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Graeme Addison, head of journalism at the Natal Technikon, In a paper on the

D EVELOPMENT journalism is essentially critical and adversanal, according to

‘watchdog role’ of develnpment journalism, Addison argues thal development
journalists should identify with the grassroots and maintain an adversarial relationship
with authority and a critical distance from development planners.

He draws a distinction —
by no means cut-and-dried
though - between ‘journal-
ism’ and ‘media work’, the
former being associated with
the mass media. while
media work finds its place m development
organisations.

'‘Development journalism entails a pro-
cess of social anditing, It reports on develop-
ment projects, assesses them, and reflects
their value for those whom they are sup-
posed to serve,”

Addison notes the dilemma created for
community media, many of which origr-
nated in the struggle against apartheid, by
this critical function of development journal-
ism and media work,

I is a difficult transition from revolution-
ary rhetoric to the actual business of govern-
ment. Will a critical inheritance translate
into a lively culture of criticism in the
future? One hopes so, and the issue is in the
torefront of many minds in the media.”

Addison stresses that if "the people’ are to
be served by the media, the ‘people’s voice’
cannot be confused with the voice of gov-
ernment, “An oppositional frame of mind -
even if this does not franslate into direct
political opposition — is the best guarantee
that social transoformation will be carried
out in the interests of the people.’

Development communications al large
need to be critically driven, says Addison,
although it is not always easy to ask plain
questions, and extracting straight answers is
almost certain to upset people in the project
hierarchy,

Time and again in the contex! of projects,
media workers encounter evidence of confu-
sion, lack of consultation, delays, losses,
mismanagement, corruption and plain
abuses of power. A critical mput is needed
to alert the communihies, organisations,
managements and sponsors to the signs of
misdirection and malfeasance.

"It is often difficull for people working
with organisations to air constructive criti-
cisms. Their own ideclogy may inhibit
them, but also the organisation may sup-
press information and debate.’

Addison says recent revelations about the
large-scale corruption in the Department of
Pevelopment Aid suggest that development
is one of those areas where the press needs
to be especially vigilant. With the coming of

a majority government committed to social
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spending, the nsks of mismanagement and
corruption are ever greater.

Addison says modern liberation move-
ments have lended to mix the media
worker's role with that of the journalist, The
journalist as media worker is expected to
maobilise, organise, activate and teach the
masses.

‘This remains controversial because it
departs from the paradigm of journalistic
objectivity. But, clearly, development jour-
nalism must spring from this approach.’

The creed of ubjectivity, Addison points
out, grew up with the world's news agen-
cies, which aimed to sell their stories Lo
newspapers ranging across the political
spectrum - so objectivity has an instrumen-
tal value rather than being a philosophical
absolute.

In South Africa the Newspaper Press
Union's code of conduct {rejected by protes-
sional unions) endowed the major newspa-
pers with the role of comman carriers of
news, putatively free of bias or sectional
interest

‘It was not so, of course,” says Addison
"The corporate media elaborated a racially
fragmented system of news and views in
which sensitive items were either self-cen-
sored or “balanced” with the responses of
state spokespersons.”

[n the final analvsis, says Addison, all
communication personnel have journalistic
responsibilities, while the social responsibili-
ties of jpurnalism mply some commitment
to democratic values and social upliftment.

‘The connecting link is the idea that com-
mumcation serves the right of all people to
know, especially to know about things that
affect their lives directly — as development
programmes are indeed designed Lo do’

Addison concludes that the mass media
have an important role to play in both
mobilising support for programmes and in
drawing attention to their shortcomings.

He uses as an example the Sowetan, which
has been committed by editor Aggrey
Klaaste to ‘nation-building’. This commit-
ment entails both support lor liberation and
a critical attitude towards the conduct of
movements,
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By RONEL SCHEFFER

T A conference on media and deyg),
A{:—pmem at Rhodes Universify i,

April, there was an air of resignatja,
about the contribution that the mass meg;
could be expected to make towards develp.
ment in South Africa in the immedigy
future.

It seemed that, at best, we can hope i
influence the media to become ‘devely
ment sensitive’ and to gear itself for playing
a grealer role in this Held in future.

The conterence was arranged around the
theme of 'Making media work for Souther
Africa’'s development'. If this themg
reflected elements of a rigid “developmeny
brief for the media, it quackly became deg
in the discussions that this was neither feag-
ble nor desirable and that it would probably
be resisted at most levels of the industry,

In fact, throughout the conference, whid
was hosted by the journalism department
and ALA (Africa Information Afrique) news
agency, there were voices protesting againsg
a narrow instramentalist view of (he mag
media, particularly as blatant agents for spe
cific political programmes.

The loudest protests came from delegates
from neighbouring countries, editors and
academics who cautioned against what was
referred to as ‘majority phobia journalism’ -
reporting to please a perceived majority
audience. ‘Unless we tell the truth we do not
give democracy a chance to thrive,” one of
these delegates warned.

[t was generally agreed that the
mainstream media were trapped by oul-
dated news agendas and that therr journak
15t and managements still had fo discover
what role they could play in development,
however broadly or narrowly one detine
the concept.

Unrepresentative of the wider communty
and with low levels of specialisation and 3
poor investigative culture, the present body
of journalists also seems hopelessly ilk
equipped to make a meaningful contribu:
tion at this stage, even if only to tell the story
of the development challenges facing the
country. The conference heard, for examplé
that not a single corporate newspaper had 4
journalist deployed on the development
beat, nor is there any sign of plans to do 5

This thoroughly gloomy picture was light
ened somewhat by Shaun Johnson, political
editor of The Star, who remarked that the
faws of the mainstream media were 50 '-‘:’EU
documented that people were overlooking
and not taking advantage of the opportun®
ties that had opened up in this sector of the
media in the last few years

Johnson argued that the interests of the
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