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Introduction

AS THE first plenary speaker in this conference, I would like to welcome you all once again to this meeting.  The theme of our conference indicates ambitious goals, one of which is to bring together members of two critically important institutions in modern society – the press media from one side and government or the political community, specifically, women in politics in Asia and Pacific, on the other. 

We all know that these two groups do not exactly see things in the same way.  Where government sees a glass half-full, the press will see it half-empty.  In a number of democratic societies, the Philippines included, members of the press like to think of themselves as clearly on the other side of the line demarcating adversarial ground.   

Let me say outright that journalists would bring their reservations to such a meeting.  Although journalists meet with public officials all the time, they do so as part of the job when they are alert to the possibilities of co-optation or manipulation. 

But women as a group are relatively new to politics.  In all likelihood, they bring a fresh spirit to the tasks of government.  Surely, they are a new and interesting element in a field about which most journalists have become quite jaded.  But as journalists they should be tuned in to the possibilities for change and transformation. The women leaders here (I am quite aware that not all of them are politicians) are in search of skills and instruments that will make them better at reaching out to the public with their message – that women in politics may have what it takes to transform the system and the culture, making these more responsive to the needs of their constituencies. 

So the meeting should be interesting, at the very least. 

I would like to say from the start that as partner organizers we at the Center for Media Freedom & Responsibility have felt from the beginning that we may not satisfy the expectations of the many participants present. We know that each individual participant brings to a meeting such as this various assumptions about what such an effort should achieve.  Let me say now that there would be no way by which we could fulfill what I imagine to be the collective wish list of the group in this hall; except perhaps for those who came simply wanting to start a dialogue with members of the press and media. 

Despite our reservations, CMFR felt urged to be part of this meeting. We should at least try to help women in politics gain a better understanding of the character of the media and a better appreciation of the role of the press in the political field.  At the same time, we saw an opportunity to alert the press community to a growing phenomenon around Asia and Pacific – the entry of women in the field of politics in larger numbers, their presence indicating possibilities for change. 

In short, I am happy to be here, and am humbled by the task of initiating what promises to be a truly lively dialogue. 

Philippine Press:  A Background 

Very briefly, a few words of background about the press in Philippine society.  The news media in this country holds a special place in public affairs.   Apart from the years of Martial Law under Ferdinand Marcos, the course of history has embedded the value of press freedom in our national life. Throughout our history, the press has been an instrument of social and political change.  It played a critical role in the revolution against Spain which was the first to be waged against a colonial power in Southeast Asia; in the Philippine campaign for independence from America, in the protest movement that toppled the Marcos dictatorship, in the drive to impeach Joseph Estrada.  Through the years, it has taken the role of the watchdog of those in power, checking the conduct of public officials and elected politicians, adversarial in its coverage of any incumbent president and administration. 

The institution in the Philippines is protected by a constitutional provision from any law that abridges its freedom. Libel litigations have demonstrated the courts’ liberal interpretation of the law in favor of the press. The press is free of government’s control, enjoying a degree of autonomy from government interference that comes closest to the American model. 

Most press organizations and media broadcast stations and networks are privately owned.  Government manages one television network, the NBN or National Broadcasting Network (formerly PTV-4), two sequestered television stations (RPN-9 and IBC-13) and one sequestered newspaper company, the Journal Group of Companies. The three media companies were owned by cronies of the dictator Ferdinand Marcos and a long legal process has yet to clarify the status of their ownership at this point. 

There are 12 newspapers in Metro Manila alone, with countless weekly variety magazines.  There are around 110 news publications based around the country, serving communities in the provinces.  All of which make up a vibrant forum for discussion of issues and problems. 

Unfortunately, however, freedom by itself does not assure the growth of a quality press. The public forum born out of a free press does not necessarily provide meaningful and relevant journalism. Press freedom provides the basis for journalistic excellence as it is necessary for a free and democratic society to engage citizens in the framework of governance. While elections are part of the democratic elections, the ballot does not assure the election of good politicians. It does not necessarily guarantee good governance.  Press freedom and all the elements of democracy must be part of a general development of society, the fulfillment of basic physical needs, the education of the young, the formation of a strong body politic.  Democracy is a way of life which when everyone involved does their part evolves good government.  Democracy means hard work. 

Media and Transformational Leadership 

My assignment in this session is the discussion of the concepts and principles of transformational leadership in the media – a subject not to be found in any journalism curriculum. I confess that I am a relatively new student of this subject and am testing the theoretical application of the concepts of transformative leadership in the media.  

What I will try to do in my talk is to explain the character of the press and media and ways in which the press and media can become agents of positive social and political change. 

Sometime in the last century, the mass media gained hold of public life and joined the far flung communities of the world in a global village.  Those of us who grew up watching newsreels in darkened movie houses could only marvel at the power of television to transmit images of news from around the world right into our own homes, the speed cutting through time zones.

When I graduated from college in the sixties, the buzzwords of the period reverberated with excitement over the explosion of this new phenomenon in our lives. We sensed the power and the potential of the new media to shape human destiny.  The wealth of communication pervaded both public and personal.  The news provided a way of schooling young and old in the issues of the times, creating ordinary communities into an active body of world arbiters.  The free flow of information about so many issues pressured even young people to think out problems that beset other people who lived in distant places. Their problems became ours.  We could identify with their triumphs as well as the sorrow of their tragedies.  The universal became part of the individual and personal.  We were the generation who became adults in a world that technology had shrunk.  Travel had become easier.  And communication seemed almost boundless.  We could only respond to media’s obvious challenge with a quickened consciousness of our own special empowerment.  I feel that we were privileged to graduate in a time filled with so much hope. 

And yet, this was long before xerox and later video machines became commonplace, before the new printing processes allowed international editions to be delivered daily in all major capitals of the world. Looking back, the sixties were a kind of ancient period, pre-fax, pre-Internet, pre-cable and pre-CNN and its model of 24-hour news.  

In a recent program on C-Span I heard Ted Koppel say that when he was covering the VietNam war, they filmed footage, sent the film physically by all kinds of transport so that it could be processed in New York, edited into news report – the whole thing taking a minimum of three days.  That delay is unthinkable in these days when satellites allow the whole world to watch many things live or as it happens. 

But today, in an age of instant communication and image transmission,  where is that hope? Communication technology has continued to advance our ways of transmitting and transferring information and knowledge, pushing the world towards even greater unity. But at this moment, our sense is one of globalized anxiety and malaise. 

Recovery teams are still digging through the debris of the fallen WTC towers.  Our own search for answers has come up with little to explain how this kind of anger can reside in the human heart. 

September 11 has been described as “the day the world changed.” The news media brought it all home and into our hearts and minds, a new kind of terror that makes even the most powerful of nations vulnerable. The impact of the crime went beyond the horrible loss of lives. The attacks communicated the magnitude of evil that human beings are capable of inflicting on their own kind. We have seen the darkest side of the human soul. 

For days and weeks now, this terrifying truth has been with us.  It brings us to the importance of our discussion of the media.  If so much has gone wrong with our world, then the media play a role in how the state of things have come to be. 

For the media reflects the world even as they shape and change the world. Journalists object to having to carry so much of the burden of the problems that beset the world.  They point out that media reportage is simply a mirror reflecting a troubled world. The messenger is often improperly blamed for the bad news.  But few can deny with conviction that indeed the press as an institution is both part of the problem as it is part of the solution. 

The Nature of the PRESS

While we use the word media interchangeably with press throughout the program, let me clarify at this point that CMFR’s specific interest and area of concern is limited to the news media or the channels of journalism. 

There are too many kinds of journalism to make us comfortable about one definition. Many books that discuss journalism do not define the term but rather its elements. This might be a helpful view. 

Its most basic element is its assigned function -- the recording of events as they happened, the journal designed to answer the people’s oft-asked question “What happened today?” “Or this week/this month depending on the time-cycle of publication or airing and telecast?” Other elements include a conversation, an ongoing exchange of views and opinions about the concerns of the day. 

The work of journalism fulfills the human need for awareness and enlightenment. Human beings need to know as much as they can know.  It is part of human nature. The usefulness of journalism is based on human nature.  

Journalism by its nature addresses itself to the individuals’ sense of community. Individuals use journalism together.  It provides a shared fund of information, knowledge and ideas, a common reference that enables and empowers a community to evaluate together, to make judgments, to make decisions, to mobilize into action.  

The functional question of the media user should read, “What happened today that I should know about, that helps me deal with the situation, with problems and issues that affect me and my community?”

As the world has become a global village, the meaning of “those around me” has expanded to include many others all around the world.  Journalism in our time has also expanded to address itself to a human family who shares one earth and one planet. 

And so we have around us news media of all kinds.  Their formats come in all kinds of sizes.  These speak to local, national and global audiences.  And we find that often their pages inter-connect, their programs making up a seamless network of communication.  News flows freely into whatever channels there are to reach yet more and more people. With the increased use of the Internet, journalism extends its reach even further and in a more dynamic manner as chat rooms spark ongoing conversations about the issues of the day.  

Press as part of the Political Process

The press is part of the political system. In an authoritarian regime, the press becomes the handmaid of government programs, assisting in the task of winning and retaining continued public support or consent. In a democratic regime, the press serves as the watchdog of those in power, reporting on government and other issues critically so that citizens can better identify what constitutes public interest, the better to check how their representatives pursue public interest on their behalf. 

Either way, the system works better because there is a press.  In a democratic system, however, the press must be free to do its job and to fulfill the tasks without government control.  

All around the world, politicians sensing grave public disenchantment over their performance have publicly called for a renewal of politics, articulating the message of new politics in the service of the people.  

Similarly, the free press around the world has done some soul-searching as a response to public disenchantment if not dismay over the media, its content and its conduct. 

What caused this to happen? 

Some problems turn on age-old conventions of journalism. The traditional approach to news relies on criteria that severely limit the scope of news. The press tends to select only certain kinds of news stories. The story must have wide public interest, it must be about people that we know about.  There is bias for bad news and the out-of-norm. Conflict provides grist for the mill. 

Journalism began when the world was a simpler place, when story-telling was an adequate mode.  These days there are few issues that can be reduced to a story.  So much of this old type of journalism now proves inadequate for the needs of the present. Stories to be read have to be simplified.  When given a complex subject, a process or a long-term development, the media are forced to simplify to a point that they distort reality or simply fail to inform facts with context and meaning. 

Other problems are more recent in origin. The greater push toward commercialism has transformed journalism into big business.  Commercialism equals entertainment or sensationalized news which some have quickly dubbed info-tainment. Bad news gets attention and is often sold on the potential of such stories to attract attention. The race for ratings and for high circulation, the competition for advertising monies are part of the survival of the press as business.  Conglomeration and corporatism have intruded on editorial judgments and the point of so much of the news is simply that these stories sell cheap.  It is simply too much work to make less appealing news more palatable. 

Technological advancement has created its own problems for journalism. Big media costs a lot of money.  Money issues and the bottom line have come to rule and roost in media empires everywhere. The expansion has not been accompanied with proportionate inclusion of people around the world.   Global media such as the CNN and the BBC, like so many of the wire services which dominated the news in the past are focused only on the news interesting to and concerning only the wealthiest and most powerful nations of the world. International and global media deepen the hegemony of the West in the mass consciousness as in international affairs. 

Phenomenal growth of news empires have also thinned out or watered down its capacity to keep people truly aware.  The media have been criticized for losing its hold on what is genuinely relevant.  The press has lost touch with the people who live on the margins, effectively relegating their issues to the margins of the policy conversation. The press has become more a tool of those who are powerful and wealthy.

One other critical change is the transformation of the media and press into an institution of the establishment.  It used to be that the press was the people’s press, run by more members coming from the working class. The membership of the press has become better educated and more middle class in aspiration. The disconnect from more ordinary folk has resulted in certain instances a stronger alliance of the press with those in power and in the establishment rather than with those out of the power loop.  Even the discussion of issues affecting the poor hardly include them as sources, their perspective receiving only scant notice in news discussions. 

What we have in many places is a conversation and dialogue of the rich and powerful through the media.  The exclusion of others from the exchange in the public forum is a failure of leadership both in politics and in the press. 

These criticisms weigh heavily on those who see the press as a pillar of democracy, an instrument of public education that prepares all citizens equally for the tasks of self-governance.  If the press fails to connect with those who have less, or fails to make visible the problems that afflict the poor and marginalized, then it reflects the general failure of democracy to make a difference in the lives weighed down by the task of physical survival. 

Concepts and Principles 

I will not present a code of principles or a standard of values that will promote transformational leadership in the media. This task must engage working journalists as well as those who use the press, not just the politicians but more important those in civil society. 

There have been attempts to distill the values which are the core of journalism. One of these was accomplished by the Hutchinson Commission in the US whose members included among the most notable thinkers of the time.  Published in 1947, the report said that the public should know how it wanted to be served by the press.  The Commission described a public service that included the following: 

“First, a truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day’s events in a context which gives them meaning; 

Second, a forum for the exchange of comment and criticism; 

Third, a means of projecting the opinions and attitudes of the groups in the society to one another; 

Fourth, a method of presenting and clarifying the goals and values of the society; and 

Fifth, a way of reaching every member of the society by the currents of information, thought and feeling which the press supplies.”

More recently, the US based center Project for Excellence in Journalism reviewed the state of the American press through content analysis and, through dialogue and interviews with working journalists.  The recently published book Elements of Journalism by William Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel to share their findings and the principles distilled from numerous discussions with journalists that journalists agree on. 

First, the purpose, which is “to provide people with the information they need to be free and self-governing: 

The following enumeration of shared principles or elements indicate the path of transformational leadership in the media: 

1. Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth.

2. Its first loyalty is to citizens. 

3. Its essence is a discipline of verification. 

4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those they cover. 

5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power.

6. It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise. 

7. It must strive to make the significant interesting and relevant. 

8. It must keep the news comprehensive and proportional. 

9. Its practitioners must be allowed to exercise their personal conscience. 

It is interesting how demanding the two lists are about journalism’s obligation to society.  Coming from the most liberal interpretation of press freedom and autonomy, these principles testify to a commitment to journalism’s profound responsibility because of its influence and its power to shape a free society, holding journalistic practice to public purpose, achieved through the observance of professional discipline and values. 

I will add a few of my own observations about the premises of journalism in our world today. 

First, information is power and access to information must be universal.  Only with such a commitment can we nurture a generation of citizens who can take on their own responsibilities as participants in good governance. 

Second, the press must be inclusive of the different communities in society.  International news must reflect the wealth of human diversity as something that enriches all of us. 

Third, journalism must place on the global agenda the correction of profound inequities that plague the world. The growing gap between the haves and the have-nots needs to be understood if it is to be removed. 

Fourth, news accounts should move away from rendering conflict in black and white, showing enemies as winners or losers.  Rather, journalism needs to explore the gray areas of compromise that may be considered by either side or by all proponents with honor and dignity. 

The work of the press calls for a revision, a re-invention more appropriate in responding to the challenge of the world’s increasing complexity.  The call for peace is not a simple one.  Nor is the need for understanding and mutual respect among peoples and countries in conflict. 

Indeed, the terrorist attack on September 11 is cast in dark irony. Terrorism is violence wrought on the innocent and non-combatant populace.  Terrorism carries a message. In a world rich with channels of communication, there are people who are still driven to send their message through murderous means because of the hate, anger and despair that have so long festered in their hearts. 

The press and the political community hold positions of leadership in any society. They can play a role to transform and reform the ways of the world. Perhaps, then, in the time we spend in the next few days, we will find a way of pursuing the agenda of reform both in the press and in politics. The urgency of the task cannot be made more obvious by the current crisis and the threat of violence and war. 

Let us then join our efforts to achieve what may seem quite impossible.  It can be said that the work commenced during our watch. 
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