
This year marks the 
100th anniversary 
of the birth of one 

of Utah’s most famous 
citizens: Philo T. Farnsworth, 
“the father of television.” 
Farnsworth was born in 
1906 in Beaver County and 
educated at Brigham Young 
University. Farnsworth is 
widely considered to be the 
inventor of television, having 
broadcast the first electronic 
image in 1927.

The Federal 
Communications Commission 
credits Farnsworth for his 
pivotal role in the development 
of television, which he first 
visualized while in high school. 
Farnsworth is one of two 
Utahns honored in Statuary 
Hall in the U.S. Capitol; the 
other is Brigham Young. At 
a time when Utah’s elected 
officials and business leaders 
are considering investing in 
home-grown research and 
innovation to stimulate the 
economy of the state and 
Northern Utah, Farnsworth’s 
story offers key insights that 
can and should be applied to 
these initiatives.

Given that television was 
invented by a Utahn, what 
did this important innovation 
contribute to the Utah 
economy? Almost nothing. 
Virtually no manufacturing 
jobs were created. There was 
never a large-scale production 
facility for television receivers 
in Utah, nor were critical 
components for television, 
such as cathode ray tubes, ever 
produced in Utah.

There was never a 
significant television research 
laboratory in Utah.

Television created 

thousands of jobs in other 
states, made many people 
very wealthy and continues to 
provide hundreds of thousands 
of manufacturing jobs in Asia. 
Farnsworth’s invention created 
jobs, but not in Utah.

What happened, and 
why? For those pinning their 
hopes on the role research 
and innovation will play in 
Utah’s economic future, these 
are important questions to 
consider.

Regardless of where 
innovations occur, they will 
quickly gravitate to regions 
that can make the most 
efficient and productive use 
of the innovation. Economists 
call this concept comparative 
advantage.

Consider a hypothetical 
example: Suppose agricultural 
researchers at the University 
of Nebraska discovered a way 
to economically double the 
output of an orange tree. Even 
though the research was done 
in Nebraska, the innovation 
would not turn the Great Plains 
into acres of orange groves.

Instead, the innovation 
would likely increase the 
productivity of orange growers 

in Florida, California and 
other orange-growing 
regions. Innovations may 
be viewed as seeds for 
economic growth, but those 
seeds will only sprout in 
regions where the ground 
is fertile and plowed.

Years before 
Farnsworth’s invention, the 
fertile ground for electrical 
innovations had been 
plowed in northeastern 
states, especially New 
Jersey and New York. 
Thomas Edison invented 

the phonograph in 1877. This 
was followed by his invention 
of an incandescent lighting 
system in 1897.

In the early 20th century, 
Edison’s research lab in Menlo 
Park, N.J., was the epicenter 
of electrical innovation. Edison 
was not only an inventor; he 
was also an accomplished 
entrepreneur. His most notable 
business achievement was 
the formation of the General 
Electric Company in 1892. GE 
formed the Radio Corporation 
of America as a separate 
company in 1919, and RCA 
would play a critical role in 
Farnsworth’s life. 

Shortly after the 
demonstration of his 
successful invention, 
Farnsworth had difficulty 
finding financing. His financial 
problems didn’t stem from 
a lack of capital in Utah, 
or the West. There were 
entrepreneurs in Utah with 
the financial wherewithal to 
support Farnsworth. In San 
Francisco, where Farnsworth 
did some of his most important 
research, there was even 
more potential for capital. 
The problem was that Utah’s 

financiers didn’t have the 
interest or experience in 
electronic technology. Their 
areas of expertise and Utah’s 
comparative advantage were 
in construction, mining, 
railroads and banking.

Farnsworth’s quest for 
financing drew him to a person 
with money, experience in 
electronic products, and an 
interest in the development 
of television. That person was 
David Sarnoff, who served 
as president of RCA in the 
1930s and ’40s. The tale of 
Farnsworth and Sarnoff is 
one of power, cunning and 
competition to shape the 
future. By the end of the 1930s, 
RCA and Sarnoff had control 
of Farnsworth’s innovation, 
and they would use the 
technology to bring television 
to the American public.

As Utah’s business and 
government leaders consider 
plans to spur the economy, 
two important lessons can be 
learned from Farnsworth and 

the invention of television: The 
first is that innovations are 
mobile. In fact, innovations 
are much more mobile today 
than in Farnsworth’s time. 
An innovation developed at 
Princeton University is likely 
to create more jobs in China 
and India than Princeton, N.J. 
Investment in research and 
innovation fosters worldwide 
economic development. This 
conclusion isn’t an argument 
against basis research. 
Countless innovations born 
from basic research enrich our 
lives.

The point is that regional 
economic development isn’t 
the raison d‘etre for basic 
research. The potential for an 
innovation to create significant 
job growth within a 50-mile 
radius of the discovery is an 
uncertain proposition.

The second conclusion 
is that carefully-targeted, 
applied research has great 
potential for promoting the 
economic growth of a region. 

For this reason, some states 
are purposefully directing 
their research efforts. North 
Carolina is exploring how 
nanotechnology can be 
used in the textile industry 
— historically, a source of 
comparative advantage for the 
state. 

At Wichita State University, 
researchers are examining 
the use of composites in 
turbine blades and other 
components used in aerospace, 
a cornerstone for the region’s 
economy.

Gov. Huntsman has 
identified six industry clusters 
that will be critical to Utah’s 
economic future. Two of 
these clusters, aerospace and 
defense, are firmly grounded 
in Northern Utah. If we’ve 
learned from Farnsworth’s 
experience, Utah’s research 
and development investments 
should be applied toward those 
industries, and others, in which 
Utah enjoys a comparative 
advantage.

Lessons we can take from Farnsworth 100 years after his birth

���������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�����

�����������������������������
�������������������������������������

������������������������������������������
��������������������������������

�������������������������������������������������
��������������������������

��������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������

��������������������������������������

������������������

�������������������������������
����������������������������������
������������������������������
�����������������������������������
������������������������������������
���������������������������������
������������������������������
��������������������������������
���������������������������������
�������������������������������
�������������������������������
����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
��������������������������������
��������������������������������
���������������������������������
���������������������������������
���������������������������������
����������������������

��������������
��������������
����������������
����������������
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For a moment, focus on the present. Right 
now, there are three reasons the United 
States needs to be in Iraq. The most 

important: to fight al-Qaida, the leader of the 
global militant Islamist movement, the sworn 
enemy of America and freedom. Wherever al-
Qaida is, Americans must be there, too — with 
weapons at the ready. And without question, al-
Qaida’s most lethal units are in Iraq, commanded 
by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.

A secondary reason: to do what we can to 
help prevent the people of that country from 
again being enslaved and slaughtered by 
tyrants. Yes, that has proven to be a tougher 
mission than imagined, much more difficult than 
toppling Saddam Hussein. “Yes, we did indeed 
underestimate the ferocity and ruthlessness of 
the jihadists in Iraq,” says author Christopher 
Hitchens. “Where, one might inquire, have 
we not underestimated those forces and their 
virulence?”

That brings us to a third largely unspoken 
reason we must stay in Iraq: to learn. The U.S. 
military is exquisitely equipped to fight last 
century’s wars. We shed much blood teaching 
ourselves to overcome German tanks and 
Japanese kamikazes; we spent much treasure 
deterring Soviet nuclear missiles. Inconveniently, 
however, our enemies now fight with improvised 
explosive devices, suicide bombers, butcher 
knives, lies and videotape. 

If America’s military fails to master the art 
and science of post-modern warfare in Iraq, 
there can be only two choices: Learn on the next 
battlefield (Jordan? Afghanistan? Lebanon?), or 
don’t bother to learn at all; instead, get used to the 
taste of retreat and defeat.

For a moment, focus on the past — which 
appears to be changing. Retired Marine Gen. 
Bernard E. Trainor and longtime Pentagon 
reporter Michael R. Gordon report in The New 
York Times that Iraq’s top generals believed that 
Saddam retained an arsenal of WMD and were 
shocked when told that such weapons would 
not be available in the event of an American 
invasion.

What happened to Saddam’s VX nerve gas and 
anthrax? Bill Tierney, a former U.N. weapons 

inspector, Arabic speaker and translator for the 
FBI, obtained 12 hours of taped conversations of 
Saddam that had been confiscated in Iraq after 
the invasion. Tierney’s analysis is that Saddam 
did rebuild his WMD after the first Gulf War, did 
intend to give them to terrorists to use against 
the Americans, but, at some point, secretly 

poured his 
chemical 
weapons into 
lakes and 
rivers while 
shipping other 
stocks over 
the border to 
Syria.

In other 
words, President Bush did not “lie.” Rather, 
he relied on what then-CIA Director George 
Tenet told him — that it was a “slam dunk” that 
Saddam retained stockpiles of WMD. Sunday 
was the third anniversary of the American 
liberation of Iraq. Al-Qaida terrorists and 
Saddam loyalists have challenged Americans in 
such places as Fallujah and Tal Afar. Americans 
fought and won. The terrorists have bombed 
and beheaded hundreds of civilians. Americans 
have stood their ground. Now the anti-Iraq forces 
are attempting to foment a civil war figuring 
Americans will not want to take sides or get 
caught in the middle.

For a moment, focus on the future: America 
cannot afford to again embolden its enemies 
as it did in Beirut in 1983 and Somalia in 1993 
and in other places at other times. America 
cannot afford to leave Iraq with Zarqawi in 
any condition to claim credit for the departure. 
The reality and the perception must be that 
American military and intelligence forces have 
mastered the skills necessary to defeat their 
21st-century enemies. And while no one can 
guarantee that freedom and human rights will 
prevail in a united Iraq, history should record 
that Americans did everything in their power to 
achieve that outcome.

May is president of the Foundation for the 
Defense of Democracies, a policy institute 
focusing on terrorism.

With Iraq, focus on present and future
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