(draft 08-16-05)

From the Century of Self…to the Century of Us????

1.

Back in 2002 Adam Curtis wrote and directed for the BBC a four hour documentary titled The Century of Self where he illustrates how western societies have been permeated and dominated, from the early twenties of the last century, by a pervasive idolatry of the self. I had heard about this work many times but had only seen a highly interesting first part which I had kindly received from Anne Gregory a couple of years ago.
Now in New York City for a long period of rest/work I jumped on the opportunity of the first showing of the whole documentary in normal movie screens.

It is normal that in four hours one seek all which helps to confirm one’s opinions, but I confess that in this case it was not difficult, although the documentary ends just when that ‘new beginning’ which we often talk about begins.

Yes, because those four hours are entirely dedicated to public relations, marketing and political communication: three intertwined themes, accompanied by the professional profile of Edward Bernays and the intellectual profiles of Sigmund and Anna Freud, Herbert Marcuse, Wilhelm Reich, Ernst Dichter… up to Clinton and Blair’s political consultants: respectively George Stephanopoulos and Dick Morris, and Philip Gould and Peter Mandelson.
2.

A mini summary:

Being one’s self and self expression are no longer considered egotist behaviours. Corporations and political parties have invested huge resources to read, interpret and satisfy our desires thanks to focus groups and life style marketing. 
Adam’s work vividly delivers this 20th century revolution and wonders if it is really self liberation rather than a new vulnerability of the individual to the manipulation and control of power. For many this transformation represents a more advanced expression of democracy: power finally transferred to the consumer-citizen. 
Not for the author of the documentary.

a-

the first hour explains the relationship between Sigmund Freud and his american nephew Edward Bernays, self proclaimed ‘inventor’, in the early twenties, of the public relations profession. Bernays was in fact the first to apply his famous uncle’s ideas to convincing consumers to buy superfluous goods and services by connecting them, through communication and events, to their unconscious desires.
b-

the second hour elaborates Bernays’ ‘engineering of consent’ theory which he taught at New York University back in 1923 and then rationalised in a book with the same title. 
In each of us exist desires and fears which are irrational and dangerous for society. Only a solid and forceful democracy of the elites may adequately manage citizens, induced to acceptable social behaviour if and when they are satisfied in their unconscious desires of happiness and well being.
c-

the third hour recounts the theory of Marcuse (it is society and not the individual which induces fears and anxiety in individuals), Reich (the self must not be managed nor repressed but encouraged to be let out and socially expressed) and, most importantly, how Bernays counselled corporations, in adapting market research and particularly focus groups to applying Freud’s theories in understanding and interpreting consumer desires and fears and supplying consumers with new products and services, communicated through highly charged symbolic values.
d- 
the fourth and last hour is on the Reagan and Thatcher campaigns and the Clinton and Blair ones, only to demonstrate how these political leaders, although diversely, fully absorbed and applied the tactics of Bernays and his psychoanalyst friends which in the meantime had been ‘adopted’ by private corporations. These politicians were convinced they were creating a new and better form of democracy without realising (says of course the author of the documentary) that the objective of those who had devised such techniques was not to liberate individuals but to better control them.
3.
Ok…I’ll bypass personal emotions as I lack sufficient ‘pen quality’, but I do wish to underline one aspect of this experience. 
In accepting a few weeks ago in London the honour of the Alan Cambell Johnson Medal I had stated something like….. ‘if this should lead subsequently to a reassessment of the legacy of our forefathers –well, in the revisionist society we live in today- I believe we should proceed.’ 
A more explicit reference to Edward Bernays was not necessary. A couple of friends noticed this and even wrote to me: ‘what are you doing? We have so few historical references that now you even wish to dismantle those few that we have?’

After having seen The Century of Self and reread Propaganda the 1923 Bernays pamphlet which after decades has recently reappeared in Barnes and Nobles circuits, I have had second thoughts.

Sure: there is no doubt than in his very long and agitated life Bernays has been through everything and its contrary and that no individual better than him has for many decades interpreted that ‘persuasive’ and ‘asymmetric’ communication model which, today, many of us would prefer to remove from the spotlight of our professional identity. 
It is really engaging when he subtly responds to a question, with only a partial truth:
‘I invented the term public relations counsel when I realised that ‘propaganda’, after the Germans, was no longer appropriate’. In this reply is all of Bernays: self complacency because he knew that the interviewer, as well the audience, were incompetent and would have interpreted ‘I  invented public relations’ while in fact he had only added the term counsel to professionalize the practice (a very important addition, mind you); manipulation of dates, as the interview dates back to 1991 and surely Bernays counted on that ‘time impact effect’ for which the audience would interpret the drop of the term propaganda (and therefore his decision…) with Nazism. 
Like all true magicians, he does not tell lies, but neither does he specificy the truth remaining in a terrain which could well be the truth… He  knew very well what the interviewer wanted to hear and  gave it to him with no serious flaws, only small venial sins. 

Another ‘beauty’ is the inception of his last public interview with David Letterman (1992). The anchorman, as Bernays uncomfortably takes his seat, approaches him as Doctor Bernays and he immediately jumps on this (typical from a ‘how not to be managed in an interview’ course) and says: ‘I like that you call me Doctor, it increases my credibility in the audience…thank you!”. 
And now to the heart of the discourse.
One cannot deny -and the entire documentary is accompanied by a constant and repeated thread of statements by Stuart Ewen, the best known, intelligent and corrosive critic of the role of public relations in contemporary society and author of PR, a Social History of Spin!- that in these last 100 years public relations have had a historical role which one could at least fairly define as ‘ambiguous’. At the same time, one cannot deny that in that same period, and also thanks to Bernays’ theory and tactics, western societies have undertook a giant step forward in terms of quality of life and well being. Marketing, which owes more to Bernays than any other single individual, has allowed our western economies to grow, consumptions to develop and democracies to consolidate. 
To the contrary, particularly in these last ten, fifteen years, public relations have been the object of ferocious and constant social critiques and have not been capable of arguing full social legitimacy.
It is only by accident that the Curtis documentary was aired by BBC in the same year (2002) in which the international public relations community gave operational birth to the Global Alliance, the umbrella organisation of national professional associations with the task of defining and promoting global quality of the profession. Also in 2002 Betteke Van Ruler and Dejan Vercic issued the Bled Manifesto in which a ‘european way’ to public relations was delineated, while James Grunig, with a first essay published in the Global Public Relations Handbook, paved the way towards a new global public relations theory highly diverse from the Bernays model: based as it is on two way, symmetrical relationships which imply that organisations listen to the their stakeholders before and not after having decided operative objectives to be pursued.

In these last three years, while critics bombarded the profession’s reputation exploiting every one of the many professional pitfalls of colleagues much more attracted by headlines than by the quality of their work but was not able to proceed beyond the basic argument (however forceful) that public relations have complicated rather than simplified the democratic process, the international public relations community has made, what appear to me to be some major steps forward: from the global ethics protocol approved at the First World PR Festival in Rome, to the initial but promising development of an Asian and more recently an African model of practice, to a more in depth analysis of the generic principles and specific applications of the global theory, to the Second World PR Festival of Trieste dedicated to diversity, whose two Manifestos (one before and one after the event) underscore with force the profound revision of the Bernays’ model which dominated the public relations scene in the twentieth century and fostered a progressive migration of the communication-to to a communication-with paradigm.
It is surely too soon to say if we are trespassing a path which is sustainable and, most of all, if we will be able to dialogue with at least the more relevant part of our professional community in order to speed up the pace. 
As also Richard Edelman recently stated: the status quo of our profession is no longer sustainable.
(tmf)

