How to Change the World
I once heard Paul Ehrlich assert that we attribute far too much to genetics. He said that cultural factors, not physical ones, account for most of human behavior – this from a preeminent biologist.

If it’s true that what we learn, at least as much as what we inherit, governs how we act in the world, then, depending on how a culture regards itself, the members of that culture will live, and treat one another, quite differently than will the members of a very dissimilar culture. Said more simply, what we learn significantly determines how we behave. This can be noticed even at the level of bodily functioning. Recent research: East Asians, from collectivist, “we”-oriented societies, actually use their eyes differently than do people from individualist, “me”-oriented societies. Chinese students who have recently arrived in the United States, when shown a picture with a prominent central object and several smaller surrounding ones, move their eyes back and forth between the central object and the peripheral ones. Native-born Americans stare fixedly at the central object only. And the proof that this is not due to genes is that Chinese students who have been in the U.S. for a number of years tend toward the native-born American pattern. They’ve learned to actually perceive the world in a less connected, more individualistic way.
This difference in how East Asians (at least those not majorly influenced by Western media) and Westerners view the world translates into the many behavioral differences we observe. I read recently of a middle-aged Japanese scientist who has made a truly groundbreaking discovery, and who complained strongly that his younger colleagues were not “being Japanese” in demanding large monetary royalties from their research. He expects no individual gain from what he has found, which in the West would bring him a fortune, and he is greatly embarrassed by all the attention he’s getting. He says simply, “I did it for the benefit of all.”

Another, less noble, example of the graphic differences in social behavior depending on culture is the actions of the Middle Eastern suicide bombers. The U.S. military clearly failed to take this tactic into account; it was just inconceivable to us that so many civilians would act in this way. Lest we attribute this phenomenon to some aberrant gene in the Arab population, we should sadly recall the mass suicide of the Jonestown community, nine hundred Americans who took their own lives because of what they had been led to believe.
An additional example: the infamous Milgram “shock” experiment in psychology. Ordinary people, in the laboratory, can be pressured to administer what they think is a lethal dose of electricity to a person much like themselves whom they have just met. Why? Because an authority figure – the experimenter – tells them they are “required” to do so. It sounds inconceivable, but two-thirds of the many people who participated in the experiment followed the experimenter’s urgings to deliver the powerful shocks, even when they heard the other person screaming in the next room (no shocks were actually delivered, but all participants were convinced that they were). The lesson is that social pressure overrides individual judgment and morality. This is a central theme of social psychology and has been demonstrated by experiment many times: social context, not individual choice, typically determines behavior.
If it’s true that social expectations significantly control individual actions, what would the world be like if we didn’t expect or condone human violence against other humans? Is it possible that we could live without murder, war, and other forms of human-to-human aggression? Could we actually learn to resolve our differences peacefully, and in a way that is best for all concerned?

Let’s say we could. Why, then, haven’t we ever? Why is human history a nearly unbroken record of violence? Well, when have we ever, on a large scale, decided to transcend our genetic propensity for aggression and make the social experiment of teaching ourselves and our children that violence is simply unacceptable – that it is subhuman, and that no one who is not truly mentally ill would commit it? What if we taught one another – around the globe – that aggressive thoughts and feelings can be acknowledged (not repressed!) and then channeled into constructive expression and action? Many of us have already made this growth step – why couldn’t the world as a whole do it?

At this point in global-villageness, the only answer is, “No good reason!” Humans are becoming interconnected and interdependent with breathtaking rapidity. What would it take to catalyze this leap, a leap we are already poised to make? How could we, in one generation, remove the shroud of human violence from the world? 
The media, of course. The world mind. Just imagine that, starting tomorrow, no child anywhere on the planet saw anyone hurt anyone else on television. Just imagine that human conflicts were shown to be worked out in cooperative, heroic, win-win ways, and that aggressive feelings were unfailingly illustrated as being directed into prosocial activities in the micro and macro arenas. What if, when antisocial behavior was portrayed, it was shown as sick and shameful instead of as enviable and glorious? Just imagine that children saw other children resolving their differences by cooperation and mutual nurturance, and that adults realized they could channel their frustrations into the fight against social inequity and injustice, as well as into the battles against cancer and other illnesses, fires, famines, floods, ecological destruction, and all the other huge issues that we face. What if the human need to struggle, accomplish, triumph, and celebrate could be intentionally directed toward the adventures of space exploration, athletic and artistic accomplishment, and all the enormous challenges and opportunities of contemporary life? What if we all recognized fear and anger as valuable and growth-promoting parts of ourselves, and were artfully instructed by the media and each other about how to harness these energies for our own and everyone else’s benefit?

The media is the world’s consciousness and conscience. It is the de facto parent of our children. It has stunning persuasive power. What do you think would happen if we all, and especially all the children just coming into the world, got a very different view of ourselves and our relationship to one another? What kinds of changes are possible in one generation? Pervasive ones, I believe. I think it quite possible that human-to-human violence could be made a rare anomaly, a thing of the past, simply by transforming our expectations of ourselves and one another. 
Does this sound impossible? Well, think of yourself. Haven’t you, in spite of your upbringing, largely accomplished this evolution? Aren’t many of your friends also doing so? Are we so different than the unenlightened masses out there? I think not. We’re just products of a different culture. Put anyone in our cultural context and they’ll realize what we have. And the overriding factor in creating cultural context is, at this juncture, the media. The youth of the world look to the media far more than to their elders to define their lives. It’s true for all six and a half billion of us – our view of ourselves and the world is what we see, read, and hear, hour after hour after hour after hour, all of us constantly tuned to the ubiquitous and paramountly influential media. Quite plainly, what we see on t.v., and learn from the media in general, is what we think and do. So, in a nutshell, how to change the world? Change the programming!!
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Postscript – I have some trepidation about posting this piece. Am I being incredibly naïve in asserting that one factor – the media – can override all the other problems, such as graphic economic inequity and longstanding ethnic hatred, that impel people to do violence to one another? Do we instead need a multipronged approach? Certainly. But I am convinced that changing the world mind about human violence is central to our broader efforts. It flows from the same evolution of understanding as do all of the other steps we must take, and it’s the most realizable one. It’s at least a tremendously powerful start. Lets.      

