PART THREE: THE CULTURE
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A

Introduction

9.1

Some contributors to the Hall investigation have (like some
contributors to the Savile investigation) made the observation that
practices in the 1960s, the 1970s and the 1980s were very different
from what is deemed normal and acceptable today; attitudes at the
beginning of this period were those of a recently sexualised and
permissive society that had yet to experience a subsequent backlash
against those attitudes. 23 Paul Jackson, a former entertainment
director who worked at the BBC Television Centre in the 1970s, was
quoted urging caution when judging what occurred in that period:
“I think the fame and the fans it brings with it, coupled in those
days with a suddenly sexualised society, led a lot of people to
believe that anything goes. We [were] all swinging in both
senses, and there’s nothing wrong with that, they thought then.
I’m not really saying that some of these things were in any way
justifiable. But equally it is hopeless to try and apply today’s
mores to a very different time”.24

9.2

Others have made the same point. Baroness Joan Bakewell DBE, a
former television broadcaster and journalist at the BBC, provided a
particularly arresting analogy when speaking to Andrew O’Hagan:
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“You can’t recreate the mood of an era… you just can’t get into
the culture of what it was like, transfer our sensibilities
backwards from today. It would be like asking Victorian factory
owners to explain why they sent children up chimneys. It’s the
same with the BBC that I first entered. It had habits and values
that we just can’t understand from the point of view of where we
are now. What we now find unacceptable was just accepted
back then by many people”.25
9.3

For the purposes of this Report, it is clear that the information
provided to the Hall investigation concerning the different sexual
mores of the period and the cult of celebrity that evolved at the time,
form a crucial element of our understanding of how Hall’s
inappropriate sexual conduct occurred, and in particular of why it
continued unchecked for so long. These cultural elements did not
exist in isolation at the BBC, and it is accepted that it would be
inappropriate to consider the culture of the BBC at the time in
isolation, without giving it some external context.

9.4

The culture of the period under review is dealt with in the Savile
Report, but in the context of its separate investigation, with its own
conclusions. Therefore a brief overview of the changes in the period
relevant to the issues raised in the Terms of Reference is needed in
order to set the scene.

B

The changing times: 1960-1990

(i)

Introduction

9.5

Figures show that, in 1956, there were 5.7 million combined sound
and television licences granted. By 1960, this had risen to over 10.4
million.26

9.6

Post-war austerity turned in due course to post-war liberalisation.
The swinging 60s was the era of hippies, the music of the Rolling
Stones and Jimi Hendrix, and the ‘not guilty’ verdict in the obscenity
trial
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Contraception was more readily available and attitudes to the use of
the contraceptive pill were changing. Dr J. Slome said: “The ‘kiss’ of
the 1940s and 1950s has now become the ‘sexual intercourse’ of the
1960s and 1970s. That is, intercourse is practised where previously
a kiss would have been considered appropriate”.27 All this heralded
what was called the “permissive society”, in which greater sexual
freedom blossomed and, in some quarters, there was a much more
relaxed attitude towards moral standards.28
9.7

A bird’s eye view of the 1970s in the UK would show these changes
continuing, and also a period marked by high unemployment,
industrial unrest, and the lowering of the age of majority from 21 to
18.29 The 1980s, the age of Thatcherism, has been characterised
as the “epoch of hedonism and strikes, cocaine and riots” – “a
decade of extremes”.30

9.8

However, the 1980s also witnessed a “backlash” against the
“‘permissiveness’ of the previous two decades”.

A “conservative

sexual politics agenda” came into being, seeking to “defend the
‘traditional’ nuclear family” and criticising those who were outside
that norm.

The emphasis was on “promoting sexual morality”,

“attacking promiscuity” and a return to traditional family values.31
9.9

Despite this movement, whose well-known exponent was Victoria
Gillick, the House of Lords decision in Gillick v West Norfolk and
Wisbech Health Authority [1986] AC 11232 came to be seen as a
“benchmark” for “establishing the competency and autonomy of
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children” in a number of areas, and is seen as directly influencing
aspects of the 1989 Children Act.33
9.10

Turning to institutions wielding moral authority, in the 1960s, the
church suffered a significant decline in authority.

“In truth, the

churches were steadily losing their hold on the hearts and minds of
their British congregations”. 34

However, “rather than becoming

‘secularised’ then, most people simply became ‘unchurched’”.35
(ii)

The legislation

9.11

The liberalisation of certain important laws may have played a part in
changing some people’s attitudes to previously taboo topics. The
Wolfenden Report of 1957 ultimately resulted in a relaxation of the
laws against homosexuality, reflected in the Sexual Offences Act
1967.

The Abortion Act 1967 made abortion legal under certain

conditions. Divorce had become easier to obtain as a result of the
Divorce Reform Act 1969, and the Obscene Publications Act 1959
relaxed the law on censorship.
(iii)

Young people’s attitudes to sex

9.12

Although there is little research of significance into this area,
according to one study of grammar school sixth-formers, during the
1960s there was a significant change of attitude amongst young
people in relation to the issue of pre-marital sexual intercourse,
especially on the part of girls.

When studied in 1963, girls had

overwhelmingly thought that sex before marriage was either always
wrong or usually wrong. Amongst the boys studied, the figure was
56%. By 1970, the figure for girls dropped to 34% and boys to
23%.36 Although there were no data to support it, the conclusion of
one author was that it could be inferred that the period between
33
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1963 and 1970 saw a large increase in actual pre-marital sexual
intercourse.37
9.13

One contributor to the Savile investigation pointed out that
songwriters in the early 1960s were writing explicitly about 16-year
old girls deemed sexually desirable by men. 38 Being 16 in those
times brought with it both sexual freedom and also sexual
vulnerability. A statistical study in 1971 showed that, between 1960
and 1970, there was a sharp rise in illegitimacy in the UK. Although
a note of caution was expressed by the author in drawing inferences
about social and moral changes from the figures, it seems likely that,
at least in part, they reflect an increase in premarital sex during this
decade.39

As already noted, abortions became legal in 1967, and

there was a steep rise in the number of abortions in the early 1970s,
particularly for single women, a not insignificant number being for
girls aged between 16 and 19; the figure for girls under 16 jumped
from 1,791 in 1970 to 3,476 in 1973.40 These figures should not be
taken as implying that this was due solely to an increase in premarital sex; they may be due to a change in medical attitudes to
abortion, given the relaxation of the law.41
9.14

It should not be thought that the conventional view of the 1960s,
namely that the advent of the contraceptive pill caused a sudden and
profound change in the sexual mores at that time, is necessarily
correct. An historian, Dominic Sandbrook, writing in 2006, argues
that the image of pre-1960s “conservatism, repression and reserve”,
followed by the emergence of a new generation who saw “‘sex as
the great liberator, and self-control and self-denial as the only
sins’…42 rests on very little hard evidence”.43 The picture is more
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complicated; sexual permissiveness existed many decades before
the 1960s. In Sandbrook’s view, “the developments of the sixties
look less like a revolution and more like the latest stage in a long
period of development”. 44

A similar cautionary note has been

expressed about the contraceptive pill’s influence on teenage
promiscuity in the 1960s, the use of which, according to surveys was
not as widespread as might be supposed.45
9.15

Thus, there is evidence that the experience of the 1960s was
“marked as much by continuity as by revolutionary change”. 46
Indeed, many ordinary people were “actively holding on to their
familiar habits” and there is evidence that most of the more relaxed
laws, referred to above, were not universally liked.47

9.16

According to Sandbrook, it was in the 1970s that the pace of change
quickened. Figures for abortions increased dramatically in the early
1970s, and some commentators contend that the 1970s was the
decade when the real sexual revolution took place, the key being the
more widespread use of the contraceptive pill. This was a period
when advertising, films and television programmes became notably
more sexually explicit.48

9.17

However this increasing sexual liberalisation had the effect of putting
enormous pressure on women when it came to sexual encounters;
there could be no reliance on fear of pregnancy as an excuse to say
no to intercourse, and there was an unspoken pressure to say yes.
Sandbrook reports one interviewee as saying: “it wasn’t free for
women, it was an absolute imposition.
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autonomy.

Suddenly you were supposed to think that it was

absolutely fabulous to wave your legs in the air and get laid”.49
(iv)

The position of women

9.18

The unequal relationship between men and women is undoubtedly
relevant when we consider why Hall’s complainants did not report
his conduct at the time. In those days “if you [as a girl] were stupid
enough to put yourself in a situation where there was an unmarried
male on his own and you, it was your fault, and it was always going
to be your fault”.50 As we have seen, this sentiment is echoed by
some of the complainant witnesses who provided evidence to the
Hall investigation.51

9.19

In the current climate it may be difficult, perhaps particularly for
some of the younger readers of this Report, to understand a culture
that sought to shift some of the culpability for sexual assault on to
the complainant. However, this was a time when the position of
women under the law was largely unmodernised. It was not until
1969 that the Divorce Reform Act brought an end to the emphasis in
divorce on the attribution of blame or fault, and refocused the
grounds for divorce on the basis of the irretrievable breakdown of the
marriage.

The Matrimonial Proceedings and Property Act 1970

reduced the pressure on wives to remain married because of the
financial problems they could face upon divorce; the Act recognised
that a wife’s work both at home and outside the home contributed to
married life and should be taken into account when matrimonial
property was divided up.52
9.20

Women’s movements were gaining prominence.

“By the end of

1969, there were about 70 ‘women’s lib’ groups across the
49
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country”.53 Prominent writers and politicians were speaking out on
women’s causes. The new feminism of the 1970s was to owe much
to these women, including those lesser-known working women who,
for example, went on strike for equal pay and the right to drive
buses, helping to generate the impetus for the Equal Pay Act 1970.
This Act, which did not come into force until 29 December 1975,
outlawed less favourable treatment between men and women in
relation to pay and conditions of employment.
9.21

The 1970s also saw the publication of the seminal feminist
publication, ‘The Female Eunuch’ by Germaine Greer and The
Sexual Discrimination Act 1975 which made it unlawful to
discriminate on the grounds of sex or marital status in areas such as
employment, education and the provision of goods and services.
These developments, in theory, provided greater power to women to
determine their own destinies; in practice however, the pace of
change was slow, and hardened attitudes were difficult to shift. As
we have stated at the beginning of this chapter, this clash between
the old and new ways is pertinent to our understanding of the key
issues in the Terms of Reference, in particular, of a culture in which
Hall’s

conduct

generated

few

if

any

complaints

from

the

complainants and no preventative action on the part of others.
C

The cult of celebrity

9.22

At the same time, with the increase in households owning
televisions,54 the cult of the celebrity began to flourish. David Blake,
a Professor of English at the College of New Jersey, opined that
“television, more than any other cultural development has radically
changed our experience of celebrity…[it] has made celebrities both
prevalent and ubiquitous”. 55 Another author pointed out that the
television personality created an aura of familiarity; the mode of

53
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address was direct and thus the audience felt included.56 A study of
the psychology of stardom refers to the rise of mass media in the
20th century meaning that, “we live our lives more and more
vicariously and we get to know celebrities almost as well as our
intimate circle”. 57 Unlike radio personalities, television presenters,
reporters, actors, and those who appeared regularly on television
entered a household’s living room and often became like a personal
and trusted friend to the members of that household.58 Hall was no
exception.
9.23

CH18, who spoke to the Hall investigation of her experience with
Hall, said that his celebrity status had affected her because with
celebrities who appear on television, “you assumed that you knew
them and that they were a friend”.

9.24

The writer, editor and journalist, Peter Stanford, wrote of his
personal experience of this phenomenon in The Telegraph on 3 May
2013:
“I grew up in the Seventies with Stuart Hall. As well as It’s a
Knockout and those lyrical football commentaries, he was the
daily anchor on the early evening news bulletins from BBC
Manchester. He was in our lounge in Birkenhead so much, on
the snowy TV screen in front of the three-piece, that he almost
felt like one of the family…
“Our Stuart” was a role model. I can even recall a group of us
hurrying along, aged 13 or 14, to the Oval Sports Centre in
Bebington after an It’s a Knockout casting was announced in the
Wirral Globe, all our studied efforts to appear coolly indifferent
momentarily abandoned, such was the thrill of being within 50
yards of him…
In an age where the TV annual was the must-have Christmas
present even for teenagers, and was pored over for the next 12
months, there were only three channels to choose from. It
concentrated minds – and hero-worship. If your face appeared
regularly, your name was on everybody’s lips…
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Not surprisingly younger audiences started to look up to stars of
the small screen as a rare breed of demi-gods…”.59
The author goes on to make the point that the period covering the
charges on the indictment to which Hall pleaded guilty in April 2013,
namely 1967-1986,60 was a period when Hall was most firmly in the
public gaze:
“The overlap is no accident. The extraordinary degree of
celebrity that television could then bestow on Hall, Savile and
their ilk made them believe that they were untouchable whatever
they did”.61
9.25

Dame Alexandra Burslem, who worked at the BBC from 1973/1974
until early 1978, said that it was women who pursued Hall. She said
that he was treated like many pop stars would be treated at the time.
Another BBC employee referred to there being almost “a cult
following of television celebrities” in the 1970s and 1980s. John
McManus, who worked for the BBC during the same two decades
said, referring to the 1960s and 1970s, that a premium was put on
celebrity and he found that people were irrationally overawed by it.

9.26

The social and psychological explanations given as to why
celebrities attract their followers include aspiring to the lifestyle of the
celebrity, seeing them as a role model and copying them, feeling
close to them and, with more exposure, becoming more trusting of
them; all of this without in fact knowing much about the real
person.62 The perception of the celebrity as a trusted friend to the
parents of some of the complainants, if not to the complainant
herself, undoubtedly played an important part in some of the events
described in Chapters 6 to 8 above.
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