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Establishing Public Broadcasting Monopolies:

Reappraising the British and Norwegian cases

1. Introduction

Great public institutions have their official
historians. The British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC) has Lord Briggs,1 the Norwegian
Broadcasting Corporation (NRK) Hans Fredrik
Dahl.” The comparison of the two institutions has
no official historian, but it does have the doctoral
thesis of Trine Syvertsen,’ professor of media and
communication at the University of Oslo. Her
topic is important. The BBC pioneered a
development that from the 1920s to the 1950s led
to the establishment of broadcasting monopolies
all over Europe.* Syvertsen compared the original
with one of its copies. Her study therefore has
potential to explain, at least partly, why all
European countries converged to a common
broadcasting model distinctly different from the
one already implemented in the USA.

Britain has a reputation as inventor and
exporter of institutions. It is therefore proper to
ask whether what happened was the diffusion and
subsequent adaptation of another great institution
invented by the British, that of the public
could more easily be established downhill. Hence
Britain and Norway, as well as all the other
European countries, chose the monopoly.

The outcome of the process obviously
supports her opinion. The arguments in favor of
monopoly must have made the greatest impact on
the decision-makers. Particularly strong was of
course the argument that constraints limited the
freedom of choice. However, the argument does
not presuppose that freedom really was limited. It
is sufficient that influential actors were induced to
see the options in that way.

This essay challenges Trine Syvertsen's notion
that constraints narrowed the alternatives. It
argues that the broadcasting monopoly was
neither a technical necessity nor an economical or
political one, but the deliberate choice of
interested parties preferring the monopoly above
market competition, actors with sufficient power
and influence to have it their way. The analysis
will also pay a visit to Hans Fredrik Dahl, who in
his history of the NRK argued for the
broadcasting monopoly as a necessity according
to economic theory.

The assertion that the European states had
freedom of choice raises the question of what then
made them all choose the same solution, the state

broadcasting monopoly.” Did Britain have the
solution to what all Europeans could see—or hear—
was the problem with the American model of
radio as unregulated free enterprise: its creation of
complete chaos in the ether, with all stations being
interrupted and disturbed by the signals of their
competitors? Did the chaos appear as the
American "penalty for taking the lead," and the
monopoly as the FEuropean '"advantage of
backwardness"?® Or did the Europeans lack the
freedom of choice that enabled the Americans to
continue  with  private  broadcasting and
competitive radio markets even after the
introduction of public regulation in 1927? Where
the Europeans somehow compelled to chose the
monopoly?

Trine Syvertsen argues that the Europeans did
have freedom of choice, but constraints narrowed
down the alternatives. The establishment of
private, competitive, commercial radio markets
was not impossible, but the factors leading to
public monopolies financed by license-fees
weighed more. The market model required
strenuous efforts uphill, the monopoly model
owned and/or state-controlled broadcasting
monopoly. Even this question may be answered
inductively on the basis of individual cases. An
attempt to explain the Norwegian monopoly from
the macro economist's point of view has been
made by Egil Bakke, former Director of the
Norwegian Competition Authority. A macro
economist in a society with basically a market
economy will obviously consider market
competition the normal state of affairs and state
monopoly the exception to the rule, i.e. the
reverse of the position held by Trine Syvertsen
and Hans Fredrik Dahl. Hence for Bakke the
purpose of the state monopoly, like any public
regulation, must be to correct market failures.’
However, that position was challenged by Allan
Brown® when he maintained that "the state
intervenes in broadcasting markets not on the
basis of economic criteria," but because of the
"perceived social importance of the broadcasting
media and their potential influence on values,
attitudes and beliefs."

This essay follows Brown up to that point. It
does not follow Brown when he later maintained
that for this reason the state intervenes "to achieve
social objectives such as the promotion of
education, equity, national identity, and social
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cohesion." Instead, the essay will argue that the
main reason for state intervention has been to
prevent others from influencing the values,
attitudes, and beliefs of the citizens. Its thesis is
that regulation itself has been the goal for
European state broadcasting policy, at least in
Norway, probably in Britain, implying that
whatever has been said about the purpose of
regulation, has been merely means for the
regulatory goal. It argues the thesis of public
choice theory that the state's primary concern is its
own self-interest.” The motive for European state
intervention in broadcasting negated that of the
USA, where the seminal thinking was that the
state should protect the right of others to influence
the values, attitudes, and beliefs of the citizens.

Bakke's economic study presupposed that
regulation is a means to broadcasting ends. Hence
his issue was whether the means have been
necessary because the market would produce
undesired results, sufficient because regulations
produce desired results, and adequate because the
benefits of regulating are greater than the costs.
Bakke asked, that too like in public choice theory,
whether state interference to correct market failure
result in government failure.

This study presupposes that regulation has
been the aim itself. However, in the language of
dialectics we must ask what is the synthesis of
regulation as means and goal. The answer is
regulation as both:

* Regulation as means because it has been

intended to serve a purpose, and

* Regulation as goal because that purpose

has been regulatory.

The synthesis is regulation with a defensive
aim, with the state's aim being to prevent others
from using broadcasting for their purposes. State
broadcasting policy has been cultural defense and
security policy. Its foremost purpose has been to
protect the state against any foreign power and
national private power. Even the rhetoric of
Norwegian State broadcaster NRK as the foremost
defender of the national culture'’ is means to the
end of state control.

2. Britain and Norway

The vast majority of the European broadcasting
monopolies were owned by the state, but a few
were private. The BBC was both, but at different
times. The first BBC, the British Broadcasting
Company, was established as private monopoly in
1922. It continued as state monopoly, the British
Broadcasting Corporation, from 1926. Already
between the two births of the BBC monopolies
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were established in several European countries.
The Norwegian monopoly of NRK, operating a
single radio channel, came relatively late, in 1933.
At that time 591 radio stations were operative in
the United States. "’

Like the monopoly, the idea of public service
broadcasting is a British invention. It is unclear
how much was known about the BBC when the
monopoly issue came up in Norway, and the
parliament complained it still did not know
enough when making the decision in 1933,
which weakens the diffusion of British institutions
theory. What is clear, however, is that the BBC
eventually became the ideal model, not least for
the NRK itself."

Syvertsen studied the origin of public
broadcasting both in Great Britain and Norway."*
Her main explanation for the monopolies of BBC
and NRK may "with some justification"" be
subsumed under the assumption of market failure:
"The technical and economic constraints narrowed
down the alternatives, and left the policy-makers
with the problem of creating an institutional form
which was both economically viable and more
legitimate than the private companies." However,
only "with some justification" because the
assumed market failure must be political-the
market producing a result the state would not
like-rather than imperfection, the market
producing less than the welfare optimum due to
the product being a public good.

Syvertsen states that broadcast products are
public goods in the sense that distribution is non-
excludable and usage non-rival. However, neither
in Britain nor in Norway was it suboptimal
production of the public good "broadcasting" that
motivated state intervention. It was motivated by
suboptimal distribution relative to the politically
desirable. The state intervened because the market
was considered unable to produce nationwide
broadcasting. What would restrain the market
from this was not lack of exclusiveness, as the
distribution had no impact on the product's
character of being a public good. What would
restrain was that the costs would exceed the
benefits of making the product available for more
non-rival users. The motivation for state
intervention was an assumption that the market's
limit for profitable distribution was less than 100
percent of the population. Market failure was here
equal to the assumed discrepancy between the
natural market and the politically desirable. The
market did function, but the politicians did not
want what they thought it could offer.

According to Leif Johansen,'® this makes use
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of the term "market failure" improper. The
rationale for "distribution failure" is here the same
as for "merit goods," i.e. not that externalities are
demonstrated, but that "governments adopt a
paternalistic role by intervening in broadcasting
markets and substituting their own preferences for
those expressed by individual consumers.""’

The motive for state intervention was hardly
to increase production of the public good until its
welfare optimum, as presupposed by economic
theory. Intervention to expand distribution must
reduce production of the public good, and this
indicates that the politically desirable was lower
production of the public good than the market
could offer. In the market distribution would be an
expense, and limited to customers giving a net
return that could be used to increase the
production. Non-excludability is an income
problem, how to obtain income from free riders,
not a cost problem. State intervention, however,
had as motive to expand distribution beyond the
limits of the profitable market. The capital used to
expand the distribution could instead be used to
increase the production. Therefore, in the market
distribution would supply the production with
capital. With state intervention, distribution would
drain the production of capital.

Syvertsen argues against the "technological
determinism that permeates many debates on
broadcasting" and maintains "a communication
system can be organized in many different ways,
and that one communication technology can be
implemented into many different institutional
forms. The broadcasting technology, for example
could have been organized as a series of local
stations, a national network, an educational
service, an interactive communication system and
a commercial enterprise, to mention just a few

alternatives." But "the possibilities are not
endless, however. On the one hand the
alternatives are limited by the type of

communication under study (the 'technology') and
by the general constraints of the social structure.
On the other he says in Public Television, they are
limited by the specific composition of economic
and social forces in the society and the period
when the communication system is established."
Syvertsen therefore ends up herself explaining the
establishment of the monopolies in a deterministic
way. "Constraints narrowed down the alter-
natives."

3. The Constraints Theory Re-examined
Let us consider the most important of these
constraints. "The primary constraint limiting the
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options open to broadcasting policy-makers in the
1920s and 1930s was the scarcity of
wavelengths," Syvertsen says. This "scarcity of
frequencies meant that each country would have
to make do with a very limited supply of
channels." Syvertsen is not alone in expressing
this opinion. For more than half a century it was
an undisputed truth, cp. for example Rolland &
Ostbye: "broadcasting satisfies any requirements
for speaking of 'natural monopolies' based on the
utilization of natural resources.""®

However, this assertion may be contested.
Garnham maintained in 1983 that "the public
service concept is based wupon scarcity of
frequencies ... is simply untrue. ... Channels have
been limited, whether rightly or wrongly, for
social and economic, not technical reasons.""”
Indirectly the Norwegian Telegraph Board said
the same in 1930, in a dossier to substantiate the
need for a nation-wide state monopoly.
"Broadcasting has proven to be a profitable
business in the larger towns and densely
populated areas of the country, but this will
certainly not be the case in sparsely populated
areas, and they constitute the main part of our
country."*® Contributing to profitability was no
doubt that the state had granted the broadcasters
local monopoly rights, but the Telegraph Board
did not argue that this was an unavoidable
inconvenience with the arrangement. The Board
argued without reservations that radio would be
profitable at the local level. What necessitated
state monopoly was that radio would not be
profitable at the national level.

No doubt there was shortage of frequencies in
Britain 1926 and Norway 1933, just like there was
shortage in the USA, where as early as in 1922
there were 378 radio stations operative, a figure
rapidly increasing to 585 in 1925.*' Shortage
implies there is need for entrance and traffic
regulation, and in accordance with David Easton's
well-established definition of politics is it a public
responsibility to conduct the authoritative
allocation of scarce resources.”> The alternatives
to state regulation are "first come, first served"
and private "regulation" by coercion. The latter
happened in Norway when the radio monopoly
was broken and the state left for the local radio
stations to distribute transmission time in towns
where the number of stations exceeded the
number of frequencies.” However, state
sovereignty over distribution must not be exerted
as an admission control with private entrance
being prohibited. It may also be exerted as traffic
regulation for the greatest number of private
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actors. In the United States limited capacity led to
the Dill-White Radio Act of 1927 and the Federal
Radio Commission (later FCC) for the distribution
of frequencies to private stations. In Europe it led
to state monopoly.

According to Syvertsen, "these technical
limitations were further reinforced by the
economic constraints.” To these she reckoned the
problems of making free riders pay, but
apparently they did not scare private investors, as
there were many enthusiasts who wanted to start
radio stations both in Britain and Norway.
Already in 1922 nearly a hundred British radio
manufacturers had applied for a broadcasting
license.** To some extent the problem of making
free riders pay was brought about by the state
itself, as "the PTT's, which were responsible for
the collecting of fees and enforcing the law that
required listeners to pay, were reluctant to be seen
to operate on behalf of the private companies."*’

Syvertsen repeats the frequently made
assertion that "establishing terrestrial broadcasting
networks was an extremely costly venture in all
countries, and the funds needed to establish a
multi-channel system would have been impossible
to raise in a period characterized by great
economic problems." This monopoly argument
was also put forward by the Telegraph Board in
1930, as the quote above continues like this: "A
large number of the broadcasting stations, that
must be placed partly along the coast, partly in the
interior, in order to complete the broadcasting
system in such a way that the program
transmission will reach most places in our
country, will according to our calculations most
likely yield a deficit. Is the whole country to take
part in broadcasting, the profit from operating the
large stations must cover the deficit of the small
ones. This is the procedure we followed when
developing the telegraph and the telephone."

The Telegraph Board did not argue for the
natural monopoly based on exploitation of limited
resources, or for monopoly as the "natural"
outcome of market competition due to unlimited
economies of scale. The Telegraph Board argued
for the necessity of internal subsidies. Once more
the argumentation presupposed the necessity of
nation-wide  broadcasting.  Furthermore, it
presupposed that no private investor would want
to develop broadcasting in this way, a
presupposition that incidentally was contrary to
the existing evidence, as the private broadcasters
had their own national plans they intended to
pursue in order to increase their income from
listener licenses.”® The Telegraph Board did its
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best to undermine the trustworthiness of the
private plans by referring to calculations showing
that continued private development of nationwide
broadcasting would result in redlining of non-
profitable areas. Even imposing a development
demand on the private concession holders would
apparently not counteract this. The only guarantee
against redlining was to entrust the state's
telecommunications monopoly with the task to set
up a nationwide broadcasting network.

Syvertsen assumes that even if private actors
should find broadcasting interesting as a long-
term investment, the state was the only actor that
during the depression of the 1920s and 1930s was
able to provide the initial capital. With public
savings as the prescribed method for combating
economic crisis,27 one should think the state had
enough problems to solve for the limited means it
collected from a largely unemployed population.
The argument begs the question, then the opposite
reasoning is equally obvious: precisely because

there was depression, unemployment, and
shortage of money, the state could not afford to
use its resources on idle activities like

broadcasting. They were needed to keep the
population alive. Under such circumstances it was
impossible to develop broadcasting further than
private investors found profitable. Incidentally,
the state thought so, too, at least in 1924, when
"the poverty of the state resulted in a solution
based on private capital," as NRKSs historian
notes.”® The interim solution was to license a
private company with transmission rights for a
radius around Oslo, the nation's capital and largest
market.

What made broadcasting "extremely costly"
was nation-wide distribution. "Should the whole
country take part in broadcasting" was the
Telegraph Board's reason for the cost problem.
The whole country should. "In both countries the
geographical expansion of the services was seen
as a primary target from the very beginning,"
Syvertsen says.” The Telegraph Board said it like
this in 1930: "Broadcasting must be organized so
that it works as a unified arrangement for the
whole country. Its primary purposes must be, as it
often has been said, enlightenment, education,
entertainment, and ordinary information service. It
must aim at fulfilling its high cultural task in the
best possible way and with the most perfect
technical means available.”® We notice the
validity of an observation made by Bakke, that
"political interference is often characterized by a
maximizing mentality: Only the best is good
enough. In the market the actors normally will
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optimize: Good enough is the best."' The
Telegraph Board did their best to validate the
statement that broadcasting would be "extremely
costly."

However, the Telegraph Board did not think
that the state should finance the development of
nationwide broadcasting. The market should
finance it. The quote from the Telegraph Board
continues like this: Broadcasting "should
furthermore be organized so that it works
economically as a unit for the whole country, and
should by means of listeners' license fees and
other duties be able to pay its expenses and not be
a burden to the Treasury or local public budgets."
Where after the income source for NRK was
widened to include advertising, as for its
forerunners, until the German occupants abolished
it upon arrival in Oslo in April 1940.%

Syvertsen's argument is that the extreme costs
of establishing terrestrial broadcasting networks
made state monopoly unavoidable. However, the
extreme incomes necessary to cover the costs
should come from the market. Since advertising
merely contributed some 3-4 percent of NRKs
income budget,” there is reason to wonder if not
private owners would have been better positioned
to cover the costs. The 1930s marked the
breakthrough for advertising in Norway.34

Syvertsen adds that at any rate a "multi-
channel system" would be prohibitively costly.
Therefore, all means must be used for a "single-
channel system," and that implied monopoly.
Indirectly the argument confirms it was
technically possible with a multi-channel system.
It excludes the option that the single frequency
could be shared by competing companies, which
is what the Norwegian State now demands that
competing local radio stations must do. Most
important, however, is the presupposition that a
"single-channel system" is cheaper than a "multi-
channel system." This condition is obviously only
true together with an additional condition that "the
single channel" is nation-wide. From 1923
onwards a Norwegian "multi-channel system" had
emerged, from 1925 based on concessions for
local broadcasting. There were companies in
several towns, and considerable potential for
expansion. The system was not very different
from what the state introduced for local television
almost seventy years later. It empowered the state
to regulate the markets in space and time (i.e. the
extension and duration of the license, ownership
rules, and program rules), and gave scope to
establish competition within each market if more
than one interested party came forward. And it
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would be "profitable business," as the Telegraph
Board said in 1930.

5. The Demand for Nation-wide Broadcasting
In Dahl's history of Norwegian broadcasting
1920-40,%> commissioned by the state monopoly,
the issue of "Central or Local Broadcasting" is
devoted a whole chapter. It starts with the
statement that '"the expectations of change
covering all of broadcasting in the 1920s
concerned its expansion for city to country matter
for Norway. In the long run it was impossible to
limit radio to Oslo, Bergen, and a couple of other
cities. That was obvious for everyone with a
brain."*® Whereupon the historian lists all the
obstacles, counterarguments, and resistance
against nation-wide broadcasting: A small and
scattered population, long distances and difficult
topography (which according to Dahl was turned
into an argument for the need of nation-wide
radio), a government that preferred decentralized,
private radio, radio stations that preferred private
and decentralized radio, local patriotism and
resistance against the ambitions of the Oslo
station to become national. The establishment of a
nation-wide service was certainly not in response
to consumer demand. On the contrary,
broadcasting was centralized against the
expressed wishes of the listeners, NRK's historian
observes.”’

Apparently Syvertsen contented herself with
reading the introduction to the chapter, as in her
analysis the need for nation-wide broadcasting is
taken for granted. Probably this explains why she
does not account for its origin. It does not seem to
stem from those who otherwise would not "take
part in broadcasting." She writes about the
difficulties finding expressions for "the public as
citizens active in the broadcasting debates," and
states, "judging from the number of submissions
received by the early broadcasting committees,
there was no widespread citizen-interest in matters
of broadcasting policy. Neither the Crawford
Committee in Britain and nor the Vigstad
Committee in Norway received more than a
handful of comments from bodies with no vested
interest in broadcasting"®. The Norwegian
Association of Radio Listeners was against
centralized state broadcasting and in favor of
regional, independent, and private stations.*” An
"extreme view" that closed the doors to the
decision-makers for the association, NRK's
historian notes.*’

Neither did the demand for nation-wide
broadcasting stem from ‘'"rival cultural and
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informational interests," as Syvertsen calls them,
i.e. "the press, the concert-givers, the proprietors
of theatres and music halls, and owners of
dramatic, musical and literary copyright." They
"all saw broadcasting—at best—as an unwelcome
competitor."*' Nor did the demand stem from the
advertisers. Perhaps there were not so many
national advertisers in Britain and Norway in the
1920s and 1930s. However, even those who
existed had no reason to demand maximization of
the radio's national coverage, as their interests
would be linked to the opportunities for making a
"profitable  business,"  without prohibitive
distribution costs. This indicates that their natural
market would coincide with what private radio
could offer. What the potential listeners were
concerned; there is little reason to believe they
would demand national coverage from private
companies. They would probably demand that
state radio was universally available, but it does
not seem that such claims were advanced. If they
did, it seems more likely the argument would be
that state owned radio should be available to all,
than the opposite, that radio is available for all and
therefore it must be state owned.

There remain two stakeholders with strong
positive interests in the introduction of nation-
wide broadcasting: the state itself and the radio
manufacturers.

6. The State and the Radio Industry

The original business idea for broadcasting was to
make money on the receivers. Programs were a
necessary expense to make consumers buy radio
sets. The British Broadcasting Company, the
Corporation's forerunner, was a cartel of radio
manufacturers that were licensed by the Post
Office to broadcast, financed by license fees. The
two main features of the BBC as well as the NRK
model, monopoly and license fee were then
already established.*” It was the Post Office that
"persuaded the manufacturers to form themselves
into a cartel which represented the interests of the
industry with which the Post Office could
negotiate."* As for the Norwegian forerunners of
the monopoly there was already established an
arrangement implying that broadcast required
permission from the Post Office. However, this
was not considered sufficient to prevent repetition
of the chaos that broke out in the USA, with
virtually free market entry, and the Post Office
was unwilling to negotiate between rivaling
interests in the British radio industry. The Post
Office was rather unwilling to govern, to
undertake the apportioning of scarce resources
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that is due to a public authority. Instead it
preferred that an industry cartel, open to all
manufacturers, did the job.

The Post Office saw the broadcasting license
as an income source, "indeed, one of the most
scandalous features of early broadcasting was the
percentage of the license fee retained by the Post
Office to increase the annual amount it earned for
the Treasury."* A similar taxation, with 20
percent of the license and receiver fees directly
into the Treasury, was introduced for the
Norwegian private concession holders.* In fact
even the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation
(NRK), established because radio was "extremely
costly”" and therefore unsuited for private owners,
should be a net contributor to the public purse.*®

Since the state initiated the private radio
monopoly and the license fee from which it
intended to earn money, it seems peculiar that the
state should have strong objections to the private
radio monopoly and be unwilling to collect the
license fee, two of the circumstances that
according to Syvertsen "narrowed down the
alternatives"  until  state  monopoly  was
unavoidable. Admittedly, the private commercial
monopoly is in discord with the market economy,
and the Sykes Committee, appointed by the Post
Office in 1923 to settle the disputes around the
license collection, was skeptical to it However,
the license collection dispute was a conflict
between radio manufacturers, and critique of the
monopoly came from small manufacturers fearing
the dominance of the big. Industrial
considerations, not concern for the consumers,
initiated monopoly criticism. Even the first
criticism of the transmission monopoly was
industry motivated: the popular press feared a new
competitor.**

Incidentally, the British  Broadcasting
Company did not monopolize market entry as this
was perceived, then the company was open for all
British radio manufacturers.”” From the same
perspective neither would NRK, if The Telegraph
Board had succeeded with its proposal of leaving
program production to the Norwegian Press
Association. BBC's forerunner rather resembles
what Olsen calls the negotiating state model,
where "the citizens (here the manufacturers)
primarily are members of interest associations,"
where the elected political leaders do not have
"the authority and power necessary to direct
society's development,"*” and where after society
is governed through negotiations with the interests
subject to governance. The first BBC may even be
considered a more open and democratic model
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than the one characterizing Norway and other
corporatist democracies in the golden age of
"negotiate economy and mixed administration,"”'
when there was a clear international tendency
towards enclosure of membership markets, as well
as, contact with public authorities, particularly in
the primary economy, but also considerable
tendencies towards cartels in the secondary and
tertiary sectors.”” The introduction of a
manufacturer model was in fact attempted in
Norway, too, and "rough means were proposed for
the coercion of Norwegian radio interests into co-
operation in a cartel under public control."® An
organization model that was discussed for the
NRK was "a private limited company where the
state held a considerable stock."* The idea fell
not on principal anti-monopoly grounds, but
because it was not believed capable of raising the
capital necessary "for all inhabitants of the
country in reasonable near future to take part in
broadcasting."

In Britain the idea of nation-wide
broadcasting came from John Reith, General
Manager of the British Broadcasting Company
from 1922. Reith's ambition was to transform
BBC from a private company to a public
corporation.” For this purpose he published
Broadcast over Britain in 1924, where he
launched four basic principles for a national
broadcasting system: 1) Absence of commercial
motive, 2) independence of political interests, 3)
nation-wide transmissions, and 4) program
quality.’® Reith repeated his arguments in a
memorandum to the Crawford Committee, which
also was appointed by the Post Office, in 1925, to
solve the conflicts around the collection of the
license fee.’’ The Crawford Committee swallowed
the bait, "unquestioningly accepted the necessity
of a broadcasting monopoly, and recommended
that the private company be replaced by a 'Public
Commission operating in the National Interest.""*®
New Year's Eve 1926 the British Broadcasting
Company was dissolved for the next day to rise
again as the British Broadcasting Corporation.
Director-General from 1927 to 1938: John Reith.
7. A Strategy for State Take-over
It seems appropriate to confront Reith's four basic
principles for broadcasting with public choice
theory. Economists who study behavior in the
marketplace assume that people are motivated by
self-interest. Public choice economists make the
same assumption about persons acting in the
political sphere, among them the directors of
public broadcasting companies.

In a public choice perspective a greater degree
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of freedom and independence will be a goal in
itself-complete end control over issues affecting
one's interests. Reith sought independence, and as
the power analyst Gudmund Hernes says, an
actor's independence is "equal to the actors
dependency of himself."” Hernes defines
autonomy as "the share of control actors have
over their own interests."

When Reith did not conceal his aim, but
launched it for the state appointed Crawford
Committee, it was because he needed allies to
reach it. Reith's strategy for independence must
necessarily have had two steps. First he must get
rid of the owners of the British Broadcasting
Company, the radio manufacturers. "On the one
hand, it was necessary to be freed from
commercial pressures. If radio continued to be
part of a profit-oriented industry then the program
service would be influenced by commercial
considerations and the need to appeal to popular
demand," Scannell & Cardiff write. For that
purpose Reith must ally himself with the state.
The means, both to get rid of the radio
manufacturers and obtain an alliance with the
state, was nation-wide broadcasting. The radio
manufacturers could not offer that. The private
system, with option for national distribution in a
network, covered less than 80 percent of the
population. The state could offer it, and the state
had to offer it, then with nation-wide broadcasting
radio would become a mighty power, and as
already the Sykes Committee had remarked: "the
control of such a potential power over public
opinion and the life of the nation ought to remain
with the state."®

According to Hernes, political actors have a
choice between "two main strategies for
increasing their ability to realize their interests:
either by conquering power over those they are
dependent of, or by increasing their autonomy."®'
Reith combined these strategies. By making
himself autonomous of the radio manufacturers he
obtained autonomy even in relation to the market
and the audience, which empowered him to exert
"the brute force of monopoly."” However, in
order to obtain autonomy Reith needed an alliance
with a state that would not contribute without
getting something in return. What Reith could
offer the state, was control over the private
broadcasting company he was managing.

Reith and the state had mutual interests in
disposing of the industry and the audience as
power factors. However, the price for the alliance,
the establishment of a state broadcasting
monopoly, must have been inconsistent with
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Reith's autonomy goal. Step two in Reith's
strategy for independence must therefore have
been to get rid of his ally when the job was done.
"On the other hand, broadcasting needed to be
free of interference and pressure from the state in
order to develop its political role as a public
service."” The public service ideal is in this quote
considered to motivate the need for independence,
but it is hard to see why the state should object to
BBC fulfilling the Victorian ideal of service.**
Once more we must believe that for Reith
independence was the goal itself.

Reith had no guarantee that nation-wide
broadcasting would make the state join the
alliance he was seeking. The state could have
reacted by prohibiting private nation-wide
broadcasting, or simply refuse his offer; being
convinced that no private actor would be able to
establish such a service anyway. However, private
actors would certainly be able to set up a service
equal to the profitable national market, and
covering 80percent of the population this could be
enough to threaten state interests. On the other
hand, there were also costs related to prohibiting
the exploitation of a potential. Whether the state
weighted the alternatives like this does not appear
from the sources consulted for this article.
However, the state choosing to take control over
broadcasting, where after it delegated control to a
manager who made no secret of his goal of
independence makes one think that the state, too,
had a two step strategy. The state shared Reith's
desire to dispose of the radio manufacturers, and
had no reason to fear that Reith would challenge
the state's own power. Firstly, the state would not
appoint a Director-General for broadcasting
whom it did not trust. Secondly, in the unlikely
event that the Director-General turned out not to
be trustworthy, the state was most powerful. The
director could easily be removed.

The transformation of the BBC from private
Company to state Corporation appears as an
example of two actors (Reith and the state) with
mutual interests in relation to third parties (the
industry, the audience), but conflicting interests
related to the end control (over BBC) after their
joined efforts had eliminated third party power.
That no conflict arose between the allies after the
victory, but on the contrary the stronger part
surrendered power to the weaker, implies however
that the two parties only had weakly conflicting
interests. "Both parties may find it advantageous
to accept a decision going against their interests
where they are very weak, in exchange for support
where very much is at stake."®
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This could imply that the state had great
tolerance for the independence of broadcasting,
but the consulted sources indicate that in the early
days the tolerance was very moderate for BBC,
both as Company and Corporation, as well as for
the private Norwegian companies and their state
successor NRK, as they were denied the right to
take up political or "controversial" issues in their
broadcasts.®® From the first BBC and onwards it
was a question partly of a governmental ban,
partly of what Bakke calls the General Manager's
musicality. Thus BBC's historian Asa Briggs can
inform that in the early phase "the main sanction
of the Postmaster-General was the threat that if
the BBC behaved in a 'partisan' manner its
License would not be renewed." Thus according
to Reith The Broadcasting Company had never
broadcast anything controversial. "Whether or not
they are prevented from doing it, they obviously
would not do it."”” NRK's historian Dahl tells a
similar story. In the Telegraph Boards' first draft
for a private radio license politics was excluded
from the programs, which hardly became
necessary as also the Norwegian company had a
good aptitude for music, and decided that political
parties were not allowed to wuse radio for
propaganda in programs or advertising.®®

Apparently this was not a problem for Reith:
"The BBC was founded on a rejection of politics,"
Seaton remarks. This indicates that Reith's need
for independence of the state was not nearly so
great as it was in relation to the industry and the
audience. Reith "despised politicians and disliked
party politics," and "believed that BBC should be
above politics," Seaton wrote in the here quoted
article with the title "Reith and the denial of
politics.""

Scannell & Cardiff note that BBC historian
Briggs "summarizes Reith's concept of public
service as follows: it should be a non-profit-
making monopoly with a program service
animated by high standards and available
throughout the nation. There is no mention of
political significance."”®  Reith's formula for
public service broadcasting—to educate, inform,
and entertain - was clearly designated to avoid
conflicts with the established political system.

Reith was hired Manager of the private BBC
when he established his alliance with the state in
order to dispose of BBC's owners. That he could
do so without sanctions, indicates that it was not
against the interests of the owners either. Probably
the radio manufacturers engaged in programs
because nobody else took responsibility for a
service their sales depended on. It was then not
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only Reith and the state that got rid of the owners,
but also the owners who got rid of a
responsibility. The transfer from private to state
management was then made possible because two
actors with different interests got assistance to
reach their own goals.”!

Trine Syvertsen must ascertain that "in
Norway, Reith had no counterparts within the
broadcasting companies, but visionaries existed
outside," and Syvertsen found one of them in the
Minister of Church and Education.”” The
"visionary" for state takeover was in the state, not
in the broadcasting business. However, it seems
reasonable to maintain that the role played by
Reith was divided between two state actors in
Norway. The Telegraph Board played the role of
cutting broadcasting's ties to the radio
manufacturers, and the Ministry of Church and
Education the role of tying broadcasting to its
"high cultural task" for the state. The Telegraph
Board declared it an absolute principle that "those
men" who were to be responsible for the
development and operation of broadcasting must
be completely disinterested in "the production,
import, or sale of radio receivers."”” Acting
according to this self-declared principle, the state's
telegraph monopoly gradually moved into
position as the only legitimate supplier of the
broadcasting network, aided by financial and
technical difficulties that the Oslo transmitter, the
start of the private national network, ran into in
1929.

What followed was a battle between state
authorities for control over broadcasting as an
institution, the main adversaries being the
Ministry of Trade, to which the Telegraph Board
reported, and the Ministry of Church and
Education. In this battle the actors would alter
their "principles" according to what gave the
greatest tactical gain. Thus the Telegraph Board in
1926 argued strongly in favor of state takeover as
necessary in order to fulfill broadcasting's ideal
task as a channel for popular enlightenment, as the
people would resist coerced cultural education
unless it was forced upon them with the authority
of the state. Partly for that reason the Telegraph
Board was against a "Swedish solution" where the
telegraph monopoly owned the network and the
transmission technology, and rented it to a private
program company, a solution that also had the
disadvantage of empowering "dangerous" private
interests with a monopoly.74 In 1930, however,
when the Ministry of Church and Education had
picked up the Telegraph Board's idea that popular
enlightenment by force required state authority,
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and proposed that the state should take
responsibility even for program production, the
Telegraph Board suddenly changed both
positions. The Board was no longer concerned
with popular enlightenment, but had become
market oriented, emphasizing that broadcasting
must be "very attentive" to the listeners, as it was
they who should provide all the financial means to
set up the national network and operate the
broadcasting system. Therefore, the Telegraph
Board was now also in favor of a "Swedish
solution," and proposed that the newspapers
should be entrusted with the task of producing
broadcasting content, as they had the necessary
competence to serve as intermediaries between the
broadcasting management and the listeners,
"broadcasting's customers."”  Apparently the
Telegraph Board realized that with state takeover
of program production the Ministry of Trade, with
the Telegraph Board itself as its competent body,
would have to share the state's power over
broadcasting with the Ministry of Church and
Education, which in turn could result in the
Telegraph Board being effectively removed from
broadcasting's steering position and reduced to a
mere provider of technical means for the other
ministry's  program service. With private
responsibility for the program delivery, however,
the Ministry of Trade, and the Telegraph Board,
would monopolize the state's own broadcasting
power.

The Committee that was set up to argue the
Ministry of Church and Education's case made an
international study of broadcasting steering
models—steering was their only concern, not
program content, Gramstad notes’®~and in their
1932 report to the parliament the ministry listed
no less than nine alternative ways of governing
broadcasting, out of which necessarily at least
eight had to be discharged.”’ Hardly surprising the
ministry argued that although the broadcasting
programs would belong to most ministries'
spheres of interest, broadcastings main task of
popular enlightenment and education made it most
likely to conclude that the supreme commander of
broadcasting should be the Ministry of Church
and Education. It was certainly not constraints that
narrowed down the alternatives, but search for the
optimal model to gain support and defy opposition
against the ministry's control over broadcasting
content.”

It therefore seems reasonable to conclude that
British nationwide broadcasting, perhaps also
Norwegian, was impelled by an alliance between
state and capital, without there being any
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registered demand for nation-wide broadcasting in
the market, and independent, perhaps even
contrary to the interests of other suppliers of
culture and information products. Nationwide
broadcasting catered for the interests of the state
and the radio manufacturing industry. For these
two stakeholders the conditions existed for the
exertion of power in the sense of a relatively
symmetrical transaction based on mutual
dependence,79 as access to values that the other
part was in possession of, was decisive for one's
own possessions to have any value at all. For the
state the value of controlling the production and
distribution system for radio programs was zero if
there were no radio receivers. For the radio
manufacturers the value of the radio receivers was
zero if there was no production and distribution
system for radio programs.

What the state could offer the radio
manufacturers and buyers was reassurance that
programs continuously would be produced and
distributed. Confidence was greater in the state
than in the enthusiastic amateurs, who had started
the new medium ignorant of the rules for
exploitation of cultural products, what not least a
conflict with the Norwegian Association of
Authors in 1927 had shown.® "Many interests felt
that the cultural potential of radio was not being
exploited to the fullest within the private
companies." Therefore "in Norway it was the
manufacturers themselves who in the end, as
members of the Oslo Company's Board, asked the
state to take over responsibility for distribution
and transmission."®' The state could also offer the
radio manufacturers new customers as markets
became saturated. "This was particularly true in
Norway, where the expansion of broadcasting
progressed much more slowly in private hands
than in most other European countries."® The
state could offer nationwide broadcasting.

In return the radio industry supplied the state
with listeners and income. The parties had mutual
interests in the listeners, who were to pay the bill
for both. A listener fee to the state put on the
receiver—even a royalty on radio receivers sold, a
system that continued in Norway while it was
abolished in Britain after two years—was however
not to the advantage of the radio industry, as it
raised the receiver price and moderated the
demand. But the power distribution between the
state and a branch of trade and industry will not be
wholly symmetrical. Perhaps the fees were the
price the industry had to pay for maintenance of a
free market for radio receivers. "Neither did
public authorities attempt to control the receiving
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end of the system. In contrast to the telephone
system, for example, where the receivers also
were owned by the PTT's, broadcasting was
carved up in a way that left a large market open to
commercial exploitation," Syvertsen states.®*’

The conclusion to be inferred from this is that
Syvertsen's explanation of the British and
Norwegian broadcasting monopolies must be
wrong. "Technical and economic constraints" did
not "narrow down the alternatives" until the public
monopoly was inevitable. Imposing a demand that
broadcasting must be nationwide created the
scarcity of frequencies and capital. Locally there
was enough capital for broadcasting to be a
"profitable business," even in markets as small as
in Norway. There were enough frequencies to
avoid monopoly. Locally, there was scarcity only
in the sense that the resources were not endless.
Hence free market entry was impossible, the
resources had to be apportioned by someone.
Even in the United States, program suppliers
discovered that this was in their interest. In
Europe it was used to legitimize the state
monopoly. "The truth is that while the public
regulation of broadcasting has been legitimized in
terms of frequency scarcity, its justification lies in
its superiority to the market," Garnham says in his
above quoted defense of public service against the
market forces.* The end justified the means.

It appears as if Syvertsen was aware of her
explanation's shortcomings. In addition to the
main argumentation based on scarcity, she
launched a series of ad hoc explanations for the
purpose of ruling out all alternatives: The private
radio stations lacked "legitimacy," commercial
companies could not serve as "national cultural
institutions," a private commercial system like in
the United States was "the anti-thesis of what the
European policy-makers desired," "complete state
take-over," i.e. inclusive of content, "was also
ruled out,” a "public corporation" had strong
historical precedence, the idea was supported by
other state communication monopolies, like the
PTT's, "and a public corporation emerged as the
least objectionable solution to the interests
involved." The approach is contrary to Popper's
logic of scientific discovery, that "it must be
possible for an empirical scientific system to be
refuted by experience" as it is utilizing every
possibility "to find some say of evading
falsification, for example by introducing ad hoc
an auxiliary hypothesis, or by changing ad hoc a
definition."® Common to all these reasons is that
they presuppose the effect. The resistance against
the state monopoly was not strong enough;
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therefore we got the state monopoly. The interests
that actively sought the state monopoly,
succeeded in outmaneuvering their adversaries.
What Syvertsen does, is to reproduce the writings
of history's winners, their explanation of the
inevitable outcome. This does not explain why the
winners argued as they did, why they enforced
this solution and suppressed the alternatives.

8. Pulling Up the Ladder

A small population being scattered over a vast
area, topographically difficult for broadcasting,
indicates that nation-wide broadcasting was a
more valid argument for state ownership in
Norway than in Britain. Already in 1924 the
private British broadcasts covered close to
80percent of the population, and in 1935 98
percent could listen to one and 85 percent to both
BBC radio channels,*® one of which incidentally
was a regional service. In Norway, however, as
soon as the principle had served its purpose of
dismissing the alternatives to state monopoly the
state was no longer in a hurry to establish nation-
wide broadcasting. According to Syvertsen it was
not until the 1960s, or thirty years later, that
"more or less the whole of Norway had adequate
conditions for radio reception." Syvertsen further
informs that "the poor radio reception was a
crucial issue in the debate over whether or not a
television service should be established," which
happened in 1960 with potential to cover 35
percent of the population. In 1983 the Norwegian
media policy commission registered that 98
percent of the population had satisfactory
reception of television, which then still was equal
to NRK's single channel. For this 1436
transmitters and converters had been set up.
Reaching the remaining 2 percent required
another 600-700 converters, each covering about
100 people.*” The state's main argument for
nationalization of the broadcasting network had
been that private development would lead to
redlining of non-profitable districts. However, as
it became increasingly expensive to meet the
requirement of nation-wide broadcasting, it
became decreasingly interesting even for the state
to do so.

But universal availability is a very precise
operative demand for the state to hold on to.
Therefore it is also maintained as a principle for
public service broadcasting after dissolution of the
monopoly, and expanded to cover even private
broadcasting subjects to public service principles,
cp. the formative parliamentary report for the
prevailing Norwegian broadcasting policy, St.
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meld. no. 32 (1992-93) Media i tida (The media in
our times). But the principle has become vague.
"Every expansion of the public service
broadcasting offer in this country has been based
on the principle that the new offer over time must
be made available for the whole population
regardless of residence." For private public
service broadcasting this is a "long-term
objective,"® i.e. it is hardly an objective at all, as
the concessions are short-term only. The "long-
term objective" seem to imply that the state had
gone soft on licensed private broadcasting,
maintaining the universal service principle merely
to keep the would-be viewers waiting. However, it
rather reflects a conflict between state's own
interests. Then in the 1991 concession for a
nationwide private TV2 the Ministry of Culture
set absolute deadlines for the development
towards universality: "TV 2 must be receivable
via terrestrial transmissions by at least 70 percent
of the population within the end of 1992, by more
than 83 percent of the population within the end
of 1993, and by more than 86 percent of the
population within the end of the concession
period." This condition was so harsh that TV2
technically was bankrupt after a year and a half's
operation, and must be saved by raising the
original ownership limitation from 20 percent to
33 percent.” In order to prevent further
concentration of TV2 ownership, which would
challenge the state's own power, fulfillment of the
universal service principle for the citizens must be
postponed.

9. State Monopoly as Economic Necessity

Trine Syvertsen's argumentation in 1992 is based
on private and public monopolies having different
legitimacy. Hans Fredrik Dahl presented a similar
economic interpretation of the state's monopoly in
the first volume of NRK's history, and later
elaborated his view in an article which is the
source being referred to in the following discus-
sion.”” Dahl here introduced a new form of state
monopoly, and argued that NRK's "exclusive right
to transmit sound and pictures to the general
public establishes a state monopoly within the
logical structure of the communication mon-
opoly." The state is said to have a "duty to raise
communication installations," brought about by
"the need to avoid private monopolies," which in
turn is due to communications being a public
good, and "private advantage of public goods has
not been considered legitimate in the Nordic
countries." Then "when monopolies are con-
sidered illegitimate, which has been the case since
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the breakthrough of Liberalism, it becomes a state
task to prevent monopolization, which in this case
is best done by the state itself taking control over
the activity and making the communications a part
of the public sector." Dahl "is tempted to say that
the state, in addition to its social function as class
state and compromise function as third party, to
put it bluntly is a communications state."’

Like Syvertsen in 1992 Dahl defined the
concept of "public good" as in economics: "A
good that cannot be given to some without being
given to all, and that its utility for one does not
limit its utility for another."”* The definition does
not presuppose that the good must be produced or
owned by the public. What it does presuppose is
that once the good has been produced, it is public
in the sense of being available to all regardless of
whether they pay for access. There is nothing
legally or morally preventing private investors
from producing public goods, but they will have
problems getting paid for the effort. Therefore,
they lack motive for producing public goods. The
state, however, can finance the production without
direct income from the users, as they instead,
together with non-users, can be compelled to
finance it indirectly with their taxes. For that
reason public goods are most often publicly
produced.

For this to fit into a theory of the state's
communications responsibility, Dahl must adjust
the concept of "public good": It is "naturally
rarely realized in perfect condition. We must
allow for goods being approximately public and
approximately inexhaustible." The adjustment is
used to demonstrate that transport is a public
good: "Public transport is for all: only drunk
persons are refused at the ticket counter, and
segregation according to race belongs to the
transport systems' anomalies."”?

Dahl treats public good, public ownership,
and public access as three mutually constituting
concepts. However, albeit transport services may
be produced by publicly owned companies as
publicly available offers, this does not make them
public goods in the terminology of welfare
economics. Firstly, the service can be given to
some (those who pay) without being given to all.
The problem of free riders in transport is due to
insufficient entrance control, and not the
unavoidable consequence of producing the
service. Secondly, transport is a service where the
utility for one /[imits the utility for another.
Occupied seats prevent newcomers from sitting;
would-be passengers are refused when the bus is
full. Public transport is therefore a very concrete
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example of an "excludable" and "rival" good.
What justifies public ownership of means of
public transportation is not unlimited use, but
limited offer. The greater scarcity, the more
natural is public supply of the service, which will
then be a monopoly.

Furthermore Dahl must adjust the concept of
"natural monopoly." As mentioned, the common
argument for broadcasting as a "natural
communications monopoly" is the exploitation of
limited resources (frequencies). He redefines the
concept to concern exploitation of public goods in
the sense of welfare economics: Goods that
cannot be reserved for paying customers. Because
broadcasted signals are freely accessible they
must be paid in other ways than charging the
consumer. His argument is that the monopoly
"floats fundamentally from the circuit broadcast-
ing economically has established all over Europe:
purchase of programs for money, license money,
in a subscription system that precisely presup-
poses exclusive rights for one broadcaster within a
limited territory, because two companies cannot
share the license income from the same territory
according to their performance." The solution is a
fee related to the receiver. The alternative to
license is tax financing of broadcasting. "This
form will weaken the financial condition for
exclusive rights, the license fee, but presupposes
itself that broadcasting is subject to pure state
management, which consolidates the exclusive
right from another angle.""*

If it were impossible to share the means
according to performance, it would have been
pure altruism that made the advertisers finance
broadcasting in the USA. It is certainly not, the
advertisers apportion the means mercilessly
according to the broadcasters' performance. They
apportion them on the grounds of audience
research showing with scientific precision the
audience exposure for each advertising spot, as
well as the distribution of audience attention
across adverts, advertisers, programs, channels
and broadcasting companies. American commer-
cial broadcasting used this method for as long as
the European monopoly system existed.”

Brown argues that advertising is an
unsatisfactory solution to the free-rider problem of
broadcasting programs as public goods.”
Admittedly programs are then "made available
'free' to viewers and listeners, and the potential
attention of those audiences is then 'sold' to
advertisers from whom stations derive revenue,"
but the problem is the system of incentives arising
from this. Following Spence & Owen,g7 Brown
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maintains that the revenue receivable from
advertising is proportional to audience size but
independent of the audience's willingness to pay
for the programs; hence there is an incentive to
serve large audiences rather than smaller audi-
ences that might have paid a high price had the
program not been a public good.” Therefore,
commercial broadcasting will not produce merit
goods, but only what Rothenberg called "lowest
common denominator" programs.” Once more the
outcome is not market imperfection according to
Johansen, but a functioning market that does not
meet the program standards elites want to impose
upon the commons.'” Program standards are
rather sacrificed for the sake of advertising's
contribution to the markets for the goods and
services being advertised, which in turn contri-
butes to the economic health of countries at large.

Considering the great efforts to avoid
advertising waste and target customers with
precision, a topic for numerous ESOMAR and
ARF conferences, this seems an insufficient
description of how advertising works in the
present multi-channel environment. However,
even if it were sufficient, the techniques to collect
revenue may be used for other purposes than
advertising. Obviously it is possible to apportion
license income from a given territory on an
unlimited number of broadcasters in the same
way. After the monopoly audience research has
become a common accounting method even for
the members of the European Broadcasting Union
(EBU).

Furthermore Dahl must introduce a rule based
on the economy of scale: If super profit stems
from broadcasting, it shall fall on the state. "Due
to the rapidly falling costs the communications are
particularly suited for economy of scale, mon-
opolized economy of scale," Dahl writes. Money
earned from private monopoly is not honestly
earned money, but monopoly money: "The
objectionable in the private monopoly is caused
by the profit, or more generally by the advantages
of having a monopoly. Private income from
monopolies is money earned without competition;
the means of communication are particularly
vulnerable to monopolization; consequently is
state interference particularly relevant in the
communications field."'"" Dahl's analysis is
supported by Garnham: "It is recognized within
the neo-classical model that both economies of
scale and scope can lead to concentration -
economies of scale being the situation where the
unit costs of production decline as production
increases, and economies of scope being the
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situation where two or more products or services
can be produced more cheaply jointly by one
supplier than separately by different competitive
suppliers."'"® The latter provides a microeconomic
reason for maintenance of the monopoly even
after every obstacle against competition had been
removed—after the introduction of a genuinely
new medium, television, as a challenger to radio,
for example. For the state as monopoly owner it
was economy of scope to organize all nation-wide
channels, and both radio and television, within the
same institution. Thus television was assigned to
the BBC in 1936 despite a proposal from the Gen-
eral Electric Company to let private companies
provide this new service.'” Perfect economy of
scope was NRK's fusion in 1997 of the radio,
television, and regional news departments into a
common news division, removing every possi-
bility of cost-driving internal competition.

Classic economic theory makes the state
responsible for the prevention of private
monopolies, but this does not explain why it
chooses different solutions to the same problem.
As Dahl says, economy of scale is not limited to
broadcasting, but a general feature of mass com-
munication and common as well in other indus-
tries. The issue is the same everywhere: Should it
result in super profit for the producer or lower
prices for the consumer. State take-over of the
production does not eliminate the problem, but
makes it arguable that monopoly prices indirectly
are advantageous to the consumer. However, only
in broadcasting does economy of scale lead to this
reaction. Hence economy of scale is not sufficient
to explain the broadcasting monopoly.

Dahl argues that the state does this and that:
"We have for example state owned and run
railways and telecommunications at one end of
the specter, and subsidized daily press at the other.
Maintenance of a differentiated daily press is also
a state responsibility, stemming from the duty to
prevent monopolies, in this case by counteracting
the inevitable effect of advertising concentration:
the formation of local press monopolies.'™ This
inventory of state means does not explain why the
state chooses unconditional support to prevent
private newspaper monopolies (unsuccessfully,
without this causing any change in the choice of
means), and state ownership to prevent the private
broadcasting monopoly (incidentally that too
without success in Norway, as the state started
issuing private monopoly privileges when the
strategy of state monopoly was given up).

Dahl's main argument is that private
advantage of public goods has been considered
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illegitimate in the Nordic countries. His definition
of "public good" should make it easy to find this
illegitimacy in public transport. However, there it
is hard to find. Private companies have regularly
produced what Dahl calls public goods, against
payment, without this causing any alarm. They
have produced networks like roads and railways,
means like cars and airplanes, services like travel
and freight. Even Dahl's examples of privates
obtaining parasite-like advantages from publicly
produced services seem invalid for transport as
communications sector. Private companies have
rather catered for services that the public has
abstained from producing, despite their necessity
for the public network to function. Private gas
stations, ferries, and road restaurants are
examples.

The only exceptions are the ones Dahl
mentions, and they apply to broadcasting. "The
private share of broadcasting in Sweden and
Finland, where the original limited companies still
exist, has subsequently been reduced, partly for
this reason" (i.e. that private advantage of public
goods has been considered illegitimate). "As it
became known that private shareholders from the
radio industry made profit on the ideal products of
cultural life, the demand for state take-over of
broadcasting amounted to the irresistible."'®> Dahl
could also have mentioned NRK television's fight
to prevent "free advertising," particularly the
arena advertising in sports. The problem was not
that arena advertisers "preyed" on NRK without
paying. NRK was not allowed to finance its
activities by advertising. The problem was that the
advertisers got their message spread via tele-
vision. Arena advertising gave private actors an
advantage from television, but private actors were
not to have advantage of the state broadcasting
monopoly. That was reserved for the state.

10. Competition as Threat

We may also ask whether monopoly broadcasting
really was due to the inter-war European
governments blindly following Adam Smith' order
to prevent private monopolies. It was rather before
the First World War that "the evil monopoly"
drew attention. The US Sherman Anti-Trust Act
came in 1890, the Clayton Anti-Trust Acti 1914,
"the muckrakers" wrote between 1900 and 1910.
It was Theodore Roosevelt (1901-1909), not
Franklin Delano (1933-45) who was nicknamed
"the trust-buster.” The inter-war generation must
have seen this as the problem of their parents.
With revolution in Russia, hyperinflation in
Germany and crack on the Wall Street it was
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rather the negation of the monopoly, capitalist
competition, that was subject to loss of
confidence. Seaton maintains that we must see the
establishment of state broadcasting monopolies
against a background of "widespread dissatis-
faction with the ad hoc nature of industrial com-
petition." "The development of the public
corporation depended on the rejection of both
market forces and politics in favor of efficiency
and planned growth controlled by experts." The
founder of the British welfare state, Lord Beve-
ridge, expressed the widespread opinion of the
1920s: "In a free market economy consumers can
buy only that which is offered to them, and that
which is offered is not necessarily that which is
most advantageous. It is that which appears to
give the best prospect of profit to the producer.”
Franklin D. Roosevelt launched New Deal, where
the aim was to turn "big business" into "good
trusts" that worked for "the public interest." '*°

The rejection of competition also captured
Trine Syvertsen's attention. Drawing on Heller
and Hood, she maintains that the positive experi-
ence with public management of scarce resources
during World War [ explains why the British
Conservatives were in favor of nationalizing the
BBC, while the Conservatives of war-neutral
Norway merely saw nationalization as another
unwanted expansion of state control.'”” Nor-
wegian politics between the wars was initially
clearly dominated by laissez-faire, with its
message to keep the government's hands entirely
off business.

The result was a "continuous crisis,"108 the
final solution to which was not to break up
monopolies and stimulate competition, but state
intervention. NRK was established the same year
as the Soviet-inspired "Norwegian Three Years'
Plan" was launched, the same year that the Labor
Party went to the elections on a program where
revolution was replaced by state planning. The
crisis agreement of 1935, paving the way for a
Labor State that lasted almost to the end of the
millennium, was made possible because the
Farmers' Party too saw planning as the only solu-
tion. In 1936 came General Theory of Employ-
ment Interest and Money and the Keynesian revo-
lution.

Helge W. Nordvik has shown that the Nor-
wegian trust law of 1926, which provided foun-
dation for the state's competition policy until the
war in 1940, was a compromise between the
American model-antitrust policy to ensure that
big business did not prevent competition—and the
German model, the regulation of competition to
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ensure that big business served the public
interest.'”” The law itself was more "American"
than "German," but the Trust Control that was set
up to enforce it, under its powerful director, the
"bourgeois socialist" Wilhelm Thagaard, was
trust-friendly, accepting cartels and monopolies as
long as they "served the society," which they
regularly were considered doing. The Trust
Control encouraged and supported private com-
panies making agreements to regulate competi-
tion, and in 1932 it initiated law amendments that
explicitly accepted enforced -cartelization of
branches and sectors of the economy under given
conditions. This and other initiatives of Thagaard
and the Trust Control show how much the
American anti-trust model fell in esteem during
the 1930s, not least due to the evaporation of
confidence in market solutions and free com-
petition after the 1929 crisis in the American
economy, spreading to FEurope after 1930.
Nordvik also notes that despite its advantages for
big business, the corporatist regulation- and cartel
policy of Thagaard fitted well into the state
intervention and planning policy of the new Labor
government, which therefore supported his
initiatives.

Above it has been argued that the broad-
casting monopoly was not unavoidable. To this
must be added that even if it was, the private
monopoly was not considered illegitimate in
Norwegian inter-war political and economical
philosophy, nor was it in the European country
that inspired Norway. Hence we must conclude
that constraints did not narrow down the
alternatives. The politicians did have freedom to
choose, and they chose the alternative most
favorable to themselves, in the true spirit of public
choice theory, that is a universal service under
sufficient content control.

The activities of the Trust Control in the
1930s anticipate the activities of the Ministry of
Culture in the 1990s when issuing monopoly
licenses for nation-wide commercial broadcasting
to TV2 and P4 Radio Hele Norge, provided they
serve the public interest and fulfill the state-
defined obligations of public service broadcasting.
In fact, the monopoly licenses are more in line
with the cartel policy of the 1930s than with the
present competition policy, which is more
"American" and consumer friendly.

It may be objected that it hardly could matter
whether it was lack of confidence in the private
monopoly (Hans Fredrik Dahl) or in private
competition (Jean Seaton) that led to state
interference, as the outcome nevertheless was the
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same. However, against this it may be argued that
the difference is decisive for the broadcasting
monopoly's establishment and legitimacy. If the
inter-war acting parties were imbued with distrust
in private monopolies and trust in private
competition, they would also have considered
state monopoly a necessary evil and last resort.
They would have explored the options for local
competition like in the USA, for competition
within a national if not completely nation-wide
network, for sharing frequencies and for rotation
between  monopolistic  concession  holders
(implying they would compete directly for the
right to transmit, only indirectly for an audience),
for a dual system with the private companies
maintained at the local level and state broad-
casting at the national level (in Norway the initial
local companies were swallowed by state NRK).
This and even more would be explored before the
state monopoly possibly was chosen. However, if
the actors were imbued with distrust in
competition as such, not because it led to private
monopolies but because it was supply driven,
profit motivated, and unsuited to satisfy consumer
demands, they would necessarily be positively
inclined to the monopoly as such, and among
monopolies the state-owned ones are preferable.

The analyses of Syvertsen, Dahl-and Rolland
& Ostbye—illustrate the many attempts to justify
the state broadcasting monopoly as necessary and
unavoidable. However, the main justification, that
broadcasting must be nationwide, has merely been
taken for granted. It is easy to understand why.
Without this condition the need for state
monopoly cannot be justified.

With the monopoly firmly established, the
state no longer had the same need for nationwide
broadcasting. Four years after successful
establishment of the nation-wide monopoly the
BBC started dismantling it by introducing the
regional programs. In Norway, too, regional
programs have become part of the public service
concept. In Norway it also took more than 30
years before NRK's radio channel, the country's
single broadcasting offer, was truly nationwide.
The state was not in a hurry. The argument had
served its purpose.

With the monopoly the governments of both
countries were in firm control. The ban that had
prevented the entrepreneurial private radio
companies from broadcasting controversial and
political programs could be lifted.

11. Politics as Threat
In the early days of broadcasting, in Britain,
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Norway and other countries, there was obviously
nothing government and opposition feared more
than the other party gaining control of the new
medium. Thus at the time when British
broadcasting still was private, the Sykes
Committee judged that "the control of such a
potential power over public opinion and the life of
the nation ought to remain with the state," as we
have seen. The committee rejected direct
government control, and favored indirect control
through a license specifying the responsibilities of
broadcasters and holding them answerable to state
departments. Incidentally the statement was made
by its Labor representative Charles Trevelyan,''
who also feared the government propaganda and
censorship that might be the outcome of passing
control from private hands to the state, and
therefore advocated the principles of broadcasting
as a public service or utility.'"'

It could seem that Trevelyan had reason for
his anxiety, then according to the License accom-
panying the Charter when the state took over the
BBC in 1927, the Postmaster-General "took care
to restate his own position in relation to
broadcasting. He retained authority to approve the
location, wavelength, power, and height of aerials
of the broadcasting stations, to inspect them and
take them over completely in case of emergency.
He also had to approve the hours of broadcasting.
If government departments wished the BBC to
make official announcements, it was compelled to
do so. In addition, it was specified that the PMG
might 'from time to time by Notice in writing to
the Corporation require the Corporation to refrain
from sending any broadcast matter (either
particular or general) specified in such Notice."'"

In March 1928, however, the government
apparently was reasonably satisfied with the
reliability of the BBC and its own security. Prime
Minister Stanley Baldwin then announced that the
ban on the broadcasting of controversial material
was withdrawn.'" But confidence in the BBC was
not yet unconditional. The withdrawal was
"experimentally” and "the ban on the BBC
expressing its editorial opinion on controversial
matters was maintained."

In a chapter titled "The Political Problem"
NRK's historian tells that the passage from
"passive" to "active" neutrality occurred between
1930 and 1933, i.e. the last years of private
broadcasting.''* It was a very "cautious
politicizing," Dahl writes, from absolute
prohibition of politics to its acceptance in a
matter-of-fact and balanced form. It fused
broadcasters who wished to attract attention and
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take active part in the society (it became
increasingly clear that what made programs
interesting, was controversy and not neutrality),
and those in the political environment who wished
to take part in broadcasting, programme-wise as
well as institutionally. There were debates about
the distinctions between "politics" and "party
politics," between "political facts" and "political
propaganda," and accusations that programs
accepted as neutral could contain much of the
latter in a hidden form, which made it much more
difficult for the audience to defend itself against
indoctrination, than were the programs overtly
political (half a century later similar arguments
led to the government uplifting the ban on
advertising in broadcasting). However, the final
breakthrough for politics was a coup staged by the
new state monopoly NRK itself. NRK was
established in the parliamentary election year of
1933, and before the Parliament had passed the
instructions regulating its political activities, its
Board decided that it would broadcast party
political election talks during the campaign peri-
od. The intention was to obtain the government's
consent, but as the government was slow in
reacting, the NRK invited the parties and thereby
started an irreversible process. The NRK was not
punished for this action because the government
too was split, with strong members in favor of
political broadcasts.

The 1933 election was a landslide for the
Labor Party, which two years later took over
government and held it without serious opposition
for half a century thereafter (disregarding WWII).
The big issue in broadcasting, and the main reason
why politics was considered a threat, was caused
by the tremendous progress of the once
revolutionary Labor movement. According to
Dahl, Labor's broadcasting strategy went through
four phases between 1930 and 1936. In the first,
the aim of the socialists was to break the
bourgeois cultural monopoly in radio, in the
second to obtain recognition of the working class'
own institutions, in the third to obtain repre-
sentation in the state monopoly's governing
bodies, and in the fourth to defend what had been
won, the new program policy of the NRK, against
attacks from right. In opposition labor was there-
fore in favor of politicizing the programs, and the
bourgeois parties in favor of maintaining their
"neutrality," the neutral values of course being
equal to their own. Labor's progress caused the
Conservative Vice President of the Parliament, C.
J. Hambro, in 1934 to propose an instruction for
the NRK outlawing "any form of agitation against
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the State, the State Powers and the Constitution."

In 1934 Hambro must have seen Labor as a
dangerous and overwhelming opposition, on the
verge of overthrowing the existing Norwegian
state. However, his proposal sums up an attitude
towards the state broadcasting monopoly that
probably even Labor—in governmental position—
could give its support. It certainly corresponds
with the fourth phase of Labor's own broadcasting
strategy. In fact, anyone holding the three powers
of the three estates would be inclined to maintain
that state broadcasting may be used for every
purpose apart from one—the purpose of the fourth
estate, the critical controller of state or public
power.

Obviously the political fear of political
broadcasting did not escape Trine Syvertsen's
attention. On the contrary, she makes it clear that
"the main principle thus laid down in both
countries . . . that it was the corporations them-
selves, and not the Post Office or any government
minister, who were responsible for broadcasting"
and that "this policy did of course not imply that
the broadcasters could transmit whatever they
wanted. Their operational autonomy was curtailed
by the prevailing political and cultural consensus,
and the governments also had a series of more
informal sanctions at their disposal," and "in both
countries, the government retained the right to use
the broadcast channels to convey official state-
ments and messages to the public." She refers to
"the British government's right to lay down
editorial policy guidelines, and to require the BBC
to refrain from broadcasting specific programs,"
and to the ban in both countries on editorializing
and the broadcasters expressing their own
opinions. She also refers to the broadcasters'
obligation to "refrain from transmitting anything
that might threaten the social order or national
security," caused by "the fear expressed by
official representatives in both countries, that
broadcasting might be used for subversive
purposes."'"”

From the perspective of public choice theory,
implying that the actions of politicians too are
governed by what caters best for their self-
interest, it is hard to conceive any other motive for
the establishment of state broadcasting mono-
polies.

12. From Regulation to Monopoly

Both Trine Syvertsen's constraints theory and
Hans Fredrik Dahl's economic necessity theory
imply that the state had no real choice but was
forced by the circumstances to take control over
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broadcasting. Hence the theories are consistent
with, and to some extent presupposing, the thesis
that the state had no offensive intentions with its
control, no particular objectives it wanted to
achieve. The thesis is rather that to broadcast was
a duty the state must undertake because nobody
else was in legitimate, technical, or economical
position to do it. The state did not exactly want
this responsibility, and was more than happy it
could leave its discharge to an institution that
subsequently and for that reason obtained
independence from direct state influence.

This thesis is clearly present in Syvertsen's
constraints theory. She maintains that "in many
ways, broadcasting can be seen as a constant
problem for governments," and refers to Heller,
who argued "that the state interest in broadcasting
in Britain was initially essentially negative,
concerned with protecting essential services from
outside interferences and disruption." She
maintains that "different interests were dissatisfied
with different aspects of the original private
broadcasting companies, and a public corporation
emerged as the least objectionable solution to the
interests involved." She expresses her agreement
with Burns, who had described public broad-
casting as "a superb example of accomodatory
politics, spreading satisfactions and dissatis-
factions fairly evenly among the interest groups
concerned."''® The regulation was reactive, not
proactive.

This essay started with the assertion that the
main motive for state regulation of broadcasting
was defensive, to prevent others from using the
medium contrary to the state's interest. The
assertion seems verified by the state's rejection of
political broadcasts. But regulation does not
require state ownership and monopoly. The
defensive control was in fact more effective when
it was restricted to denying private radio station
owners the right to broadcast political or "con-
troversial" programs, as it then was supported by
the very credible threat of withdrawing the license
to broadcast if violations occurred. The initial
private radio stations never revolted like the NRK
immediately did.

With regulation of private broadcasting being
sufficient to secure the state's defensive interests,
we may ask if not the state had more offensive
purposes for replacing it with a state-owned
monopoly. Referring to the Norwegian situation,
the answer to that seems to depend on who
controls the state. Broadly speaking, the political
opinion on broadcasting in the late 1920s and
early 1930s was divided between two main
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groups. On one side was the bourgeoisie, still in
political majority, still in government, still
controlling the state and nation politically and
culturally. The bourgeoisie favored private
broadcasting regulated by the state to prevent
political broadcasts. On the other side were the
socialists, after the party unification in 1927 on
continuous march forward (interrupted by a
revolutionary setback in 1930), but still in
minority, still with the working class rather than
the nation as their political and cultural frame of
reference. The socialists favored state monopoly
and political broadcasts, claiming that the
"neutral" private radio in reality was bourgeois
radio in disguise.

Crisscrossing the left-right dimension were
other interests, like those of the Telegraph Board,
of the Ministry of Church and Education, of the
press, of copyright holders, of the private radio
stations themselves, of the industries involved and
wanting to be involved in broadcasting, of the
listeners. As a result of this, it was in fact a
bourgeois (liberal) government that under dissent
got the still bourgeois dominated Parliament's
acceptance to nationalize broadcasting and
establish a state monopoly. In the end all of the
Liberal and Labor representatives voted for
nationalization, and so did two thirds of the
Agrarian representatives, while 93 percent of the
right-wing representatives voted for continued
private radio. Altogether NRK was established
with support from two thirds of the Parliament.'"’

Whether the Liberals and Agrarians had any
intention to politicize the NRK for their own sake
will not be known, as the NRK pre-empted that
with their coup. The Socialists, however, had a
clear strategy for the NRK-and two years later
they were in control of the state. From then on,
what could restrict the state's use of broadcasting
for its own offensive purposes, would be the
strength of the opposition and the respect for
democratic institutions, among which the right to
form an opposition and seek support to overthrow
the government is the foremost one.''®
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