said yes, and he said, "Do you have a piece of paper? Put it in front of 
you. Do you have a pencil?" So, I begin writing. 
 
“Two. Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero.” 
 
200 million (dollars).  
 
He said, "There's more, actually, but we don't know how much more 
because we have to round everything out and balance out everything and 
so forth. Here's the kicker on it. We're going to divide it as follows: 193 
(million) into endowment, and the remainder to go into contingency funds, 
which meant you could use it for whatever purpose. 
 
The money started to transfer in '04. Now, we'd had Anne Garrels and 
others in Iraq on a rotational basis. These were all volunteers, producers 
and reporters. In the region, which had got much more violent and 
especially after the abduction and murder of Daniel Pearl… it was getting 
very, very dangerous. The first launch of the Kroc money had gone into 
the contingency fund. With it, and with the guidance and advice of a high 
quality international executive security firm we found a used four door 
Mercedes sedan that was armored to NATO specification which meant it 
could take a cluster of two or three AK-47 bullets in the windows, and the 
windows would not give way and had body armor to protect us in the 
driving compartment and the passenger compartment. 
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We air shipped it to Oman, Jordan and air shipped it again into Baghdad. 
They get it out, they start using it. They've got a driver, translator, 
correspondents. It carries four people and it has so-called run flat tires. 
 
A few weeks later, Lourdes Garcia-Navarro—a brilliant correspondent, 
absolutely fearless—translator, driver, and a fourth party, a male, I don't 
know, some relationship with Lourdes at the time, are driving out to Camp 
Victory which is the US compound. It's the airport, it's Baghdad airport. 
They're on an off ramp, speeding along ... they go past the last overpass 
and somebody opens up from the overpass and bullets hit the rear window 
on the right side, on the right rear window. At least one bullet, maybe 
others, go through the trunk of the car and stop at the boiler plate behind 
the backseat. A cluster of AK on the rear window doesn’t penetrate... 
 
Lourdes lives.  

Public Funding Forever? 
The Kroc bequest became a perpetual endowment for NPR, a literal—and 

arguably figurative—life saver.  

But the Kroc Endowment principal is designed to be untouched, with NPR 

skimming off the annual interest—in a good year, that could be as high as 5%, not nearly 

enough to run a global news operation, or to support member stations.  

About 50 percent of NPR’s funding comes from CPB money distributed to local 

stations for the purchase of programs like Morning Edition and All Things Considered.  

The remainder comes from corporate sponsorships, foundation grants, and the Kroc 

endowment.  Could public radio survive without taxpayer support?  NPR’s former Chief 

Operating Officer, Ken Stern says ‘yes’, but then seems to second guess his own 

response.  

STERN: Oh, I think it's undoubtedly true. The challenges ... It's clear that 
NPR and other major players in public broadcasting could survive without 
federal money, and maybe should. The challenges, though, that federal 
money is not distributed evenly, and it's not really distributed to NPR at 
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all, it's distributed to stations, and it's not even distributed evenly to them. 
There's a plus up for stations that are economically inefficient, like rural 
stations and minority stations. Those are the stations that would probably 
struggle the most, and they fail without federal dollars. public radio could 
survive, don't know about public television, I'm not an expert in public 
television. There are advantages and disadvantages. I guess the people in 
the system so it has to weight it, so reflects their decision.  
 
(T)his tax payer element, I think, is often a negative for public radio, for 
NPR certainly, because of the political pressures that come with it, 
because of... the anger that people feel, like their tax dollars, whether it's 
two cents a person or whatever it is, is going to support something that 
they don't believe in. And journalism probably should be independent of 
their circumstances.  
 
I think if we weight that against the collective value of the rural stations, 
the minority stations, the role they play in their communities, I think it's a 
tough call actually. 
 

 Stern makes an important observation: While public radio (or at least some larger, 

metropolitan radio stations) might be able to survive without funding, television is a 

much more expensive proposition.  It is unlikely that most public television stations could 

continue to operate without its portion ($236 million) of the $450 million currently 

appropriated to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (approximately .01% of federal 

spending, which, as some proponents of taxpayer support note, is the equivalent of a 

rounding error). But the era of digital media proliferation raises a real question 

nonetheless that cuts to a core justification for public broadcasting in the first place.  As 

public broadcasting critic Laurence Jarvik notes, when President Johnson signed the 

Public Broadcasting Act 50 years ago, there were only three television networks, and 

limited space on the broadcast dial.   

JARVIK: The only rationale was scarcity of spectrum. There is no scarcity 
of spectrum, especially today. I'm ‘Mr.’ Masterpiece Theatre. I watch The 
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Crown on Netflix. Okay, I watch Victoria on PBS. It's no different. The 
picture's the same. The rationale for having the system isn't there because 
it (used to be), "Oh, this is the only way you're going to be able to get that 
high-brow stuff." Well, now you can get it a million different ways. 

 
Public TV used to have a slogan, “If PBS doesn’t do it who will?”  Opponents of 

taxpayer support such as Dick Armey say the slogan seems quaintly outdated given how 

many channels are available both on cable and online.  It is not outdated, argues KLRU 

General Manager Bill Stotesbery.  

STOTESBERY: I always say to people who use the Armey argument, “I 
think that this is just one of the things the government shouldn't fund, it 
should survive at the marketplace and then this era of 500 channels, it's 
even less relevant than ever before ...” Well, that's fine, but if you're going 
to make that argument, then you have to lift the restrictions that are 
imposed on us as a non-commercial station.   
 
And if you lift the restrictions on us as a non-commercial station, then 
we're going to have to start having commercials, which we don't, now. 
And we're going to start to have to do things that are going to get those 
commercial suppliers to pay us more money, which means we need more 
eyeballs, which means it's going to be much, much less quality 
programming. Look what happened to Discovery. Look what happened to 
A&E. Look what happened to Bravo. Look what happened to (National 
Geographic Channel). There are still good programs on there, but the bulk 
of it is programs that appeal to a much broader, more populist audience. 

 
In contrast with television, public radio’s proponents, like KUT’s Vanderwilt, 

make a slightly different case for continuing the status quo.  Despite the rise in popularity 

of podcasts (digital downloadable audio content, much of which is produced by public 

radio stations themselves), there is an inherent democratic benefit conferred by taxpayer-

supported over-the-air radio.  

VANDERWILT: I believe that radio is a platform that—where you tune in to 
a frequency on that device, that is delivered over the air, not the one in 
your phone—still has an important place in democracy.  Because it's free, 
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it's easy, there's almost no barrier to accessing and using it, you know? 
The physical device is cheap, everyone knows how to use it. It's private, 
and when you listen to a show on KUT, you don't then start getting ads 
that follow you around, "Now you might like this." You know? And so I 
feel like there's still this value to that, ubiquity of it, accessibility, and sort 
of it's a mass and private experience at the same time.  
 
Maybe it's a romantic notion, that I think there's value in promoting, and 
maintaining that platform, that very specific FM, frequency modulated, 
you know, (over-the-air) signal for as long as we can. But we can't do that, 
and ignore everything else. 
 
But even Bill Moyers seems to concede that taxpayers should not be seen as an 

indefinite funding source for American public broadcasting.  

MOYERS: I think taxpayer money is needed for now to keep local stations 
alive, but PBS will always be a pale shadow of its potential unless we 
figure out how to create a trust fund of several billion dollars that will free 
us from the less than $500 million which serves as a reminder we are 
merely on life support that the politicians could shut down at any time.  
Commercial media…will never serve our need for real news (news the 
powerful want to keep hidden, everything else is publicity). The Web is 
too fragmentary and fleeting and unreliable to forge a shared narrative.   

 
That last assertion may give public broadcasting too much credit, suggests Former 

PBS host Tavis Smiley. He contends Moyers’ notion of PBS as “shared narrative” 

ignores the many American narratives still untold.  

SMILEY: The answer is yes, it does make sense… for taxpayers to 
continue supporting public broadcasting, but only if public broadcasting is 
going to make itself look and sound like the taxpayers.  I’m all for 
taxpayer support, but for that, the taxpayers ought to be given a product 
that reflects them. That reflects the breadth and depth of inclusion and 
diversity in this country. So that the taxpayers support these mediums but 
these mediums don’t give back to the taxpayers anything that remotely 
looks and sounds like the people paying the taxes.  
 
So, I think we’re looking at it from the wrong perspective. If I were 
Donald Trump or Mitt Romney, you know threatened to (zero-out 
funding) as well, the argument I would make that would make more sense 
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is if you are going to threaten PBS by taking their taxpayer funding away, 
say this: I am not going to support taxpayer funded public television or 
public radio unless and until public television and public radio look and 
sound like America.  
 
If you were to do that, NPR and PBS would be on their heels. That would 
be a hard argument to make and then, can you see it? They’d be trotting 
me out as the sole answer.  
 
Smiley’s response raises an interesting point: Perhaps there is another kind of 

culture war yet to be fought over public broadcasting.  But at the moment, there are many 

veterans of past battles over funding who believe the culture wars over CPB, PBS and 

NPR are in the rear-view mirror.   

The Case for the End of the Culture Wars 
Public Radio pioneer Bill Siemering is among those in public broadcasting who 

consider the culture wars over NPR and PBS a byproduct of late 20th century partisanship 

that has played itself out.   

SIEMERING: I think it was kind of a pet thing for certain parts of the 
Republican party to pick on it, and try to portray it as this elitist thing, and 
so on. What the Congress found out, rather quickly, and each time they 
tried this, they were inundated with protests from people across the 
political spectrum. You know, because they ... And the Congressmen, 
themselves, had been on public radio, so they knew its power and its 
importance. 
 
So I think that's not going to be coming back again, that kind of ... I mean, 
I'm sure in Mr. (Trump's) budget, they ax it all, but the Congress knows 
better. I mean, they just hear such an outpouring of protest to ideas of 
cutting, now, I think. 

 
The co-founder of the PBS NewsHour agrees, crediting the early move 

toward decentralization of PBS as having neutered serious attacks to taxpayer 

funding, creating a new status quo. 
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MACNEIL: I think even as the country’s become more conservative 
overall, it has also become more tolerant to the idea of public 
broadcasting. And that is both the content of it and the fact that there are 
local public television stations in just about—in many, many 
congressional districts and friends and associated and family of the 
congressmen, especially in small communities may be actively involved in 
it.   
 
I don’t want to compare it directly with Obamacare, but then (politicians) 
find you attack, you attack, you attack, and you think it’s going to be a 
great juicy point which will win you elections and get bills passed in 
congress, and then you discover that large amounts of the American public 
like it -  like Medicare, for example. I’m not brazen enough to compare the 
contribution of public television to Medicare, but anyway, it's the same 
philosophical principle. And the proof is in the pudding. 
 
Despite 50 years of funding fights, former NPR director Kevin Klose notes that 

not once has Congress zeroed-out federal support for public broadcasting.  Public 

broadcasting just does not seem to be controversial anymore.  

KLOSE:  Well, there've been no specific controversies to light up the space 
the same way. They learned with regard to public television, they couldn't 
pick a fight with Big Bird. That wasn't helpful to whatever their cause 
was.  
 
The federal funding is part of what has been a relatively stable and 
extremely important, vitally important mix of voluntary support from 
listeners, voluntary support from private foundations, voluntary support 
from for profit companies that want to put their identity in the stream of 
information flowing through not only NPR but also local stations, local 
architects, local law firms, local enterprises of all kinds, do underwriting 
credits on their local stations. That's a huge ... To me, it's part of what the 
American reality is. There is a federal reality in our lives. We do as a 
people, we can support things that are generally good for the 
enlightenment and the nurturing of civil society. 
 
Former Heritage scholar Laurence Jarvik, the chief intellectual advocate for 

privatization, claims the survival of taxpayer support for public broadcasting - as part of a 
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financing mix - only underscores the original conclusion he reached as a doctoral student 

in the ’80s.   

JARVIK: That's right. So (social and economic conservatives) were redoing 
the whole media, and it seemed like (defunding public broadcasting) 
would be something feasible, but it was obviously not feasible because 
(defunding) didn't happen. People like a public-private partnership, you 
know? They like that. 
 
On a more grassroots level, public radio station manager Stewart Vanderwilt 

notes the old stereotypes about public broadcasting and its supporters no longer seem to 

apply as they once did.  To the extent that the culture wars once played on such 

stereotypes, there may be reason to believe we have entered a new chapter in the story of 

fights over funding. 

VANDERWILT: I made a presentation to a group of retired Exxon 
executives and professionals. Engineers, accountants, well-heeled group of 
people.  Here in Austin, and they have like an alumni club.  And one of 
their members is a donor. He said, "Don't look at this as like a fundraising 
opportunity. This is just an opportunity for you to speak to this group of 
people. Many of whom may not know what KUT is, and most of them 
probably aren't very excited about government support of public 
broadcasting." And I said, "Okay, thank you for that." 
 
And so, you know, just giving background of how it works, and all that. 
I'm speaking (to the group) and I said, "I want to thank everyone here, for 
your involuntary contribution to public broadcasting, because we received 
money that, out of no choice of your own, you've given us through your 
taxes." 
 
And they smiled and clapped. And almost everyone there knew who we 
are, what we do, and my host was really surprised.  Because he had this 
notion that fiscal, social, conservative people, whatever, they're not gonna 
listen to public radio. 
 
And, as it turns out, there were listeners, there were donors. 
And I said, "Thank you for your dollar. Your one dollar a year makes a big 
difference."  So, for a dollar a year, I think it's worth it. 
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But former NPR COO Ken Stern believes there may be another, simpler reason to 

think the culture wars may be over for public broadcasters: Another TV news outlet now 

occupies the cultural space public broadcasting once did.  

STERN: CNN, for whatever reason, has become the poster child for 
everything that's wrong with mainstream media... (I)t’s not like it has a 
bigger audience than NPR or New York Times or anything like that, it 
may just be the power of television. But that's what people want to talk 
about. They want to talk about the unfairness of CNN and the bias of 
CNN. And that, I thought, was more of a stalking horse for a broad array 
of organizations.  
 
 I think it's part of a larger, conservative critique of mainstream media, 
with NPR being a roughly soft target because of its public orientation. I 
don't see the criticism of NPR, with my mind. It's never been distinct from 
the criticisms of Washington Post or the New York Times or CNN or any 
of those others. I think it's all part of a diction between right and left in this 
country.  

The Concern that the War’s Not Over 
Not all local station managers are as sanguine as Vanderwilt seems to be.  Bill 

Stotesbery of PBS’ KLRU says public television simply cannot afford to accept that the 

culture wars are over.  

STOTESBERY:  Now we're told that's not the case, there's not that kind of 
vitriol (anymore). But all it takes is one story. All it takes is something that 
happens that kicks the hornets’ nest and sends them up again. Meanwhile, 
you've got an infrastructure program that's going to look for a trillion and a 
half dollars. You've got a tax cut program that's taking money out and 
increasing the deficit. You've got a recommitment to defense spending, 
and all of that's going to continue to increase the pressure on discretionary 
non-defense spending. And I think as that discretionary non-defense 
spending continues to get squeezed, everything is at risk. 
 
So where does public broadcasting fit in the realm of programs and social 
service programs, and some of those basic needs that, particularly, 
progressives and Democrats have been committed to, when that gets 
further and further squeezed? I don't think at any time can we assume that 
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we've won that war. I don't think that's the case. I think we're, at this point, 
in a solid position because of the good work that's been done, but I think it 
could change anytime. 

 
The daughter of a longtime Congressional leader is not convinced, either.  Cokie 

Roberts recalls watching her father, Louisiana Democrat Hale Boggs, slay identical 

dragons repeatedly through his political career.  As a longtime congressional reporter and 

news analyst, she argues that political weaponry never really disappears for good.   

ROBERTS: No, we’re probably not past it. I just think right now the culture 
wars are focused on other things. But it’s also true that what you do have 
regularly is conservatives who say, look, we value it. Whether that’s Orrin 
Hatch or Saxby Chambliss, Roger Lewis or whoever. There are people 
who just say, you know, my voters listen to NPR, we need it. And um, and 
so, they will, they’ll just stand in the way of this ideological thing. Now 
they sometimes get tremendous grief for it, particularly with social media 
being what it is. But, you know, that’s life.  

 

Whether or not the culture wars as we have known them are indeed over, former PBS and 

NPR host Tavis Smiley contends the wars remain unsettled.  He suggests CPB, PBS and 

NPR remain vulnerable to a new generation of culture warriors – fighting different battles 

that may echo our past but speak to our future.   

 
SMILEY: The problem is that the right always approaches it from an 
ideological perspective, which is to say, they think it's too left leaning. But 
I think that’s the wrong approach. The way to critique public television is 
not to critique it ideologically singularly, but to critique it ideologically, 
ethnically, gender-wise. There are a number of ways to critique the 
network …but the critique would be much more solid and it would lead 
America to have a much more authentic conversation not just one that’s 
rank and political. It would be a more authentic conversation about what 
public television and what public radio ought to look and sound like in this 
country. But they’re too stuck on stupid to understand that there’s a 
broader and better argument to make because they’re stuck with this 
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myopic view that PBS and NPR are these liberal bastions, and again, as I 
said earlier, they aren’t that progressive. 
 

In another sense then, perhaps, the culture wars continue, resonating through the 

shape of public broadcasting as we today experience it, and, by extension the mark it has 

made on American journalism at large.   

 

The Impact on Public Radio and TV News 
While it may not be apparent to those who do not work in journalism or in public 

broadcasting, longtime PBS news reporter host and analyst Bill Moyers says there is no 

serious question about the impact of the culture wars on coverage.   

MOYERS: Do (I) think the fight over funding has affected public 
broadcasting?  Absolutely.  Nixon and Buchanan, Gingrich and the like, 
are in the DNA of our memory. Fear of losing the modest support that 
comes from taxpayers via Congress governs public television’s public 
affairs programming, whose mantra is essentially: “Rouse no ire.”  We 
have gone AWOL in the present crisis of democracy, and are content to let 
others carry the fight for the rule of law that is presently under assault. 

 
That is understandable, former NPR Vice-President Mike Starling says, because 

while neither PBS nor NPR receive substantial direct funding from the Corporation for 

Public Broadcasting (NPR programming is purchased by NPR member stations and 

public TV stations purchase programs from a variety of private providers) local stations 

are still very much dependent on the federal appropriation. 

 
STARLING:  I think it's had a chilling effect. It's a lot of money that comes 
from Congress to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and then gets 
sent out to local stations, and I think in many cases, particularly in the 
smaller communities, that's a significant portion of their budget to stay on 
the air. If they disappeared, they'd be in danger. They'd be in peril. They'd 
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have to dramatically downsize. If they had much of a news department, it 
would go away because that's the most labor-intensive of the activities that 
you can typically have. I think there's probably a chilling effect when all 
that erupted in the 1990s.  Since then, I think there's probably people that 
look at the programming that they're doing and think real hard about, is 
this going to raise the ire of anybody that is gonna result in stimulating 
that whole thing or just cut off the funding to public broadcasting? 
 
But from a viewers’ perspective, has there been a change?  Even a conservative 

such as former Texas Congressional Republican leader Dick Armey says he, for one, has 

noticed a difference since the Republican led charge to eliminate funding.  

ARMEY: I do believe that public broadcasting has been responsive in their 
content. 
 
BROWN: You think they've actually changed because of the debate over it? 
 
ARMEY: I think they've lightened up a little bit on the Left and they've 
tried to put in some, what should I say, some decent, I mean remember 
they had on (free-market proponent and economist) Milton Friedman's 
Free to Choose which I marveled at. The fact that that was on PBS just 
amazed me. 

 
Morning Edition founding host Bob Edwards, author of a bestselling book on 

CBS newsman Edward R. Murrow, says it is hard to come to any other conclusion about 

the effect of the wars over funding except that public radio newsroom editorial decisions 

have been affected, though the degree may be debated.   

EDWARDS: (NPR) had a rule during the (George W.) Bush administration: 
… If you had a Bush critic on, you had to have a Bush defender. Which - 
to me - is artificial balance. I come from a school where Ed Murrow, he 
didn't put a liar on to the balance to truth, he just investigated, arrived at 
conclusions, and presented it that way. I think that's the way. NPR was fair 
to a fault in my opinion. Bringing on the defender when what was going 
on was indefensible. it's just rhetoric. 
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But at another, perhaps broader scale, the very character of NPR news - 

the creative use of the medium, the spontaneity and the alternative voice that 

distinguished the network in the first place - has been watered down in a betrayal 

of its founding vision, argues All Things Considered founding correspondent Jim 

Russell.   

RUSSELL: (NPR has) hardened up. It's gotten to be much narrower in 
terms of its content than the early inspiration that Siemering had and the 
early manifestation that ATC had in the beginning. It covers arts less well 
and less thoroughly than it ever did before, but it has gone deep in 
covering a number of major beats, so it's doing a better job of covering the 
things it covers, but it has a lot of very traditional beats. So national 
security, health, science, I mean you can go down the list just looking at 
their website of how thoroughly diversified they are in terms of what they 
cover. All of it, though, coming under the heading of hard news. Very 
little soft news. Very few light features. Very little humor. Very little soul 
or spirit. I can't think of the last time I heard anything out of religion.  

It's a big loss in the vision of what NPR was to be about. NPR has changed 
to accommodate the fact that it became the unexpected inheritor of that 
position, the successor to CBS, NBC, ABC, the tool. It never expected 
that. It never wanted to be that. At least, the people in the early days never 
aspired to that.  

 
On the TV side, KLRU chief Bill Stotesbery recalls another attempt to silence 

critics in the name of editorial balance.  Shortly before Bush “43” took office, PBS 

appointed its first woman to head the network, media entrepreneur and former CNN 

documentary producer Pat Mitchell.  At the time of her appointment, Mitchell 

telegraphed her intent to make PBS more of a top-down network (instead of a distribution 

service for 350 local stations), and try to free it from perpetual funding battles. But PBS 

did not have a formal news operation to speak of.    
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STOTESBERY: One of the big controversies of PBS, when I first came, the 
woman running PBS was a woman named Pat Mitchell…a very 
accomplished, very bright woman, who I think had decided…she was 
really going to try to fix a lot of the political issues so that PBS could 
really begin to assert itself.  So, she started to put up content that had a 
little bit different political slant. Tucker Carlson had a show that was put 
up, there was Wall Street Week, and it sent the progressive community, 
sent the liberal community into apoplexy, because they felt that the White 
House was demanding that PBS change its editorial position.  It really 
accentuated the culture war, in a sense, because I think at some point, the 
left felt it was losing it. 

 
But if the biggest impact of the culture wars on public broadcasting can be judged 

by the frequency with which any single observation was repeatedly noted by 

interviewees, one must point to the structural impact of the very first fight over funding 

during the Nixon years.   

The Impact on American Journalism 
On the one hand, as the NewsHour’s Robert MacNeil notes, one need only look 

back at the archives of PBS to see its impact on the American conversation.   

MACNEIL: There is a full television record of the senate Watergate hearings 
because of public television. Public television—we never cut away. We 
carried it day and night. We never stopped when they adjourned for a 
while. We got people to come on and analyze and talk about the content. In 
a way it was analogous to the Army-McCarthy hearings. That ABC 
decided on a whim almost, because they had no competitive afternoon 
programming, to carry the Army-McCarthy hearings. Fred Friendly 
resigned as the president of CBS News because CBS wouldn’t carry the 
Senate Vietnamese hearings. And instead wanted to re-run I Love Lucy in 
those hours. Incidentally, when the decision was made by public television 
to carry live the Watergate hearings, Sam Irvin the chairman of the 
committee—it was done as I indicated on a narrow vote in favor of the 
public television stations. 
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While PBS has maintained an air of respectability, one may question whether it 

has lost its influence. The Nixon-era move to maintain taxpayer support by shifting 

control of the network to local stations may have been politically astute and perhaps 

necessary to preserve funding, but, almost to a person, interviewees spoke of the high 

price paid by PBS in the process, namely, a diminution of its voice in American 

journalism. 

STARLING: I think that was a fundamental mistake … they consciously 
decided that PBS would be a federation of independent stations, and that 
the primary producers would be the larger stations. Well, a station like a 
WETA or a WNET or WGBH, well, they still are working within the 
constraints of what can be raised in a major metropolitan area as a whole. 
But if you were to centralize everything the way NPR did and have a 
major network and so therefore it's getting support from all of the stations 
across the country, you can have a much more robust news and 
information service than you possibly could with the PBS model. 

 
The problem with the model, Vanderwilt contends, is a lack of editorial control 

and direction, except at the level of individual programs. 

VANDERWILT: I don't think you can do journalism as a co-op. You know, you 
need some centralization to be a national, international news organization. 
You can't just have a collection of stuff.  And on the PBS side, they're 
doing entertainment, cultural programming, performing arts, some 
documentaries. News, but not news as an ongoing news organization.   

 
Despite countless award-winning current affairs documentaries broadcast by 

public TV, there’s a difference when it comes to breaking news.  Former NPR Host Bob 

Edwards says this is most conspicuous when it comes to coverage of international events 

during times of conflict.   

 
EDWARDS: They (PBS) outsource foreign news. They take it from 
stringers or from agencies, services, but NPR has its own people in 17 
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places overseas. I mean, that makes a world of a difference in covering in 
journalism. You get in a taxi in Washington DC, it's always NPR, because 
of taxi drivers are all from Ethiopia or wherever, and NPR is the only one 
talking about their country or their continent. People want foreign news, 
they really do. You hear newspaper editors say, "People don't care about 
that," but they do. They absolutely do, and NPR is obviously living proof 
of that. It's a huge audience and they've got it. I'm so proud to have been 
part of building that. 
  
Left alone and ignored altogether during the Nixon years, NPR was able to 

develop a centralized newsroom based in Washington, along the lines of commercial 

broadcast news divisions. PBS’ Moyers concedes that when it comes to journalism, the 

culture wars have been kinder to NPR.  

MOYERS: The theologian H. Richard Niebuhr once said the most 
important question a society can ask is: “What’s going on?” NPR does a 
better job of answering that question than public television. (I)t is most 
consistent, more accessible, and more varied in its offerings.   

 
Former NPR COO Ken Stern is blunter in his assessment. 
   

STERN: PBS is not a news organization. PBS has a news show, and used to 
have, before today, had Charlie Rose, now it's the News Hour. So it's just 
not a player in the game, in the same way and it doesn't have the impact. 
No one thinks about ... News Hour is a very good show, but if you want to 
judge the impact—talk about the top 25 news organizations which have 
impact on the public conversation, PBS doesn't make that list…it's not a 
knock on PBS, it's just PBS is not a news organization.   

 
Veteran newswoman Cokie Roberts says NPR may have something of the 

opposite problem, as she’s always having to remind her colleagues not to look 

over their shoulder at what the New York Times or CNN are doing.  

ROBERTS: Look… we’re the big guys in the room. And not only do we 
have this incredibly vast population of listeners. But we’re incredibly 
influential, because all of the morning editorial meetings of newspapers 
and networks are people who listen to Morning Edition in the morning, 
and reference it.  So, it’s something, that uh, my personal view, that this 
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has been true for a much longer time than we realized, if you just look at 
the data. 

 
This is not an outcome anyone would have predicted in the earliest years of the 

Corporation of Public Broadcasting.  This implies a question about what tomorrow might 

hold as a result of the culture wars. 

The Impact on Public Broadcast Journalism 
In one sense, it may be possible to extrapolate from the most recent efforts to 

deny funding to public broadcasting that there is no longer a political appetite for such a 

move.  KLRU’s Bill Stotesbery says that while on occasion he hears someone complain 

about public broadcasting bias, a bigger concern he hears is “whether Masterpiece 

Theatre will remain on the air.  That’s the reason 50% of our members subscribe,” he 

says with a laugh.  But he’s not kidding.  And that may point to what might be a more 

serious challenge for public broadcasting after the culture wars: a certain sense of mission 

complacency.   

 
STOTESBERY: Reflecting back, though, on the 50 years, I think so much of 
what came out in Johnson's creation of the Public Broadcasting Act was 
really happening at the same time that Newton Minow was delivering his 
vast wasteland speech and Marshall McLuhan—and all those things. The 
thing that I think, more than anything else, that people sometimes forget 
about, that distinguishes public media, is this commitment to the public 
interest. That notion of creating communication vehicles whose primary 
purpose was to serve the public interest, rather than to serve private 
corporate benefit or private audiences who were consuming in commercial 
content, really remains at the heart of what we do. I think sometimes it's 
important for us to remind ourselves that how public media serves the 
public interest is still what should be first and foremost in our minds. 
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The culture wars over public broadcasting may have been frustrating for all 

involved, but they kept a question vital to public broadcasting’s existence front and 

center: “Why is this important?”  Now, as KUT’s Stewart Vanderwilt says, public 

broadcasting is considered an ongoing taxpayer investment, though it is far from clear 

how that benefit can be articulated or who will do it.   

VANDERWILT: Yes, we're gonna invest in things that are important to 
communities, and infrastructure ... I think it's a part of the civic 
infrastructure of our country. And recognizing that the power of 
communication, and the importance of communication in supporting and 
creating a civil society, you might say we should do a lot more.  

 
Though she has personally benefitted from federal funding for public 

broadcasting, when considering its future, NPR’s Cokie Roberts is not sure it makes 

sense for a Sword of Damocles to hover perpetually over what is supposed to be a public 

service.  Roberts says Americans should decide that public broadcasting is “just one of 

those things we pay for like libraries” - or get taxpayers out of the media business.   

ROBERTS: Look, if I had my way, NPR as an entity, would not take one 
penny from the federal government. And I think that’s completely do-able, 
frankly. I just want to emphasize that this is a national treasure. But it’s 
not some little jewel tucked away in a box in a drawer. This is the wedding 
ring you wear every day. (I just made up that…!)  But this is what people 
rely on and come to expect for essential news about the world and country, 
by the millions every day. And, you know—don’t mess with it! 

 
But former NPR COO Ken Stern has a somewhat grimmer assessment of the 

outlook for public broadcasting after the culture wars; after all, we fight for the things we 

care about, he notes.  And the institution of public broadcasting is in danger of facing the 

fate other public institutions face in the current national climate.   
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STERN:  I'm concerned about the decline in trust in institutions generally, 
of which public broadcasting is one small piece of it. But I think it's a 
piece of it. And I think you will see public broadcasting be perceived ... 
Everything will be perceived through the political lens more and more, 
and that's a shame. And I think public broadcasting will be smart not to be 
defensive about it, and to acknowledge that perception out there, and talk 
about the best way to deal with it.  Basically, this country needs more trust 
in institutions, not less.  

 
But as of this writing, after 50 years of fighting, three institutions remain standing, better 

funded than ever: The CPB, NPR, and PBS.  It may be fair to borrow from the old PBS 

slogan and turn it around on Republican opponents: “If you can’t de-fund public 

broadcasting, who can?”  That’s not a flippant question for those inclined to believe a 

culture war to be a war worth fighting.  It is, instead, an indictment of the process itself, 

one that failed in its stated mission, but left deep scars just the same.  
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSING AND DECONSTRUCTING THE NEW NARRATIVE 

 
From food stamps to Medicare, the elements of Johnson’s Great Society that 

survived his administration are now taken as givens, without much thought to their 

origins or the conditions that gave rise to them: Benefits simply exist and continue 

through routine re-appropriation.  It is an accepted part of the progressive catechism that 

Public Broadcasting was intended to be one of these fixtures, although only one of the 

interviewees for this paper (Cokie Roberts), spoke of it in these terms.  This is especially 

noteworthy because of all of Johnson’s ambitions for a Great Society, none have been so 

routinely revisited and reconsidered in the past 50 years than the Act authorizing the 

creation of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (“the Act”).    

It has often been said that Johnson’s Great Society ambitions were checked by his 

entanglement in Vietnam.  In that case, it may be especially appropriate to invoke a line 

used by protesters half a century ago and ask of the persistent culture wars over PBS 

“what were we fighting for?”  To find answers, one must first understand public 

broadcastings’ purpose.  

In a review of the original documents leading to the creation of the Public 

Broadcasting Act, it is clear that the prime motivation on the domestic level was broadly 

educational, not journalistic.86  This is most apparent in the decision to task Doug Cater, 

                                                
86 The Act itself begins with the finding of Congress that “it is in the public interest to 
encourage the growth and development of public radio and television broadcasting, 
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LBJ’s special assistant on education, to oversee the initiative.  Also revealing, however, 

are early drafts of the President’s speech announcing the Act, in which the only reference 

to journalism is expressly crossed out by an unknown editor (perhaps Johnson, himself).87   

From the outset, however, it was clear that journalism would play a role in the 

future of public broadcasting.  Initial plans for announcing the Act called for a televised 

presidential speech preceding the first nationwide public TV broadcast: A news 

documentary on race and politics.  The documentary is so controversial, several stations 

in the South announced plans not to broadcast it.  This caused the Johnson administration 

to retreat from its initial announcement, and reschedule the President’s speech on a later 

night in hopes of avoiding controversy.   

As Robert Schenkkan, Jr., pointed out in his November interview, the creation of 

a “University of the Air,” a school without borders, was a vision he and other non-profit 

broadcast pioneers shared prior to the creation of the Public Broadcasting Act.  KLRU’s 

Bill Stotesbery and PBS’ Bill Moyers (who was in the Johnson administration at the 

inception) spoke to the crass commercial television climate of the Johnson era as one 

sorely in need of leavening.  Newton Minow (and before him, Edward Murrow) had 

warned of commercialism reducing the nations’ shared conversation to a banality of 

perpetual marketing with little nutritional value.  But if public broadcasting were to have 

the sort of value that justified its existence, it would have to be willing to offer not merely 

“different” programming, or programming without advertising, but programming with 

                                                                                                                                            
including the use of such media for instructional, educational, and cultural purposes” with 
no mention of news or current affairs. 
87 See Appendix B. 



 

 158 

content that has some discernible form of societal value.  The societal consensus, and the 

consensus within the Johnson administration, was that educational programming, so 

called “instructional television” carried such value—and in a Boston Brahmin sense, 

“cultural” programs, too.  But what about current affairs programming—news?  

The Carnegie Commission’s report, which preceded the passage of the Act, 

offered the Johnson administration considerable justification for imagining public 

broadcasting as bigger than just a broadcast classroom.  The Commissions’ 

recommendations include lengthy descriptions of how cultural programing including 

music, dance and art can contribute to national unity and provide platforms for cultural 

expression previously unattainable (and commercially unsustainable).  It may be 

criticized as a patrician vision, however: One that imagines a vast unwashed nation in 

need of exposure to high culture and great ideas of Western civilization unavailable 

elsewhere on television.  And though the Carnegie Commission noted the importance of 

providing a balance on controversial subjects, the report did not articulate what those 

subjects might be, or how balance might be addressed.   

The Seeds of War 
The concept of public TV, as the Carnegie Commission envisaged it, derived its 

strength and justification from its position as “an alternative” to commercial networks.  In 

other words, its existence was framed as adversarial to commercialism, the very sort of 

rebuke Minow and Murrow were calling for in the late ’50s and early ’60s.  Through this 

lens, it is easy to see how a PBS documentary called Banks and the Poor might rouse the 

concerns and ire of a Republican White House in 1970. 
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Omitted from almost every modern narrative of the rise of public broadcasting is 

the state of educational television prior to passage of the Act.  In a sense, the seeds of the 

culture wars were planted there, and not in the Act itself.  Prior to taxpayer involvement, 

the Ford Foundation88 took a leading role in the nurturing and support of non-profit 

broadcasters and program producers based at independent public TV stations such as 

New York’s WNET.  The Foundation provided grants for projects such as the Public 

Broadcasting Laboratory (PBL), headed by veteran news producer Fred Friendly, who 

had waged TV’s first political war (against McCarthy in the ’50s) and left CBS for PBL 

in the mid-’60s over his network’s refusal to broadcast congressional hearings on 

Vietnam. At the dawn of the Act, PBL was so well poised to be a major player in the 

production of content, its debut was initially timed to serve as the backdrop for Johnson’s 

announcement of the creation of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.  PBL was the 

template for NPACT, what was to be the center for PBS journalism before Nixon’s attack 

on funding. 

It is clear, as Bill Moyers notes, President Johnson anticipated political fights over 

public television.  And yet after nine days of congressional hearings, concerns about the 

potential for political interference in public broadcasting were put aside with an 

                                                
88 The Ford Foundation had been disavowed by Henry Ford’s grandson who resigned from its board of 
trustees in 1956 due to what Ford II saw as its embrace of socially liberal causes.  In his resignation letter, 
he caustically reminded the board that the Foundation was “a creature of capitalism. … I’m just suggesting 
to the trustees and the staff that the system that makes the foundation possible very probably is worth 
preserving.” Philanthropy Roundtable, Letter of Resignation by Henry Ford II, 
http://www.philanthropyroundtable.org/topic/donor_intent/henry_ford_2_letter_of_resignation (accessed 
Feb. 15, 2018).	
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amendment to the Act that prohibited the CPB from having any more than eight of its 15-

member board being members of the same political party.  This seems politically 

convenient for a bill on the fast-track, but hardly a solution to the question of how to 

avoid political co-opting, since the question of continued funding is left unanswered, 

leaving public broadcasting vulnerable to partisan fighting in every subsequent budget 

cycle.  

There is an essential tension here that goes virtually unaddressed by the planners 

of taxpayer supported public broadcasting.  On the one hand, Johnson imagined public 

television serving as a kind of transparency for democratic society, an “agora,” as he 

described it, for American voices to speak and be heard in a great conversation (what 

acolytes of Jürgen Habermas’ might describe as a great national coffeehouse of 

democratic deliberation).  But at the same time, the Johnson administration appeared 

fearful of linking this new public broadcast initiative too closely with journalism or 

journalistic enterprises, clearly afraid of controversies that could lead to it being co-opted 

by political partisans, or strangled by politicians caught in the critical crosshairs of public 

broadcasting journalism.   

Pie in the Sky Plans 
That is why it is worth more than a footnote to consider whether Johnson 

imagined public broadcasting as an end to itself, or part of a bigger project.  The Stanford 

classified satellite proposal was just such a project: A system of communications 

satellites held in geosynchronous orbit 22,000 miles above the earth beaming 

programming into classrooms around the world.  Planning documents show that the 
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administration considered how the program would help educational efforts in developing 

nations, conspicuously mentioning India as a worthy target for such broadcasts.  At the 

time, India was formally uncommitted in the ideological struggle between east and west, 

but U.S. strategic planners feared that it was tilting in the direction of the Soviet sphere of 

influence.  It is clear that part of the goal of this satellite project was propagandistic: 

Documents state that the launch of educational satellites would help underscore the 

peaceful use of rocket launches by the U/S.  But more directly, the programs to be 

broadcast over this system would be supplied by the new U.S. public broadcasting 

system.89  According to one objective of this proposal, public broadcasting would be part 

of a larger effort to counter anti-American propaganda by the Soviets.   

Had this project continued, it would not have been dissimilar to other federal 

geostrategic projects with secondary domestic benefits.  One need only consider the bill 

creating the nation’s network of superhighways: A massive infrastructure project justified 

by cold war defense needs.90  As mentioned earlier, the satellite system proposal was 

scrapped due to technological limitations, but it is interesting to note the irony that when 

such a system of earth-broadcast satellites was finally developed, it came about, thanks in 

large part, to the lobbying efforts of a former Nixon administration official who argued 

strongly against public broadcasting during the first war over funding in the 1970s.  

                                                
89 Bill Moyers says he recalls a discussion of this satellite system, but did not remember any of the 
particulars.  
90 The Defense Highways Act was justified on many levels, including providing additional revenue for the 
federal government through road taxes, and the stimulation of the economy through construction projects, 
but central to the mission of the Act was Eisenhower’s vision of creating throughways for the transport of 
heavy weapons, evacuation routes in the event of nuclear attack, as well as massive strategic bomber 
landing strips similar to what he had seen in Germany (the Autobahn) during World War II.  
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A remnant of this big-picture view of public TV as a part of a grander project 

appears to have remained in Johnson’s vision even after the satellite idea appeared to be 

technically undoable.  In announcing the creation of the CPB, Moyers notes LBJ’s stated 

interest in creating a “Network of Knowledge” in which public TV stations would serve 

as hubs for on-demand information.  Johnson likened this knowledge bank to the Federal 

Reserve Bank, sending and storing information as a go-to repository for students at small 

colleges “to access the resources of a great university, the country doctor getting help 

from a distant laboratory. Or a scholar in Atlanta drawing instantly on a library in New 

York.”  Some have noted that this sounds like Johnson was imagining (inventing?) the 

concept of the Internet.91 

But it is equally worth noting what this mindset reveals about how Americans 

perceived television in that moment.  TV had not become an “essential” household 

appliance until the mid-’50s, and by the announcement of the Act in 1967, the device was 

considered such a transformational instrument that it all but demanded to be harnessed 

for the public good.  There was no precedent for this level of government intervention in 

national communication.  As Moyers noted, it was a radical departure from the past to 

suggest that the government would create a forum for education, enlightenment, and civic 

conversations about culture and democracy.  This has been underplayed in past accounts 

of the creation of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, perhaps because then (as 

now), television as a medium has been of more interest to the general public than either 

radio or public broadcasting as distinct from commercial broadcasting.  

                                                
91 See, e.g., https://buzzmachine.com/2005/06/26/sorry-al-gore-lbj-invented-the/, accessed Feb 2, 2018. 
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The most telling evidence of this is the fact that, as Bob Schenkkan noted and as 

the Johnson archives confirm, radio was not even part of the original Act as drafted.  

Public radio pioneer Bill Siemering said that the medium was considered “an 

embarrassment,” and, based on other comments, most notably from NPR’s Bob Edwards, 

one reason for that “embarrassment” may have been because of the lack of 

professionalism and the shortage of listeners in the early days of public radio.  This is 

profoundly important when one considers (as I will later in this discussion) the relative 

impact of public radio journalism compared to that of public television.  

The Trust That Never Was 
The greatest piece of evidence for the idea that public broadcasting was envisaged 

as ancillary to another mission comes in the finding that the funding structure for public 

broadcasting was never settled.  The initial idea for a BBC-style tax on devices (albeit a 

one-time tax, rather than an annual license fee) rather remarkably, appears to have been 

scuttled because of two factors: 1) a Treasury Department determination that such a tax 

would disproportionately hurt the poor, and 2) House Ways and Means Committee Chair 

Wilbur Mills’ determination not to permit such a tax to be levied without, as Moyers 

remembers it, “strings attached.”   

Had the excise tax (first proposed by the Carnegie Commission) been approved, 

and the proceeds placed in a trust fund specifically for the use of public broadcasting, 

public broadcasting would have been assured independence from threats of a loss of 

funding due to political objections. However, in the absence of an excise tax, the public 

broadcasting model erected by the Johnson administration was left without any real 
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funding mechanism either to insulate it from political capture or to guarantee its 

continued existence past the next budget cycle.  Instead, the Johnson administration chose 

to set up an elaborate administrative structure, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 

as a lone prophylactic to politicization, while financing was left to the regular 

appropriations process. As a result, just as President Johnson predicted, in the half-

century since the Act was authorized, public broadcasting has been a politically charged 

issue with debates over bias a consistent feature.  

Liberal Elitism and Anti-Capitalism 
In fact, the debates over public broadcasting occurred almost immediately after 

Johnson’s departure from the White House.  President Nixon’s objection to public 

broadcasting came from two fronts: A generalized conservative pushback against 

progressive social projects launched by LBJ, and a perception that public TV current 

affairs programs (such as PBS’ Banks and the Poor) were advancing a liberal political 

and cultural agenda antithetical to American capitalism.  The documentary style did little 

to dissuade, featuring, as Moyers recalls, the Battle Hymn of the Republic playing in the 

background against a scrolling list of politicians with pecuniary interests in the banks 

mentioned in the documentary.  Critics were correct to think no commercial broadcaster 

with a license hanging in the balance would have dared to air a documentary like Banks 

and the Poor.  But what early public TV documentarians failed to recognize was that 

PBS was no safe space for politically charged ideas, either.  This points to a real 

dichotomy that existed then (and some might argue, continues to exist) between the 
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producers of content and those grounded in the economic realities of broadcasting—

public or private.  

Nixon’s veto of the CPB budget in 1972 took advantage of the fact that 

Americans did not (and perhaps still do not) have a good grasp of the relationship 

between PBS and the quasi-governmental entity Johnson erected to protect public 

broadcasting from politics; to the untrained eye, it was hard to connect the dots between 

Nixon’s veto and any specific objection to a specific program.  Furthermore, the Nixon 

administration’s focus on the salaries of PBS celebrities ($80,000 for NPACT co-host 

Sander Vanocur at a time when the US median household income was a mere $9,698) 

sent a message that public television represented the voice of a handsomely-paid elite, 

out-of-touch with everyday Americans.  To ensure that the message would not be missed, 

Nixon’s communications chief, Pat Buchanan, spelled it out for the press with his 

comment about PBS as a taxpayer-funded “liberal playpen.”   

The end-run around Nixon was the proposal from a major Republican donor—and 

public TV advocate—that the CPB distribute funds directly to stations, stripping PBS of 

its NPACT news division in the process.  This structure encouraged local stations to 

cultivate support among well-heeled local donors (who often were Republican voters as 

well) further insulating PBS from funding battles in the long term.  It also encouraged 

Public TV stations to broadcast content that would be appealing to local viewers, and less 

controversial than in the past with an emphasis on children’s educational programming 

and cultural fare such as costume dramas and musical performances.  
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The Mouse that Roared 
This nominally “saved” PBS as a distribution service and legislative advocate for 

public television programming in the United States, but it made local stations, 

independents and foreign providers such as the BBC and the CBC the sole producers of 

content broadcast on American public TV.   

Meanwhile, NPR, PBS’ radio cousin, lacking in audience size and 

professionalism (if not ambition and vision) avoided the first culture war altogether by 

consciously remaining, as Jim Russell explained it, “invisible.”  This enabled public radio 

to build out more slowly a centralized network along the lines of commercial 

broadcasters.   

The challenge for public radio was making the turn to relevance in an era when 

television had become the main source of news information for the vast majority of 

Americans.   

A conscious effort to transform the NPR newsroom into a professional operation 

led to a growing audience base which, in turn, supported the creation of signature 

programs and (in a virtuous spiral) more listener support which led to more news 

programming.   

But while news and current affairs coverage at PBS, out of the gate, had been 

edgy in terms of tone and content—intentionally challenging viewers with hard critical 

points about war, capitalism and power, NPR’s news content was diffuse and prosaic if 

equally left of the mainstream.  Indeed, that was part of its very mission, as NPR pioneers 

Siemering and Russell explained it: To serve as a voice for the voiceless and a platform 
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for Americans with concerns not being heard elsewhere on the broadcast dial.  While it 

was true that issues facing America’s historically oppressed and minority communities 

were not getting nearly as much attention on the commercial end of the spectrum, this 

mission made (and a case can be argued, still makes) public radio and television 

vulnerable to charges of having an agenda…one which Bill Moyers describes as 

“democratic” (with a small “d”), but which has been interpreted by opponents of taxpayer 

supported broadcasting as simply political—specifically, progressive.  The fact that the 

original NPR mission statement continues to grace the office-spaces of current NPR hosts 

speaks to the aspirations of its most senior journalists.  

A Problematic Question for Public Broadcast Journalism 
To the extent that public broadcasting exists to provide an alternative to 

mainstream, commercial journalism, a fair question that arises from this analysis is 

whether taxpayer support is ethically and philosophically compatible with a non-neutral 

journalistic mission.  On the other hand, if public journalism is neutral, that is, 

disinterested in political or social outcomes, then what makes it substantively different 

from commercial journalism and, therefore, a public need?  

The entry of major corporations into the private donor mix reveals just how 

mainstream public broadcast journalism was perceived by the mid-’80s. Robert 

MacNeil’s description of a bidding war to fund the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, or 

General Electric’s willingness not just to pay for a public radio program, but to associate 

its corporate identity with the program speaks to how far perceptions of public 

broadcasting had come since Banks and the Poor less than two decades earlier.  Although 
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public broadcasting still relied on taxpayer support to make ends meet, more of the 

financing mix was being shouldered by private corporations, underscoring questions 

about the need for public money in “public” broadcasting, and whether public 

broadcasting was being de facto privatized.   

The Reagan-era critique of publicly supported institutions is, at its base, one of 

economic inefficiency, specifically, that private money can do the same thing as public 

money, only better, and for less.  This is what fueled the ideological push for 

privatization that was unsuccessful during the Reagan era but – comingled with the 

zeitgeist of the ’90s – led to the biggest challenge to public broadcasting yet.   

“To Raise the Intellect and Expose the Boobs:” Some Lessons Learned 
There are at least four important lessons raised by an examination of what 

happened during the Contract with America challenge to public broadcasting. These four 

lessons may be summarized by the notable confluence in social and economic interests 

aligned against public broadcasting; the use of personal attacks in arguing over policy; 

the role of local pressure in countering those charges; and the continued reverberations of 

the fight compelling public broadcasters to police their work.  

Economic and Social Interests Confluence 

  Because economic (fiscal conservative) and social (pro- “traditional values”) 

interests found common ground in a push against public broadcasting, these two 

constituencies were capable of forming a coalition sufficiently large to pose a real threat.  

Upon closer examination, what was characterized by some culture warriors as an assault 

on “family values” by public broadcasters was, in fact a critique of programming that 
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explored topics such as AIDS, homosexuality, and multiculturalism more generally.  It 

may be worth noting that this battle came in the immediate aftermath of the fall of the 

Soviet empire, perhaps weakening the rhetorical impact of the right’s earlier anti-

capitalist critique of public broadcasting (after all, the US had just “won” the war against 

communism; in such a climate, public broadcasters could hardly be accused of trying to 

revive a meaningful assault on capitalism).  Instead, the charge against taxpayer support 

of public broadcasters was framed as public money spent to advance attacks on 

“American values.”  

Personal Attacks 

But out of this a second important lesson emerges: The persistence of the charge 

of elitism against public broadcasting.  In the Nixon years, the elitism charge meant 

suggesting that taxpayer-supported salaries for high profile personalities were out-of-sync 

with those of everyday Americans.  To hear Dick Armey describe anti-elitism in the 

context of the ’90s culture wars, however, the charge was laced with contempt: A 

resentment over a “great intellectual affectation of the Left,” namely, a perceived mission 

among public broadcasters to “raise the intellect and expose the boobs to more cultured 

programming.”  

This is a more broadly based charge, and one which, in all candor, reverberates 

with the very origins of the CPB as an institution.  The Carnegie Commission, that blue-

ribbon panel of academics tasked to come up with a way to institutionalize taxpayer 

supported broadcasting, did, in fact, have an anti-populist mission.  One only need 

consider its origins in the aftermath of Minow’s and Murrow’s scathing attacks on 
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commercial television as evidence. As New Yorker essayist and author E. B. White put it 

in a 1966 letter to the Commission now celebrated as one of the most eloquent and 

concise descriptions of public broadcasting:  

Non-commercial TV should address itself to the ideal of excellence, not 
the idea of acceptability — which is what keeps commercial TV from 
climbing the staircase. I think TV should be providing the visual 
counterpart of the literary essay, should arouse our dreams, satisfy our 
hunger for beauty, take us on journeys, enable us to participate in events, 
present great drama and music, explore the sea and the sky and the woods 
and the hills.92 
 

 
The great unwashed did not have to watch, of course.  But they would, nonetheless, be 

compelled to pay for it—by politicians.  Adding injury to insult, from the standpoint of 

social conservatives, was the notion that taxpayers were supporting messages about 

matters such as sexuality, redefining “family” and community values, not just the 

presentation of ideas they would consider antithetical to their own, but that would be 

amplified by public broadcasters—in the language of today’s political left, “normalizing” 

such ideas.93  

The Local Factor 

Third, former Congressman Armey’s candor is unusually revealing about just 

how successful efforts have been to cement support for public broadcasting at the local 

level.  While we often think of campaign donations from corporate lobbyists as powerful 

influences in policymaking, Armey’s joke that funding for public broadcasting would not 
                                                
92 Indeed, the Carnegie Commission would begin its final report with an excerpt from this letter, accessible at 
http://current.org/1966/09/e-b-whites-letter-to-carnegie-i-2/. 
93 Today, social conservatives might point to the rapid advances in gay rights, for example, as evidence that they were 
right to be suspicious of “hidden” agendas in media. 
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be removed in his “wifetime” speaks directly to the far more complex role of money in 

politics, and to the under-documented and unique social capital which support for public 

broadcasting confers among well-heeled donors.  If privatization advocate Laurence 

Jarvik is correct in his claim that President Clinton was prepared to zero-out funding for 

public broadcasting during his second term as a show of “fiscal responsibility,” then he’s 

not off the mark in claiming that Republicans—though publicly calling for the end of 

taxpayer support—actually saved public broadcasting by refusing to push for an end to 

appropriations.  Simply put, by the ’90s, ending public broadcasting would have upset too 

many influential wealthy Republican donors.  For the Republican leadership, it was more 

important that they be seen opposing public broadcasting rather than actually ending it.  

The Policing Function 

Fourth, the culture wars of the ’90s—whether “phony” (as Jarvik puts it) or not—

nonetheless had a very real impact on creating a sense of accountability among public 

broadcasters because they could not afford to ignore it.  As KUT’s Stewart Vanderwilt 

put it, the heat and public scrutiny generated by the culture wars made public 

broadcasters feel a need to move away from a “producer-facing” orientation to one that 

was more service-oriented and self-consciously “user-facing.”  This suggests that public 

funding serves a policing function of sorts, keeping public broadcasters mindful of their 

public commitments and their community constituencies.   

Even if the culture wars over public broadcasting have not since returned to the 

same levels of intensity, they triggered a sense of ongoing concern and ownership among 

users.  This has resulted in a broader and larger grassroots base of financial support for 
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local stations and, in the case of NPR, an historic endowment that has helped to cement 

the network’s financial footing.  But it has also revived a question underscored by 

corporate America’s gravitation to public TV and radio underwriting (sponsorship 

support) in the ’80s: If the private sector so values public broadcasting, why should 

taxpayers continue to support it?  The short answer is that the majority of public TV 

stations and many rural radio stations would not survive termination of taxpayer funding, 

but that answer is only satisfying to those who already use or are otherwise committed to 

public broadcasting already.  Those who do not use it, or do not care about it, would 

suggest a much harder question: What would the public at large lose if taxpayer dollars 

disappeared? 

The Stakes Today 
Today, appropriations to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting account for 

about 15% of all money spent on public broadcasting in the U.S.  The other 85% comes 

from underwriters (national and local sponsors), foundations and grants, and viewers and 

listeners making individual donations.  

For the second year in a row, the Trump administration has proposed effectively 

pulling the plug on federal funding for public radio and TV.  It is worth noting just how 

much the public conversation has changed, however. Gone are the high-profile and 

hyperbolic allegations of biased news coverage.  No one on the national stage—neither 

politicians nor conservative values groups are making a case for public broadcasting 

pushing a social agenda, or arguing that public radio or TV serves as a mouthpiece for the 

Democratic party.  Instead, the most compelling and most often cited argument is the one 
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used by the White House in its 2018 budget statement, namely, that taxpayers do not 

need to pay for public broadcasting anymore in order for alternative voices to be heard. 

Services such as PBS and NPR, which receive funding from CPB, could 
make up the shortfall by increasing revenues from corporate sponsors, 
foundations, and members. In addition, alternatives to PBS and NPR 
programming have grown substantially since CPB was first established 
in 1967, greatly reducing the need for publicly-funded programming 
options…94 
 

For the second year in a row, station managers and high-profile donors plan to 

lobby lawmakers in Washington, and, once again, lawmakers and news commentators95 

are predicting well in advance of the first congressional budget hearings that with 70% of 

Americans in favor of continuing federal funding for PBS and NPR, the White House 

request to strip CPB of its roughly $450 million annual appropriation will be ignored.  If 

those efforts fail, it will be evidence that public broadcasting has become a victim of its 

own success.  

It may be telling that not a single socially conservative organization involved in 

the culture wars of the past—not the Heritage Foundation, not the conservative Media 

Research Center, not Ralph Reed or his Christian Coalition, not Pat Robertson of the 

“700 Club,” not Pat Buchanan, not Donald Wildmon of the American Family 

Association, nor a single still-active politician involved in the culture wars over public 

broadcasting wished to speak on the record.   

                                                
94 Office of Management and Budget, “Major Savings and Reforms, Budget of the U.S. Government, 
Fiscal Year 2018.” Government Printing Office, 2017. p.95. 
95 See, e.g., http://thehill.com/homenews/media/373434-trump-proposes-eliminating-federal-funding-for-
pbs-npr. 
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David Horowitz, one of the noisiest opponents of public broadcasting in the ’90s, 

when asked to be interviewed for this paper, said, simply, “I really don’t have the time or 

inclination to do this.”   

None of the old culture warriors, on the political right, at least, appear to be up for 

the fight anymore.  When Laurence Jarvik, the intellectual voice of the conservative 

opposition to public broadcasting in the ’90s, declares the culture war to be “lost”—it is 

probably time to accept that from his perspective, it is.   

And yet there are three observations that should give pause to public 

broadcasting’s supporters.  First, is the simple but powerful observation made by Bill 

Stotesbery of KLRU, who warned that the next culture battle over funding was just one 

unforeseen controversy away.  “All it takes is that one TV program…” 

Second, was another of Stotesbery’s observations: With record levels of federal 

debt compounding by the day, discretionary spending will almost certainly come under 

more scrutiny in coming years.  Although half a billion dollars may be a jot in a $4 

trillion annual budget, it is far more likely than not that at some point in the not-too-

distant future, non-essential federal spending will be on the chopping block.   

And finally, there is the story that cannot yet be told, or, to be more precise, the 

story that none of the actors willing to talk about this particular drama would go on the 

record to tell.  But it is confirmed by two sources who asked not to be recorded or 

identified.   
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The Long Shadow Cast by the Culture Wars 
In October of 2010, NPR commentator Juan Williams was appearing on Fox 

News when he made a comment to then-host Bill O’Reilly about generalizations linking 

Muslims and terrorism.   

 
Look, Bill, I'm not a bigot. You know the kind of books I've written about 
the civil rights movement in this country. But when I get on the plane, I 
got to tell you, if I see people who are in Muslim garb and I think, you 
know, they are identifying themselves first and foremost as Muslims, I get 
worried. I get nervous.96 

 

Two days later, after the comment had been widely discussed on social media and 

daytime chat shows, NPR issued a statement both praising Williams as a long-time 

commentator—and announcing that he was being dismissed from NPR.  

There were howls from the right over NPR’s “knee-jerk” “over-reaction” to 

Williams’ remarks.  NPR’s decision to fire its only high-profile African-American 

commentator was characterized as hypocritical at best, and living proof of the network’s 

intolerance for anything but “politically correct” expressions of opinion.  Williams issued 

a public response on FoxNews.com (where, after NPR’s move, he was immediately hired 

as a full-time analyst).  Williams accused NPR of firing him “for telling the truth.”  

Ellen Weiss, my boss at NPR called to say I had crossed the line, 
essentially accusing me of bigotry. She took the admission of my visceral 
fear of people dressed in Muslim garb at the airport as evidence that I am a 
bigot. She said there are people who wear Muslim garb to work at NPR 
and they are offended by my comments. She never suggested that I had 
discriminated against anyone. Instead she continued to ask me what did I 

                                                
96 Williams’ remarks on Fox News’ Bill O’Reilly program were quoted verbatim in NPR’s announcement 
of Williams’ firing from the radio network.  See https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-
way/2010/10/21/130717991/after-comments-about-muslims-npr-terminates-juan-williams-contract. 
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mean and I told her I said what I meant. Then she said she did not sense 
remorse from me. I said I made an honest statement. She informed me that 
I had violated NPR’s values for editorial commentary and she was 
terminating my contract as a news analyst. 
 
I pointed out that I had not made my comments on NPR. She asked if I 
would have said the same thing on NPR. I said yes, because in keeping 
with my values I will tell people the truth about feelings and opinions. 
 
I asked why she would fire me without speaking to me face to face and 
she said there was nothing I could say to change her mind, the decision 
had been confirmed above her, and there was no point to meeting in 
person. To say the least this is a chilling assault on free speech. The 
critical importance of honest journalism and a free flowing, respectful 
national conversation needs to be had in our country. But it is being buried 
as collateral damage in a war whose battles include political correctness 
and ideological orthodoxy. 
 
I say an ideological battle because my comments on "The O’Reilly 
Factor" are being distorted by the self-righteous ideological, left-wing 
leadership at NPR. They are taking bits and pieces of what I said to go 
after me for daring to have a conversation with leading conservative 
thinkers. They loathe the fact that I appear on Fox News. They don’t 
notice that I am challenging Bill O’Reilly and trading ideas with Sean 
Hannity. In their hubris they think by talking with O’Reilly or Hannity I 
am lending them legitimacy. –Juan Williams, Fox News analyst and 
former NPR commentator, in commentary published at FoxNews.com on 
October 21, 2010.97   

 
On Jan 6th, 2011, two and a half months after Williams’ termination, NPR 

announced the findings of an outside review of its handling of the matter, and the 

resignation of its senior vice president for news, 29-year NPR veteran Ellen Weiss. 

NPR’s President, Vivian Schiller, was reprimanded for her role in the firing, and stripped 

of her 2010 bonus. In March of 2011, Schiller resigned from NPR as well. 

                                                
97 Accessed February 1, 2018 at http://www.foxnews.com/opinion/2010/10/21/juan-williams-npr-fired-
truth-muslim-garb-airplane-oreilly-ellen-weiss-bush.html 
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Williams did not respond to a request to be interviewed for this paper.  Two 

former high-ranking staffers at NPR did, however, agree to discuss the matter on 

condition that they not be recorded and that their remarks remain off the record.  Both 

persons knew details of the outside review and why NPR was so concerned about its 

handling of the incident.   

Both individuals explained that the decision to fire Juan Williams had been made 

at the top of the organization (by Schiller on the night of William’s remarks), not by 

Weiss; as head of news, Weiss’ job was to formally fire Williams, and though she 

supported the decision, it was not hers to make.   

Schiller explained upon her resignation that she left NPR in order to show 

congressional budget cutters that NPR could hold itself accountable.   

There was just one problem: No one in Congress was calling for heads to roll over 

the Williams’ affair.  The abrupt, ham-fisted handling of Juan Williams’ termination had 

led to the forced resignations of two of the most senior women editorial leaders in 

national broadcasting—due to internal fears of a cultural backlash that would result in 

budget cuts.  Neither the backlash (nor the cuts) materialized.  The entire affair, from start 

to finish, suggested that after decades of fighting and barely surviving the culture wars, 

NPR’s internal culture was conditioned to flinch at its own mistakes; in its fear over 

funding, it had grown scared of its own shadow.   

Three months later, the conservative guerilla documentary group “Project 

Veritas” released surreptitiously obtained videos of Veritas staffers posing as members of 

the fictitious Muslim Education Action Center Trust Brotherhood attempting to make a 
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$5 million donation to NPR (NPR did not take the donation).  In the videos, Vivian 

Schiller’s interim successor is seen laughing along with jokes about NPR standing for 

“National Palestinian Radio” and saying that “NPR would be better off without federal 

funding” (a position that NPR has never taken).  As explosive as these (strategically 

edited) videos were, and despite a short-term social media uproar, NPR was not punished 

during the funding cycle, and both the Williams and the Project Veritas incidents have 

been largely forgotten today.  

What is striking about both controversies is that each, in its own way, dealt with 

issues that placed public radio at the historic intersection of America’s culture wars: 

Race, religious (in)tolerance, charges of political correctness and media bias (or hidden 

media agendas).  In the end, neither the real controversy (Williams) nor the invented one 

(Veritas) resonated with the public at large on a sustained level, and Congress did not 

mount a drive to eliminate public broadcast funding.   

Some Lessons for the Future 
These recent incidents, taken together with the assessments of long time veterans 

of the culture wars (Bill Siemering, Robert MacNeil, Kevin Klose, Ken Stern and Stewart 

Vanderwilt among them), suggest that yesterday’s “hot button” issues are not pressing as 

many Americans’ buttons as they once did.  There may be a variety of reasons for this, 

but one obvious possibility is that after decades of arguing over the socio-cultural issues 

that divide us, we have already so sorted ourselves into ideological camps of supporters 

and opponents that there are not enough uncommitted hearts and minds to win over.  

Those of us inclined to have opinions about current events have made up our minds: We 
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either value the service that public media provides, or we do not.  But opponents no 

longer seem willing to fight to end it, even though the call to zero-out funding for PBS 

has, over time and through repeated practice, embedded itself into the familiar mosaic of 

socially-conservative casus bellis.  Like earlier conservative calls to action, such as the 

John Birchers’ demand to “get the U.S. out of the U.N.!” (Edwards 1999, p.95), the call 

to eliminate public support for public broadcasting may have lost its impact, but it never 

really goes away altogether: an artifact of another time, resonating among loyalists and, 

though still important from the perspective of conservative ideological principle, 

disconnected from concerns of the day.   

Another theory worth considering: America’s outrage meter may be a bit 

overheated.  Consider the revelations of former GOP House Majority Leader and 

Contract with America co-author Dick Armey, who explained how his office used what 

he called a “demagoguery coefficient:” If that coefficient were considered sufficiently 

high enough to outrage enough people (irrespective of the truth of the assertion), he 

would “paint them like two headed monsters.”  In today’s political climate the 

demagoguery coefficient would need to rise to an extremely high level to cut through the 

ground noise, which ranges from allegations of collusion with Russians to distort the 

American election process to presidential payoffs for mistresses and more.  Against this 

backdrop, controversies over taxpayer support for a 50-year-old public broadcasting 

system seem downright quaint.   
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Additionally, it should be noted that if demagoguery is a distinguishing feature of 

the culture wars, one should not expect such battles to involve nuanced policy 

arguments—on either side.     

Still it must be said that those who were determined to protect public broadcasting 

from its critics—though they may have failed to insulate it completely—managed to keep 

it from being lost altogether.  The strategy of localizing the service, that is, creating 

dedicated local cross-party constituencies with personal vested interests in continuing 

funding for public broadcasting, made zeroing-out funding too politically perilous when 

compared to the perceived political gains.  But this protection carried a cost—both to 

public TV’s ability to contribute to journalism, and, perhaps, to the growth of public 

broadcasting as a potent institution uplifting our democratic conversation. 

Victory – Or Surrender? 
KCRW’s Ruth Seymour has been retired for many years now, but in Los Angeles, 

she remains a larger-than-life figure.  She is remembered for how she used her perch at 

the city’s Pacifica station to rail against the Vietnam war and the Nixon administration, 

for taking over a tiny little community college station in Santa Monica and turning it into 

a powerhouse with a subscriber base that reads like a Hollywood who’s-who list, for 

unapologetically reading the New York Times on the air (to the consternation of 

publishers and their attorneys back in Manhattan), and for speaking an unvarnished truth 

(as she saw it) that rankled city leaders as much as the public radio establishment.  In one 

of the many profiles done on her over the years, she explained that she always had a 

three-word mission statement that none of the public radio boards she ever worked with 
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really liked: “To be important.”  If that’s not the mission for public broadcasting, she 

reasoned, then what’s the point?  

Ruth Seymour still does not mince words.  At a time when public broadcasting 

could be driving the conversation, she says it is not.  She thinks it has ceded the 

conversation to cable TV news. 

SEYMOUR: I do. Because I think that there's a reluctance to get engaged in 
the politics of the moment…There's a reluctance to get involved. There's a 
pretense, for example, that the public radio audience is equally divided 
among Democrats and Republicans. And it's not. I don't know who we're 
trying to fool, but it isn't.  
I remember at KCRW I did- during the Iraq war- I did a phone-in with the 
audience and I had one number to call if you were supportive of the war 
and one number to call if you were against the war. And I had people on 
by phone- experts on by phone- who would respond to these 
questions…that program, you could do that program wonderfully well if 
you did Trump or anti-Trump today. But public radio won't do that. 
 
BROWN: And why do you think that is? 
 
SEYMOUR:  Because they are reluctant to get into the middle even though 
they would be just hosting it. But you see, they are so terrified of the 
whole politics. This is something that did not exist at NPR before... I don't 
think it makes much difference whether public radio is funded by the 
government or not, because the objective has been achieved. And the big 
fact is, public radio today isn't important enough. And that's the problem. 
 
BROWN: I want to go back to when you say the objective has been 
achieved. What do you mean “the objective?” 
 
SEYMOUR: The objective of quieting down the importance of public radio. 
The discussion doesn't matter. 
 
BROWN: So where public radio or public broadcasting could have an 
impact on the public conversation, in a sense, it's been neutered by fear. 
 
SEYMOUR: Yes. Exactly…that's what's happened.  
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Ruth Seymour may be an unapologetic liberal, but her sentiment about 

public broadcasting echoes that of conservative PBS privatization advocate 

Laurence Jarvik.  Both believe the culture wars over public broadcasting to have 

been settled.  Although Jarvik thinks the GOP gave up the fight as a matter of 

political convenience, Seymour takes it to the next step, suggesting that in the 

end, the funding may have survived, but conservatives ultimately won the war by 

making public broadcasters too timid to exercise the very function they fought so 

hard to preserve: A platform and a megaphone for alternative perspectives.   
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Chapter 6 

COMING TO CONCLUSIONS 
 

This study began with two questions about the culture wars and perpetual fights 

over funding, namely whether they affected public broadcasting in the U.S., and if so, 

how—and what impact this might have had on American journalism.  But the narrative 

that emerges raises larger points about similar public battles emerging in American 

politics, and the efficacy of the weapons of cultural warfare.  As stated earlier, the culture 

wars failed to de-fund public broadcasting, but the impact was real and pronounced, 

though likely taken for granted by most.  For this reason, the larger lessons that can be 

extracted and applied in the future are worth a deeper and concentrated focus, as this 

chapter will explain.  

Research Question 1:  
How Did the Culture Wars Affect Public Broadcasting? 
 

To answer the initial question which served as the impetus for this paper, namely, 

how have the culture wars affected public broadcasting, requires going beyond the stated 

purposes of the Public Broadcasting Act and trying to determine what the Johnson 

administration’s actual objective was in launching such a service in a nation that had 

never had anything like it before.  According to Bill Moyers, who, by his own 

description, was present at the inception, the purpose was to have one channel, not just 

free of commercials, but free of commercial values.  It is clear from internal 

communications and from the Carnegie Commission’s own final report that there was an 

earnest, sincere belief among public broadcasting’s advocates that such a service would 
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constitute a public good that could and should be advanced through government support. 

But prior to 1967, non-commercial, educational TV stations were already receiving 

modest appropriations from both federal and state governments.  Why, then a 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting? What had changed to make such an institution 

necessary?  One answer was the Ford Foundation’s desire to extract itself from perpetual 

funding of the previous loose consortium of stations known as NET, but that is really a 

private concern for the Ford Foundation.  It does not explain the interest of the White 

House. 

As discussed earlier, the American public was not privy to the administration’s 

internal examination of a global satellite TV proposal that called for public TV to serve 

as a programming hub.  The inclusion of public TV in these discussions as one leg of a 

trans-national communications strategy is a piece of history that has not been previously 

explored in any published account of PBS.  The creation of a mechanism like a 

Corporation for Public Television (as it was first envisioned) to provide and manage 

programming for such a project would make sense because it is unclear what else the US 

government would broadcast other than repeats of commercial TV shows, which would 

not have served any meaningful propaganda objective.  But such a plan would have had 

the effect of transforming the nature of public TV in the US into an instrument of public 

diplomacy.   

This would not have been especially outrageous nor unheard of, since other public 

broadcasters like the BBC had done this very thing on the radio decades before with the 

BBC World Service, and, as discussed in the introduction, such public broadcast 
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diplomacy served as the very rationale for the creation of public broadcasting in other 

European countries.  By this view, the classified U.S. satellite TV proposal was nothing 

more than an update of a very old idea, refitted to accommodate the most powerful 

medium of the day, namely, TV.  This might also help explain why, from the outset, the 

Public Broadcasting Act did not even consider radio.  When the satellite TV project was 

determined to be not yet technically ready for deployment, the prospect of a fourth 

domestic TV network (PBS) was already generating excitement and general interest with 

the best-selling publication of the Carnegie Commission’s report in book form.   

With or without the satellite proposal, the notion of PBS was broadly appealing to 

Americans, and enjoyed enough support to win easy bi-partisan approval.  The most 

unique feature of the initiative was not the character of the programming (as there had 

been non-profit stations on the air prior to the founding of the CPB) nor its educational 

thrust (as the majority of non-commercial stations, then as today were licensees of 

educational institutions broadcasting a considerable amount of educational and cultural 

content), but rather the government’s decision to undertake a domestically-oriented 

broadcast mission of its own, and the appointment of a board of directors to prevent PBS 

from being overtaken by partisanship.  This proved to be wholly ineffectual as steps had 

not been taken to insulate the board from the hiring/firing power of the executive branch.   

The events that followed point to three broad conclusions about the effects of the culture 

wars on public broadcasting, condensed in the following three subheadings below. 
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PBS Survived, but NPR Thrived 
 The institution created for the purpose of nurturing public broadcasting failed in 

its first real challenge due to a structural flaw, namely, the failure to create a trust fund 

capable of insulating PBS and NPR from political pressure. As the findings reveal, 

Nixon’s real anxiety was over the content of PBS’s current affairs programming he saw 

as antagonistic to American institutions (banks), not the size of the CPB appropriation 

nor the affiliations of the CPB board.  But as long as the CPB remained a panel appointed 

by the president, the White House could veto appropriations in the name of fiscal 

responsibility, demand the resignations of CPB members, and indirectly affect 

programming decisions through intimidation.  This echoes the economic and social 

confluence noted in the previous chapter as a factor in the culture wars of the Contract 

era.  

President Nixon’s challenge to the CPB looked likely to succeed in its effort to 

quash PBS as long as the Corporation for Public Broadcasting served as the main 

instrument for the distribution of funds to a national network.  While the Nixon 

administration had concluded that PBS journalism was left of center, broadcasting 

programs that were in ideological opposition to the President’s own free-market 

principles, the White House failed to take into account the fact that local PBS affiliates 

were supported by, among others, wealthy conservatives. As we saw with the lessons 

learned after the Contract with America, local resistance was far from futile.  Since local 

supporters had a vested interest in preserving PBS and some happened to be republican 

donors as well, they were motivated to propose a strategy that would both satisfy the 
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party’s leader (Nixon) by weakening the network, but still protecting the stations 

themselves from losing federal funding.  The proposal, approved by the CPB called for 

the Corporation to distribute federal funding directly to public TV stations, with only a 

small amount of money going directly to PBS to support its role as a distributor of 

programs produced by others, and to act as a mouthpiece for local station interests.  The 

Nixon administration supported the change and backed off attempts to veto 

Congressional appropriations and end demands for personnel changes on the 

Corporation board.  Thus the first culture war over public broadcasting was partially 

successful for PBS critics: The centralized network was reduced to a kind of local 

station co-operative. Republican donors at the station level would now serve as 

ideological police, protesting programs selected for broadcast by local stations, which 

they might feel to be unfair or biased, and raising the ante for local station directors 

interested in pleasing their boards. But at the national level, there would no longer be a 

center for editorial policymaking that could be antagonistic to the administration.  

Localization weakened PBS, but saved public TV for the long-term, which would then 

be policed at the local level. 

The Nixon administration regarded the Johnson administration’s initiative as 

effectively providing progressives with a permanent taxpayer-supported stage from 

which to push ideologically slanted ideas using the powerful medium of TV.  The heart 

of this argument was that the editorial people behind the scenes at PBS were, themselves, 

committed to a progressive agenda—Democrats pretending to be neutral arbiters of 
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current events.  The way the Nixon White House chose to attack PBS publicly was to go 

after the most high-profile members of the PBS news staff.   

In light of the themes that emerge after the Contract era, one sees clear parallels 

between the personal attacks made by the Nixon administration against Robert MacNeil 

and Sander Vanocur and the charges of elitism raised by Dick Armey a quarter-century 

later.  A similar rhetorical tactic has been used to attack the seemingly high salaries of 

leaders at many non-profits and charitable organizations.98  The defense of such salaries 

is that they are needed in order to compete with the private sector and to retain “the best 

and the brightest.”  But in the case of taxpayer support, public broadcasting employees 

are seen (rightly or wrongly) as federal (or sometimes state) employees, and issues of 

compensation continue to be a hot button for public broadcasting opponents.99       

This illustrates how the culture wars rely on heuristics (mental shortcuts, like bumper 

stickers) to frame ideological debates: If Americans do not like taxes generally, they are 

going to be angry when they hear about how their tax dollars are being spent for (fill-in-

the-blank); the more outrageous the object, the more effective the strategy, irrespective of 

the intellectual justification.  This point was made most powerfully by Dick Armey, when 

he described his office’s use of a “demagoguery coefficient” to attack public 

broadcasting.   

                                                
98 See, e.g., https://philanthropynewsdigest.org/news/central-florida-nonprofits-defend-ceo-pay-and-perks 
accessed 2/23/18. 
99 It is somewhat ironic that the first of these attacks was launched by staunch conservative Patrick 
Buchanan, Nixon’s speechwriter, while today attacks on public broadcasting salaries most frequently come 
from the left of the ideological spectrum.  See, e.g., http://gawker.com/5278845/wnyc-begs-you-for-
money-so-it-can-pay-its-ceo-half-a-million-dollars, accessed 2/23/2018. 
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But this point also speaks to the flip side of that dynamic: The tree-in-the-forest 

effect, one might call it.  If people are not watching, who cares?  In the case of National 

Public Radio, the issue was not watching per se, but listening.  Television, by the early 

1970s had become such a dominant presence—its effects on society, democracy and 

children anxiously debated the way we talk about social media today—no one cared 

about the static on the left end of the FM dial.  Since Nixon’s attack was focused on 

targets big enough to vilify, National Public Radio was left virtually untouched.  This 

allowed NPR to build out a centralized news network with a structure similar to 

commercial news networks without having to bear much outside critical scrutiny.   

In the culture wars, it pays to lay low.  As discussed earlier, PBS’ sister network, the 

infant NPR, continued to receive funds directly from the Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting.100  The funds going straight to NPR paid for the development of a news 

production facility and a production capacity that was moving in the opposite direction of 

commercial radio networks (which were scaling back or consolidating newsgathering 

with TV due to massive declines in listenership since the 1950s).  But the build-out of 

NPR would have meant nothing if the network had not altered its programming to attract 

bigger audiences.  This meant executives at NPR had to find a way to square their 

mission with programming principles aimed at maximizing reach rather than serving 

discreet smaller subcultures for hours at a time.  Among the specific steps NPR took 

during this period was the creation of morning and evening “signature shows,” the hiring 
                                                
100 This remained true until the mid-’80s, when a new financing structure was introduced similar to that of 
PBS: The CPB would make appropriations directly to public radio stations.  But by that time, NPR News 
was well established: it could charge its member stations hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees for NPR 
News programs, and with that steady stream of bottom-up finding, support its news service.  
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of professional journalists to cover regular beats, and the cultivation of a network of 

reliable stringers and news bureaus around the U.S. and the world.  As Cokie Roberts 

explained it, NPR mattered; it was no longer a bit player or a quirky alternative.  This 

was a positive impact for public radio, generally, but there was a price to be paid for its 

growing popularity.  

 

The Fundamental Mission Challenged 
 The increased professionalism of NPR brought new audiences to public radio, but 

by the ’90s, this new visibility put NPR into the crosshairs of the culture wars, seriously 

jeopardizing public radio funding for the first time.  Their success, coupled with new 

rules giving public radio and TV more latitude in sponsorship announcements, led 

corporations to want an association with PBS and NPR.  Companies like AT&T, 

Exxon/Mobil and General Electric (among many others) sought a halo effect from co-

branding with public TV and radio news programs like the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour 

and Marketplace.  The generation of new corporate revenue streams for public 

broadcasters in the deregulated ’80s permitted critics during the Reagan era to challenge 

the continued need for taxpayer support, opening the door to a push for privatization of 

PBS and NPR.   

But if NPR and PBS were effectively becoming mainstream news organizations 

sponsored by some of the biggest corporations in the free world, in what way was public 

broadcasting a counterweight to commercial broadcasting?  Public broadcasters 

responded by pointing to their mission of amplifying the concerns of historically 
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marginalized groups such as homosexuals, immigrant populations, non-traditional 

families and the poor.  But this justification served to underscore criticisms that public 

broadcasting was not ideologically neutral, but instead committed to an agenda—one that 

was, by its own terms, not mainstream.   

The culture wars called attention to the mission of public broadcasting, which, as 

practitioners understood it and candidly discussed for this study, was from the outset and 

by its very nature, ideologically progressive in that its aim was improving society through 

reform.  This is not to suggest that public broadcasting is biased or pro-Democrat, nor is 

it to suggest that its journalists have hidden agendas. Rather, this conclusion candidly and 

forthrightly acknowledges what public broadcasting practitioners and proponents 

maintain.  As Bill Siemering put it in his NPR manifesto, the mission of NPR was to 

celebrate diversity and empower individuals for “change” - not merely to report facts, to 

serve as stenographers of current events, or make people feel good about hearing their 

stories on the radio or TV.  As KLRU’s Bill Stotesbery acknowledged in his interview, 

this commitment is “what gets PBS in trouble.”  This commitment translates into partisan 

terms: Policies aimed at advancing social change are associated with Democrats, which is 

why public broadcast programming aimed at advancing social change is tagged by 

conservatives as essentially pro-Democrat.  But the conservative critique is not merely 

saying “no” to diversity or social change, and it is here where the candor of former GOP 

leader Dick Armey makes one of the most convincing and most conclusive statements 

about how the culture wars were fought from the perspective of the right.  Although the 

culture wars on the right were ostensibly critiques of public broadcasting’s alleged hidden 
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social agendas, bias and socially liberal programming, the attack on funding was 

consciously calculated “demagoguery” aimed at an economic goal of eliminating “non-

essential” government spending.  

Coming from the co-author of the Contract with America, Armey’s unambiguous 

admission that he and his Republican colleagues on Capitol Hill demonized public 

broadcasting beyond what even he felt it deserved in order to win the culture wars is as 

definitive a statement of actual intent as is obtainable. It suggests that at the congressional 

level, the culture wars from the right were disingenuous, aimed at advancing the cause of 

private choice over so-called “public choice” principles101 compelling taxpayers to 

support programs they may not want to.  

The problem for Armey, Jarvik and others leading the charge for de-funding in the 

’90s and since, is what Republican donors in the early ’70s had managed to accomplish in 

the first culture war over public broadcasting. Ultimately efforts to use the culture wars to 

attack public funding have been unsuccessful because of the “localization” shift of PBS 

in the early ’70s–a change instigated by wealthy (often Republican) donors and their 

relatives on the boards of local stations.  

Put simply, public broadcasting opponents in Congress determined that the 

political cost of de-funding is too high when compared to actual budgetary savings.  

 

                                                
101 Public choice theory (after Buchanan and Tollison, 2009), sometimes called an economic theory of 
legislation, suggests that laws are passed because of a range of perceived public needs interacting with each 
other.  It is neither good nor bad, per se, but rather a framework for considering the body politic as a 
collection of competing interests ultimately leading to political action.  Armey, an economics PhD, is 
positing that good politics should not be the operation of interaction of public values but instead, should 
normally default to permit individual choice wherever possible.  
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A Serious, if “Phony,” Threat 
While culture warriors on the right now consider their efforts as having failed (or 

having been “phony” from the outset, as Jarvik put it), from the perspective of station 

managers it is a different story. Station managers believe the effects of the culture wars to 

have been real and lasting, forcing stations to be more accountable to community needs, 

and more sensitive to potential controversies over programming as well.  In a sense, this 

may suggest a maturation of public broadcasting in America.  In its early years, an 

emphasis on craft and on developing a voice for public broadcast media was paramount.  

This led to an inward-facing internal culture built around what could be described as 

production aesthetics: careful language selection, the development of rules of production 

syntax, concerns about sounding “too commercial.”  As KUT’s Stewart Vanderwilt 

explained it, the culture wars sparked a rekindled and serious reconsideration of stations’ 

relationships with the communities they are licensed to serve, new efforts aimed at 

integrating their public service mission with these communities such as creating town hall 

opportunities or launching news coverage initiatives based on interviews with community 

leaders.  This created a new level of interactivity between stations and communities, but 

it also nurtured loyalty between stations and the people they serve.  In part, this may help 

explain why donations from listeners (especially at bigger metropolitan stations) have 

grown considerably since the ’90s, but it is clear that the culture wars themselves served 

as a call to action for users, themselves.  The culture wars stirred a grassroots base of 

public broadcasting supporters.  This has led to increased listener donations, greater 
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community support and more intense lobbying efforts in support of public broadcasting, 

while apparently weakening the political will to pull funding. 

While the “win” may go to PBS and NPR, there’s a big caveat here: a distinct fear of 

provoking another round of fighting.  This timidity goes to the second research question 

which asks how these highly politicized debates over funding have affected the ability of 

public broadcast journalism to tell a more perfect story of the American experience.  

  

Research Question Two:  
How Have the Culture Wars Over Public Broadcasting Affected Journalism? 

 

As noted above, the shift to funding local TV stations during the Nixon era 

effectively converted PBS into a cooperative of stations sharing programming and 

purchasing programs from a menu distributed by PBS, but from the standpoint of 

journalism, the impact could not have been more profound.  By eliminating a source of 

funding for the National Public Affairs Center for Television (NPACT) but allowing 

NPR to develop its centralized news division, three important conclusions can be drawn 

about the impact on journalism.  These three conclusions are condensed into the titles of 

the three subheadings that follow.  

 
NPR: Broadcast Journalism of Record 
 The termination of public television’s only center for the coverage of current 

affairs ceded PBS’ journalism efforts to independent production houses and documentary 

producers. This is not to suggest that programs like the WETA-produced Washington 

Week in Review or the independently-produced NewsHour were weak or poor, but, to the 
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extent that public TV pioneers intended to develop an influential separate but united 

platform for news coverage unavailable on the other three networks, one must conclude 

they were plainly thwarted by the move to preserve public television stations at the local 

level. This is what Cokie Roberts meant when she suggested that PBS just “surrendered.”  

Ultimately, as Robert Schenkkan, Jr., explained, they did not really have much of a 

choice.  But this shift had ripple effects for PBS news coverage.  Because of the expense 

of television news production and the lack of a centralized editorial structure, PBS never 

developed the capacity to cover breaking news, launch overseas bureaus, or engage in 

consistent enterprise reporting.   

PBS’s greatest contributions to journalism have taken the form of nightly news 

analysis such as the PBS (formerly MacNeil/Lehrer) NewsHour, weekly programs such 

as Washington Week in Review, and long-form independently-produced documentaries, 

typically paid for by a combination of CPB and foundation grants.  In part, owing to this 

vacuum, public radio—hastily added at the last minute to the Public Broadcasting Act, 

did something that public TV could not due to its high profile in the ’70s.   

Insulated from the culture wars, public radio developed a centralized news 

operation with national and international bureaus covering breaking news around the 

clock.  Because the culture wars overlooked the medium in its early days, NPR was free 

to grow without the intense critical scrutiny faced by its PBS cousin. By the time NPR 

developed its morning program in the late ’70s, the network could command a listener 

base rich in Washington social and political influencers.  This, in turn, contributed to 

increased support for NPR, and growing attention from commercial underwriters.  This 
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evolution at NPR was deliberate, securing a reputation for the radio service that today 

outstrips its TV sibling and, some argue, the influence of commercial TV networks as 

well.  After a concerted effort to grow audience through professionalization of the 

newsroom, NPR became a news source of record. Although PBS viewership is 

numerically larger than that of public radio, NPR News has become a journalism 

institution on par with the New York Times or the Washington Post.  Its top journalists 

are now nationally known and its standards are considered among the highest in the 

world. But in the process of professionalizing the newsroom, building out bureaus, and 

developing a string of successful specialty news programs and podcasts, veterans claim 

the service has paid a very high price in terms of its mission and character.   

 

Public Broadcast Journalism now Mainstream 
As Tavis Smiley notes ruefully, the fact that he became the first African American 

to host his own program as late as the 2000s – and the fact that his shows have never 

been actively promoted to African American communities, speak to how public 

broadcasting is more concerned with addressing audiences of scale, rather than those it 

originally set out to serve.  NPR’s drive to grow audiences has come at a cost to its initial 

mission to serve as a platform for alternative news and voices underrepresented in 

mainstream media; NPR is now very much a part of the mainstream media itself.  

These days, NPR and PBS have become large organizations financed by almost 

half a billion dollars in federal funds annually – which itself is less than 20% of all the 

money spent on public broadcasting in the United States.  In other words, both PBS and 
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NPR are enormous enterprises, and in the case of TV, in particular, still reliant on federal 

funds to cover costs.   

Meanwhile, NPR and PBS are notably low-key among national journalism 

entities in the U.S. in taking on controversies such as the so-called torture of suspected 

terrorists during the administration of George W. Bush (as Bob Edwards noted) and the 

many outrages associated with Donald Trump and his administration (as Ruth Seymour 

complained).   

 

Culture of Timidity?  
The growth of public broadcasting, its success and its continued dependence on 

public support make it a fairly robust institution with a great deal at stake during any 

funding cycle. As a result, there are sharp critiques that public broadcasting journalism 

has become fearful, acting as organizations with too much to lose.  Although the culture 

wars failed to abolish taxpayer funding for public broadcasting, some insiders believe 

public broadcasting as an institution has become fearful of controversy, and perhaps too 

timid to cover domestic politics as aggressively as it could.  Some believe that with PBS’ 

documentary strength and NPR’s reach and influence, both should be more at the 

forefront of today’s biggest national conversations, but (some say) public broadcasting 

has ceded its voice to cable TV to maintain the status quo of financial stability.   CNN is 

more likely to be in the culture war crosshairs than the progeny of the CPB, and that, 

itself, says something about how much has changed.  
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While beyond the scope of the research questions, it may be possible to discern 

larger principles about culture wars themselves.  

Beyond Public Broadcasting 
Further synthesis of the above yields conclusions that may be more broadly 

applicable for historical analysis and, perhaps, for dealing with future culture clashes 

more practically.  Chief among these ideas is that the culture wars are both real and 

“phony.” 

 

Fake Yet Real 
The culture wars, when advanced by partisans, are not necessarily about the 

cultural issues they claim to be.  This is evident in how the Republican congressional 

leadership of the ’90s took ideas advanced by cultural conservatives and used them to 

frame demagogic attacks on their political adversaries.  At the time, many on the left 

wondered whether attacks over coded gay signals embedded in PBS TV kids’ characters 

and claims of bias were sincere—and they may have been, on the part of constituents—

but this did not mean that for politicians winning the culture war was the objective: The 

terms of the culture war were (at least in the case of public broadcasting) weapons for a 

larger ideological fight over the relationship between people and government (private and 

public choice).102   

This was even true during the Nixon era which took on the Corporation for Public 

Broadcasting and the journalist “elites” when its real objective was to mute anti-capitalist 

                                                
102 We are hearing echoes of this currently in the rekindled debate over gun control.  
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critiques on PBS, which seemed an existential threat to a Republican White House 

fighting a war against communists on at least two fronts. 

Another larger lesson that might be extracted from public broadcastings’ culture 

wars is that accommodation to culture war instigators is tantamount to failure.  The 

clearest evidence of this principle is what happened during the first battles with Nixon.  

At the time, the White House held the upper hand and could have eliminated the CPB 

altogether, terminating funding and leaving the public broadcasting system little more 

than a shell of the educational TV network it once was.  Instead, advocates outflanked 

Nixon by leveraging local political dynamics to their advantage at the national level, 

forcing Nixon and fellow Republicans to continue funding public TV or face the wrath of 

major donors.  There is a deeper (anti-)democratic implication here, since the operative 

consideration in beating Nixon was not the local voter, but the local donor.  This had 

longer term implications in the ’90s, during the most serious culture war assault.  

Republican congressional leaders determined that in the end, victory itself was not worth 

the cost of winning.  It was, however, politically speaking, worth the appearance to be 

fighting the battle.  And at the level of local stations, the culture wars meant being 

prepared to demonstrate community service.  That likely strengthened public 

broadcasting.  

 

The Low Road 
The culture wars are no place for nuanced debate.  They are appeals to emotion.  
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There appears to be no compunction against the “weaponization” of children or their 

interests.  One can make the case that the first volley fired in the culture wars did not 

come from Nixon, himself (since early on, he was rather forthright in questioning the 

need for PBS), rather, it was Fred Rogers who figuratively first brought Congress to its 

knees using a poem about growing up to corner Senators considering funding.  This move 

presaged later invocations of the strategy (such as charging Congress with wanting to 

“kill off Big Bird,” or, on the right, accusing PBS of purposefully advancing a gay 

agenda through the colors, voices and features of children’s characters.  Both sides 

played this game, and these tactics are still very much alive in today’s politics.103  If one 

were looking for clues as to where the next culture wars will be fought, one lesson from 

the fight over PBS and NPR is do not follow the money— (you probably cannot trace its 

flow, anyway)—instead, follow the emotional current (children, family, and values).   

Vilification of the opposition also seems to be a hallmark of a culture warrior (the 

use of terms like “elitist” or challenging the inherent morality of one policy choice over 

another). As Dick Armey said, it did not matter that he appreciated the work of public 

broadcasters when compared to their commercial counterparts, he was going to paint 

them “like a three-headed monster” to win the battle, anyway.  In today’s debates, 
                                                
103 Again, the current debate over guns comes to mind.  In a so-called town hall meeting staged by CNN 
during prime time on Feb, 21, 2018, a stadium full of young people from a school victimized by a mass 
shooter shouted down gun rights supporters in a two-hour spectacle that repeatedly communicated the 
message “how dare the National Rifle Association and politicians put American kids in jeopardy.”  It is no 
coincidence that the gun control movement has picked up considerable momentum from the element of 
having young people, themselves, voice criticism of the gun lobby.  On the other side of the rhetorical 
divide are the young people who are claiming (it appears, falsely) that the town hall was scripted by CNN 
producers to generate a pile-on effect. This observation is not to suggest that it is wrong that young people 
are involved in this debate, indeed, as public broadcasting supporters will tell you (including the founder of 
Sesame Street), children are powerful and effective players in the culture wars who may directly benefit 
from their direct or indirect involvement.   
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however, in which people are entrenched in their political corners using social media for 

moral preening and so-called virtue signaling, it may be hard to distinguish a true culture 

war from the ambient political climate of modern American politics.   

This points to a larger question about the concept of the culture war, itself, and 

whether this analytical framework may have outlasted its utility.  If the stakes of voicing 

opinions over (even minor) outrages can be characterized as a point of no return for 

partisans, if publicly articulated political opinion is fraught with the possibility of mass 

moral condemnation or political ostracism, every debate becomes a culture war, its 

dynamics virtually indistinguishable from politics-as-usual.   

 

Weaknesses and Ways Forward 
The nature of this study was, by concept, critical.  Defenders of public 

broadcasting will quickly point to the many ground-breaking and award-winning 

documentaries broadcast on PBS each year as evidence of its continued value in the 

telling and reconsideration of the American narrative.  The fact that Ken Burns is a 

household name is no small accomplishment itself.  It is hard to imagine a commercial 

network taking a gamble on a young, untested documentary filmmaker doing a series on 

the Civil War.  (But PBS did.)   

Nor does this study delve into the profound accomplishments of educational and 

cultural programming made possible by public broadcasting, either.  Sesame Street, 

alone, is now an international phenomenon, born of a vision that TV could be more than 

blinking lights in a box, hypnotizing generations of American consumers: It could teach.  
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It could make a difference in peoples’ lives.  That remains as revolutionary a notion as it 

is an inspiring one.   

There are, of course, more serious criticisms that could be leveled at this study.  

The method of elite interviewing, while valuable, is lacking in its ability to make causal 

connections.  In addition, those interviewed do not represent a complete panoply of 

perspectives among those who fought or were directly affected by the culture wars.  I 

wished that I had started earlier and that I had more time to cajole others involved in the 

culture wars to open up about their experiences and insider observations.  Oral histories 

of the pioneers of public broadcasting were gathered in the late ’70s and early ’80s by 

historians at the University of Wisconsin.  These conversations predate the culture war 

framework, but could offer deep insights on the journalistic objectives, challenges and 

victories in the era preceding the creation of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.  

Unfortunately, I did not have time to take on this archive, but it is necessary for a more 

full and accurate picture of the development of public broadcasting as we know it.  

There are people who remain active on the political scene and in public life who 

are reluctant to share their insights, and that, itself, limits the scope of conclusions that 

can be drawn.  Although Laurence Jarvik spoke ruefully of (for instance) how the 

duplicitousness of the GOP (as he saw it) had led to bathroom access for transsexuals 

today, the lack of voices from the religious right, in particular, is a weakness here.  Future 

explorations should attempt to advance this aspect of the argument against public 

broadcasting, although getting religious conservatives to speak on the record for a study 

such as this has proven difficult.   



 

 203 

While an earnest attempt was made to include a diversity of perspectives from 

women and members of minority groups, the truth is many of these fights reflected 

discriminations of the era; women and minorities were (and continue to be) 

underrepresented.  This is underscored in Tavis Smiley’s remarks suggesting the 

importance of a new round of culture wars over public broadcasting to consider 

imbalances from perspectives beyond the ideological.  (Adding irony to Smiley’s call is 

that, although interviewed in advance of the current attention being given to sexual 

harassment and power imbalances in the workplace, Smiley, himself, has been accused of 

workplace improprieties and as of this writing, has been dropped by PBS.) 

Moreover, the review of documents at the Johnson Presidential Library reveals 

only so much as note-takers of the time were willing to share.  There remain classified 

documents associated with the long-ago deceased founder of the Carnegie Commission, 

for example - documents which could provide further insights on the intentions of public 

broadcastings’ visionaries. Those who were in the rooms of those classified discussions 

of Johnson’s satellite TV program, to the best of my knowledge, have all passed.   

Nonetheless, this consideration of the culture wars and public broadcasting gave 

me a renewed appreciation for the powerful sense of mission that inspires those who 

work at PBS and NPR.  In an era of cynicism and smirk, the earnestness of so many 

public broadcast journalists is both refreshing and inspiring.  
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EPILOGUE 

 
In the current climate of media proliferation, a climate very much unlike that of 

public broadcastings’ founding, one of the most serious challenges to continued funding 

is that listeners and viewers have more choice.  But this challenge might also point to an 

unusual opportunity for public broadcasting as well, since, at a time of media 

fragmentation, PBS and NPR remain robust and respected media platforms.  Amid the 

noise and fury of mass media today, the notion of a shared national commons bounded by 

decency and civility—something not too far off from what LBJ described in launching 

public broadcasting half a century ago—still seems a worthwhile ideal.  But it will take 

more than just the right amount of imagination, creativity, courage and vision.  It will 

require a public broadcasting landscape truly reflective of who we are today: one in 

which its possible for all of us to see ourselves in that statement “made possible by 

people like you.”   

It is remarkable that, on any given night, one tired of the noise of cable news or 

the exhausting posturing on social media can click over to PBS and find something 

immersive and fulfilling to watch.  The author has tested this assertion and found it to be 

remarkably accurate.   

Several evenings ago, during one such “test”, a PBS documentary silently 

lingered on photographs taken at the 1963 “March on Washington for Jobs and 

Freedom,” allowing the viewer to absorb the intensity of a child’s face listening to the 
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speakers on that day.  The documentary used that “Ken Burns effect,” the slow pan and 

zoom into a still black and white image.  My youngest child came into the room and 

began to ask questions about the girl and the event she was so intently observing.  It was 

a rich, perfectly natural moment to talk about history, about America, and about dreams.  

We watched as the image slowly crossfaded into a sea of 250 thousand faces. It was a 

moment that, I think, meant something to both of us as we headed for bed trying to 

imagine what that little girl on TV might be doing today.  My daughter thought about 

how that little girl on the screen was now a much older woman, and she tried to imagine 

what it would have been like to be her, seeing her younger self on PBS.  

In times like these, I’d like to imagine she’s writing a letter to her Senator.  

Maybe something along the lines of “Channel Two might like to get some money from the 

government as long as the government will not tell Channel Two what to say…” 
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Appendix A  

Final Draft of Remarks Delivered by President Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Upon Signing of the Public Broadcasting Act104 

November 7, 1967105 

Secretary Gardner,106 Senator Pastore,107 Chairman Staggers,108 Members of the Congress, 
Cabinet, ladies and gentlemen: 

It was in 1844 that Congress authorized $30,000 for the first telegraph line between 
Washington and Baltimore. Soon afterward, Samuel Morse sent a stream of dots and dashes 
over that line to a friend who was waiting. His message was brief and prophetic and it read: 
"What hath God wrought?" 

Every one of us should feel the same awe and wonderment here today. 

For today, miracles in communication are our daily routine. Every minute, billions of 
telegraph messages chatter around the world. Some are intercepted on ships. They interrupt 
law enforcement conferences and discussions of morality. Billions of signals rush over the 
ocean floor and fly above the clouds. Radio and television fill the air with sound. Satellites 
hurl messages thousands of miles in a matter of seconds. 
Today our problem is not making miracles—but managing miracles. We might well ponder a 
different question: What hath man wrought—and how will man use his inventions? 

The law that I will sign shortly offers one answer to that question. 

It announces to the world that our Nation wants more than just material wealth; our Nation 
wants more than a "chicken in every pot." We in America have an appetite for excellence, too. 

While we work every day to produce new goods and to create new wealth, we want most of all 
to enrich man's spirit. That is the purpose of this act. 

It will give a wider and, I think, stronger voice to educational radio and television by 
providing new funds for broadcast facilities. 

It will launch a major study of television's use in the Nation's classrooms and their potential 
use throughout the world. 

                                                
104 The Public Broadcasting Act  (S. 1160) was enacted as Public Law 90129 (81 Stat. 365). 
105 (Cited as Johnson, Lyndon B. "Remarks Upon Signing the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967.," 
November 7, 1967. Published online by The American Presidency Project. Accessed November 1, 2017 at 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=28532.) 
106 John W. Gardner, Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW). 
107 Rhode Island Democratic Senator John Pastore. 
108 West Virginia Democratic Congressman Harley Staggers, Chairman of the House Committee on 
Interstate and Foreign Commerce. 
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Finally—and most important—it builds a new institution: the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting. 

This Corporation will assist stations and producers who aim for the best in broadcasting good 
music, in broadcasting exciting plays, and in broadcasting reports on the whole fascinating 
range of human activity. It will try to prove that what educates can also be exciting. 

It will get part of its support from our Government. But it will be carefully guarded from 
Government or from party control. It will be free, and it will be independent-and it will 
belong to all of our people. 

Television is still a young invention. But we have learned already that it has immense--even 
revolutionary—power to change, to change our lives. 

I hope that those who lead the Corporation will direct that power toward the great and not 
the trivial purposes. 

At its best, public television would help make our Nation a replica of the old Greek 
marketplace, where public affairs took place in view of all the citizens. 

But in weak or even in irresponsible hands, it could generate controversy without 
understanding; it could mislead as well as teach; it could appeal to passions rather than to 
reason. 

If public television is to fulfill our hopes, then the Corporation must be representative, it 
must be responsible—and it must be long on enlightened leadership. 

I intend to search this Nation to find men that I can nominate, men and women of 
outstanding ability, to this board of directors. 

As a beginning, this morning I have called on Dr. Milton Eisenhower from the Johns 
Hopkins University and Dr. James Killjan of MIT to serve as members of this board. 

Dr. Eisenhower, as you will remember, was chairman of the first citizens committee which 
sought allocation of airwaves for educational purposes. 

Dr. Killian served as chairman of the Carnegie Commission which proposed the act that we 
are signing today. 

What hath man wrought? And how will man use his miracles? 

The answer just begins with public broadcasting. 

In 1862, the Morrill Act set aside lands in every State—lands which belonged to the people—
and it set them aside in order to build the land-grant colleges of the Nation. 
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So today we rededicate a part of the airwaves—which belong to all the people—and we 
dedicate them for the enlightenment of all the people. 

I believe the time has come to stake another claim in the name of all the people, stake a claim 
based upon the combined resources of communications. I believe the time has come to enlist 
the computer and the satellite, as well as television and radio, and to enlist them in the cause 
of education. 

If we are up to the obligations of the next century and if we are to be proud of the next 
century as we are of the past two centuries, we have got to quit talking so much about what 
has happened in the past two centuries and start talking about what is going to happen in the 
next century beginning in 1976. 

So I think we must consider new ways to build a great network for knowledge-not just a 
broadcast system, but one that employs every means of sending and of storing information 
that the individual can rise. 
Think of the lives that this would change: 
—the student in a small college could tap the resources of a great university. 

Dr. Killian has just given me an exciting report of his contacts in Latin America as a result of 
some of the declarations of the Presidents at Punta del Este that he has followed through on 
and how these Presidents are now envisioning the day when they can dedicate 20 or 25 or a 
larger percent of their total resources for one thing alone-education and knowledge. 

Yes, the student in a small college tapping the resources of the greatest university in the 
hemisphere. 
—the country doctor getting help from a distant laboratory or a teaching hospital; 
—a scholar in Atlanta might draw instantly on a library in New York; 
—a famous teacher could reach with ideas and inspirations into some far-off classroom, so 
that no child need be neglected. Eventually, I think this electronic knowledge bank could be 
as valuable as the Federal Reserve Bank. 

And such a system could involve other nations, too—it could involve them in a partnership 
to share knowledge and to thus enrich all mankind. 

A wild and visionary idea? Not at all. Yesterday's strangest dreams are today's headlines and 
change is getting swifter every moment. 

I have already asked my advisers to begin to explore the possibility of a network for 
knowledge—and then to draw up a suggested blueprint for it. 

In 1844, when Henry Thoreau heard about Mr. Morse's telegraph, he made his sour 
comment about the race for faster communication. "Perchance," he warned, "the first news 
which will leak through into the broad, flapping American ear will be that the Princess 
Adelaide has the whooping cough." 
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We do have skeptic comments on occasions. But I don't want you to be that skeptic. I do 
believe that we have important things to say to one another—and we have the wisdom to 
match our technical genius. 

In that spirit this morning, I have asked you to come here and be participants with me in this 
great movement for the next century, the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967. 

This act has a host of fathers. Many years ago when I was a Member of the Senate I had a bill 
prepared--Mr. Siegel drafted it for me—on public television. I had difficulty getting it 
introduced. 

I asked Senator Magnuson to introduce it. He did. I am sorry he can't be here today. But he 
called me before I came over here and explained to me how happy he was that this event was 
taking place. 

I don't want to single out any one person, because there are so many who have worked so 
long to bring this bill into where it is this morning to be signed. 

I do want to recognize, though, in addition to Senator Magnuson, Senator Pastore, the 
Chairman of the subcommittee who has spent many days, weeks, and years in this effort, 
Senator Cotton, the ranking member of that committee, Chairman Staggers, Congressman 
Macdonald, Congressman Springer, all of whom have been part of the team that has brought 
this measure to the White House to make it the law of our land. 

I should like to send a very special word of greeting to Mr. William Harley and the National 
Association of Educational Broadcasters who are gathered out in Denver today and who are 
participating in this ceremony by remote control. 

As I mentioned before, we are honored to have Dr. James Killian here this morning. We are 
grateful to him and other members of the Carnegie Commission who provided the ideas and 
inspiration some of which are incorporated in this legislation. 

I think I should add that John Gardner came to me in the early days when he was head of the 
Carnegie Commission, before we brought him in here, and suggested this Commission and 
asked me to help participate in forming it and making suggestions. 

We are indebted to Dr. Gardner for this as we are to many things that he has done to provide 
leadership in the field of what is really important in the world—the education of our people. 
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Appendix B 

Metamorphosis of Presidential Speech 
 

Part of the task of reviewing Box 251, which 
contains drafts of the Presidential Speech announcing the 
Public Broadcasting Act, was finding a more conclusive 
statement of purpose for Public Broadcasting.  What starts 
as a cut-and-pasted 2,200 word speech is whittled down to 
something closer to 500 words.   
 

This next draft of the speech begins with the call to 
Walden Pond, and the challenge to Thoreau (who said 
“Maine and Texas may have nothing important to 
communicate (to each other)”; Johnson asserts they do).  It 
is also notable for what it does not say: Other than a 
mention of Edward R. Murrow’s famous admonition about 
blinking lights and a box, there is no reference to 
journalism.  On page 3, the reference to public television 
providing news is scribbled out by an unknown hand, 
though a line is inserted later in that paragraph to add 
“meaningful interpretation of current events”.   
 

This is followed by the memo advising the president 
not to travel to Denver to announce the launch of the CPB 
at the public television convention in Denver, in part, 
because the nationwide program set to debut that night is 
controversial, involving the nexus of race and inner city 
politics.   The president orders final changes, and the next 
draft is the final speech, included above as Appendix A.  
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Appendix C 

Founding NPR Mission Statement  
Submitted in Support for a Request for Aid from the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting 
May, 1970 

Author: Bill Siemering, NPR Board of Directors 
(Text provided and used here courtesy of the author) 

 
 
National Public Radio will serve the individual: it will promote personal growth; it will 
regard the individual differences among men with respect and joy rather than derision 
and hate; it will celebrate the human experience as infinitely varied rather than vacuous 
and banal; it will encourage a sense of active constructive participation, rather than 
apathetic helplessness. 

National Public Radio, through live interconnection and other distribution systems, will 
be the primary national non-commercial program service. Public radio stations will be a 
source for programming input as well as program dissemination. The potentials of live 
interconnection will be exploited, the art and the enjoyment of the sound medium will be 
advanced. 

In its cultural mode, National Public Radio will preserve and transmit the cultural past, 
will encourage and broadcast the work of contemporary artists and provide listeners with 
an aural esthetic experience which enriches and gives meaning to the human spirit. 

In its journalistic mode, National Public Radio will actively explore, investigate and 
interpret issues of national and international import. The programs will enable the 
individual to better understand himself, his government, his institutions and his natural 
and social environment so he can intelligently participate in effecting the process of 
change. 

The total service should be trustworthy, enhance intellectual development, expand 
knowledge, deepen aural esthetic enjoyment, increase the pleasure of living in a 
pluralistic society and result in a service to listeners which makes them more responsive, 
informed human beings and intelligent responsible citizens of their communities and the 
world. 
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Appendix D 

Sample Documents Related to Classified 
Satellite Program 

 
The documents contained herein are from the Lyndon Baines Johnson 

Presidential Archives, Confidential File, ED Box 14.   
 

The ED designation stands for “Educational Initiatives.”  The files related 
to the satellite program take up two folders in this box. 

 
Of special note are the references in the purposes section to demonstrating 

peaceful uses of rocket launches and the use of satellite educational TV to counter 
Soviet “educational” information efforts (which the US Information Agency 
considered to be aggressive anti-US disinformation).   

 
Also of note are the drawings and illustrations (used for an overhead 

projector description of an upcoming satellite test), which illustrate ETV (then the 
common term for education television) as one leg in this classified program.   

 
In the end, had this program succeeded, the character of public 

broadcasting could have been considerably different from the educational TV 
domestically available in the 1960s.  Presumably there would have been a need 
for the development of foreign language programs, and some form of content 
oversight similar to what the U.S. Information Agency (within the State 
Department) developed with respect to shortwave radio content (such as the 
Voice of America or Radio Marti).  

 
It may be telling that the original act to create a Corporation for 

Public Television did not foresee the need for radio, perhaps because the global 
channel the Corporation would have served would not include a radio component.  
By the time the public television act was under consideration by Congress, the 
Johnson administration had secretly determined that the satellite program was 
ahead of its time due to technological limitations for ground receivers; there was 
no resistance to writing in “and radio” to follow television in the final version of 
the newly renamed Public “Broadcasting” (instead of “Television”) Act.  
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Appendix E 

HISTORY OF CPB APPROPRIATIONS 

 
(Note, since 1976 there has been a 2-year advance appropriation in an attempt to help isolate the CPB from political 
pressure, permit stations to leverage funding for grants, and provide lead time for productions.  Therefore, an 
administration request made in 2017 would represent a Congressional Appropriation signed into law in 2015.)  
 

Fiscal Year Administration Request 
in millions of dollars  

Appropriation Received 
in millions of dollars  

2019 $445.00 n/a 

2018 $445.00 n/a 

2017 $445.00 $445.00 

2016 $445.00 $445.00 

2015 $445.00 $444.75 

2014 $451.00 $445.00 

2013 $460.00 $421.86 

2012 $440.00 $444.16 

2011 $0.00* $429.14 

2010 $0.00* $420.00 

2009 $0.00* $400.00 

2008 $0.00* $393.01 

2007 $0.00* $400.00 

2006 $0.00* $396.00 

2005 $0.00* $386.88 

2004 $0.00* $377.76 
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2003 $365.00 $362.81 

2002 $350.00 $350.00 

2001 $340.00 $340.00 

2000 $325.00 $300.00 

1999 $275.00 $250.00 

1998 $296.40 $250.00 

1997 $292.60 $260.00 

1996 $292.60 $275.00 

1995 $275.00 $285.60 

1994 $260.00 $275.00 

1993 $259.60 $259.60 

1992 $242.10 $251.10 

1991 $214.00 $245.00 

1990 $214.00 $229.40 

1989 $214.00 $228.00 

1988 $214.00 $214.00 

1987 $186.00 $200.00 

1986 $75.00 $159.50 

1985 $85.00 $150.50 

1984 $110.00 $137.50 

1983 $172.00 $137.00 
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1982 $172.00 $172.00 

1981 $162.00 $162.00 

1980 $120.00 $152.00 

1979 $90.00 $120.20 

1978 $80.00 $119.20 

1977 $70.00 $103.00 

Advance** $17.00 $17.50 

1976 $70.00 $78.50 

1975 $60.00 $62.00 

1974 $45.00 $50.00 

1973 $45.00 $35.00 

1972 $35.00 $35.00 

1971 $22.00 $23.00 

1970 (Initially $0, then) $15.00 $15.00 

1969 $9.00 $5.00 

 
*According to the CFO of the CPB, the Bush administration did not detail a CPB 
appropriation request in its annual budget.  This was not an attempt to zero out the CPB, 
but reflected the administration’s simplified budget requests.  There was no impact on the 
appropriation process, nor White House-led effort to defund CPB during these years. 
 
** This additional appropriation reflects the shift to the two-year advance budgeting 
cycle launched in 1976, discussed above. 
 
Source: Corporation for Public Broadcasting, “Purpose and History of CPB’s Advance 
Appropriations,” retrieved at https://www.cpb.org/appropriation/purpose. 
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Appendix F  

Elite Interview Guide 
 

(Note: this guide was composed in advance of this study, and approved by the University of Texas 

Institutional Review Board before actual research could commence.  As explained in Chapter 3, 

(p. 76), this guide served as a uniform starting point for each interview, but interviewees were free 

to take the interview in other directions and, when appropriate, follow up questions would deviate 

or depart from this guide as necessary to develop responses.) 

 
 
1)  Tell me about your start in public broadcasting/journalism/politics (as appropriate) 
and (if applicable) when and how you became involved in public TV & radio/the issue of 
publicly supported broadcasting?   
 
2) What would you consider to be the mission of public broadcasting? (What purpose 
does public broadcasting serve?)  
 
3) Have you heard of the “culture wars” over public broadcasting?  (If “no” then explain 
generally as the politics of taxpayer-support for public radio and TV and move to 
question 4) 
 
4) Do you see yourself as having played a role in that debate?   (If “yes” then to what 
extent/how?  Tell me about what happened.) 
 
5) Do you think public media has a political agenda? What makes you think this?  (Is this 
any different from commercial media?) 
 
6) Do you consider public broadcasting a partisan issue?  (Why/how so?) 
 
7) Has your position changed over time?  (If “yes,” when, why and how?) 
 
8) Do you think the fight over funding has affected public broadcasting?  (Has it helped 
it?  Hurt it?  How so?) 
 
9) Do you think public broadcasting has had an impact on American politics?  (If “yes,” 
how?) 
 
10) Do you watch PBS?  (If “yes,” how often and which programs?  Why those 
programs?  If “no,” why not?) 
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11) Do you listen to NPR? (If “yes,” how often and which programs? Why those 
programs?  If “no,” why not?) 
 
12) (Only if “yes” to questions 10 & 11:) Which do you consider to be a better source for 
news: NPR or PBS (radio or TV?  Why?) 
 
13) (Only if “yes” to questions 10 or 11:) Have you noticed over time any changes in the 
coverage, editorial tone or story choices? 
 
14) Should taxpayer money continue to be used to support public broadcasting? 
(Why/why not?)  (If “yes,” should federal funding continue indefinitely?  Be ‘drawn 
down’?)  
 
15) Can commercial media fulfill the function of public media today? (How so/why not?)  
 
16) Do you think corporate support for public broadcasting affects editorial content? (If 
“yes,” how so? Examples? If “no,” why would corporations support public media if not 
to influence debate?) 
 
17) What do you see as the future of public broadcasting?  
 
18) Do you have any suggestions for others I should talk to about this subject? 
 
19) Is there anything else on the issue of the politics, content or financing of public 
broadcasting you’d like to mention? 
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