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Electronic Free Trade:

CBC-TV's opening day

How the CBC brought

U.S. television to Canada

In view of the discussions on free trade, the task force report on broadcasting and the future role of
the CBC, it seems appropriate to reexamine the origins of television in Canada and how the CBC
participated in the choices then made. It is widely accepted that the CBC played a key role in
buttressing Canadian culture and that the current Americanised state of Canadian television was
created by government indifference and the cupidity of commercial broadcasters. The following
discussion (based principally on the CBC’s own corporation records) argues that the CBC’s own

decisions set the pattern for the future.

by Peter Morris

“They sought it with thimbles, they
sought it with care;
They pursued it with forks and hope;
They threatened its life with a
railway-share;
They charmed it with smiles and soap.”
— Lewis Carroll,
The Hunting of the Snark
S ince 1928, Canadian policy on
broadcasting has been designed to
contain the spillover effect of U.S.
broadcasting and to stimulate some
measure of Canadian creative contribu-
tion to programs Even though (as
Herschel Hardin has recently shown)'
policy decisions did not always match

Peter Morris, author of Embattled
Shadows: A History of Canadian Cinema
1895-1939, teaches film studies at
Queen'’s University.

the rhetoric of policy, that rhetoric has
never varied. There runs, from the Aird
Commission of 1928, through the
numerous other commissions and com-
mittees and the several Broadcasting
Acts, a single principle: Canadian cul-
tural (and, ultimately, political ) identity
is threatened by U.S. broadcasting.

For example, several of the CBC's dis-
cussions on television emphasized this
point. If the CBC did not control televi-
sion, the General Manager noted in
1947, “American television networks
would sooner or later invade the south-
western peninsula of Ontario up to Tor-
onto and from there perhaps further
east to Montreal.”” The CBC’s television
policy statement of 1949 argued that if
television were not developed “in line
with Canadian needs and conditions
it will have a negative value, probably a
harmful effect, and be almost entirely a
means of ultimately projecting non-
Canadian ideas and material into Cana-

dian homes in a very forceful way.””

The federal government echoed
these concerns (and the Aird Commis-
sion) in its March 1949 announcement
of a television policy. This policy noted
that Canada’s proximity to the US., its
relatively small and scattered popula-
tion, and the need to contribute further
to developing “a truly Canadian entity,”
meant that “television should be estab-
lished on a national basis. If television
were to be developed exclusively by
private enterprise, eConomic pressures
might well cause our visual air channels
to become mere carriers of foreign
programmes.””

Yet, the effect of the CBC's own
choices about television were to lead
precisely to what the policies were de-
signed to prevent: the absorption of
Canadian television into a North Amer-
ican system. Many of these choices
were technical or programming ones
that politicians assumed had nothing to

do with the continuing thrust of broad-
casting policy. Such divisions were left
to engineering experts at the CBC and
to the CBC’s Board of Governors. It was
to be those decisions {(mostly made in-
ternally in the CBC and the Department
of Transport) and not government pol-
icy that determined the future of Cana-
dian TV. The most fateful of these was
the adoption of the US’s television
standards in Canada — not at all the self
evident choice it was made to appear at
the time. Alphonse Ouimet, the CBC's
principal TV adviser (and, later, presi-
dent), wrote in 1950 following the
adoption of the standard: “Any other
standard would have erected a televis-
ion curtain between Canada and the
United States ..."" It is a not very amus:
ing irony that so much government pol-
icy since then should have been de-
voted to building various forms of
screens, if not a curtain, along the bor-
der.

6/Cinema Canada — December 1986



“Technology,” wrote Fernand Brau-
del, “is explained by history and in
turn explains history.”® Harold Innis
would have agreed. His Empire and
Communications (1950) was pub-
lished after most of the choices had
been resolved. It offers, nonetheless, a
salutary commentary on the process

during which the CBC's concept of-

state television would inevitably be-
come United States television.

“God and Parliament willing, it
should not be very long.” (Alphonse
Quimet)

- In the late '40s, the CBC was attacked
by many newspapers and magazines for
“delaying” the introduction of televis-
ion and denying “millions of Canadians”
access to the new communications
medium.® It is unlikely the Canadian
public was clamouring for something it
had never seen. In fact, the pressure
came from commercial interests
(broadcasters and set manufacturers)
who hall become convinced TV was the
next billion-dollar industry. To some
extent, it was those interests that the
CBC was resisting. The CBC lived by
the ideology of the Aird Report with its
insistence that those commercial in-
terests had almost delivered Canada
into the lap of American hucksterism.

In any case, the CBC was not “delay-
ing” television. It had a very clear policy
and a very clear perception of its own
role. At its second meeting in De-
cember 1936, the newly-formed CBC
Board of Governors adopted a resolu-
tion on TV which stated that the CBC
was not opposed to the establishment
of TV stations provided these were for
experimental purposes only.” The
Board seems to have been aware that
TV was still in an early developmental
stage and that the adoption of broad-
casting standards at that time could lock
Canada into a position from which it
would have been difficult to extricate
itself. The Board was to use this resolu-
tion to reject all applications (several
dozen) for television broadcast licenses
for more than a decade.

The Board was also staking out a
claim to control and regulate TV broad-
casting. The Broadcasting Act gave CBC
control over all transmissions via “the
Hertzian waves” and, since TV used the
Hertzian waves and was essentially
“radio with pictures,” the CBC felt it
necessarily controlled TV as well as
radio. The Corporation thus neatly pre-
empted any bid by other agencies to
control TV. (One of those agencies was
the NFB which John Grierson felt was
the logical one to control TV.)"”

The CBC was undoubtedly correct
about its statutory authority over TV.
But this also permitted a certain elision
between television and radio broadcast-
ing. The CBC was a child of the Aird
Commission and created as an approp-
riate response to the spillover effect of
radio broadcasts from the U.S. All of the

CBC's radio policies were developed in
these terms. But, in developing televis-
ion policy, the CBC ignored the fact
that TV is a radically different technol-
ogy (and not just “radio with pictures”)
and ignored the possibility that a re-
sponse other than only “state controlled
television” might be more appropriate.
Radio broadcasts are relatively unli-
mited by distance since radio waves are
reflected back to earth by the Heaviside
layer. The shorter television waves pass
through the Heaviside layer and thus
limit television broadcasts to a range of
about 150 kilometres. One conse-
quence of this is that the potential
trans-border spillover effect is much
less than with radio. (To make an anar-
chronistic parallel, the Aird Commis-
sion was facing a situation with radio
somewhat similar to that posed by satel-
lite communications.)

Television also had problems of stan-
dards not shared with radio: “lineage”
(i.e. definition), fields per second and
channels. Britain and the U.S. had been
broadcasting publicly before the war
with totally different standards. So had
Germany, the USSR. and Japan -
though these were small-scale oper-
ations. Other standards emerged after
the war, different from both the British
and U.S. standards.

There was also the question of Very
High Frequency (VHF) or Ultra High
Frequency (UHF) broadcasting. The
British had long opted for VHF consid-
ering that its limit of 12 channels was
adequate for their needs. In the US,
though, there was considerable debate
in the postwar period over the relative
merits of VHF over UHF. The technol-
ogy of VHF meant that channels of the
same or adjacent number had to be
about 250 kilometres apart. As a conse-
quence, most areas could receive a
maximum of three VHF channels — a
situation radically different from that of
radio broadcasting with its plethora of
frequencies. The proponents of UHF
(including CBS which was developing a
colour system) argued that the much
larger number of channels available on
UHF would give better coverage and
choice in a manner comparable to that
of radio. In 1947, the U.S. Federal Com-
munications Commission selected VHF
over UHF, then reversed itself barely a
year later and announced a “freeze” on
all further channel allocations and,
finally, began allocating UHF channels
in 1952."

None of these potential choices were
of concern to the CBC in the thirties. It
had staked its claim and was prepared
to await developments. Somewhat more
concerned was ]. Alphonse Ouimet, a
28-year-old CBC engineer. Ouimet
wrote a memorandum on December
29, 1936 (10 days after the CBC's first
decision on TV), urging the CBC to take
practical steps toward TV broadcasting,
if only on an experimental basis.'? Be-
fore joining the CBC, Ouimet had
worked for a private Montreal company
experimenting in television and had

himself built a prototype television re-
ceiver in 1932, He was one of the few
Canadian television pioneers and was to
become Canada’s most passionate advo-
cate of the benefits of television broad-
casting.

The CBC, meanwhile, continued to
reject all television applications (in-
cluding ones for “experimental” sta-
tions from radio stations CFRB and
CKAC) while itself exploring the pos-
sibilities of initiating broadcasting. In
1938, General Manager W.E. Gladstone
Murray was authorized to obtain more
information.'® Gladstone Murray had, in
fact, already invited bids from British
and American companies for two televi-
sion transmission systems.'* The costs
involved obviously shocked the Board,
though it reached the somewhat curi-
ous conclusion that, in Canada, “it
would, obviously, be financially impos-
sible for private interests to put on a
television service.”'® L.W. Brockington,
chairman of the CBC Board, conveyed
the results of the CBC'’s studies to the
1939 Parliamentary Committee on
Radio Broadcasting. There had been
“premature and inadequate exploitation
of the great new medium” in Britain and
the US.A. CBC policy was to wait for
the outcome of television experimenta-
tion and, in the meantime, “not to alien-
ate from the public domain any broad-
casting rights in television to privately-
owned stations or other profit-making
concerns.”'®

During the war, most work on televi-
sion was halted. (The BBC’s television
technicians became radar technicians —
it is now known that much of British
television research was financed by the
military.) The CBC, however, con-
tinued to receive television applications
(including one from the T. Eaton Co. for
three stations) and consistently re-
jected them on the grounds of its 1936
resolution. In November 1945, how-
ever, it tooks its first step towards TV
broadcasting. It was proposed that its
budget include an amount of $1.5 mil-
lion for the “first stage” of TV (along
with funding for FM radio broadcast-
ing). The Board finally agreed to with-
draw this item from the budget so that
a separate request for TV could be made
to the government.'” This is the first
hint of a continuing problem the CBC
was to face: the difficulty of financing a
state television system. Mackenzie King
seems to have been unaware of TV. St.
Laurent was indifferent, if not actually
hostile.'" Though there was some sup-
port for the CBC among senior civil ser-
vants, the federal cabinet generally con-
sidered the topic of TV a premature one
at best. One curious exception was C.D.
Howe — hardly a leader in the cause of
Canadian cultural identity — who urged
an early start to TV as a means of
stimulating Canadian manufacturing,'”
The CBC was aware that, if it were to
control TV, it would have to make com-
promises (at least on the level of cost)
that would make it politically accept-
able.

At its November 1946 meeting, the
Board held a major discussion on TV,
Chairman Davidson Dunton had held
discussions with the Canadian Associa-
tion of Broadcasters. The Association
had “warmly welcomed” the idea of the
CBC establishing stations in Montreal
and Toronto that could be shared
cooperatively with others. The General
Manager (Augustin Frigon) was con-
cerned that, if the CBC did not act
quickly, TV would be introduced,
*prompted and publicized by manufac-
turers eager to sell their equipment.”
The Board decided that “the Corpora-
tion should exercise control in this new
field from the beginning and should in-
stitute the development of television
operations as soon as possible.” CBC
management was authorized to develop
plans and estimates.””

Management authorized its television
expert, Alphonse Ouimet (now Assis-
tant Chief Engineer) to make a major
study of television in Europe and the
U.S. from technical, economic and artis-
tic perspectives. Ouimet submitted an
interim report in September 1947 and a
final one in November 1947 (later up-
dated in 1949).>' Ouimet’s “Report on
Television” is eomprehensive to the
point of numbing the mind by overload.
It discusses the technology of TV, the
technical standards then used in various
countries and the plans in others; it
compares programming and artistic
standards in the various systems; and it
itemizes capital and programming costs.
Finally, it makes recommendations on
all three levels for Canadian television
that take into account the unique Cana-
dian situation. Ouimet also later sum-
marized his findings in a published arti-
cle.

It is clear from Ouimet’s Report that
he considered European technology
and programming considerably supe-
rior to that in the US. The British 405-
line system was, in practice, as good as
the 525-line transmissions in the US.
and “BBC film transmissions represent
the best television in the world today...
much better than both studio and film
broadcasts in the United States.”** The
French (then experimental) 819-line
system gave the best detail. Ouimet also
reports, later, on an international con-
ference in Zurich in July 1948 on televi-
sion standards. (Canada was not rep-
resented at the conference — somewhat
surprising, given that Canada was then,
ostensibly, involved in the same de-
bate.) At this conference, the majority
of countries adopted a 625-line stan-
dard as superior to both the British and
US.A. systems and as compromise with
the “high definition” 819-line French
system. One problem with high defini-
tion, Ouimet points out, is that it re-
duces the number of available channels:
an 819-line system would give only six
VHF channels. Ouimet here ignores the
potential of UHF broadcasting with its
much larger capacity. He was to con-
tinue to ignore, or dismiss, UHF on the
grounds that it was still experimental
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¢ A Ouimet and J.J. McCann pose for camera No. 1

e Alphonse Ouimet, A.L. Bushnell and Walter Powell

and needed more work before it would
be viable. (Ouimet was probably re-
flecting his early experimental back-
ground; he had had no practical experi-
ence with UHF.) As late as November
1951, the CBC Board was still being ad-
vised that UHF needed more testing,
even though UHF sets had been availa-
ble for over a year and the FCC began
allocating UHF licenses five months
later, >

Ouimet also reported that European
programming and production skills —
especially those of the BBC — were vast-
ly superior to those in the US. These
views were echoed by other CBC per-
sonnel later sent to study European and
US. television.™

Given Ouimet’s detailed analysis and
conclusions regarding the superiority of
European technology and program-
ming, he reaches the somewhat as-
tonishing conclusion that: "Canada can-
not in fact economically adopt any
other television system than the one
used in the United States.” There were
“obvious economic reasons ... and to se-
cure the paramount advantage of
using American programmes on Canea-
dian stations” (emphasis mine).””
Ouimet expanded this argument in his
later published article:

In the first place. a good 525-line
picture is good enough, and, for that
matter. so is 405. But the adoption
of a 5325-line definition will enable
Canadians to tune in directly to
American stations... What is equally
important, it will similarly enable
Americans to enjoy Canadian tele-
vision  programnies, as many of
them now do in the case of radio.”"

This, of course, is the classic free
trade argument: we will receive their
output, but they will receive ours. In
communications, however, it ignores
the enormous préssure of information
that flows in one direction only from a
centre of power.

Ouimet’s arguments and recommen-
dations pivot essentially around com-
mercial and economic considerations.
Canada, he concludes, could not afford
the British or French approach. (The
French, says Ouimet, were more con-
cerned with technical development
than with establishing a regular ser-
vice.) Nor was the private enterprise
free-for-all in the U.S. likely to be viable
in Canada. Canadian commercial in-
terests could not afford to absorb the
huge losses generated by television de-
velopment. “As with radio, we will not
find a solution in a straight copy of
either the British or of the American
system alone, but rather in a well co-or-
dinated combination of the two."*" In
other words, Ouimet was recommend-
ing the classic CBC solution as applied
to radio (a license fee but also commer-
cial sponsorship), even though televis-
ion was a problem that demanded a dif-
ferent solution. “The state or the States”
may have made sense in relation to the
situation the Aird Commission was con-
sidering in 1928; it was not necessarily

the solution for television. Beyond this,
though, the adoption of U.S. technology
was not a necessary corollary of the
continuation of Canada’s “mixed” sys-
tem of radio broadcasting into televis-
ion.

In making his recommendations,
Ouimet ignores the fact that Britain and
the U.S. had already invested millions of
dollars in their own technologies and
that large numbers of receivers had al-
ready been sold. It was in the interest of
everyone concerned (especially patent
holders and manufacturers, but also the
public) to ensure a continuation of the
same system. Canada had made no such
investment and, in 1947, even in south-
ern Ontario, the number of receivers
owned by Canadians was counted
barely in the dozens. Canada’s choices
in 1947 were wide open: it could adopt
the new European 625-line standard,; it
could opt for the French high-definition
system; it could even choose British
technology which, even Ouimet admits,
was then “the best in the world.” Most
significantly, it could have selected UHF
over VHF — a choice that would have
been better suited to Canada’s geog-
raphic and economic situation. But
QOuimet recommends US. technology
for “obvious economic reasons” and in
order to simplify “dealing effectively
with interference problems near our
common border."*® He recommended
this, even though, by adopting different
standards, Canada could have taken ad-
vantage of the array of technical de-
velopment that had occurred since the
'30s. There were, at least equally com-
pelling, “obvious economic reasons” for
adopting standards of our own. Canada
would have developed a unique televis-
ion system insulated from the spillover
effect yet not isolated (as Ouimet im-
plies it would be) from receiving and
exchanging programs in other coun-
tries, Production could not have relied
as heavily as the CBC did on the simul-
taneous telecasting of US. programs.
Given the mainly live transmissions of
the period, more Canadian production
would have been emphasized. This
would have been more costly but, ac-
cording to 1951 estimates, not exces-
sively s0.*” Further, allowing for spon-
sorship, the production of commercials
and the advertising industry would have
been stimulated — something the CRTC
later attempted to do. Finally, and not
least significantly, it would have stimu-
lated the electronics manufacturing in-
dustry — the key reason for C.D. Howe's
support for the development of Cana-
dian television.

None of these factors was considered
by Ouimet, by the CBC Board or by the
politicians. In fact, one of the most curi-
ous aspects of this affair is that the is-
sues involved seem to have been de-
bated hardly at all. There were many
voices querying a CBC monopoly;
plenty questioning the choice of To-
ronto and Montreal as the first TV sta-
tions and a full chorus challenging the
use of taxpayers’ money. But on the
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issue  of technology, Ouimet  was
Canada's television expert and  few
others seem to have known anything
about it beyond generalities. The fed-
eral government was primarily con-
cerned with the general issuc  of
whether to license TV at all, the possi-
ble costs and the roles of public and pri-
vate broadcasters. The CBC Board wor-
ried most about ensuring the CBC's
centrality in whatever system was intro-
duced. The media essentially echoed
these same concerns while constantly
urging those involved to make deci-
sions as quickly as possible so that
Canadians could enjoy the new elec-
tronic marvel* Such voices as there
were to question the technology were
muted or ignored. Merrill Denison, as
early as 1944, had pointed out that
RCA-NBC, with its already high invest
ment and control of patents, was neces-
sarily urging the adoption of the stan-
dards it had established even though
more advanced systems had alrcady
been developed and could be commer-
cially available in 2-3 years.*' The CBC's
Chief Engineer, G.W. Olive, argued in
April 1946 that Canada should adopt
high definition UHF television.™ Even
though he was Ouimet’s superior, his
views on television were ignored. Fin-
ally, the lone media voice 1o question
the technology at the height of the TV
debate was a Saturday Night columnist
in 1947: "It would ... be the height of
folly to install one system if another bet-
ter system were destined to render it
obsolete in the near future. ™
Ouimet, himself, never wavered in
his commitment to U.S. technology. He
was appointed Co-ordinator for TV in
April 1949 and in December recom-
mended buying RCA equipment be-
cause, through NBC, CBC personnel
could have studio tours.™ Contracts for
the construction of television transmit-
ters in Toronto and Montreal were
placed, without tender, with two Amer-
ican multinationals. This so incensed
the British that they mounted a political
lobby to protest the decision. CBC
Chairman Davidson Dunton was forced
into the lame explanation that the
British could not build to American
standards. This was hotly denied by the
British; for the provision of studio
equipment, tenders were called and a
British company submitted the lowest
bid.*®
Ouimet's commitment to existing
technology derives, in part, from his
own background in early experimental
TV. More significantly, it was an essen-
tially pragmatic commitment. Ouimet
had an almost messianic faith in the fu-
ture of TV and had worked hard for
more than a decade to ensure that
Canada would be among the first coun-
tries to enjoy its benefits. By far the
biggest obstruction to overcome wis
the question of cost: not only the ex-
pensive capital costs for the installation
of transmitters and studios, but also the
costs of production — at least 10 times
as high as those for radio. This was the

point  politicians  continually — em-
phasized and the point over which the
CBC feared it would lose control of TV
to commercial interests, Ouimet’s argu-
ments sought to overcome the basic
obstruction by emphasizing the utility
of being able to draw on casily available
technology to the south and at the same
time minimize production costs by im-
porting existing US. programming. [t
was, in cffect, a "best option” recom-
mendation based on the (unproved) as-
sumption that Canadians wanted TV as
quickly and cheaply as possible. The
CBC accepted this compromise be-
causc it allowed it to affirm its own con-
trol of TV broadcasting. However, as
Harold Innis  (quoting Nictzsche)
wrote: “In the long run, utility, like ev-
erything clsc is simply a figment of our
imagination and may well be the fatal
stupidity by which we shall one day
perish."*" As the CBC was soon to learn,
once the technology was in place, the
form would inevitably follow. And since
the technology was American, so, too,
would be the form. Alphonse Ouimet,
interviewed in 1950, said: "Television is
like a fast-moving streetcar. You've got
to be moving at a pretty speed yourself
if you want to catch it."" It is also true
that if you run after a streetcar, you may
not sce its destination, board and end
up catching the wrong onc.

“Canada will bave to move in the same
direction as the United States.”
(John Grierson)™

The first hints of what the future held
emerged quickly following the federal
government’s announcement of televi-
sion policy in March 1949. A transmis-
sion link was cstablished between Buf-
falo and Toronto before one berween
Montreal and Toronto. Alphonse Oui-
met reported that the CBC's TV Group
was “definitely of the opinion we
should carry American programmes.”*’
Even though tentative program schedu-
les drafted by staff at the future Mon-
treal and Toronto stations showed seve-
ral options that did not include U.S. pro-
grams, these options had disappeared
by the time both stations began tele-
casts.” CBC Toronto and, to a lesser ex-
tent Montreal (which broadcast half its
programmes in French), contained a
heavy diet (about 50 percent) of US.
programs of every kind. As Allan Sangs-
ter noted a year after telecasts began:
We bave some of the larger
American shouws, including one or
two fairly good ones and a whole
raft of the.. lowest common deno-
minator comedy shows. This bulk
importation may possibly be CBC
Vs financial salvation, but
otherwise one must look upon it
with great misgiving, for by now it
has surely been well-established
that, excepting possibly in comedy,
American TV bas little of value to
offer.”’
(It is also true that there were many
worthwhile Canadian-created programs

e Gathering at the General Meeting, Sept. 4-6, 1952
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“Adopting U.S. technology in order to save costs led to the CBC
becoming a kind of regional affiliate of the U.S. networks and
the negation of the very principles under which the CBC had
been created and to which it constantly referred.”

presented on CBC in the early years but
it is not my purpose here to analyse
them.) Sangster was correct in pointing
to the cost considerations underlying
the CBC's importation of U.S. programs.
(Even here, though, the CBC had had

choices: it could, for example, have re-

duced the number of hours of transmis-
sion as some draft schedules had re-
commended.) The CBC had decided to
go head-to-head against the U.S. stations
beaming into southern Ontario (Mon-
treal did not have the same problem).
They had decided this even knowing
(from CBC technical reports) that the
threat of trans-border telecasts was re-
latively minor compared to radio, (To-
ronto reception from Buffalo was only
“fair™) except from stations set up for
precisely that purpose.’’ The CBC's
television was essentially, again, a re-
flection of its origins in the Aird Com-
mission: Canadians could be weaned
from a dependence on US. broadcasts
by a judicious mixture of popular enter-
tainment programs (mostly from the
U.S.) and “serious” Canadian programs.
They had decided this even though
there was then no dependence on U.S.
television programs (as there had been in
radio) and that such threat as existed in
trans-border telecasts was created by
the CBC itself. Technology had already
generated form, long before CBC TV
went on air. In other words, the deci-
sion on technology had generated for
the CBC a battle with which it was
already familiar — the spillover effect
from the U.S. Bureaucrats, like generals
it seems, constantly fight the previous

war.
The CBC's decision to save costs by

importing cheap U.S. programs received
a rude setback just at the point telecasts
were about to begin. The CBC had bud-
geted on the basis of paying US.
networks a 15 percent commission on
commercials sold in Canada — the stan-
dard radio fee. The U.S. networks balked
and insisted on 70 percent. They argued
that CBC “should be considered an affi-
liate on the same basis as stations in Buf-
falo, Rochester, etc.” and therefore pay
the same fees. The networks disagreed
“with the principle of US. programs
subsidizing Canadian originations by
the payment of production facilities
charges when said production facilities
are not required or used.”"* The dispute
was eventually settled but, for over a
month, CBC live (i.e. non-film) pro-
grams were virtually all of Canadian ori-
gin.

Since the CBC had no difficulty filling
its schedule, it is puzzling why manage-
ment did not realize it had perhaps
been trying to catch the wrong street-

car and opt for a different one. There

are two possible reasons. Firstly, on the
level of utility, many major sponsors
( mostly multinationals) were interested
only in buying time for established U.S.
programs. The CBC felt it needed this
revenue to survive. A second reason,
however, is perhaps more persuasive
since it also helps explain the larger
process of decision-making about TV
through which the CBC had passed.
Historian Barbara Tuchman (in The
March of Folly) uses the psychological
term “cognitive dissonance” to explain
how bureaucratic institutions screen
out discordant information. Cognitive
dissonance is the tendency “to sup-
press, gloss over, water down or waffle”
issues which would produce conflict or
“psychological pain” within an organi-
zation. It causes alternatives to be “de-
selected since even thinking about
them entails conflits.”** It was this cog-
nitive dissonance within the CBC that
led it into a trap from which it was ne-
ver able to extricate itself. Adopting U.S.
technology in order to save costs led to
the CBC becoming a kind of regional af-
filiate of the U.S. networks and the nega-
tion of the very principles under which
the CBC had been created and to which
it continuously referred. Attempting to
compete for audiences with US. sta-
tions (a competition the CBC itself ins-
tigated) led to the loss of the audience
the CBC was supposed to serve. Studies
through the 'S0s showed that about 70
percent of viewers in Toronto watched
the Buffalo stations in preference to the
CBC — and that this was true even when
the CBC was simultaneously showing
the same program.”’ This self-created
trap was at the root of all the CBC's later
difficulties and influenced decisions
concerning the licensing of commercial
television and the loss of CBC'’s regula-
tory powers over broadcasting. The
CBC, indeed, is a classic example of an
organization pursuing what Barbara
Tuchman calls ‘:policies contrary to its
own interests.”*" It is hardly surprising
that one commentator could write in
1960; “As an instrument of national po-
licy... Canadian TV has failed... television
today pumps into Canadians three times
as much foreign as native philosophy.”*’
In a major speech about television in
early 1953, CBC Chairman Davidson
Dunton reiterated the CBC's basic poli-
cy stance that the CBC was the best
agency to control TV:
Some people think that the best way
would be to develop Canadian tele-
vision through the use of non-Cana-
dian material. They're perfectly en-
titled to their ideas. Perbaps some
time they'll prevail It would be the

cheapest way to do it. I do think,
though, we ought to stop to consider
for a minute what that would mean
20 or 30 years from now. There
would bave been operating in this
great medium in Canada mostly a
series of pipelines bringing material
Jrom outside Canada into Cana-
dian homes.™
In these words lies the first tragic
irony of Canadian television. Not only
was the CBC developing “Canadian
television through the (cost-saving) use
of non-Canadian material” and becom-
ing the first of the “pipelines,” it was ab-
solutely unaware it was doing so. A
march of folly, indeed. L
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