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  Introduction


  The BBC World Service and Iran: 70 Years of the Delicate Dance


  The mediascape of the twenty-first century is undergoing a major realignment. There are profound challenges to the long-taken-for-granted hegemony of Western media,
  particularly in the Middle East. A seriously engaged and globally focused Media Studies needs to re-engage with questions about the state, about propaganda and about new forms of diplomacy that may
  induce conflict. International relations have always included some elements of persuasion for home populations and propaganda for foreign nationals. At critical junctures, the rhetoric often
  outweighs the real relations and the drums of war are beaten across a plenitude of media platforms.


  At the start of 2013, political relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and Western democracies, Britain especially, were at their worst in years. The EU had followed the US in voting for
  increased sanctions as the only antidote to Irans nuclear programme; there was little direct diplomacy; and inside Iran, more and more journalists and bloggers were arrested, making Iran one
  of the worlds largest jailers of journalists and giving it a ranking of 174 of 179 countries in the World Press Freedom Index 2013.1 And behind the
  real relations, the mediated confusion  that is to say the medias confusion about Iran and the mediated confusion let loose on Western publics in particular about Iran
   was getting worse.


  International media channels, domestic broadcasters, websites and blogs all thrummed with negative anticipation about the worsening relations with Iran. And the responses of the Islamic Republic
   across their own international and national broadcasting channels, their international travels and staged political theatre  were equally as much about corralling hearts and minds.
  International relations have turned into public diplomacy and international communication has made sign-masters of us all  the wars of words and images were already rolling. Within this
  tense and complex international scenario, relations between Britain and Iran were at rock-bottom. Formal diplomatic ties were severed in autumn 2011. Press TV, Irans English-language
  television channel, had been ordered off the British Sky television platform, and the BBC Persian website remained blocked. Realpolitik and soft power2 had become intimately connected.


  The BBC World Service practice of distance from government has emerged over time and not without a continuous struggle to claim and preserve control over the content of its broadcasts. Here we
  examine a particularly rich vein of World Service history, the establishment and development of the Persian-language service. The ethos of public service, a foundational value of the
  BBC, was thus discursively linked to its provision for the world and for Iran. This was developed in the epoch of the Empire Service, a time of overt utilization of external radio services as tools
  of propaganda, and has played a major role in relations between the UK and the Persian-speaking world at crucial political conjunctures. Iranians have listened to the BBC with scepticism, but also
  regarded the Persian Service as one of their most trusted sources of news and information. The recent 2007 Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO)3
  allocation of funds to the development of Arabic television and Persian television reveals how central the Middle East region  and Iran in particular  remains to British political and
  economic interests. The proposed changes to World Service funding, with responsibility shifting from the FCO to the BBC itself from 2014, is a most significant structural change and we have to wait
  to see what impact, if any, it has on the Persian Service.


  Framed by the changing nature of public diplomacy, this book explores one strand of connection within BritishIranian relations, the 70-year story of the Persian-language provision of the
  BBC and the Iranian responses. This book focuses specifically on the Persian services of the BBC World Service, which consisted initially only of radio but later included the internet and then
  television. We explore how the Persian services have dealt with and weathered attempts at political pressure from the British government, as well as rebutting pressure from various Iranian regimes
  to alter its coverage. We explore how the BBC World Service has progressively moved from a position that could be described as a channel of propaganda to playing a role in public diplomacy, later
  engaging in the new cultural diplomacy, terms which we unpack in Chapter 1.


  We analyse how the BBC Persian Service itself became involved in five critical moments in BritishIranian relations: the removal of Reza Shah Pahlavi in 1941; the UKIran oil
  negotiations during 194853; the Iranian Revolution of 1979; broadcasting to Afghanistan 19802012; and, finally, the establishment of BBC Persian TV (BBC PTV) and confrontation with
  the Islamic Republic 200912. These periods of crisis have been chosen intentionally to explore the relationship between the British government and BBC Persian Service, and whether and how
  the former exerted pressure on the latter to communicate messages to Iranians that suited British foreign policy rather than broadcasting best practice. We also explore the responses by the Iranian
  political system, monarchical and theocratic, to the BBC and how the organization reacted. Thus this volume is not a complete history of the BBC Persian services, but an analysis of key moments in
  the shifting dynamics of power between the broadcaster and the government of the day.


  This book hopes to contribute to a better understanding of the changing nature of British diplomacy and the broader implications of the nexus between government and international broadcasting,
  specifically between the FCO and the BBC. The work also sheds light on the twists and turns in BritishIranian relations in the five chosen periods of crisis and the way the BBC Persian
  Service was caught up in bilateral politics, whether it wanted to be or not.


  But analysis of these complex relations does not mean our endorsement or approval of all of BBC Persian content. Indeed, this book does not include systematic analysis of BBC Persian
  Services coverage of issues, including coverage of Iran. That would be fascinating but we leave it to others to develop this. However, we would make the point that all media systems
  manifest some of the socio-cultural attitudes of their country, so that simplistic analysis which charges the BBC with upholding British values is hardly novel.


  The book also reveals how Iranians  as government officials and as a broader audience  perceived and perceive the relationship between the BBC and the British government. It
  reveals many attempts by Iranian politicians themselves to influence the BBC, it explores the ongoing inability of Iranian officials to believe that such a significant broadcaster can be
  independent of government control, and it shows how the BBC Persian Service from its start has been implicated in political relations between Iran and Britain.


  Until recently, comparatively little research had been conducted on the World Service as a whole,4 even less on the BBC Persian Service. Much of the
  research for this book was undertaken as part of the Tuning In project on the BBC World Service, supported by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC).5 Two primary sources of material have been used. In the first place the work depends centrally on the archives of the FCO at the National Archives in Kew Gardens, which
  include military and intelligence reports, and the BBC Written Archives at Caversham. Massoumeh Torfeh undertook most of the historical research and analysis, spending inordinate amounts of time in
  both places and becoming excited at the start of each year in expectation of the new Foreign Office (FO) documents that would be released. Over the years of the project, these included several
  documents that had never before been published relating to British views of Reza Shah, to the AngloAmerican planning of the coup in 1953 and to the discussions relating to the revolution of
  1979.6 Throughout the volume, all FO documents noted are from the National Archives, Kew Gardens, and all BBC references are from the BBC Written Archives
  Centre (BBCWAC) at Caversham.7


  Interviews provided the second rich primary source of information. When reading archival documents it is crucial to locate that person and to understand their position in order to do justice to
  their views. We have spoken with FCO officials and specialists who had actually signed the documents during the 1970s, and are particularly grateful to Sir John Leahy and the late Chris Rundle who
  generously offered their guidance and read some of the relevant chapters with their sharp critical eyes.


  Another source of original information was a Witness Seminar on The BBC and the Iranian Revolution organized by the Centre for Media and Film Studies at SOAS in March 2010.8 The seminar heard several firsthand accounts of exceptional personalities who had either been directly involved in or personally witnessed the tension between the
  FCO, the BBC Persian Service and the Shah of Iran during the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Professor Fred Halliday, who as a young researcher had travelled to Tehran during the revolution of 1979,
  gave his last public analysis of the Iranian Revolution before his untimely death in April 2010. Lord David Owen, who had been the British Foreign Secretary, spoke of his meetings with the Shah of
  Iran and the mounting tension between the British government and the BBC over the two years leading to the revolution. Andrew Whitley, the BBC correspondent in Tehran during the Iranian Revolution,
  Chris Rundle of the FCO who oversaw many of the reviews of the BBC, and Mark Dodd, head of the BBCs Eastern Service, were amongst other speakers at the seminar. We draw on their witness
  accounts and the discussions and debates in that seminar.


  Interviews and analysis were offered by the former Member of Parliament, Ahmad Salamatian; the historian of Irans labour movement, Khosrow Shakeri; the founder of the National Democratic
  Front, Hedayat Matin Daftari; the first president of the Islamic Republic, Abolhassan Banisadr; and the Shahs minister of information, the late Darioush Homayoun. Each provided us with
  unique insights, particularly into the last three months of the Iranian Revolution and on Ayatollah Khomeinis political communication from France.


  Current staff at the BBC including Behrouz Afagh, Andres Ilves, Sadeq Saba, Pooneh Ghodousi, Roxanna Shahpour, Leyla Khodabakshi and some of the former BBC Persian Service staff such as Lotfali
  Khonji, Shadab Vajdi, Sharon Tabari, Solmaz Dabiri, Shahryard Radpoor, Ali Asghar Ramezanpoor generously shared their insights. The former head and deputy head of the BBC Eastern Service, William
  Crawley and David Page, and the former BBC heads of the Persian and Pashto Services, Baqer Moin and Gordon Adam, commented on relevant chapters and shared their experience of and perceptions about
  the inner workings of the relations between the FCO and the BBC.


  We would like to thank all those who spoke with us and gave so generously of their time and thoughts, although they hold no responsibility for the arguments and opinions put forward here.


  BBC staff impressed us throughout the project with their openness and responsiveness. We recognize the great sacrifices often made by those who have and continue to work for the Persian
  services, then and now, and wish them well.


  


  1


  From Propaganda to Public Diplomacy: The Changing Paradigms


  Human history is in many ways a history of differing forms of communication, from warlike aggression to trading relations. New technologies have always played a key role in
  enabling different kinds of communicative patterns. The advent of print revolutionized how people lived, first in Europe and then spreading across the world. The creation of the telegraph aided the
  development of train schedules and the linking of continents, providing the infrastructure for international news agencies such as Havas and Reuters to produce shared news stories for national
  newspapers by the mid-nineteenth century.


  It was the development of radio in the 1920s that truly began to link national audiences together. The early choices about ownership and control of radio also set patterns that endure to this
  day. The revolutionary Russians invested heavily in radio development under the centralized Peoples Commissariat for Posts and Telegraphs (PCPT), establishing a model for the state control
  of broadcasting that still exists in many countries. The US chose a privately owned and advertising-funded path of commercial radio development in its 1927 Radio Act. Britain trod a third path.


  The establishment of the BBC


  The beginnings of broadcasting in Britain came in the early 1920s. The British Broadcasting Company was established as a commercial entity in 1922 by a UK electro-technical
  industry consortium that included Marconi, Metropolitan Vickers, GEC, British Thomson Houston, Western Electric and the Radio Communication Company. The new company built a national network of
  radio transmitters in London, Manchester and Birmingham as the basis for a UK-wide broadcasting service. It was replaced by the British Broadcasting Corporation in 1927 under the leadership of
  Director-General John Reith (18891971), who reportedly boasted that the organization has never attempted to give the public what it wants. It gives the public what it ought to
  have.1 He famously defined its ongoing ethos as one of public service broadcasting, of an independent British broadcaster able to
  educate, inform and entertain the whole nation, free from political interference and commercial pressure. The innovation of a Post Office licence fee of ten shillings (currently worth around 50
  pence), of which half went to the BBC, ensured that the BBC was not financially dependent on the government of the day nor on advertising revenue. The BBC remains funded by the licence fee which is
  transferred via Parliament to the BBC. In December 2010 the annual fee was set at 145.50 for up to 15 sets, while a black-and-white TV licence was 49.


  However, the World Service model of financing was very different again. We need to tell a different story.


  The Empire Service


  On 19 December 1932, the BBC set up a short-wave Empire Service that was intended to address English-speaking diasporas, the embodied remnants of empire strewn around the world.
  It was built around new short-wave radio technology that allowed signals to be broadcast over vast distances. It could be called a practice of communicating with ourselves abroad,
  aimed at strengthening British diasporic ties with the homeland and building a sense of dispersed community. The BBCs director-general John Reith was wonderfully unenthusiastic
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