Talk at Belgrade on Friday, 8th  September, 2006. by William Porter

Human Behavior –A Basic Factor in the Governance of the Media and Society. 

In a World where we enjoy our food, perhaps the keynote for my talk should be that “you cannot make a good omelette out of bad eggs’, or to put it positively, “New men and women, new communities, new nations, a new world”.

I recall from a short Marxist past, when I was a student in a Europe Preparing for war, that I believed that, if you could change the structure of society, there would emerge from it a new type of human being. From the experience of Communism in the Soviet Union this did not, in practice, turn out to be the case. In fact the greed for power of the leadership and the desire for a quiet life on the part of the public became the behavioral outcomes.

From my own experience as a soldier during six years in World War Il, as a journalist during the period of the Cold War, and as a media executive for the rest of the Twentieth Century I came to believe in the opposite, namely that only a new type of man, who believed in and applied moral values could build a free, just and prosperous society.

At the beginning of the 21st Century common buzzwords are globalization and governance. We have also substituted, at least in English, the word challenge for that of problem. I rather suspect, putting on my more cynical journalist’s hat, that politicians prefer to speak of challenges than to face up to problems. After all, you have to solve a problem, whereas a challenge can be confronted with rhetoric. 

In defence of journalists and publishers, it has to be said that we are not paid to solve problems, whereas politicians and diplomats are paid to do that. Their failure to do so provides most of the copy for today’s news information. That is because we have been trained to have an embedded negative mindset. That is because we have been trained to have an embedded negative mindset. We are not looking for answers, but we revel in problems. We are seeking to portray the depravity of human life and not it’s potential to achieve great things. We like to expose the weaknesses in our leaders rather than to encourage their strengths. The sum total of that is that the public in our democratic countries has been steadily losing their confidence in our political and business leadership.

Now I do not believe that our media audiences are made up of violence-loving, sex-mad, moronic idiots. I thnik that the majority are hard - working, family - loving, self - respecting, decent human beings and it is for them that our journalists, politicians and businessmen should be working. 

As most of you will have observed we journalists think that we are in the business of criticising other but not of being criticised. Which reminds me of the story of a pope and a jornalist who died at the same time and who arrived at the gates of Heaven together, where they were received by St. Peter, according to custom. He firstly welcomed the Pope. Took him inside and accommodated him in a rather small room. Then he returned to the journalist, brought him in and placed him in a magnificent spacious apartment. The Pope perceiving this, approached St. Peter and said, “Has there been some mistake in that you have given me a small room, whilst this journalist has a beautiful apartment.” St. Peter turned to the Pope and said, “Well, Your Holiness, you must try to be understanding. After all, we have had 264 Popes here, but it is the first times that have received a journalist”. So much for our moral credit rating. 

I would like to establish the importance of human behavior by taking as a case study my personal experience both as a reporting journalist and as the chief executive of a publishing group.

I do believe in a balanced approach. The President of the GLOBE AND MAIL, Canada’s leading daily told his reporters, “When we send you out to report on a problem situation, also find out who are trying to solve the problem and report on them as well.”There has been a tendance in reporting to announce the beginning of a strike but never its resolution, the actuality of a starying population, but not how relief was brought and lives saved, the outbreak of a conflict but not the achievement of a peaceful situation. As a foreign correspondent in India, I believe that I saw the arrival of the Dali Llama in India as a defeat for Tibet, but I did not foresee that it would cause the awakening of an interest in Buddhism across the world. Whilst I bemoaned the arise of militarism in Burma, I did not foresee the foresee the development of Singapore as one of Asia’s most successful economies. 

Just over 15 years ago I read in THE FINANCIAL TIMES that the communications industry in all its forms including the mass media had become the largest industry in the world. I then rather casually asked myself the question, “If we are the largest industry in the world, are we the most responsible?” I felt that the answer was NO.

This led me to some personal introspection as to my own views about responsibility as a publishing executive with positions in media professional bodies. I realized that my major motivations and I am not saying that they wrong were to make money and to become important, both for myself and company. The dimension of responsibility did not figure very highly in my scheme of things. I had never asked myself the question, nor been asked, “What is the effect for good or ill of your products on the people who read, listen to or watch them”?

Of course, if we published something which had a good social effect, I was very happy to share in the praise. But, if one of our products had a bad effect. I would wash my hands of the matter, saying that these consequences were for politicians, religious leaders or sociologists to deal with. But not mine. I had freedom to publish, freedom of information and freedom and freedom to make money. Then I thought a little further. We were not like manufacturers of soap or biscuits. We had a product that affected the knowledge, thinking and behavior of millions of people. And that was a fundamental difference. The soap and biscuit men were dealing with consumers, but we were talking to citizens. 

I became convinced that we in the media should be ready to stand up and be counted for the influence that we had on human behavior, for better or worse. 

I decided that we could not dodge the issue and that I would begin with myself. I was not going to be beholden to politicians or business interests or flatterers. But I would look to my conscience and be guided by that. Strangely we all have one, rusty though they may be for want of use. It is an amazing of high technology that enables us to know right wrong and good from evil. 

Another influence was at work. For the first time I was meeting people from Russia and East and able to talk with them frankly. I quickly realized that motivation for them had been to do what they were told to do by the State or the municipality. Of course, I had to admire the dissidents, largely writers and poets, who had worked to defeat the lie of communism. But what then? How could they play a role to establish integrity in all walks of life, without which democracy is an impossible dream? But I did not know how to help them and I relished that this was a great weakness. If you have not practised integrity yourself, how can you pass it on to others? 

But the decisive factor for me was this. I had felt that I belonged to a vintage generation of the 20th Century; that we had stood up to Hitler and defeated Nazism; that we had built the fastest growing economy of all time; that we had brought about the greatest technological advance in history; and that we had kept the peace of Europe for longer than any generation in the century. And, on top of that, we were experiencing the euphoria of the end of the Cold War. Many of us thought that now we had it made for democracy and the free market. 

Then came what I call the cold shower. The Gulf War, millions dying of starvation in Africa and elsewhere; increased violence in the West’s inner cities; apparently intractable unemployment and poverty across the globe; and, worst of all, the emergence of ethnic conflict on a world scale, and that was close to me because my wife was Yugoslav. The United Nations said that there were some thousand flashpoints at which ethnic conflict was actual or potential. Many of these were to develop into the world-wide terrorism that we are experiencing today. We are reaching the point at which at no place and at no time is the human being safe from violent death or serious unjury. 

All this posed for me the question as to what was the media’s role faced with this situation. Were we just observers, as though we had come from another planet to report on the last years of the Earth’s civilization? Or were we part of this society, with children and grandchildren and loved ones for whom we would like to see a fair, just and peaceful life? I decided that for me it had to be the latter. 

Lest I got too overheated, I decided to talk things over with my wife, for whom I had a great respect. She had been, as a young girl, a message carrier for Tito’s resistance, and was captured by the Germans and spent three years in a German concentration camp. Then she was sentenced to death by the Nazis, but managed to escape. After the War she completed her law studies at Belgrade University and, when Tito came to power, was put under much pressure to become a Communist activist. She refused, was eventually arrested and was again sentenced to death. In the camp, where sentences were carried out by shooting at three o’clock in the morning, she got dressed nine times expecting to be shot. On the tenth morning she was called into the commandant’s office, told that there had been some mistake and put out onto the street. But she never compromised in her commitment to freedom. A woman of great courage and resilience. 

I told her much the same things that I have been telling you. She listened quietly and then, when I hen I had finished, she looked me in the eyes and said, “If you are thinking that way, why don’t you do something about it?” That was the prod that I needed to take action. In the first place that meant talking with some of my friends in senior positions in publishing, the press, broadcasting and advertising and to share with them my rethinking about the media. 

This I did with much hesitation, because I was very sensitive about what my peers thought of me. I did not like to put up a new idea and to have it laughed at or, worse still, ignored. However, I felt that the issues were more important than my sensitivities and I went ahead and met them. To my surprise I found that some of them had begun to think in the same way. That they were deeply concerned about the negative impact of the media society during the last twenty or thirty years, particularly with regard to people’s morale and behavior. Traditionally, the home, the school and the place of worship had been the major influences in these domains. 

But, somehow, we the media had taken over and become the dominant influence and, unhappily, not for the good. 

We decided to take some action and to try to build a world network of men and women in him media who believed in and applied moral values and so would naturally transmit them to their colleagues and their audiences. There were plenty of Codes of Practice, but we would be concerned with their application, freely decided. We called this activity, not an organization, the International Communications Forum, because it would be international, it would be concerned with all communication sectors and it would be a forum in the true sense of the word. We were not going to tell our colleagues how they should behave, but to meet with them and to talk through where we had got it wrong and how we could do better. It would be a conscience to conscience activity. 

We organised a first conference in Switzerland in 1991, to which came 48 participants from 14 countries and 18 media sectors. This established the first group of people of from which to build. Since then we have held events in France, the USA, Russia, Hungary, India, Poland, Canada, the Czech Republic and Australia. We are now in active touch with more than 2,500 professionals in 114 countries. We are also beginning to work with similar activities which are emerging in a number of countries, including the USA. 

We have particularly initiated and encouraged three lines of application. Firstly, that of balance in news reporting and presentation. This is illustrated by the example of Martin Lewis, the BBC’s Six O’clock news presenter, a well-known and popular figure in British life. Some years ago he observed that the BBC home news broadcasts were for 95 per cent about what was going wrong in the world and only five per cent about what was going right. He felt that this was a gross inbalance and a serious misrepresentation of what was really happening in the world. He decided to go public on the issue and met with hostility from his employers. However, large numbers of viewers wrote in to say that they agreed with him and, consequently, Lewis kept his job. Maybe the public are not as daft as we sometimes imagine. Now, several years later, many are agreeing with him and some changes have begun. 

The second matter is that of Freedom and Responsibility. In one of our earlier meetings, at which journalists and writers from Russia and East Europe were present, one speaker pointed out that it was considered to be heroic to heroic to fight for the freedom of the media in dictatorial and centralised economies, but that to fight for the values that make freedom permanent was either mocked or ignored in the democratic world. I feel that the media have come a long way since that time and that many voices have spoken up in press and broadcasting to proclaim to proclaim that we accept the responsibility that goes with the privilege of freedom. Even in Hollywood I have met producers who want to make films and programs that will lift people up instead of dragging them down. Civic journalism in its best sense is an endeavour to understand and represents of the readers. 

The third element is that of finding our role as remakes of society and here we are particularly thinking of the individuals who make up the media scene. And it is a matter of each person’s individual conviction. When I was running companies, I think that I was a negative influence in this respect, as I did not like persons to be out like persons to be out of line, politically or culturally, with the company ethos. I was keener on uniformity than individuality. I now think that I was wrong and that part of the executive’s job is to encourage the positive an aspirations of the people who work with him. As a media example, I think of John Farquharson, then Deputy Editor of THE CANBERRA TIMES, who some years ago went to report on the conflict in the island of Bougainville, off the coast of Papua New Guinea. There were two opposing armed groups and thousands were being killed. By virtue of his job, Farquharsons got to know and even became friendly with leaders of the two sides. He could have left it that, but in the interests of finding a solution to the conflict he decided to use these friendships to work for reconciliation. Well, he wasn’t the only one, but the fact is that a peaceful solution was announced and the country is now being rebuilt. He followed his conscience and that is what we should all be free to do. 

You may feel that I have put too much emphasis on the moral aspect of human behavior and not dealt with the social influences such as poverty, environment and political pressures, amongst others. As I was once a student of Social Science, I could have devoted some time to those aspects and I do consider them to be relevant. One could assume that the vast resources of the United Nations Organisation and an array of Non Governmental Organisations have concentrated on these issues with rather limited results. We have been more pre-occupied with bandaging wounds than with healing them and that healing process springs from the motivations and applications of human behavior. As one distinguished diplomat put it, “There are usually more problems in the people around the table than those on the table.” Our crises and difficulties do not exist in a rarefied band high above the earth’s atmosphere, but are standing on its surface. 

This means that we in the media have to be more concerned with content than with technological methods. For it is journalists, creative thinkers and artists, politicians, theologians and business people, which must include many of you on this room, who are responsible for that content. Technology may develop faster, cheaper; better ways of transferring media content, but beings still have to create it. One can also ask the question as to whether human nature can support entirely screen-based communication and I cite the example of the great Shell oil company’s board meetings, half of whose members where in Britain and half in Holland. They installed a screen link between those in London and Amsterdam. It failed because of its inability to transmit unexpressed feelings that used to be a strong consideration when the directors were together in the same room. We can make an assessment of our own behavior in relation to the yardstick of absolute moral values. We can then see where we fall short and we can take personal decisions to do better. Evolutions is then at work. 

I have also taken myself as the main example of my thinking, not because I think that I am anyone special, but because I do know the experiences that I have lived through. I now strongly believe in the capacity of the human being to do great things and to be a part of answer to humanity’s problems. We can really say, NEW MEN AND WOMEN, NEW COMMUNITIES, NEW NATIONS, A NEW WORLD. So I hope that each one of you here today can go out in that spirit and play your part in building a compassionate civilization.

