Nepad journalism starts with political journalism

Reportage of Nepad needs to take account of the politics of the story and the new global context, writes Guy Berger.

Article for Enterprise magazine, March 2003.

----------

African journalists have slavishly followed a Western libertarian model of journalism which celebrates antagonism between government and press, bemoans Thami Mazwai.  

He overstates the case – and in the process he suggests that any libertarian media thinking in South Africa is  a bad thing. The reason, in his view, is because an adversarial role of the media is intrinsically at the expense of a more positive role – i.e. a role that could educate the African public about the government-initiated Nepad. 

I agree with Mazwai that much African media has embraced libertarianism while throwing the development-journalism baby out with the authoritarian bathwater. And I agree that this is unfortunate. 

But the libertarian role which he lambastes does not automatically preclude a developmental role. The two roles can and should be reconciled. An instinctive adherence to only adversarialism or only developmentalism is to reduce media’s potential to half of what it could be. 

In his eagerness to punt for a developmental role, Mazwai fails to see any value in the libertarian political one. Worse, he ends up at another extreme – where he effectively elevates a developmental role at the expense of the democratic one. 

This is not to say that the libertarian adversarial role is the alpha and omega of the media’s democratic function. But it is an indispensable component, alongside other media democratic roles like civic education, fostering transparency and accountability, cheerleading and identity-building.

Mazwai does note that democratic rule requires a free media, yet he then moves rapidly on to emphasise what he calls “a responsible media system in the process of national development”. For him, this kind of system means a media that responds to social, economic and cultural needs. 

There is no mention by Mazwai of political needs – the democratic needs of citizens. In fact, he prescribes a watchdog role for the media only in the context of monitoring the effective implementation of Nepad.

He criticises the view that developmental and democratic journalism are mutually exclusive (which, incidentally, is not my position). Yet in practice he reduces a developmental role to merely technical education, something that is separable from democratic considerations. 

What Mazwai underplays in all this is that Nepad is, explicitly, economic plus political.  He therefore misses that the media has a role in regard to both aspects – and a role in the very questioning of Nepad itself. 

Nepad is premissed on the analysis that Africa’s economic progress hinges on good political governance, i.e. democracy. That is what the voluntary Peer Review is all about – assessing performance in both spheres.  

One role that follows from this Nepad provision is for media to provide the quality and quantity of information that will produce reviews that are informed and credible. Another role is for journalists to be available, as per the Nepad Declaration document, to be consulted by the panel of eminent leaders as part of the review process.

There is a further role that the media should have, and which does not feature in Mazwai’s argument: namely, interrogating Nepad itself. For example, there are serious questions about:

* whether Nepad in practice will be watered down to accommodate the lowest common denominator of authoritarian and mismanaged African countries. It is thus absolutely right for media to play a political role in warning how Zimbabwe’s misgovernance is a threat to Nepad. 

* whether Nepad can get beyond a top-down initiative, and become owned and implemented by civil society and business - as well as states. To date, media’s role has been lacking in regard to getting a continental conversation going on this challenge. 

* whether Nepad’s assumptions are correct that globalization and Washington-style economic policies are the key to African development. Ought not media be asking whether democracy’s sex appeal is only an expedient cosmetic job to appeal to outsiders? And, is it really true that if you throw a party with a gilded invitation card trumpeting Democracy and GEAR, the investors will come flocking? 

Raising these questions about Nepad are all democratic roles that the media can and should play. This is not instead of an educational role – these kind of questions are overlapping and indispensable complements to a straight provision of information. 

The point is that whether, for example, Nepad is a programme or a framework, or whether it is wholly within the African Union or relatively autonomous, these are not simply matters of enlightening the masses about definitive truth. Rather, they are issues that are bound up with a democratic political debate that media should be promoting. 

For these reasons, it is faulty to want development journalism about Nepad, and at the same time to underplay the democratic dimension of the coverage. We need both – and with democratic in the driving seat. 

In this regard, media could also do well to look deeper at the definition of democracy that informs Nepad. The founding Declaration eloquently outlines how economic progress rests on democratic progress, which in turn rests on respect for human rights – including, hooray, the right to free expression. 

But there is a sting in the tail – Nepad qualifies this otherwise impeccable logic with a dangerous term, phrasing the provision as the “right to responsible free expression”. 

“Responsible” is the same red-letter word that Mazwai uses in his call for media’s role in national development. And it is a term that should conjure up, for all stakeholders in African democracy, memories of the colonialist quest for “responsible” – i.e. acquiescent and compradore – African leadership. 

Of course, freedom of expression is never absolute. Yet for Nepad to qualify it in the first breathe, and with a term as open to authoritarian abuse as “responsible”, sends out a clarion call for media’s democratic role. It should be a rallying point for journalists to point out this flaw in the Nepad edifice, and a spur for them to advocate for free political expression as critical to the success of the project.

Is such a seemingly-libertarian journalistic position uncritically reflective of inappropriate Western-style thinking? I hope Mazwai does not think so. The matter boils down to whether human rights, including the right to free expression, are universal or not – notwithstanding varying interpretations and applications around the world. 
Whether something comes from the West or not, is surely not the issue. Rather, it is whether that thing is appropriate to the needs and wants of people who live in Africa. 

Gandhi, arguably a citizen of Africa (and indeed of the world), once said he did not wish to live in a house subjected to overwhelming gusts of wind howling in from without. But at the same time, he added, he did not want a home so air-tight that fresh air could never enter. A balance was needed. 

Mazwai should be pleased to hear that an important constituent of the African Union has recently set down an African view on the free expression rights of the citizens for whom the continent is home. This body, the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights, affirmed in October last year that freedom of expression is a fundamental human right guaranteed by the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
It added that free speech is an indispensable component of democracy, and that “laws and customs that repress freedom of expression are a disservice to society”. That may perhaps sound “Western”, but the Commission certainly deems it appropriate to Africa. 

Like the South African constitution, the Commission enshrines a democratic role of the media. Both Mazwai and I would probably want to add a developmental role to this, but we should certainly not do so by overshadowing the fundamental importance of the democratic – or by eschewing, on principle, any principles that may be Western-influenced or Western-sounding. 

COULD CUT THIS SECTION BELOW: 

Journalists in Africa operate at the interface of Ghandi’s intermingling air currents. In the current period, they need to stand aside and analyse the mix more closely. For there are different ways of being a journalist, just as there are different ways of being African – and no single and straightforward essential definition of either. 

In particular, there are also institutional contexts. Refining Mazwai’s treatment of media as if it were an institution en bloc, there are different roles for different media. It is not the case that media, as he states, is part of civil society. For a start, some media enterprises are located in the business arena, others within communities – with very different kinds of journalism entailed. 

Then there is public media, such as the SABC on whose board Mazwai sits, and which properly occupies a place in the public sphere, rather than civil society. In many countries, one also encounters government media, with a different kind of journalism – and one, unfortunately, that is often (though not inevitably) abused for party-political reasons.

In all these cases, there are different parameters. The mix of democratic and developmental functions, and the autonomy of journalists to chose these, varies accordingly. 

The result is that Nepad may be the subject of straight information in one medium, popularisation in some, and the object of critical scrutiny in others. So be it. To the extent that it is possible, as Mazwai wants, to manage all this, the different terrains need to be respected. The various models – libertarian, authoritarian, revolutionary, that he mentions – all have a part to play. 

The democratic freedom of expression entails freedom to do journalism in varying inflections and combinations. And that is what enriches the public dialogue about Nepad.

END POTENTIAL CUT

Within this wider picture, and to the extent that journalists in all spheres can be persuaded to take their developmental role more seriously, then Mazwai is utterly right. 

Our journalism needs to be more relevant to Africa’s circumstances, and there should be more attention to the development question – treated alongside the democratic, and also treated as an economic and political story.

In this framework, one media role that Mazwai could profitably and explicitly stress is that of exposing the laws and customs that disempower women. Neglect of women’s pivotal place in development and democracy by Africa’s journalists can only leave these two socially desirable goals unfulfilled. 

In much the same way, the neglect of Africa in the global agenda will also leave the wider world without the rich human value of ubuntu. Which brings me to media’s relation to Nepad in the broader international context. 

Mazwai is correct in highlighting media’s potential vis-à-vis internal audiences in Africa. With Nepad now on the international backburner, it looks likely that, if the initiative is to work, Africa’s “own bootstraps” are going to be the key.

More than ever, some of the assumptions of Nepad – which, recall, pre-dates  the world of the Iraq crisis – need to be re-interrogated. 

In the coming period, this continent’s journalists will do well to ponder their role in reporting Nepad within the new global context. That’s possibly the most pressing, and promising, function they should fulfill. Libertarian, authoritarian, developmental, socially responsible and revolutionary alike: all media people have to revisit their work in these new times. 

I think Thami Mazwai and I would agree on  that.
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