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Sometime in the middle of the war in 
Afghanistan, during a period of intense 
airborne propaganda by the US forces, and 

not a little bombing, a blacksmith was interviewed 
on the BBC’s Radio 4 lunchtime news programme, 
World at One. Why, he was asked, did he think 
all this was happening around his village? It was, 
he suggested, because Al Qaeda had killed many 
Americans and their donkeys and had destroyed 
some of their castles. He was not, of course, 
entirely wrong.

What was so significant about this man’s 
momentary appearance on the British airwaves? 
We are accustomed to learning about the world 
from our media. Indeed the world beyond our 
immediate experience reaches us almost entirely 
on screens and speakers and in the screaming 
headlines of the nation’s news. Yet the voices 
and the images that tell us how it is, how to make 
sense of the otherwise invisible and unintelligible, 
are, almost entirely, our voices, and the world which 
is reported emerges through the taken for granted 

lenses of our regular newscasts or online reports. 
The blacksmith in Afghanistan, the fi shermen of Sri 
Lanka, the dispossessed and starving in Dhafour, 
not only make their most signifi cant if not their 
only appearance in times of great suffering and 
distress, but even when they do, they appear as 
silent. Rarely do we get to hear others interpreting 
our world, nor indeed our suffering.

The relationships that the global media offer their 
readers, audiences and users, are fundamental to the 
way in which the world is understood and the way in 
which everyday life is conducted. In providing us with 
sequences and stories, in news and documentary, 
but also in drama and reality shows, the media create 
a blanketing culture for those who use them and, at 
least in the developed world, that’s most of us. This is 
a visible and audible culture, of course, full of human 
beings – those like us, or claimed to be like us, as well 
as those who are different. And in this 24/7 mediated 
world, the invitation is to acknowledge and engage 
with all those whom we see, minute by minute. This 
is what news, perhaps above all, is for, after all. If 

much of this passes by, mere fl ickering on the screen 
of more immediate experience, yet its presence is a 
constant reminder that we are not alone in the world.

It matters, then, how that world is represented. 
It matters if we, in our different places around the 
globe, are to seek ways of living with each other 
and of respecting each other. Another way of 
putting this is to suggest that the media, particularly 
the news media, carry a moral force. They offer 
the resources that human beings need both for 
positioning themselves and for understanding and 
respecting the other. And in times of signifi cant 
discord and polarisation – our times – the role 
and signifi cance of the news media assumes even 
greater moral and ethical proportions.

So how do we actually get to see, how can we really 
listen to, those so different from us on the other side 
of the planet, or even on the other side of the city?

The mediated 21st century has begun badly. The 
attack on the World Trade Centre, the massacre at 
Beslan, the torture at Abu Ghraib, the cartoons in 
the Jyllands-Posten, are events of great moment 

If we don’t understand how 
the media go about their 
daily business, we are less 
and less likely to understand 
and respect each other. The 
School is launching a new 
teaching, research and debate 
initiative called POLIS. Roger 
Silverstone explains more.

Listen to the voices

A new voice? Al Jazeera is due to launch a 24 hour transnational news channel in English this summer
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The Fabian window

Prime minister Tony Blair offi cially unveiled 
the window, originally commissioned and 
designed by George Bernard Shaw, which 

will sit alongside the famous Nicholson picture of 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb in the Shaw Library.

The Fabian window was made by stained glass 
artist Caroline Townshend in 1910, commissioned 
by Shaw, a founder member of the Fabian Society. 
It shows Shaw, Sidney Webb and ER Pease, 
secretary of the Fabian Society, helping to build ‘the 
new world’. The fi gures are in Elizabethan dress 
which was to poke fun at Pease who evidently 
loved everything medieval.

The Fabian Society’s coat of arms is shown as 
a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

The people grouped at the bottom were leading 
members of the Society, most of them members 
of the Fabian executive, with on the far left, HG 
Wells, who is seen ‘cocking a snook’ – evidently  
a reference to his unsuccessful battle with Shaw 
and Webb for control of the Society. Third from 
the left is Aylmer Maude, well known for being a 
translator of Tolstoy, and, on the far right, Caroline 
Townshend, who produced the window.

The window was unveiled at Beatrice Webb 
House, near Dorking, when the house was formally 
opened as a conference venue on 13 September 

A piece of Fabian history was installed in the School this April.

1947 by the then prime minister Clement Attlee 
(an LSE lecturer 1912-23).

The window was subsequently stolen from the 
house in 1978 and surfaced in Phoenix, Arizona, 
soon after, but then disappeared until it suddenly 
reappeared for sale at Sotheby’s in July 2005. The 
Webb Memorial Trust purchased it and they have 
now loaned it long term to LSE.

The Fabian Society
The Fabian Society is Britain’s leading centre left 
think tank and political society. Founded in 1884, 
early members included George Bernard Shaw, the 
Webbs, Emmeline Pankhurst and HG Wells. The 
Society joined with trade unionists in 1900 to found 
the Labour Party, to which it has remained affi li-
ated ever since. Fabian pamphlets fi rst proposed 
a minimum wage in 1906, the National Health 
Service in 1911, and the abolition of hereditary 
peers in 1917. 

Today the Fabian Society has a national member-
ship of over 6,000 plus 65 local societies around 
the UK. The theme of the fi rst Fabian pamphlet, 
Why are the Many Poor?, remains central, with 
current research focused on ending child poverty 
and narrowing inequalities in life chances. See 
www.fabians.org.uk 

Fabian and Labour archives at LSE
During the early years of the Labour Party, the 
famous socialist couple Sidney and Beatrice Webb 
believed that working with the Liberals and Con-
servatives was the most effective way to create 
a fairer society. However, by the 1910s they had 
abandoned this idea of ‘permeation’ and started 
to work more closely with the Labour Party. As 
Beatrice wrote in her diary in December 1912: 
‘…the Labour Party exists and we have to work 
with it. A poor thing, but our own.’

Sidney Webb helped draft Labour’s constitu-
tion, including ‘Clause 4’; he was Labour MP for 
Seaham, 1922-29; and, he served in the fi rst two 
Labour governments, 1924 and 1929-31. In the 
1930s the couple distanced themselves from 
the Labour Party and concentrated on writing, 
speaking and broadcasting.

The Webbs’ archive at LSE, the Passfi eld papers 
(so named as Sidney was created Lord Passfi eld in 
1929) contains 126 boxes of material relating to the 
Webbs’ political, professional and personal lives. 

The Webb Memorial Trust
The Trust was established in 1944 as a memorial 
to Beatrice Webb. Trustees at the time included 
Walter Citrine, Richard Tawney and Harold Laski. 
The Trust’s fi rst act was to obtain a substantial 
mortgage from the Transport and General Workers 
Union to purchase a large Victorian country house 
near Dorking in Surrey and rename it Beatrice 
Webb House. It became a resource to further 
the education and organisational skills of bodies 
involved in the Labour movement and was widely 
used by the Labour Party, the Fabian Society and 
trade unions for weekend and summer schools 
for around 30 years.

Following considerable decline in the demand 
for such facilities, the Trust was obliged to sell 
the property in 1986. The proceeds were invest-
ed and have been used to fund a number of 
projects both in the UK and in Eastern Europe to 
promote economic and social justice and demo-
cratic structures. Over the next three years the 
Trust will be funding a major resource project 
looking at changes in government policy over 
the last 60 years aimed at reducing deprivation, 
identifying what has worked and what has not, 
and suggesting what now needs to be done. 
The project will report in 2009, the 100th anni-
versary of the publication of Beatrice Webb’s 
Minority Report to the Poor Law Commission.  ■

Installation of the Fabian window was made possible through 
alumni donations to the Annual Fund, see www.lse.ac.uk/
lseannualfund

Others involved in the project included Laraine Clark, Nicholas 
Poole-Wilson, Alan Revel, Julian Robinson, Claire Willgress, 
Giles Wright. The window was installed by Molyneux Kerr 
Architects and Barnard and Carter Builders.

06_0061 LSESummerMag.indd   Sec1:8-Sec1:906_0061 LSESummerMag.indd   Sec1:8-Sec1:9 26/5/06   11:57:21 am26/5/06   11:57:21 am




