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When Kenya’s first lady, Mrs Lucy Kibaki, paid her courtesy call to the wrong
newspaper on Media Freedom Day this year, she objected to what she saw as the
disrespectful coverage of her and her family.

It is not entirely clear if her objection was to having been described as having
been in her pyjamas when she reportedly thrice told a nearby party to turn down
the music. Or if her objection was to having been described as wearing short
pants when she went to the police the next day to lay a complaint about the
noise. Or, if it was an objection to her actions as such, rather than her
attire, being featured in the news.

The protest was not, it seems, a complaint about media’s gender bias which
typically looks at what men say and do, while looking at what women look like.
Be this as it may, her dress featured again in the news report of her invasion
of The Nation’s newsroom. I’m pleased to note that she was reported as being
clothed in everyday garments on that occasion.

Her complaint, it seemed, was about a general lack of respect shown to her and
her family by the media. To demonstrate the strength of her anger over this,
she – rather disrespectfully – slapped a cameraman who was filming her state of
umbrage. It was not, sorry to say, the performance of a role model for the
media.

According to reports, where Mrs K did, it seems, pick up special respect was
subsequently, when the subject of her physical outburst, Derrick Otieno (check
spelling), found his efforts blocked in laying charges against her. According
to BBC World magazine, the special treatment of this case suggests one law for
the president’s wife who may evidently assault people with impunity, and
another for Kenya’s citizens who are required to show respect for each other.

Most media people would probably agree with the Standard newspaper, publisher of
the original articles on Lucy Kibaki, which refused to be intimidated by these
goings on, and which issued a very strong statement to this effect.

But the deeper issue of respect for the role of the media, but politicians –
and, critically, by media professionals as well – is something that merits a
little more attention. And it touches on the question of the distinctiveness of
journalism in Africa.

Journalism is journalism, but we can also generalize and talk about US-style
journalism and UK-Anglophone models. In the same way that we can say that
mangoes and bananas are still fruit, it is possible to discern a common core
quality among various journalisms around the world.

Of course, this quality is usually represented as an ideal, and actual practice
on the ground often falls short to one extent or another. (I have yet to meet a
journalist who was a saint!).

Some fallen fruits roll so far from the tree that it’s hard to see any
connection even. Although some communicators may still call themselves
journalists, it is often questionable whether they are indeed such. I’m not
sure that all the professionals in the tabloid entertainment media, or in
government-controlled media, can really lay claim to being journalists in the
universal sense of the term.

We can argue over this, but the key question I want to focus on is: where does
the issue of respect fit into a universal definition of journalism? And is
there a general African ideal in this regard, bearing in mind that there are
many ways of being African?

The essence of journalism is, arguably, built around respect for a range of
elements. Respect for truth, as elusive as that ideal may be; respect for
fairness as difficult as finding the right balance can be. And respect for the
democratic roles of journalism in regard to power.

Where, in this globally-relevant concept of journalism, is respect for
individuals, and in particular for powerful individuals like Mrs Kibaki? There
are different views here, concerning how the democratic role holds people
accountable.

Too often in the history of the continent, this particular democratic role was
abdicated in blind, and later cynical, unconditional support for leaders – or
rather a leader (or rather still, frequently a mis-leader). Journalist – or
rather purported journalists – were simple praise-singers who disgraced even
traditional praise singers who retained a modicum of critical independence in
their practice.

In getting rid of this discredited kind of “journalism”, it might well be that
we have completely replaced the corrupted development project with a blinkered
democratic one, and are neglecting development issues too much in contemporary
African journalism.

Nonetheless, the question still is how do we hold onto the democratic ideal of
holding people accountable, and simultaneously respect things like privacy,
dignity and status. There is a lot of diversity here.

The UK Sun newspaper features, with his consent, the sexual performance of Tony
Blair. The US media got Jimmy Carter to admit to lust and Bill Clinton to deny
he had “sex with that woman”. The French media, on the other hand, simply
ignored Francois Mitterand’s mistress.

Africa has its own diverse traditions, though one can generalize and say that
there is a widespread cultural respect for the privacy of leaders’ sex lives.
There is also general respect for older people, and for those with legitimate
authority. Are these bad things in culture that – like female circumcision –
should be discarded? Three different points of view can be singled out in
response to this question.

• One perspective would argue that these traditional attitudes of respect are an
obstacle from a democratic point of view where everyone should be equal. In this
view, they are an inhibitor of free and critical journalism. Such attitudes are
seen to interpret the holding of leaders accountable as a form of disrespect.
Media here is at loggerheads with much tradition.

• A second point of view would say that for a continent that has suffered
colonial domination, we should take pride in the leaders that we are now
democratically electing to represent us. In Kenya, Mrs Kibaki is reported to
have berated the press for continuing to call her husband by his surname as was
the case when he was in opposition, whereas he had now become the country’s
president.

In South Africa, a non-government figure – indeed, a democratically-oriented
journalist, Thami Mazwai, has complained that the press there refers to their
president by his first name: “Thabo”.

These criticisms don’t acknowledge that headlines with names are generally
shorter than those with titles. But there is an argument about broadcasting
with regard to the order of precedence. In South Africa’s case, Mr Mazwai was
unhappy when former president Nelson Mandela was featured first on the TV news
covering the death of ANC stalward Walter Sisulu, and President Mbeki only
after that.

In fact, it can also be argued that Mandela and Sisulu are the same older
generation, with Thabo Mbeki being the son of their peer, Govin Mbeki. So, even
in this pro-respect perspective, there is a question of whether age trumps
status or vice versa.

• A third perspective on respect argues that Africa needs something more than
even radical leveling. Not only should we not give special respect or delicate
treatment to leaders, we should subject them to even more scrutiny than their
fellow citizens. The view is that they chose to be public figures, and should
therefore roll with the punches.

In other words, that there is not only heat in the political kitchen – there
should be light as well, more precisely a spotlight on those with power.

To sum up, there are at least three positions on journalists and respect. One
rejects traditions and holds that democracy means equality for everyone, with 
no special treatment of leaders. One is strongly in favour of respect for
leaders (though not necessarily discarding a democratic role). The third is in
favour of special “disrespect” for leaders, including even those democratically
elected.

All these views – while very different - are still probably compatible with a
universal notion of journalism. Is one or more of them especially African?
After all, one would say that ideal public broadcasting in Africa is very
different to that, say, in Europe. There are very particular challenges here of
languages, skills development, health, poverty, rural matters and political
independence.

In the same way, if our journalism is to resonate with the conditions of the
continent, the way we configure “respect” here is not necessarily the same as
might be found elsewhere. It may be that African journalism is distinct in
combining all three perspectives, despite the contradictions between them.

One thing, however, is clear. We need to talk not only about the media deals
with respect for political figures, but primarily how those in authority show
respect for the media. In this regard, the Kenyan first lady has shown how not
to do it. For her, journalism is not bananas, mangoes or pineapples – but
poison. That’s a great pity.

For us, we know what our journalism is not, but it still remains to define our
fruit so that is most suitable to the challenges of democracy and development
in Africa. Our take on “respect” has to be in a journalism that are tasty,
nutritious and culturally desirable by as many people as possible.
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