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Abstract

Ethics in African journalism has become a contentious issue in an environment of elective democracy and the development of the pluralist and private media. There exists an attempt to formulate a specifically African ontology that should form the foundation of any ethical code on the continent. However, given the wide cultural diversity already inherent in Africa in an already global world, the feasibility of this is questionable. Rather, this paper argues that the professional ideology of journalism should be a foundation for ethics in African journalism. This approach takes into account the challenges of the African socio-political and economic context and suggests, through self-regulation a means to address issues such as conflict and corruption in a localised manner, while stressing the role of a high professionalisation for African journalists.
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Introduction

Media ethics is a branch of philosophy that deals with what is morally permissible for media workers to do, and what is not. It provides guidelines to identify the best alternative actions within which the broader communicational context, and how to choose between them. Because it is part of moral philosophy, media ethics should ideally be applied voluntarily (Oosthuizen, 2007:12).

This definition of media ethics gives a rather neat description of media practise from a meta-ethical, normative and professional perspective. What this definition fails to take into account is the unique context which Africa provides. From a meta-ethical perspective, the philosophy that guides African ethics is often influenced if not rooted, in a cultural and ethnic interpretation. How journalists and institutions ought to conduct themselves is further influenced by a unique African environment that does not guarantee a democratic environment, much less a conducive environment and infrastructure for what good journalism ought to be. The professional climate of African media is challenged by these and a host of other issues unique to the continent.

This paper will discuss African ethics from a meta-ethical and normative manner. It will discuss whether a uniquely African ontological foundation is feasible. As an alternative foundation, it will discuss the role of the professional ideology of journalism. It will especially highlight the role of ethics in this ideology. It will argue, from a normative perspective, that the only manner in which such an ideology can be cultivated and exercised is through self-regulation on the part of the media. Discussing self-regulation, it will discuss the creation and role of a professional code of ethics. Specifically relevant to Africa, it will highlight the role that conflict and corruption has played in the African media landscape and how an alternative perspective is necessary in order to adequately address these issues. Lastly, it will discuss the role of the journalist in professionalisation.
The possibility of African meta-ethics
Meta-ethics transcends the practical application of ethics and attempts to use reason to discern the meaning and purpose of reality. Also called descriptive ethics, meta-ethics does not posit a specific means of conduct or justification, but instead exists to give some insight into human behaviour (Kasoma, 1994). To the journalist, media ethics should not simply be a code of conduct but rather “an attitude of mind, a conviction that manifests itself in behaviour” (Kasoma, 1994:4). Meta-ethics deal with the epistemological questions of media ethics in an attempt to investigate what constitutes as knowledge and how moral judgements are valued (Oosthuizen, 2007). Kasoma (1994) argues that there exists a necessity to review how ethics is regarded in the African media landscape. According to this argument, the prevailing model of media-ethics “has been marked by do-what-the-authorities-tell-you and behave-like-Western-journalists syndrome (1994:9). 
The contingency of ethical values in Africa shows that there exists a need to develop a set of ethical guidelines based on an African meta-ethical theory that empowers the journalist rather than state institutions. Afri-ethics (Kasoma, 1994) has been presented as a universal ethical code which may be applied specifically by the African Journalist. This view of ethics is rooted in a unique African deontological framework that it is a dynamic, practical morality rooted in the community (Kasoma 1994). Based on the African formulation of communitarianism that takes into account the greater community as well as the world of ancestory, the obligation of the journalist lies in the fulfilment to this community. The needs of the community outweigh the individual pursuits of the journalist as the journalist should see themselves as part of the community first (Kasoma, 1996: 108-110).  Ubuntu has also been suggested as a unique African morality. Ubuntu is able to orient communitarianism by emphasising the humanist approach through rejecting the Eurocentric individualist philosophy. Ubuntu is a product of “African traditional thought…a metaphysical foundation for the conception of reciprocal personhood in umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu” (Christians, 2004: 242).
Kasoma (1994) argues that it is possible for a universal perspective of ethics to exist that is based on an African morality based on communitarianism. However, morality deals with the generally accepted behavioural norms and values. Ethics is based on this social morality. In any given society, various moralities may occur. In the African context there may exists moralities based on varying monotheistic religions, traditional beliefs as well as secular guiding systems such as the law. The journalist may feel responsible towards several different spheres, such as themselves and their personal beliefs and even religion, the audience, which may encompass society at large or a particular community, their profession and the institution in which it functions. It is thus difficult to present a universal model of African ethics.  
In a journalism climate that is rapidly being affected by globalisation, one might argue that it is not necessary to identify an African meta-ethical theory. It could be argued that if Africa is to align itself with journalism practise in the rest of the globe, not only in terms of infrastructure and Information and Communication Technology, but also through serving the press freedom ideals of a democratic environment, then it follows that professional media codes should be rooted in values that are in line with this. With a liberal free-market economy, should the media adopt libertarian democratic principles? Although libertarianism encourages private media ownership and state deregulation, the source of the meta-ethical approach still lies within a specific Anglo-American epistemological and ontological approach, which remains contested here in Africa (Banda, 2008: 132).
With Africa’s shared history characterised by colonialism, post-colonial Pan-African ideology, political and military suppression and recently common shift towards sementing democrcacy and devlopment, it might be plausible to suggest a Universalist deontological code. However, this ignores the inherent cosmopolitanism of African society and intercultural exchange that occurs not only across state borders on the continent, but across the globe. It is for this reason that an basis for an African code of ethics should come from a professional identity that is relevant to a specific area. 
The Professional Ideology of Journalism
In keeping with liberal democratic perspective of the press as the fourth estate, there exists a trend in emerging democracies that identifies a consistent professional ideology for journalists. Despite the various scholarly debates surrounding journalism that have attempted to shift the traditionally accepted perspective to views that encompass thinking on aspects such as feminism and development journalism, there is nonetheless a consistent “ideal-typical value system” (Deuze, 2005:444). As democracy has increased on the continent in the past two decades, so too has the social importance of the press, albeit not always in a favourable environment. 
By no means is the idea of a professional ideology a new one. Ideology has been prevalent, especially in the discourse of the role of media and society. Ideology is used in this instance not to denote a struggle (although in much of Africa, journalists face a struggle with various obstacles), but rather the professional ideology of journalists lies in the collection of ideologies, strategies, norms and codes of practise that have emerged (Deuze, 2005). These serve not only to provide a professional identity for journalists, but act as a defence against criticism and a source of credibility and integrity.
In the particular context of journalism as a profession, ideology can be seen as a system of characteristic of a particular group, including- but not limited to – the general process of the process of the production of meanings and ideas (within groups). (Deuze, 2005:445)
This description of professional ideology holds several characteristics specific to journalism. In the varying contexts in which journalism functions, the media act in the interest of the public services, whether it is as a developmental or watchdog role. Deuze(2005) identifies practised journalism as an immediate medium, that aims to be objective while maintaining its autonomy from state or commercial intervention. An alternate description of the characteristics of professional ideology of journalists describes the practise of news gathering, the selection of news sources, the concepts that create news values and the role of journalists as neutral observers of society and accurate reporters thereof (Sonderling, 2007:319).This paper recognises that the characteristics identified are open to criticism. For example, in many instances the media is required to function as a commercial entity. Objectivity is further debated, especially as to whether it could exist at all. 
Of specific interest is the characteristic of ethics. This paper argues that ethics, a sense of moral responsibility to the profession is an all encompassing and most consistent characteristic of the professional ideology of journalism. This ethical characteristic is evident internationally and does not necessarily have to be based on a consensual ontology. Even in differing social and political climates, a sense of ethical conduct prevails which lends legitimacy to the role of journalism in society. The presence of ethics in the professional ideology reflects an intercultural consensus on certain key elements such as a commitment to truth, objectivity, accuracy and public service (Deuze, 2005). It follows thus that ethics should be born of a professional consensus of journalists, that takes into account the specific obligations, role and context within which the journalist functions. As pointed out by Deuze (2005) the concept of a professional ideology if journalism will be influenced by the socio-cultural and socioeconomic issues of the society within which the journalist functions. 
Rather than sought to identify, define and outline a specifically African journalism ethics that is based on an inconsistent and often romanticised ontology, it might be more plausible for a more pluralistic view of journalism ethics in Africa. The focus thus is on a normative approach to ethics. The practical exercise of such a normative framework is to be found in self-regulation and the codes of ethics it produces.
Self-regulation
 Parallel to the history of journalism in the twentieth century there has existed a history of ethical codes, since the first independent self-regulatory code, the Code of Bordeaux by the International Federation of Journalism in 1956 (Deuze, 2005). In Africa, the first adaptation of a code of ethics for journalists occurred much later, in line with the trend of plural democracy in Africa, with the Burkina Faso Journalists Charter signed in 1990 (Kabore, 2005). The pluralist media landscape of the past two decades has not always lead to quality journalism. Commercial priorities and a tabloid cult of sensationalism have negatively affected the legitimacy and credibility of the media. In addition to this, a lack of press freedom and abuse of journalists has remained a continuing obstacle.
Self regulation is based on a consensual code of ethics and deontology that the media in a country develop to serve as their own watchdog mechanism (Kabore, 2005:108).
It is characteristic of any professional code of ethics determine the social role as well as the professional norms and values integral to that organisation. Journalistic codes of ethics are typically enforced on a voluntary basis which serves to protect the professional integrity of journalists while at the same time maintaining media autonomy and aiding the media in fulfilling its mandate of accurate information (Himmelboim & Limor,2008). 

It is plausible then to describe a media organisations code of ethics as its conscience (Himmelboim & Limor, 2008:241). In enhancing the professional ideology of the media, self-regulatory codes represent the credos of the varying journalistic communities. Such codes are instrumental in not only ensuring the quality of the media, but also serve to maintain freedom of the press as self-regulation requires little to no state regulation and intervention. 

A code of ethics among journalists is able to encourage a network of communication among journalists. A proposed (Nyamnjoh, 2005) universalised code of ethics allows intra-professional regulation through bodies such as the press ombudsman. This serves to enhance the quality of reporting through ensuring accuracy and social responsibility in representing information. This social status perspective also serves to enhance the social standing of journalists to retain or attain a degree of accountability and trustworthiness in the eyes of the public (Oosthuizen, 2007). Perhaps the most important reason for self-regulation is that allows the independence of the media from government intervention. It remains debatable, however, whether a universal code of ethics is possible, given the varying social and cultural conditions across the continent. It is important for a code of ethics to be immediately relevant to the media it serves to regulate if it is to maintain any form of credibility among journalists and media practitioners themselves. 
There exist also practical challenges to a universal code of ethics that functions across varying media types. The demands journalists face as well as the specific public service role they intend to fulfil may differ. The growth of information technology and civic journalism means that it may be difficult to apply traditional forms of self-regulation. With the growth of private media in Africa, especially so in the case of the private media is the fact that self-regulation is a voluntary practise. It is for this reason that emergent private media such as tabloids are not required to submit themselves to regulation (Nyamnjoh, 2005).

Although various regional self-regulating bodies have been established across the continent, there still exist several criticisms that prevent them from fulfilling their mandate. A successful paradigm of African ethics should address these issues in order to establish optimally functioning self-regulatory bodies. Often these regulatory bodies have not gained the credibility derived from consensual agreement. In turn, self-regulatory bodies have weak measures of exerting pressure on journalists to voluntarily submit to a code of ethics. When bodies do act, it is often in a reactive manner rather than prevention through workshops, training and information. Despite their regional or national character, regulatory bodies often function at a centralised level, failing to address localised media such as community broadcasting or press (Kabore, 2005).
A successful ethical code should have an ombudsperson in order to address disputes between the media and the public, if the media is to maintain credibility. Ombudspersons or –communities serve to strengthen the media’s awareness of its audience through acting as a representative of the audience, without alienating the public. Similarly, it is essential that the public be educated on the role of the media and the regulating role the public is able to play in the media landscape. Journalists, too, should be educated toward an ethically sound professional standard that contributes towards self-regulation. Most importantly, a code of ethics should be relevant and credible to the area which it serves. In Africa, conflict and corruption are factors that any professional code of ethics should seek to address.
Considering Conflict

Conflict remains almost ubiquitous on the African continent, often with violent outcomes. There exists specific ethical guidelines that govern the journalist while reporting on conflict this paper intends to put forward an alternative role that the media should strive to play when reporting on conflict. News, and especially the manner in which conflict is represented in the media is shaped by the journalists values and ideological disposition as well as the organised structures and norms of the media institution for which the journalist is reports. In a chapter entitled “Media, peacebuilding and the culture of violence”, Lugalambi (2006) attempts to redefine the manner in which journalists regard and report on conflict and the role which the media may play in it. This requires that the manner in which violence is understood be addressed in a three dimensional manner, through addressing the nature of conflict in society, the political culture of violence and the view that violence is built into the structure of the political economy. 
It is important to understand that conflict occurs in various spheres across the globe. What has made conflict sadly unique in Africa is that violence becomes as inevitability of that conflict. Conflict is inevitable in a climate dissimilar or unequal “interests, ideals, ideologies, orientations perceptions and tendencies” (Lugalambi,2006:4). These problems are the core of governance issues in Africa. Governance should mean a constructive and effective manner of conflict resolution. Structural violence is a form of violence that is embedded in the socio-political end economic framework of a society manifested in the allocation of goods, resources and opportunities between varying social groups according to power, usually political and economic. Structural violence often leads to the common understanding of violence, the direct or personal form of violence (Lugalambi, 2006).
Once journalists are able to view conflict and violence from this perspective, then they are able to not only report on conflict, but play an active role in building peace and preventing violence. Expectations of the media should be in line with social expectations that promote good governance. “The way in which we think about violence affects how we think about peace and peacebuilding” (Lugalambi, 2006:107). A shift in perspective will see the media playing an auxiliary role in identifying conflict, promoting and building peace, therefore transforming conflict management through acts such as creating a dialogue of non-violence, opposition to injustice, oppression and aggression. Peace should not be viewed as climate in opposition to, or as a binary condition of violence, but rather it should be seen as social attitude that is able to affect democratic behaviour (Lugalambi, 2006).  

The view of journalism and peace-building may be critiqued as idealistic, as many practical challenges still remain for journalists reporting on conflict in Africa. The most basic obstacles are those of news gathering and traditional news values. Addressing the latter, peace is still soft news and is not as commercially competitive as hard news focussed on war and violence is; “confrontation sells more than cooperation” (Sabiiti, 2006:121). In obstacles of news gathering, journalists often lack the necessary or sufficient equipment to gather their own information and are reliant on international news agencies. Journalists are also deadline driven, meaning that news must be immediate (Sabiiti, 2006), which is difficult when following an often lengthy peace process.
Nonetheless it is important that Africa journalists seek to cover African conflicts, as international coverage rarely addresses the contextual nuances of the conflict and even less so do they focus on promoting a peaceful process. International coverage of African news is marred by news trends that have seen serious international news replaced by the scandal and shock of “lite news” (Marthoz, 2007). Foreign correspondents often fall into the trap of stereotyping that sees the complexities of African conflict dismissed to “ethnic war” or “ancestral traditions” (Marthoz, 2007:226). Increasingly, Africa is simply becoming invisible.
Considering Corruption

Any contemporary code of professional ethics relevant to the African media context must take into account the challenge that corruption has posed in the creating a credible African media. In 2006, former Nigerian President, Olusegen Obasanjo announced that Africa loses an approximate twenty five per cent of its combined annual income, an estimated US$148 billion in total in that year. Corruption has been described as ranging from “nepotism, abuse of power, embezzlement and forms of misappropriation, influence-peddling, prevarication, insider trading and abuse of the public purse” (Ronning, 2009:156). 

The broadest understanding of the defining characteristics of corruption “involve unlawful or improper behaviour by officials in the public and private sectors, who abuse their positions and power to enrich themselves…or induce others to do so” (Ronning, 2009:158). In Africa specifically, corruption is encouraged by the imbalanced relationship between wealth and power. Often those that succumb to corruption are able to wield relative power which is disproportionate to the salaries they earn, most often the case amongst Africa’s civil servants. 

Unfortunately corruption has become an accepted part of society, accepting corrupt practise as an unavoidable phenomenon. There is also the difficult conception between gift-giving and actual illegal activity. It is traditional in Africa, to present a gift in return for a favour (Ronning, 2009), a practise which has found its way to many newsrooms. The relationship between government and private business is further problematised by this as corruption could be dismissed as lobbying. Within the African context, the process of privatisation and the encouragement of localised economic empowerment, the presence of donor funds and the imbalanced access has further encouraged corrupt practises between government and the private sector. It remains an open question as to what extent could one dismiss corruption as a cultural phenomenon.
Development and donor aid has ironically been a contributing factor to the corruption of civil society. The presence of limited funding that is specifically targeted towards the development of social groups. This development aid may be used as budget support, investment, community projects and a variety of other social outlets. This has often led to the enrichment of the elite, who misuse developing economies to enrich their lifestyles with little actual social development occurring (Mbeki in Ronning, 2009). This is especially so in societies undergoing political transition. 
Journalists are not exempt from the trends of personal enrichment. Dubbed “brown envelope syndrome”, corrupt journalists and editors receive remuneration in order to publish or ignore certain stories. Corruption can affect the manner in which investigative journalism is conducted, which sources are consulted, representing persons or events in a necessarily positive or negative light or even blackmailing. Even further detrimental to the reputation and trustworthiness of journalism in Africa is the paying of sources. This has direct consequences on the truthfulness and accuracy of information received and published (Ronning, 2009:167). 

The same factors that encourage corruption civil society, serve to encourage corruption amongst the media (Ronning, 2006). However, due to the fact that the media are often not willing to report on each other, this remains a thriving black market of information. Much like government officials, journalists may be able yield power in terms of information dissemination that may impact directly on the public image of a politician, for example. There exists also the temptation among journalists to enter the echelons of the elite. The reality in much of Africa is that journalists do not have a very high social standing, corruption is thus not only a means of additional income, but also a means of improving social standings. 

Corruption in the form of the brown envelope syndrome as well as gift giving is not unique to Africa. In this instance the press is not only the subject of gifts, but are also seen as contributing to the climate of corruption. The distinction between the media and government officials is that such exchanges are viewed as social transaction because they are not ‘official business’ (Ronning, 2009). The challenge lies in the often blurred distinction between a public relations exercise and corruption. Journalists may be offered gifts ranging from lunch to material gifts while the private media may offer incentives to members of the public who come forward with certain information.
There exists a necessity for journalists to recognise the role they are able to play in combating corruption. The relationship between press freedom and democracy should not be underestimated. The media should be able to function within an environment where information is accessible and transparent (Ronning, 2009). In this way, the media can play an active and engaged role as watchdogs. However, due to the inherently covert nature of corruption, this will remain a challenge. The role of investigative journalism as a means to uncovering such information should not be underestimated, however even this lends itself to corruption. It is hoped that a certain professional ideology would outweigh financial temptation, as individuals place higher value in credibility and integrity rather than monetary comfort.  A code of ethics may act as a practical guide to journalists who value credibility. 

Professionalisation

“For the media to demand accountability, it too must be accountable, just as in the same vein, for the media to be pluralistic, it must reflect the diversity of the societies in which it operates” (Lush in Nyamnjoh, 2005:81). Professionalisation is a show of ethical standards that is the onus of the individual journalist. Professional standards in the African media remain questionable, despite the various professional codes that have been established. The public media, especially public (often state) newspapers are dismissed as state mouthpieces of propagandists (Nyamnjoh, 2005). The private media holds the potential to represent an alternative voice, inciting social debate. However, this chance is often squandered this potential in favour of muckraking and vendetta journalism, aimed at furthering an often personalised aim (Kasoma, 1996) with journalists building a their reputation on controversy rather than credibility (Nyamnjoh, 2005). 
Given the often challenging political and legal environment that African journalists function in, the need for professionalism should be addressed internally (Nyamnjoh, 2005: 81). The need for self-reflexive professionalisation is a necessity; “’The capabilities of the messenger, the nature of the message and how it is received’ has made quality, prestige and credibility suffer” (Onadipe in Nyamnjoh, 2006:94). From a functionalist perspective, an ‘insider’ understanding of the particular expertise that journalism is required. There exists in any profession the potential danger of “uncontrolled expertise” that may serve to manipulate the client, in this sense the public. From this it is possible to extend a certain economic argument for the internalisation of expertise. Specific training and accredited education allows that skills remain scarce, which has economic advantages for journalists. However, this may backfire in areas where a shortage of journalists or weak training exists. (Oosthuizen, 2007:57)

The lack of necessary training has contributed to the poor accountability and reputation of journalism on the continent. Much of the existing training and skills development lies with government institutions such as the state broadcaster and print media (AMDI, 2006). In much of Africa, this is a manner of repression as state media serves the interests of the ruling regime. An alternative lies with journalism and mass communication schools as well as internal training programmes to produce quality journalism training. However, internal training is rarely initiated by short-sighted or poorly trained managers, while journalism schools often lack the most basic funding and infrastructure to function as a credible institution.  
The African Media Development Initiative (2006) attributed the low standards of professionalisation to several factors. Insufficient or poor quality training and training institutions result in journalists who lack the basic skills which in turn produces poor quality, unbalanced and even libellous reporting. Secondly, although the growth of the media should be a positive sign, this nonetheless places strain on training institutions. A result is the oft-mentioned juniorisation of newsrooms. The juniorisation of the newsroom has also been contributed to a lack of proper training and in turn a lack of accountability and credibility. Non-governmental organisations and donor agencies are able to attract professional journalists to corporate positions through offering higher salaries. Corruption remains a hindrance to cultivating integrity, highlighting how poor salaries contribute to poor journalism. 

The AMDI (2006) report suggests a three-tiered solution that might alleviate the lack of professionalisation. It was suggested that media organisations attempt to deliver professional development programmes at multiple levels within the hierarchy of media organisations. Courses and training that might provide capacity building should be offered, focussing on management training, new media and exchange programmes with other organisations as well as training schools. In line with the principles of self-regulation, internal checks and balances should be initiated. 
The second tier recognises the need for support for educational and training institutions. Working media practitioners should be consulted while organisations should have regular input in curriculum needs. Organisations and institutions should facilitate an exchange programme that provided professional development. The third and final tier calls for accreditation. Accreditation should be ensured through the establishment of quality control criteria at the individual and organisational level.  The best manner in which to achieve this has been suggested as cooperation between professional bodies in order to attain a universal standard of quality (AMDI, 2006).
Conclusion

Journalism ethics in Africa remains a contentious issue. This paper has discussed the possibility of formulating a universally African form of ontology that might serve as a basis for African media ethics. It has shown through the use of two communitarian examples, Afri-ethics and ubuntu, that such a view is narrow. Instead, it has discussed the possibility of a professional ideology as foundation for African media ethics. It has discussed the vital role that self-regulation may play in this professionally based African ethics. In keeping with the challenges that face the African media ethics, it has stressed that any professional code take into account the challenges of conflict and corruption in Africa. It has presented new perspectives on these two issues in hoping to find a solution through a shift in perception. Finally it has discussed the responsibility of the journalist through discussing professionalism in African journalism and has outlined suggestions f how this might be improved.
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