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William Horsley

The issue is one which is an extraordinary emotive mixture of politics, media and ethics, and we have three main lines of putting the argument: the publish and be damned side, especially the newspapers that ran with the story, which in the case of the Guardian largely pursued and made the story exist; and those on the side of silence, various governments like the US State Department saying that significant damage would be done to relations with various countries by the WikiLeaks episode; and then there is the whole dimension we are going to explore of the ethics of the issue, both the question of the common good or the balance of merits or demerits from a public good point of view and from a more ethical point of view.  And that’s why we’ve got this arrangement on the panel before you.  

Luke Harding hardly needs an introduction - Luke Harding was expelled from his job as Moscow correspondent because he wrote a front-page story based on WikiLeaks which offended the one man in Russia you shouldn’t offend.  Vladimir Putin reacted fairly promptly on that.  He will tell us more.  As I say the Guardian did instigate this in a rather serious way.  We don’t want to go into a lot of detail but it is important to know that there was a race for the material and Guardian journalists did go out to seek out the opportunity to print it.  And probably this is the biggest episode of scandal and public interest from a revelation of that kind perhaps at least since the Pentagon papers (1971).  Robin O’Neill was British ambassador in Austria and Belgium, also worked in Germany and Turkey as a diplomat.  Turkey is one of the countries where the WikiLeaks revelations have caused greater offence to the head of government Tayyip Erdogan – one of his close relatives or circle were implicated in corruption and that was exposed by WikiLeaks.  And Professor John Milbank is a professor from Nottingham University, a professor of religion politics and ethics at Nottingham University and the author of several books on big questions about religion and ethics and social values as well.  

We’ll start with Luke – Luke can correct me if anything is wrong but as from earlier this year five newspapers have been effectively on the ground floor of the WikiLeaks revelations: the Guardian in London, der Spiegel in Germany, New York Times, le Monde in France and El Pais in Spain.  The Guardian alone as you know published earlier this year some 700 stories and the book that Luke has co-authored with David Leigh of the Guardian “Inside Julian Assange’s War on Secrecy” is clearly a must-read but don’t try and do it before we start the debate!  

The speakers will all start with a roughly ten-minute presentation, a little bit of leeway on that and then we’ll get the debate going. 

Luke Harding

Thank you very much.  Very nice to see you and thank you for the invitation.  Just by way of background just to explain a bit about how I got involved with this extraordinary story.  I was as William said until recently the Moscow correspondent for the Guardian and I came slightly late to the WikiLeaks party.  My colleague David Leigh, with whom I wrote this book, was basically involved with WikiLeaks from about spring of last year 2010 when he bumped into Julian Assange who was you know, the sort of platinum-haired Australian hacker, at a conference for journalists in Iceland in March of this year.  Julian Assange had shown David a video which was part of his cache of material  that had been leaked of a US helicopter in Baghdad basically executing a whole load of civilians including a couple of Reuters journalists in what looked like some kind of chilling video game.  And I think that that was when we in the Guardian began to realise that this material was of public interest, that we should have a look at it and that it was something that we should consider publishing.  Now we didn’t publish that; WikiLeaks published this video which had some collateral damage.  But in the summer of last year a colleague of mine at the Guardian, Nick Davies, basically met Julian Assange in Brussels and they had a series of encounters and email exchanges and then he persuaded Julian to hand over what we call Package 1 and Package 2 which were a whole lot of secret warlogs, from American military reports, first of all in Afghanistan and then in Iraq, which we published in collaboration with Der Spiegel and with the New York Times.  And then in the autumn, as I say Julian Assange and the Guardian were still talking to each other, we got hold of Package 3.  Now Package 3 was the most exciting package from a journalist’s point of view.  It was more than a quarter of a million confidential and secret – although not top-secret – US communiqués between US embassies and diplomatic missions around the world, and the State Department in Washington.  So these were kind of private exchanges between senior diplomats.  And Julian handed them over on an encrypted website – he wrote the password down on a yellow napkin in a Belgian hotel and this is how we got hold of all this material.  

My role was that basically in November I was sitting in my rather dreary office in Moscow and I read an article in Russian about Julian Assange saying that he had interesting material about the Russian government with whom I was kind of already in a semi-feud.  They didn’t like the things I was writing and they had made comments on numerous occasions.  So I sent a quick email to London and said shouldn’t we try and get hold of this Julian Assange guy and had an email back saying take the next flight to London.  So I flew back to London in November and I spent the next two weeks in an overheated fourth-floor room at the Guardian hidden away from everyone else ploughing through these secret diplomatic cables with colleagues.  My brief was to look at Russia and the former Soviet Union.  And it was a bit like stepping into Tutankhamun’s tomb for the first time.  It was just amazing.  No-one else had seen this stuff.  David Leigh had looked through some of the other cables but he hadn’t looked at the Russian material.  And for me it was revelatory, it was exciting, and also it confirmed that the stories I had been writing for the Guardian about the Russian government and the nature of the Russian state, that it was a deeply nasty, deeply corrupt cleptocracy, that this view which some people thought was rather extreme was actually proudly shared by the US ambassador in Moscow and many other diplomats, that the Americans, despite its ostensible relations with Russia, took the same gloomy view of the country as I did.  I read these stories.  While I was there I had a very strange phone call from the Russian foreign ministry who phoned up and said “we would like to meet you, you must come and meet us in Moscow” and I said, look I’m terribly sorry, I’m in London, I’ll come and see you when I get back, what’s it about?  “We cannot tell you”.  I flew back; then November 16th I had a meeting with the Russian Foreign Ministry and after an excruciating 25 minute preamble they announced that they were not renewing my accreditation, in effect they were expelling me from the country, this was on account of the WikiLeaks presentation.  There was my family involved and we agreed we don’t publicise this and there was an agreement that I could stay for six months.  I then did fly to London, and then on November 28th we with the other media partners that William mentioned published what in essence must be the biggest leak in history: a whole series of articles co-ordinated both with WikiLeaks and other media partners about this stuff.  Starting off with a story about how America secretly spied on the UN and ordered its diplomats to collect sensitive biometric details on the UN Secretary General and other people and there was a whole series of articles including clearly mine on Russia featuring a photo of Vladimir Putin with mirrored shades on and a headline saying “inside Putin’s mafia state”.  Mafia state was culled from the cables that I had been writing about.  With a whole series of articles that I had written deeply displeasing to the Russian government but also all true.  I went to spend Christmas in the UK, but with my family back in Moscow, on February 5th I flew back to Russia and I made it as far as Moscow airport where I was basically arrested at passport control, I was told by a young guy from the border agency in Russian “For you Russia is closed”.  I was taken to a cell.  I was held in the cell with some charming guys from Tajikistan and Kyrgistan, central Asian guys who had also problems with their visas who were amazed to see this prosperous European basically being treated like a criminal and I was bundled back onto the same bmi flight I had arrived on back to London.  And basically we sat on the story for 48 hours while the Foreign Office tried to get clarification on why I had been expelled, and that didn’t happen, so we publicised the story.  And so for a week or so I was a minor diplomatic scandal, now fortunately forgotten.

But I think it’s worth knowing that just to give you some idea of how important WikiLeaks was and also how much of a kind of challenge it was not just to autocratic regimes like Russia but also all round the world.  Now there are two other quick points I want to make.  One is: if you haven’t read any of these American diplomatic cables, many of them have been published now, I actually suggest you do so because they are very high quality, the analysis is extremely good and I would also say they have a literary dimension, the best combine a journalist’s eye for detail and reporting with the kind of grand view you’d expect from an area expert or a professor or a very senior diplomat.  They are impressive and I’m just going to read you one paragraph just in case you haven’t seen it.  This is written by William Burns the US Ambassador in Moscow, who was invited to a wedding in Dagestan which is a Muslim republic in the south, at which Ramzan Kadyrov, a former rebel who is now the President of Chechnya and a friend of Mr Putin was in attendance.  This is what William Burns is cabling back in 2006 to the US State Department who must have read this with great pleasure I think.  So William Burns the Ambassador writes, in the secret code, describing the wedding.  He says “Most of the tables were set with the usual dishes plus whole roast sturgeons and sheep but at 8pm the compound was invaded by dozens of heavily armed Mujahadeens for the grand entrance of a Chechyan leader, Ramzan Kadyrov, dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt, looking shorter and less muscular than in his photos, with a somewhat cock-eyed expression on his face.  After greetings from Gadzi (Gadzi is the host) Ramzan and about 20 of his retinue sat around the tables eating and listening to Benya the accordeon king.  Gadzi then announced a fireworks display in honour of the birthday of Ramzan’s late father Ahmat-Hadji Kadyrov.  The fireworks started with a bang that made both Gadzi and Ramzan flinch.  Gadzi had from the beginning requested that none of his guests, most of whom carried sidearms, fire their weapons in celebration.  Throughout the wedding they complied, not even joining in the magnificent fireworks display.  After the fireworks the musicians struck up the lezgingka in a courtyard, and a group of 2 girls and 3 boys no more than 6 years old performed gymnastic variations on the dance.  First Gadzi joined them and then Ramzan who danced clumsily with his gold-plated automatic stuck down the back of his jeans.  One houseguest later pointed out that the gold housing eliminated the practical use of the gun, but smirked that Ramzan probably couldn’t fire it anyway.  But Gadzi and Ramzan showered the dancing children with $100 bills.  The dancers probably picked up upwards of $5000 from the cobblestones.  Gadzi told us later that Ramzan had brought the happy couple a 5 kilo lump of gold as his wedding present.  After the dancing and a quick tour of the premises Ramzan and his army drove off back to Chechnya.  We asked why Ramzan did not spend the night in Makhachkala, the capital of Dagestan, and were told “Ramzan never spends the night anywhere”.”  So you can imagine my delight on finding this cable among this sort of treasure trove of stuff and obviously we published it and a lot of people read it.  

The last point I wanted to make is merely just to make a preliminary contribution to the debate as to whether these cables, as to whether WikiLeaks was important.  I think it was very important and I think we were right to publish and I also think that the critique from some people who live in comfortable European countries who say that it’s boring to say that Russia’s corrupt, to say that Nicolas Sarkozy is a small man with a Napoleon complex (which is what one of the cables said for example) is not in any way revealing.  I think that’s wrong.  I think that for people who live in authoritarian states, for people who live in Belarus, for people who live in Tunisia which we write about in the book, these cables are important not necessarily because they said things that weren’t known before but because they were kind of affirming.  They affirm what people knew.  And I think it would be good perhaps to talk about the role WikiLeaks played in the Arab spring.  I don’t think it caused the Arab spring but I think it has had a catalysing effect in the series of revolutions we have seen in the North African and Middle Eastern countries.  And I also think one of the ironies of the Arab spring and WikiLeaks is that even though the US State Department was very unhappy with their publication, especially in the Arab world, these cables have done a lot to restore US prestige and influence.  So I think I will stop there.

William Horsley

That gives me the chance just to ask you a question.  Did you have any qualms about publishing any of the material?  Were there any editorial limits on what you could publish or were there things you refrained from publishing?

Luke Harding

Absolutely.  We were extremely cautious about what we published and what we didn’t publish.  The criterion always was whether this was in the public interest, so the story about the US secretly spying on the UN clearly was in the public interest.  Other material wasn’t.  And you know we had a quarter of a million documents and we’ve published perhaps now 3000, 4000.  We redacted very scrupulously any sources.  Anyone who talked to the Americans and who featured in these cables who we thought would be at risk – even low risk.  From where I am in Russia, former Soviet Union, that meant we were taking out a lot of names.  And we also worked very closely with lawyers to make sure there was no legal risk.  So we didn’t just copy stuff out.

William Horsley

I think that’s a good point.  By the way if you haven’t looked on the WikiLeaks website I am surprised how well laid out it is, by countries, by themes.  So if you are interested in any particular subject you can find a lot of material under almost every heading.  It’s still very easy to find isn’t it?

On the issue of the impact, generally speaking – I’ll put my cards on the table - I agree with Luke on the facts of that.  I think as a journalist it was extraordinarily not only interesting, you could see the impact on almost every country in the world - obviously on the States’ relations with lots of countries, but for example China, it revealed the real role the Chinese had in everything that was going on in North Korea.  You can easily imagine this is the kind of thing that can actually change relationships between countries quite profoundly.  In the case of Tunisia, there was I believe a separate source, a separate route for them to be published, an organisation that called itself Tunileaks.  They managed to get and translate a lot of the material before and the Index on Censorship Awards that were awarded this year gave a top prize to the people who had done that: it was obvious that it really did have an enormous impact because people in Tunisia who hated the corruption of their leaders, could see it all spelt out in minute detail, the American view on that.  It must have encouraged hundreds of young people and once they’d done it, broken through the barrier of fear and so on.  Against that of course came the argument that lives could be lost, reprisals made.  In Iraq and Afghanistan those who had informed the American military and all that kind of thing.  Assange has always been very lucky to be able to say that there have been no reprisals of that kind yet, the other argument being of course that it is one-sided, Assange has an agenda which is anti-American and that kind of thing and he called WikiLeaks “the People’s Intelligence Agency”.  There’s an article in The New Statesman (April 2011) to that effect.  

I go on to Robin O’Neill to give us your point of view both on the question of impact and on the ethics of what was done with WikiLeaks.

Robin O’Neill

I can't beat Luke but I'll start with a brief story about Turkey which was my first diplomatic post in the late 1950s.  The machine had ground around and it had come to the point when the speaker of the Grand National Assembly in Turkey was due to be invited to visit London by the speaker of the House of Commons.  I may have forgotten his name for the moment but I’ll call him Kurcioglu.  And arrangements for the visit were being made in the Embassy.  One of my colleagues whom several people in the audience will remember, the late Sir Tony Parsons, wrote a letter to the President of the Grand National Assembly and said, Mr President, the British Government, the speaker of the House of Commons are delighted you’re coming and here is a copy of the programme.  And he also wrote a letter to London with a copy of the programme, in which he said, Kurcioglu is really the most awful man.  Grossly corrupt and a notable lecher, he is universally despised by the members of the Grand National Assembly, I’m afraid the speaker will find him a very tedious guest.  These were put in envelopes and the secretary sent them out.  Mr Kurcioglu went to London, the visit seemed to go perfectly well.  And then some months later we had the first revolution in Turkey when Prime Minister Menderes was got rid of and Mr Kurcioglu was arrested.  A few days later the Turkish Foreign Ministry asked Tony Parsons to call on them and said, Mr Parsons, I think you ought to have this back; and they gave him a copy of the letter to London setting out Parsons’ views on Mr Kurcioglu.  Clearly the secretary had put the letters together rather too quickly and sent the Grand National Assembly a copy of this letter as well.  Which shows really the wisdom and the discretion of Turks.  They had clearly at once pocketed the letter, they hadn’t shown it to Mr Kurcioglu, and they’d saved it for a rainy day.  And there it was returned to Parsons.  That wasn’t the end of the story.  When Kurcioglu was brought to trial, the prosecutor said, not only have I laid before you a long list of misdemeanours by the prisoner Kurcioglu, but I should add to the court that this is also the view of the British Embassy in Ankara, and I will quote you now a few sentences from what Mr Parsons, a distinguished expert on Turkish affairs, had to say about Kurcioglu.  There you are.  An example of a leak handled very discreetly by a government, and made use of at a time when it did good rather than harm because the number of supporters of Mr Kurcioglu to be found in Ankara at that time was really quite small. 

But I think this debate raises a number of quite distinct issues, some practical, some ethical and some not quite ethical but having to do with the ground rules for the conduct of politics and international relations.

But first of all, is this problem new?  Well, it isn’t. In the second half of the 16th century, the diplomatic bags carried by English couriers were regularly opened and their contents copied by Spanish officials at the inn in which they stayed on the last night before they reached Madrid. In the 18th century, all mail arriving at the Port of London was delayed for 24 hours before it was delivered to those to whom it was addressed. This was a cause of annoyance to foreign merchants in London, and I do not know just what excuse the Post Office made for the delay. The real reason was that this time was needed for the diplomatic bags of foreign powers to be opened and the contents copied, so that they could be passed to the Bishop of Peterborough and his two sons, who had the task of deciphering the documents they contained.  One of the standard instructions to all new ambassadors in the 16th century and later was to go out and buy a good cypher system before they set out for their new post. 

So the first thing to say about the problem, if it is a problem, is that it is not new. What is new is the impact of technology, in this case information technology. Moving on from the physical interception of diplomatic bags, came the tapping of telephones. Landlines first, and later mobile phones and voicemail, as we now see from the problems of the News of the World. Remote collection, with no need to suborn a disaffected, greedy or Catholic gentleman at the court of Elizabeth 1.  But I think there’s probably still a need first to pay someone to tap the telephone wires or give you a password or the pin number of the mobile phone in which you are interested. This last requirement, some key to give you access to the system, was clearly a necessary route into Mr Bradley Manning's Aladdin's Cave. And it seems to have been easily available to him. Once he had uttered the Open Sesame phrase, out tumbled a hoard of treasure surpassing, I suspect, his wildest expectations. And he did not even have to hire a van to carry it all away.

Those of us who in the past have been the recipients of lectures from United States officials about the inadequacy of our own security can take some personal pleasure from seeing the biter bit. But the US government was only going through a familiar pattern of behaviour. Told that part of the problem of conducting the War on Terror successfully was that information was not being circulated to all those who needed to see it, they decided that in that case the whole sack should be emptied, and made available to everyone, to choose what they needed from the store. But what they needed and what some of them wanted, turned out to be very different things. This brings one to the question of "Need to Know", familiar to everyone in government, and surely in the private sector as well. I take it that at the News of the World the arrangements for employing people to hack into voice mails were not available to everyone on the paper; indeed, we understand from the then editor that they were not even made known to the editor himself. So the internal security of some organisations is clearly better than that of others. The US government has learned the hard way that if you want to keep secrets, restricting the circulation of papers or information to people you can trust, and who really need to be aware of it, is essential.

So my first conclusion is that it is up to you to keep your secrets secret, and you cannot blame others for making themselves aware of those secrets if they can. Whether it is morally right to acquire information which other people do not want you to have, is a question to which I am sure we will return. Is it theft, particularly if the information is of no monetary value? Is it different if you cause embarrassment or distress to someone by what you have discovered, particularly if you disclose it? In private life, this could be at the least unkind, and at the worst malicious or designed to hurt. In religious terms, you might call it a sin.

But back to our main theme. The battle to preserve secrecy on the part of those who wish to preserve it will go on. Measures to counter the acquisition of secret information will no doubt be devised, in the familiar pattern of leap-frogging, and these will no doubt include restricting the circulation of information to ever smaller groups of people. But ought information to be restricted at the whim of the originator? If you are selling a house, you do not want a letter to your solicitor saying that you need to complete by June 1st and if necessary you will accept £50,000 less than you are asking, to be passed to the buyer's solicitor. That is private, you will say. I have every right to keep it secret. What about the same principle with government information? Ah, that is not private, it affects you and me and indeed the wider community, and it is therefore quite evidently of public interest!  Well yes, it is of interest to the public, but is it in the public interest that it should be disclosed? Part of the essential contract of government is that you as a citizen have passed over to the government the right to act on your behalf on a good many matters. 

Both diplomats and journalists share a common interest in acquiring information. I spent a great deal of time talking to people who might be able to tell me things I wanted to know.  My only moral test, if you like, was that I should never cause harm to the person I talked to, in the sense of getting him into trouble. The equivalent I suppose of the journalistic code of protecting your sources. But is that code based on moral considerations, or on the practical one that if you let your sources down, you will soon find that no one will talk to you? This point is relevant to diplomacy as well. Nor does the way in which information is acquired greatly bother me. I spent more than three years as the chief of the Intelligence Assessments Staff in the Cabinet Office, with the responsibility of producing all the papers which came to the Joint Intelligence Committee. We used all the information, every kind of information, that came to hand. Of course, all this was done "in the public interest".

It is here that I think that diplomacy and journalism start to part company as regards the acquisition of information. In diplomacy, you acquire information in order to make use of it. Again, in the public good; though I accept that the nature of that good may be questioned. In journalism, if I may be controversial, on the other hand, the use to be made of information is to sell a story. I accept that at this point there may be howls of outrage. Everything we write is in the public interest. Really? Are stories about Katie Price's private life in the public interest? Oh, but they are of interest to our readers. Not the same thing. And a story that an American ambassador in central Asia was not much impressed by Prince Andrew? Of interest to the public! Maybe, in a fleeting way, and perhaps the more so in that it was acquired in a key-hole sort of way. It is not something the ambassador would probably have volunteered. I am not saying that a public interest justification is needed for every press story. Newspapers are largely entertainment; always have been, from early broadsheets on. And stories that the Duchess of Cambridge was bullied at school can be defended by saying they are of human interest, though again I think moral issues concerning both privacy and kindness, versus personal cruelty or malice by disclosure, arise.

But now we come to the public interest, or what in current religious discourse is called "the Common Good". I have reservations about that phrase, which to me has echoes of the end justifying the means. If it serves the Common Good, I can do things which are in themselves bad. I have said so far that I see no problem over acquiring any sort of information, though some of the means by which it can be obtained, such as theft and bribery are objectionable; and in the public sphere, I think that those who betray their country cannot expect not to pay the legal price. Investigative journalism is certainly justified, and is of public use where it uncovers maladministration, corruption or conspiracy against the public interest. The uncovering of the sordid business of expenses by members of both Houses of Parliament was clearly right, not least because there was no good case for keeping these details away from the public in the first place. 

I can see that the omnipresence of today's 24 hour journalism makes preserving secrecy more difficult. Public figures are now hounded relentlessly by journalists whose only interest is in the next 24 hours. (“Mr Hague, when are you going to leave Libya?”) I say that simply as a fact. I am not saying, poor them. It is now part of the price of being in public life. But the particular difficulty with transparency or secrecy, and diplomacy, rests in its characteristic as a process of negotiation. Not only in terms of the house sale I referred to earlier, the process of bargaining or negotiating an agreement with someone, where you need privacy as bargaining goes on, but also because lobbies will intervene, either with an axe to grind (but what is wrong with that, it may be a good axe?), or with the aim of halting anything being done at all. Concessions and common sense become much harder, as the whole history of efforts to solve the Arab-Israel dispute over Palestine shows. The argument that they wouldn't be keeping it from us unless they had something to hide is not always true, and there is a self-serving element in that argument when some journalists use it.  There clearly ought to be transparency about the aims of policy (think of Iraq, or Libya) so that achievement can be judged against this transparency, and there should be open debate of the results; but I think confidentiality during the negotiating process is justified. I would add that the justification of confidentiality reduces proportionately to the leaking of information by either party. If you yourself leak, that opens up the game to everyone else again.

And this brings me to my final point about privacy for exchanges on international relations. One thing that will certainly happen is that governments will become even more secretive and will conceal more of what they are doing. That is one of the consequences of Freedom of Information. In the place of those carefully drafted, exhaustively detailed records British civil servants have traditionally produced on what they and their Ministers are doing, we shall have meetings which never took place, or which were so informal that of course we did not bother, did not need to keep a record. Sofa government, you may say. And perhaps British ambassadors have been told to talk less to their American colleagues than hitherto.

So what is the answer? I think that all of us, both journalists and diplomats, will have to get on with our jobs as hitherto, but under changed technological conditions. Governments, diplomats, should be more transparent about the aims of policy, not least because that is what the public now expect; but they should continue to be flint-faced in protecting details of the implementation of policy, where this has to be kept confidential and the task they have been set to carry out requires this. As to journalists, I would suggest only, if I may, that they should bear in mind that in reporting, which is not just a game, they can seldom (seldom, not never) actually do good by disclosing things they learn — though I accept that they are not of course in the business of doing good; but by disclosure for its own sake – and here I’m moving to the sphere of the sort of personal stories you get in the press – by disclosure for its own sake they can always do harm, in the sphere of public policy; and in the realm of personal affairs, cause hurt and pain to private persons who do not merit it.  

William Horsley

Well thank you very much for putting those dilemmas very lucidly.  There were some sharp points aimed at the journalist community and we shall be hearing in a minute what people in the audience think about that.  Before I ask Professor Milbank to speak I just want to make the point that the issues for the press over WikiLeaks are not open and shut.  I have to draw your attention to Harold Evans, the world-famous editor of the Sunday Times, who wrote a very interesting article in December of last year with the headline “Why it was just right to publish the WikiLeaks cables”, so some qualms.  He talks about “any editor with pretensions to responsible journalism must hesitate over publishing the WikiLeaks cache of US diplomatic cables”.  He points out that his experience with exposing things like the thalidomide scandal were clear-cut and his conclusion is that very strict rules should be applied and he concludes on the other hand, that freedom of the press and the rule of public good served is paramount in many cases saying that informing critical public opinion cannot be adequately informed when habits of secrecy are engrained as they were so long in Britain.  And I guess he’d probably still say the same today.  So that’s if you like on the other side.

John Milbank

I’m very struck by the contrast between Luke insisting that he’s acting in the public good and Robin saying he accepts that it’s not the business of the journalist to be acting in the public good.  I think if it’s not their business to be acting in the public good they should never put pen to paper, they have no justification for acting otherwise.  So I tend to agree with Luke there that the only ground for making these leaks would have to be a moral ground.  And I think it’s also, following on from the quotation we’ve just had, eminently arguable that this leak was justified but nonetheless one can’t on that raise some kind of huge general principle that it’s always right to disclose what diplomats have written to each other.  In other words, it’s always a matter of very specific judgement.

I think that Luke’s point that this may have a beneficial effect on the Arab spring – in other words that telling these people what the Americans actually think of their leaders in this case had a beneficial effect – that can well be argued.  And yet, one can still be worried that in general, if diplomats weren’t confident that what they were saying was confidential, it could actually be detrimental to global freedom and security because obviously, for example, America may be saying in private, we’re a bit suspicious about Pakistan or Russia, but it’s difficult to say that to the Pakistanis or the Russians who could immediately react badly.  This then could lead to a breakdown in relations and actually worsen the situations in those countries.  So diplomats need to express suspicions, just as in our private life we don’t voice all our suspicions but we have to have them about some people and we may confide them to some friends.  If we reveal everything, life wouldn’t work, it would be disastrous.  

But to pass on to the more general ethical issues, I think partly what we’re up against here is a problem with liberalism, which tends to be our overall ethical or political horizon.  Because on the one hand liberalism suggests that the individual is paramount and therefore privacy is supreme, then as long as what are you are hiding isn’t harmful to anyone else as Robin said, you are entitled to privacy.  But on the other hand it also suggests somehow that we have a right to know everything, information should somehow be neutral and should be totally available.  So liberalism presses both towards absolute secrecy and towards absolute disclosure.  We seem to lack criteria for when things should be kept secret and when they should be disclosed.  And these sort of criteria will have to be something to do with the sense of the common good, and we’re extremely deficient in a sense of the common good, a sense of what we’re collectively aiming for.  So I think that’s the deepest, most fundamental reason why we’ve got this problem.

The second thing to say is that the freedom of the press is both absolutely necessary and incredibly dangerous.  And if we take the press as the fourth estate, we could say that the internet is something like the fifth estate.  And all the problems we have with the press are compounded one thousand-fold when it comes to the internet because the internet is completely independent, you just press a button, you don’t have to do anything else.  And yet it is also more radically irresponsible shall we say, than the Guardian newspaper.  The Guardian newspaper is connected to politicians and is in a sense answerable in law and so on.  Yet ever since the invention of the printing press in a sense, you have this problem on the one hand of the importance of an independent, critical voice and yet the problem of an accompanying irresponsibility and lack of answering to anyone.  And I think in a way this is correlated with the absolute power of states that you get in modernity - the press if you like balances out that situation.  But the power of the state is also compounded as the press moves into the sphere of propaganda, which in the end can encourage totalitarianism.  

Julian Assange has done much I admire a lot in some ways.  He began by putting pressure on China, on Russia, Tunisia, also America – and on aspects of tyranny in America: I don’t want to distance myself from that.  But I do worry about his philosophical remarks which seem to me to suggest that we have an absolute right to know everything.  And even to say that constitutionalism and democracy is built upon this freedom of information, that freedom of information is the fundamental freedom, seems to me to be both philosophically and historically dubious.  First of all the very concept of information as indubitable uninterpreted nuggets, is disturbing and misleading, because there’s always a slant in any presentation of information.

And secondly, constitutionalism and democracy are in fact older than the existence of the press.  For once upon a time the function of representation combined ruling with informing.  Your representative would talk to you, things happened in Westminster, he reported back, if you like, if you return to the period before the modern situation.  In particular the pulpit was the conveyor of the official stuff to congregations and the priest also acted as someone who provided feedback.  In many ways the press gradually began to replace the pulpit.  But the pulpit was more oral and in a sense was more integrated with the process of legislation itself.  Ruling was earlier itself partially by informing and listening.  By contrast, the rise of the printing press and then newspapers gives us this fourth estate which is in some ways irresponsible, as being in principle non-accountable - it is self-appointed if you like.  And that’s both a very good thing because it provides an independent point of view, and potentially a dangerous thing.  And actually this danger has been perceived from both right and left.  It was first of all Edmund Burke who (or at least according to Carlyle), when the press was first allowed into the Commons, pointed to the gallery and said this is the fourth estate, they are really in charge.  Much later Oscar Wilde said, actually we now only have one estate which is the press, because the Lords Temporal say nothing, the Lords Spiritual have nothing to say, the Commons have nothing to say and say it, and so it is actually journalism which is in danger of ruling us all.  And of course Oscar Wilde was certainly a voice coming from the left.  

So I think we need to be very careful about this question of freedom and freedom of information and remember that governments can themselves use the idea that we know everything.  A lot of us may be thinking we know what’s going on and that in itself can become a tool.  The more everyone is splurging out on the internet, the more the CIA knows about many different things.  If the CIA thought the internet was really dangerous, it could shut it down tomorrow.  So we need to remember that and not become naïve about these things and the idea that freedom of information is in itself the road to freedom.  It can sometimes be so, but not universally, and there can be a very dangerous dialectic at work here.

There’s also I think a globalisation dimension when it comes to this business of the fifth estate, the internet.  The fact that it really is more free-flowing because it abstracts from a situation in particular which always puts you into a certain network of responsibilities.  It’s completely mobile.  If you want it is anarchic.  And I think it’s very significant that somehow the response to this phenomenon on the part of governments is itself an excessive amount of control.  The fact that the soldier who leaked the tapes on WikiLeaks has been detained in an incredibly unjust and unfair way by the Obama administration.  It is as if these things are somehow linked in consciousness to terroristic phenomena, and in the same way the reaction to terrorism has been unbalanced in terms of judicial processes.  The international power of information is out of control and governments don’t know how to deal with it so they’re reacting in very extreme ways.  

I think in the end the key to dealing with this is going to have to be to do with building up international law.  The whole sphere of the internet has got to come more under regulation in terms of the ethos of people who work on it and we’ve got to develop a sense of reliable responsible channels of information.  And there has to be some legal regulation as well.  People I think do seriously have a right to privacy.  If we are now terrorizing each other by unwarranted virtual intrusions all the time, then in the end that will be controlled by governmental policy.  Totalitarianisms have always cut down on people’s privacies.  I know this is slightly outside WikiLeaks - but it has already been raised by Robin, this question in general of privacy and invasion.  I think it is incredibly dangerous.

When it comes to the question of diplomats, what they say to each other and what they say to our governments, I’ve already indicated that I think it’s crucial that they do have some privacy, and I agree with Robin here that they are our representatives: we can in principle call them to account eventually.   But both in terms of security and in terms of the need for these people to wrestle with suspicions and so on, there has to be a realm of secrecy.  It is nonetheless the case that people keeping secrets, it is their business to keep them.  And journalists have to err on the side of exposing things, inevitably.  That is absolutely true.  But I still would urge - and I think Luke agrees with this - that nonetheless some responsibility has to be exercised when you do that.  And finally I think if people are put up on trial for treacherous actions, then there has to be some way of the defense taking a long term view, that sometimes people who are formally traitors are the most loyal people of all.  And therefore I think that we require an entirely new legal framework and an entirely new sense of how to conduct ourselves on the internet if we are to deal with all these phenomena.  

William Horsley

Thank you very much indeed.  Well we really need to hear your views!  There’s been a lot of hard pounding and elements of condemnation of the press.  Just on the law point, just to help our debate I think it’s important to point out that in Europe, the European Convention on Human Rights deals with these issues every day of the week and there are two important articles as you well know:  article 8 on privacy and article 10 on freedom of expression.  And in this country and across Europe these arguments are raging on specific issues all the time.  The judges have a text on which to base this.  I don’t think the WikiLeaks thing has come up, the American government has not chosen to prosecute anyone other than Bradley Manning, but the question of the law, really today we want to look at the law in the broader context of the moral thing and the public good.  Just to reference the opinion polls - at least I didn’t see the last month or two – have been fairly divided on these issues broadly in Europe, about the merits of the disclosures, so it wasn’t entirely one-sided; so whatever you say there will be a very large number of people whatever your opinion is!!  
So I hope you’ve been picking up the things that struck you out of this debate.  Essentially we really want to hear from you, what are your views on this balance between transparency and privacy and the national security or the public good if you can.  

Would you identify yourselves when you speak and if you can be reasonably brief, thank you.

- I just want to ask a quick question: do the panel not think that perhaps the government is the biggest offender when it comes to the invasion of privacy.  I was thinking for example of Section 44, stop and search; the idea of the last Labour government which wanted to introduce the National Surveillance Network, and also for example the Regulation and Investigative Powers Act which ten years ago say in saying it was illegal to phonetap would be perhaps newsworthy but I was thinking of someone from Statewatch UK this year – and I don’t know how he got this information - that he told me last year in this country 716,000 people had had their mobile phones, emails, telephone conversations etc intercepted by the authorities.

William Horsley

Do you think that you could relate this to …. Does this mean you have sympathy with WikiLeaks because it does something against that general state, is that what you are saying?

- Well I have sympathy with WikiLeaks, I think there is a right to divulge information.   I think there is also a responsibility very much so on the part of the people who come across that information, obviously as the Guardian said there are many items that people would not want to read, where it’s putting people’s lives at risk, or perhaps that sort of thing, yes.  

William Horsley

Yes, perhaps just because it touches on the role of the press, the phone-hacking scandal has been going on as well, it’s been embarrassing to the press and rather illustrates the point that the press, as the Professor was saying, can go over the top.  

- The main reason the News of the World and the phone hacking scandal took off is because of what the Metropolitan police were doing, because as the News of the World rightly said, the people at the News of the World were paying certain people in the Met Police for information.  

William Horsley

OK but it was illegal to do the phone hacking and it was also quite wrong politically to cover it up in the way that this was done.  I think Luke I will just give you a quick word because several quite tough things were said about excesses of the press.  

Luke Harding
Yes, just listening to Robin, there’s a very big interesting debate about the press.  I don’t think it is difficult actually to separate stories about Katie Price and the Duchess of Cambridge being bullied at school - which personally I don’t find interesting at all - and recounting the WikiLeaks which was of course entirely different, I mean there was a genuine and legitimate public interest in publishing the things we did.  You know, we were talking about alleged war crimes in Iraq carried out by serving US personnel which had not been properly investigated, videos which Reuters uncovered when a journalist was murdered and saw the release of, but there had been legislation from the US authorities.  I mean other things: corruption, not just in Russia but elsewhere.  I wrote a story about the fact that reading cables from US diplomats in Rome, the Americans think Silvio Berlusconi is on Vladimir Putin’s payroll, seriously, that he’s taking money from the Russian government which is why out of all European governments Italy has the most pro-Kremlin position and Berlusconi steadfastly defends Putin because he has been promised a share of lucrative energy contracts.  So this kind of material has got nothing to do with Katie Price, it has nothing to do with the Duchess of Cambridge and Prince Andrew, it has nothing to do with phone-hacking, these are serious things and I think we were entitled to write about them.  Just as a coda to that, and to pick up John’s point about the kind of libertarian philosophy of freedom of information: this is something we really struggled with dealing with Julian Assange, because Julian Assange is not a journalist, he’s not a diplomat, he’s a somewhat autistic hacker.  And in his view, he has this kind of absolutely libertarian view that all information deserves to be free, and if you have free information, if you let everything out there, you know, the house contract, the whole lot, the world will be a better place.  That’s what he thinks.  And we’ve really had to kind of wrestle with him over the Iraq and Afghan warlogs and say that we cannot publish the names of informers in Afghan villages who have talked to the Americans, it is too dangerous, the Taliban will go and kill the people.  And he just didn’t get it.  His mathematical brain couldn’t process this, he wanted to dump the whole lot out there, all these documents.  And he still thinks like that.  He’s kind of now realized that this is a PR disaster, but we took all these names out and I’ll give you one example, there was one cable which gave the top ten potential terrorist sites which we didn’t publish – and then the Times newspaper published it instead!  But on publishing I think it’s quite straightforward.

- Talking of Tunisia, though it might sound like a sweeping statement, it is my impression, and I’ve worked very much around the Middle East, I can’t see a single disadvantage from the WikiLeaks disclosures.  The shock has been enormous, absolutely enormous, and it will last, and it has been overwhelmingly beneficial.  And I hope it has been an enormous shock to all our governments over a whole range of issues: the quantity of information that poured out, the gross over-classification that they make, making nearly everything secret.  And then the sheer incompetence of them.  I have a huge admiration for the American diplomatic service, I’ve worked with them and read reams of their telegrams, and we’ve got a lot to answer for.  A Foreign Office minister was most open about that.  He was the first minister in the new government to go to Tunisia, and he said to a group of Tunisians who were discussing the issue, we have to re-think, because my brief before all this began was, Tunisia is an ocean of stability.  And that was in October last year!  And all that corruption was known to every Tunisian: every discussion almost I ever had while I was there, was around the corruption at the top.  And the complicity of Western governments who connived at it, supported it, we’re seeing it now in Libya, all being exposed.  And that fundamental issue of Western governments which existed throughout my time in the Foreign Office.  Do we actually want democracy in the Arab world or are we not perfectly happy with the dictators?  And that now requires a fundamental re-adjustment.  And the question, just in a word, of monitoring the internet, I pray that that will die.  Because the man that promoted that above all was Ben Ali: Ben Ali came to power by bugging other people, that was his job, he was a technocrat but that was his hobby, and all governments do it, but Tunisia did it more than any other, and he led the international campaign and hosted in Tunisia the International Conference on the Control of the Internet.  I don’t know if any of you remember it.  He got it into the news when his police beat up some journalists on the first day of the conference who actually wanted to cover it.  And that conference was entitled I think UN International Conference on Freedom of Information.  There are issues of politics as well as ethics for governments: governments have been caught lying, deceiving, and I think – it’s very early days – I think that a lot of re-thinking is going on.  

William Horsley

Perhaps I could invite John or Robin, either of you, essentially to point up your question.  You’ve raised the question, the critical things you said, do they not reflect a rather outdated view, the fact that we live in this age where these things are happening, there are large parts of the world where repression depends on secrecy and coercion and so your suggestions that the press in general are irresponsible because they are sifting around in stuff …

John Milbank

I’m not saying the press is in general irresponsible, I’m saying that inherently it’s answerable to nobody so the danger of irresponsibility always exists.  I would completely agree with you that we need a counter-move to all this manipulation of the press through secrecy, and I also agree with the earlier questioner’s point about excessive surveillance and so on.  But I think there would be a danger of responding to that by saying we want to expose all government secrets, because I think as Robin indicated, the danger then is that governments find ways to become even more secret, and then we get into a sort of endless tussle about boundaries.  By contrast we need to ask a more fundamental question about just why it is that governments become increasingly secretive, and why British and American governments have closed down on civil rights and gone in for surveillance.  And it does seem to me that it is connected with the creation of the new enemy, the exaggeration of the terroristic threat, which suggests that in the post nation state era, politics requires a new enemy who is supposedly everywhere.  So our contemporary politics seem lamentably too much in practice like the theory of Carl Schmitt: that politics itself, the authority of the state, requires an enemy, and that may be because we are not asking ourselves other questions.  What purpose is pursued by the state?  Not, one could suggest, in the first place, security – or at least not only that – but rather an ensuring of the supply of ‘basic goods’, an Aristotelian idea of the enabling of human flourishing. Because if we don’t have that, then the state only really thinks it is there to provide security, and it easily becomes hysterical about that.  It is precisely here that a focus on liberal rights is not adequate, because all this oppression is done in the name of protecting liberal rights – for the idea is that you can always override these rights if we have to protect liberal democracy itself, and so there’s an insufficiency of thinking here.  So unless we have a sense of what governments are for, we won’t have a sense of where they can be sort of appropriately secret, what are the limits against surveillance and so forth.  And also what are the proper areas of privacy in people’s lives that are necessary to their flourishing development as human beings.  An example here is that it is absolutely gross to imagine that everything about people’s sexual lives should be exposed, because few of us could survive that sort of thing.  

William Horsley
Robin perhaps you would like to say something?  Luke has just agreed that to publish the American’s own identification of ten easy-to-hit soft targets was unwise, it was the wrong thing to do and his paper didn’t do it but another one did.  On the other hand journalists would feel that they are under increasing threat, be unable to do their work at all for the public, or to be able to find out what’s going on in the world.  The mobile phone tracking system may mean that you can never keep a confidential source any more, and then we’ve just heard from the previous questioner about his view of how much of the world is kept in oppression.  I wonder how you would sort those two alternative points of view?

Robin O’Neill
I think these developments in technology are both an opportunity and a problem.  I agree that it should lead one into greater openness because in a sense you can’t keep these things secret.  And I entirely agree that crime and corruption and so on ought to be exposed.  But of course in doing this you have victims as well, Luke has been one of the victims, and so potentially can diplomats be.  In a way it’s part of the price you pay for your job, but you can then find that having tried to tell the truth you are then crushed and the crushing process will go on and make it even harder.  I think it’s certainly the case – I absolutely agree with the questioner – that British governments, our governments have been too coy for many years in what they say about some of the governments but at the end of the day you’ve got to deal with them, they are there.  Can I just say one word about the earlier point about surveillance.  I’m afraid again, once technology makes it possible, there are some people who will want to use it and you can take photographs of people, you can eavesdrop on them.  Those who like doing that sort of thing will come along and tell you it’s jolly valuable actually if we do this

William Horsley

I guess it’s one thing to tell the government, the politicians, you’ve got to…

Quite a few hands, I’ll take the gentleman at the back.

- What struck me there was the comment on truth – and also the question on responsibility.  What was released was basically raw truth.  So do you think that this revelation is a good thing for the future because governments will now have to be more responsible with their actions and foreign policy?  With regard to the responsibility of the press, particularly the UK’s, do you think that domestically we should have a legal requirement for truth in the press, bearing in mind that the media as a norm regularly print puff and untruth and that not everyone in the land can afford a super-injunction or libel proceedings in redress at such irresponsibility?

William Horsley

That’s actually quite a complex question.  I don’t know whether we can deal with it at all swiftly because it’s quite complicated that.  Question of responsibility of press and of governments.  That’s your big issue territory John isn’t it?

John Milbank
Well I’ll be very brief with you and say that I think we do need much more stringent requirements for people making announcements in public: that they should stick as closely as possible to the truth insofar as it can be discerned.

William Horsley

Perhaps we can store that up and see if we have any more comments on that.  We’ve got two very big questions there.

- The debate touches upon so many different dimensions of the problem
discussed.  Where I would like to put my emphasis is that so far a
number of people have mentioned that WikiLeaks can potentially be a
game-changer. But was it really the case?  Let’s take Russia and NATO.
They are having joint exercises.  It is only a few months after WikiLeaks
revelations branding Russia as a mafia state were made.  So my question is:
has it changed anything? Perhaps the status quo has been maintained and
only the level of secrecy between the states will be increased? When we
observe the way governments deal with each other, as it is now
happening in regards to Russia (and the case of Italy can be related here
too), there hasn’t been a real change and the status quo has been
maintained.
William Horsley

I suppose the Guardian didn’t publish its stories specifically to overthrow a government, they were actually reporting what they found, but I’ll give you a chance to say something about that Luke.

Luke Harding

The Russians were fantastically pragmatic.  The first week when for example Vladimir Putin was described as playing Batman to Dimitri Medvedev’s Robin, Vladimir Putin came on CNN and said “you are arrogant” and was kind of very annoyed about the whole thing and then a week later, the Russians calculated that the geo-political fall-out and damage was far greater for the Americans, their great Cold War adversary, than for Russia and also the stories had moved on and other countries were just as much in the focus.  And then they nominated Julian Assange for the Nobel Peace Prize!  So the Russians are very …

Just one other point, I mean I do think WikiLeaks is a game-changer, I do think this is an apocryphal moment.  We can talk about secrecy but I think digital secrecy is going to be increasingly difficult.  And one other thing to mention quickly is that part of the problem, part of the importance of this material is that there were three million people in the US who were classified to read all this stuff, three million, this sort of secret stuff, that’s a big distribution list.  And that even now the number of people cleared for top-secret in the States is 800,000.  We didn’t get top-secret.  So there are 800,000 people who can access this, so there will be more leaks, perhaps not in the same form as WikiLeaks, but we’re in the era of the leak!  We can expect more of it and more revelations, so secrecy or no secrecy, I think to a certain extent the debate is moot.  

- I’m very interested in the way a word like sin and the religious ethic has sort of hovered around this discussion.  And following up the ambassador’s comment about the responsibility of American diplomacy that actually shone through the WikiLeaks cables: as far as I was concerned I think America came out of it incredibly well apart from the obvious examples that Luke gave.  And I was wondering first of all, did America come down so hard on Julian Assange because they had to keep face with these ghastly regimes with whom they have had to deal with tremendous forbearance, good humour and sagacity?  That’s the impression that I had.  Was that why they had to come down on him so hard?  And the second point is, are we not talking actually about the quality of the individual person who is dealing on a daily basis both with diplomacy and with journalism; and the basic freedom that we are talking about is the freedom of conscience whereby we are accountable to ourselves and to our Maker alone, rather than to some kind of legalistic framework that offers a neutrality that we can all take cover behind.   And that in fact America hasn’t lost the plot in terms of freedom of conscience like we have here where we think that freedom of expression is the basic freedom.  That’s quite long and convoluted but really I’m trying to get back to something rather essential.

William Horsley

That was addressed to you Luke!

Luke Harding

Very briefly I completely agree with you.  I think the American diplomatic service is fantastic, they are clever, they are very democratic.  The people at the top have got Rolls Royce minds, they are absolutely brilliant, and they are high-minded, they care about human rights, they care about values. I thought they came out of it very well.  And the fallout – there was a lot of bluster from the State Department from the Republicans you know about lives being lost.  It turned out that by January they were briefing the fallout had not been that great and that they’d actually be able to carry on.  Just on the conscience point, if you read the chatlogs, if you read Bradley Manning who was the guy, this US soldier, who leaked all this stuff, you can see that he’s acting from motives of conscience, that he’s fantastically high-minded, he’s deeply disturbed by what he’s seeing, in particular this video, and he feels that this stuff should be out there.  So in a sense this was a kind of conscience call by Bradley Manning.  I don’t think it was a religious call necessarily but he decided that morally, this material should be published and therefore he followed his conscience and as a result is facing 52 years in gaol.

William Horsley

That’s a very good point.  Of course America didn’t come out so well of the way to suppress the warlogs, particularly this gratuitous killing of civilians on the ground from a helicopter and so on.
-  They were insurgents but we are in a war situation where everything changes.

William Horsley

OK fine fine.

- I’d like to point out: only humans form huge societies.  And the basis of this is trust, social trust.  So I would suggest that the yardstick that you were looking for is, does it undermine social trust? This is a deeply paradoxical subject because society of course is all of us.  And all societies come to an end.  And we can’t expect that Britain or America or any other Western societies is going to be an exception to this.  And it comes to an end when trust is lost to the point at which government is no longer possible.  And of course this applies to all of us so all of us are responsible every time we open our mouths for what we do for the death of social trust: by nattering about the bad habits of our neighbours we are undermining social trust and of course dishonesty also undermines social trust.  This is something that goes for all of us and I want to suggest that we need to bear that in mind and to remember that at the last resort all government is government by consent.  Of course that’s a very fraught proposition.

William Horsley

May I ask where your judgement lies on this?  You’ve raised the question here, does it undermine social trust.  What do you think?

- I think that obviously as I think everybody else accepts, the WikiLeaks policy totally undermines trust because it doesn’t make it possible to be responsible and respectful towards one’s fellow beings.  This is basically the point at which society breaks down.  Total openness will destroy society.

William Horsley

Do you think therefore that the press, the Guardian and others, should not have gone as far as they did? On that ground.

- I don’t think I can answer that because I haven’t read all the articles.
William Horsley

OK, but you’re concerned that that might be the case?

- I would be concerned if I thought that were the case but I can’t be quite sure.

William Horsley

Fine

John Milbank

I just wanted to come in quickly that while American diplomats may be very impressive and so on, it does seem to me disturbing the way for so long both America and Britain have upheld tyranny in the Arab world.  Is there not a case for saying that somehow America too much thinks that ideally they would like nations to look like America and be liberal democracies, but if that’s not the case then you might as well have tyrants who are effectively working in America’s material and strategic interests.  And it seems to me we need to go back to an attitude that probably the British once had, that if something like the rule of law is in place, some kind of government in the interests of the people, this can be of different kinds: it may not be ideal, we may not like it, but something adapted to the Muslim world for example.  This is a whole way better than tyranny.  And we need if you like a stronger sense than at present of good trusteeship, which actually helps the nurturing of good government in different guises in different places.  We need to move to that sort of thing rather than either realist non-involvement or a merely liberal humanitarian-based intervention policy.  In other words I am saying we need something like a kind of communitarian or associationist foreign policy which I don’t think anybody has yet talked about.

- My question is very simple and naïve.  You have talked about privacy, trust and social ethics.  And you have mentioned international law.  Who makes the international law for that?  How is that going to happen?  Who is going to benefit from that?

William Horsley

That might be slightly wider than the context of this debate I think but you did sort of raise that with your point about sectarian policy.  I think we’ll have to have another seminar on that actually!

- Excuse me standing but it’s because I’ve spent a lifetime in the pulpit.  I’m interested that John Milbank says that we need regulation and that we need a new framework of law.  And I hear liberals responding to that, saying no we don’t.  I wonder if you could say John why you think we need – is it worth something written down to live with, to work by, because it seems to me that everybody in society in a position of influence now wants to regulate themselves, have their own code.  I want to add to that a question to the whole panel.  I take your point about the pulpit is no longer there in the middle.  I wonder what the media think about taking over that role in society.  Do you know you’ve done it?  Do you think it’s a good thing?  Are you happy being where you are?  If indeed that is where you are.

William Horsley

Could you just put your question in the context of how WikiLeaks has changed things?

John Milbank

If I could just start with your last point first.  I think that in a way the press needs to accept that it is part of the governmental process, that it has a pulpit function if you like, that it has to communicate to the people what their representatives are saying and what the people are saying in the other direction.  And to some extent the model of the BBC as a public corporation has done that: it slots into the space ultimately of the established church in a funny kind of way - that’s the genealogy

(reaction in the room!)

I’m talking about its foundations, and I’m talking about media communication seeing itself as part of the governmental process, in other words, representation and government shouldn’t be totally separated from each other.  When they are, there’s a danger of tyranny on either side.

Luke Harding

Can I just put in a quick word here which is that I think that everyone’s in the pulpit now, the pulpit is very crowded because social media, twitter, facebook, it’s not just the Guardian, everyone’s jumped in.  I mean the pulpit is this sort of cacophonous place.

John Milbank

But I don’t think you need draconian regulation, you need some kind of framework, some kind of principles.  The internal ethos is much more important but the two things have to go hand in hand with each other.  And as for international law and regulation, and where it’s going to come from?  I don’t really know, nobody knows, but I think it is absolutely necessary and I think that the liberal assumption that international space is the space of anarchy outside nations as the only source of legitimacy is one that we have absolutely to resist.  And that the primacy of society and culture here - the formation of values - is really primary in international relations.  As actually British thinkers on IR from Martin Wight onwards have always insisted as opposed to typical American thinkers.

- Can I say in terms of what’s being discussed here, that it’s very important that we understand that the pulpit is not a search office, it is not a debating chamber.  John Milbank is trying to make the point about the role of speaking in the process of government.  And also how may certain information lead backwards and forwards.  And of course both John and I come from a very peculiar institution called the established church.  And I’m sorry, I do not see in the media either on television or among journalists any understanding of a responsibility towards representation and government.

William Horsley

Well may I say there is the Press Complaints Commission Code, there are lots of codes, the BBC code is followed across the world.  It’s not that these things don’t exist at all.  I do agree with you that it’s a wild jungle out there.  And I want to make one other point, do you include the world’s half a billion bloggers in your demand where everybody should observe the rules?

John Milbank

The blogosphere is very peculiar and very dangerous because in a sense it is not a publicly visible space, it’s more like a weird collective unconscious, where people feel more free to abuse than they would in normal social life.  And I think that the potential here for mass hysteria, defamation of character, undermining people’s profiles is very real and I think that in the long run yes, that’s going to have to be regulated.  We’re going to need to feed things through brands that have reputations - we need to reinvent publishing on the web actually.  Information requires guarantees of trustworthiness – as already in the case of Wikipedia.  One can say that authorisation is paradoxically important for democracy.  You know, the idea of a complete anarchy is terrifying.  We need responsible sources.  And just one final point, about the international scene, it’s very striking when you go to various countries in Eastern Europe, how they desperately want to log on - both in terms of ethos and legal underwriting - to what they regard even now as British standards of trust.  

William Horsley

I heard David Leigh, Luke’s partner in writing this book, say that there are going to be many more  - indeed are many copies of WikiLeaks in other countries, they are doing similar things, it is catching on.  But my question to you before giving the last word to Robin is, how much more?  The Guardian has fallen out with Assange, but how much more in general is going to come from the Assange stable from what he’s got?

Luke Harding

I’m writing a book at the moment about Russia, we’re looking at a lot of cables we haven’t published yet.  I think nowadays we are using it as a resource, and when there’s a breaking story we go.

William Horsley

Yes that’s obvious

Robin O’Neill

Just a final point about international law.  John has just explained I think why the prospects are pretty gloomy for getting it.  One has to remember that the UN declarations on human rights came from the very early days of the United Nations.  They were almost entirely western in their approach.  If you were going to negotiate now you’d have China, Russia, Zimbabwe, all sorts of odd people and they would make sure that you never actually got a new system of international law that made things better than they are.  I’m afraid we’re back on our own feet.

John Milbank

We have to act in an ad hoc way.

William Horsley

I think that’s a wonderful conclusion to our debate.  We’re in very deep water.  If we had got answers for all these questions we’d probably have to redesignate ourselves as some higher being because they are so complicated.  Thank you all for taking part.  I’m sorry all questions were not answered quite as you’d have wished but there’s time now probably if you want to nab people.  Thank you very much again and to the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust.
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