3

Ethics as ‘public’ and ‘relational’: teaching ‘democratic listening’ to South African journalism students
Herman Wasserman, Rod Amner 

Rhodes University, South Africa

Introduction

Journalism ethics scholarship in recent years has been marked by various attempts to bridge the gaps between journalists and their audiences, between media institutions and citizens, and between journalists across different cultural settings. A trend towards greater mutuality and openness can be noted as journalism ethics engaged with a global media environment marked by greater participation, interactivity and reciprocity.

The need for greater mutuality has often arisen as a result of the advances of new media technologies that have blurred the lines between producers (journalists) and consumers of news (audiences). The ensuing practices such as ‘citizen journalism’ and ‘user-generated content’ have brought the realisation that journalism ethics has to become more public-centred. Reframing journalism ethics from the perspective of the audience (Ward 2005) has included suggestions of an ‘open ethics’ (Ward & Wasserman 2010a) which would give consumers of journalism a more direct say in how journalism ethics should be constructed. Meanwhile, debates in the field of global journalism ethics (e.g. Ward & Wasserman 2010b, Christians et al. 2008) have attempted to cross the divides between journalism ethics in different cultures.

Recent developments in journalism ethics towards greater mutuality and reciprocity have largely been premised on the situation in the media-saturated Global North, where almost universal access to media (and particularly new media technologies) is assumed, media operate in established democratic contexts and social inequalities do not always preclude citizen participation in the mediated public sphere. This paper is concerned to discover what ‘mutuality’, ‘reciprocity’ and ‘openness’ would mean in a context of vast social inequalities, language and ethnic heterogeneity, imbalances in access to media and a history of exclusion of the majority of citizens from the public sphere.
It attempts to explore this question in the context of journalism education in South Africa, a ‘new democracy’ (Voltmer 2006) and one of the most unequal and heterogeneous countries in the world. The paper discusses the teaching of ethical journalism in two undergraduate courses developed at Rhodes University’s School of Journalism and Media Studies (SJMS) in Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape, South Africa’s poorest province.
In our view, concerns about diversity and equality seldom have the prominence they need and deserve in journalism ethics beyond the minimalist requirements of social responsibility frameworks that seek to ‘minimize harm’ (Black, Steele & Barney 1995: 15-16). In the South African context, this usually means the minimal imperative to comply with Constitutional proscriptions on the incitement of harm based on ‘race, ethnicity, gender or religion’. These formalist proscriptions may limit the negative consequences of reporting on diversity issues, but they do not address issues of structure or power that continue to reinforce those selfsame inequalities.  Following Alia (2004: 4) we argue that much of the current literature on media ethics “excludes or minimises the contextual realities that inform actual cases and omits analyses of power and hierarchy and related questions of gender, class, ethnicity, culture and ‘race’”.

In this paper we would like to propose an alternative approach to the ethical questions of diversity and inequality that is predicated upon the assumption that journalists should not only be ‘doing no harm’, but should also be ‘doing some good’ (Caldwell  2011:73). In other words, we see a need for a more interventionist approach by journalists to seek to overcome the social inequalities and divisions that are a result of historical conditions of discrimination and subjection. Faced with the persistent legacies of apartheid and colonialism, journalists in South Africa cannot merely be content to not incite harm or respect difference, but should, we argue, find ways of starting to undo these legacies. 
Both the undergraduate courses featured in this paper had as their aim the engagement by university journalism students with their ‘Others’ in the South African context, as a way to explore models of ethical journalism that steer away from exclusive notions of ‘professionalism’ and formalistic codification towards a relational ethics, rooted in a democratically conceived engagement with Others, and emerging from narratives of lived experience (Christians 2010). 

In these courses, ethical journalistic practice is imagined as ‘public’, ‘inclusive’, ‘relational’’ and ‘open’. But in order to achieve the level of ‘publicness’ and ‘inclusivity’ necessary for ethical journalistic practice in this context, it is argued that lecturers and their student journalists have had to take on the responsibility of proactively challenging some of the values and assumptions of mainstream journalism and fundamentally reengineering some of its routines and practices. 
We will first provide some social and political context, before proceeding to a brief overview of the ethical frameworks upon which this approach is based – rooted in both a democratic ethics of ‘publicness’ and a relational ethics of care and listening – and then give an example of how this approach has been used to inform journalism education at Rhodes University. We conclude by reflecting on the ethical dilemmas raised by the putting into practice of these principles of ‘publicness’, listening and care. 
Contexts

The SJMS is situated in Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape, South Africa’s poorest province. The town is a microcosm of the inequalities faced across the country, with a small minority of privileged, highly-educated citizens contrasted with an estimated 70% unemployment rate for the city as a whole (Alebiosu 2006: 27). Despite its location, Rhodes University attracts thousands of predominantly middle-class students from across the country (very few come from Grahamstown itself), and hundreds of students from other countries. But, access to a Rhodes journalism degree is extremely limited - while, over 85% of local citizens are isiXhosa speakers, fewer than 15% of our first year journalism students claim isiXhosa as their first language. 
For Alia (2004: 52), the principle of inclusivity is an essential requirement of any ethical media practice. There are two aspects – media participation and media representation. Participation refers to the people who create and maintain media (writers, editors, broadcasters, etc., but also bloggers and other citizen journalist) and, ideally, an ethical media practice would include participation of all social groups roughly proportional to their numbers in the general population. These groups would also be represented in the media in “appropriate proportions” and with “appropriate respect and treatment” (Alia 2004: 53). Neither the make-up of our undergraduate classes nor the representations of local people in our local media platforms exemplify this principle of inclusivity.  It can also be argued that despite the racial transformation of media producers, the class-base of most mainstream media  in the country remain the same as before democracy, leading Colin Sparks (2011) to remark on the ‘elite continuity’ and ‘elite renewal’ that persists in the post-apartheid media. The public and community media sectors in the country remain beset by a range of challenges from political capture to managerial incompetence to funding issues, which undermine their potential to provide a counterbalance for the dominance of the commercial media. The education of journalism students at Rhodes University’s School of Journalism and Media Studies is aimed at producing critical, reflective practitioners that can contribute to the further transformation of the industry.
Most Rhodes students come to Grahamstown from elsewhere and many report that they had never before been exposed to the stark contrasts between the wealth and poverty that are evident daily in Grahamstown. Due to Grahamstown’s peculiar history, including its citizens’ history of resistance to removal during the apartheid era, the town does not exhibit the same extremes of race- and class-based spatial separation as in other South African towns and cities, which puts inequality in everyone’s line of sight. Many middle class journalism students (both black and white) report feeling distressed by and/or alienated from their new ‘home’ environment. Some are afraid to go into (black) township communities and later express surprise at the ‘friendly’ and ‘open’ exchanges they have in these areas. This is what one third year journalism student had to say after a coursework-related engagement with a local black community: 

“[The course] forced me into an environment (the township) with which I was quite unfamiliar and sceptical. I, like many others, had been duped into viewing the poorer neighbourhoods of SA as being defined by violence, crime, drug abuse and general degeneration. My experience changed this and I got to accept and even admire the nuances of township life and the solidarity and strength in community.” (Extract from third year student exam, 2010)

Meanwhile, most local people cannot afford the cover price (about 35 pence in UK currency) of the local university-owned, bi-weekly newspaper, Grocott’s Mail or airtime to access local news online. The vast social inequalities preclude equitable citizen participation in the mediated public sphere. 
The two courses discussed in this paper – the first year ‘Introduction to the Theory and Practice of Journalism’ course and the third year ‘Journalism, Democracy, Development’ course – both map out foundational theoretical and historical ground that attempt to engage with the challenge of the local context, including critiques of classical liberal perspectives on the role of journalism, and an exposition of competing normative theories of the media, including the ‘monitorial’, ‘facilitative’, ‘radical’ and ‘collaborative’ roles developed by Christians et al (2009). In particular, the courses explore the theory and practice of ‘facilitative’ and/or ‘radical’ approaches to journalism – public/civic journalism and participatory/radical journalism - through a series of interventionist journalistic engagements with local youth. These explorations are based on certain theoretical assumptions of ‘publicness’ and a relational ethics and listening, which we will explore briefly before proceeding to a description of the courses.
From ‘culture’ to ‘publicness’, relational ethics and listening
One of the central critiques of mainstream journalism is its lopsided focus on the agendas and perspectives of elite actors (Manning 2001). This journalistic routine is exacerbated in the South African context – the country is one of the most unequal in the world, measured according to the Gini coefficient, and the media sector marked by elite continuity and renewal as described above by Sparks (2011).

The two courses discussed in this paper are explicitly designed to help right-size the extremity of these imbalances in the local context by experimenting with alternative approaches to journalistic research and production. In this regard, they draw on debates around ethical reform which have occurred in South Africa in recent years. For example, attempts to ‘Africanize’ journalism and its ethical underpinnings, which is seen as a product of Western epistemology (Fourie 2008:60,) have taken the form of rediscovering concepts like Ubuntu - a concept derived from the Zulu maxim umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, meaning “a person is a person through other persons” or “I am because of others” (Louw 2004: 2, cited in Fourie 2008: 61; Blankenberg 1999; Christians 2004; White 2010). Christians (2004:235) uses the term to invigorate communitarianism as a normative system for understanding the press differently from Western liberal individualism. Another attempt to develop indigenous approaches to journalism ethics came in the form of a reappraisal of Francis Kasoma’s ‘Afriethics’ (Banda 2009). 
Ubuntu undermines mainstream journalism’s focus on elites because “every person is regarded as a fountain of knowledge who has valuable things to contribute to society as a whole” (Blankenberg, 1999: 51). Journalists should align themselves with “the interpretations and epistemologies of the ‘common people’ in order to tell the stories that accurately reflect, and reflect on, their concrete experiences…” (Blankenberg 1999: 59). Christians further recommends that the traditional barrier between journalist and citizen should break down and they should come to occupy the “same social and moral space” (2004: 250). However, these attempts to rediscover African ethical frameworks for the media in post-apartheid South Africa have also been criticized for their essentialism and romanticization of African culture. Critics like Tomaselli (2003) and Fourie (2009) also suggest that such an essentialization might have detrimental effects on freedom of expression in the country.
In teaching our journalism courses we have attempted to transcend some of the difficulties associated with Ubuntu communitarianism and other ‘culturalist’ approaches to ethics by instead appealing to the notion of ‘publicness’. Public journalism is presented in these courses as a journalistic reform movement that spread within the mainstream media in the US in the 1990s and early 2000s (and subsequently to over 15 countries on five continents) in response to two widening gaps: between citizens and government, and between news organisations and their audiences (Haas 2007: 3). To help reduce these gaps, public journalists see their responsibility as one of stimulating increased civic commitment to, and active participation in, democratic procedures (Haas 2007: 3). It was argued that the increasing professionalization of journalism required journalists to privilege official, “authoritative”, “credible”, “representative” and “expert’ sources (see Keeble 2012: 40), which inevitably led to a focus on the agendas and perspectives of elites. This had distanced journalists from the concerns of ordinary citizens. Public journalists attempt to overcome this elite bias by seeking to become more ‘attached’ to publics, rather than ‘detached’. To achieve this, one research and reporting tool used by public journalists is “civic mapping” (Haas 2008) which involves engaging with layers of civic life often obscured from the view of journalists as they lie buried under the ‘official’ and ‘quasi-official’ realms (Harwood & McCrehan 2000). 

Cognitive civic mapping

In the public journalism literature, there are two complementary approaches to civic mapping, which Campbell (2002, 2004) refers to as the “cognitive” and “structural” approaches respectively. In cognitive civic mapping, journalists actively seek out the concerns and voices of citizens in five “civic layers”, each offering different insights about that locality (Harwood & McCrehan 2000). These include the “official” layer of local governmental institutions; the “quasi-official” layer of local municipal leagues, civic organisations, and advocacy groups; “third places” like community socials, places of worship, and restaurants; “incidental” encounters on sidewalks, at food markets, and in backyards; and the “private” spaces of people’s homes. Journalists are urged to approach citizens differently, to interview differently and to question mainstream news values. The goal, as Harwood & McCrehan (2000: 5-6) put it, should be “to move beyond the usual suspects into a deeper and broader understanding” of the public and its problems. Civic mapping is aimed at increasing the ‘openness’ and receptivity of news organisations and uncovering a ‘citizens’ agenda’ (Haas 2007) – or perhaps more accurately, a set of competing ‘citizens’ agendas’ – relatively uncontaminated by the perspectives and claims of elites, and less prone to influence by the agendas of powerful news organisations and the professional routines of newsrooms. 

This approach resonates with Bickford (1996:2) refers to ‘speaking and listening together’, a communicative interaction that she sees as a ‘central activity of citizenship’: ‘(W)hat makes politics possible, and what democratic politics requires, is a kind of listening attention to one another’ (Bickford 1996:2). Following on Bickford’s work, Tanja Dreher advocates a kind of listening that asks the ‘difficult questions’, but that would challenges journalists to transform their ‘desire for mastery into HERMAN IS SOMETHING MISSING HERE? and ethical receptivity’ .
Instead of presuming that deliberations in local government institutions offer a representative picture of citizen concerns, Harwood & McCrehan (2000) presume that different, even conflicting concerns are held by people within and between civic layers.  Bickford also recognizes this in her understanding of politics as conflictual and contentious (1996:2). Although Bickford is of the view that listening as a democratic practice does not assume compassion and caring among political actors, but is rather a strategy to manage discord within a polity, our approach to the teaching of journalism as an interventionist praxis in the South African context will resonate with the ethics of compassion and care espoused by Carol Gilligan (1982) and others. “To have a voice,” she says, “is to be human. To have something to say is to be a person. But speaking depends on listening and being heard; it is an intensely relational act” (Gilligan 1993: xvi). This ethics of caring is one of commitment, of compassion, of immersion – values that are frowned upon in the liberal-individualist journalistic mantra of professionalism and detachment. We therefore agree with Christians (2007) that dialogic ethics, associated with traditions such as Habermasian deliberation and feminist care ethics, is a more appropriate approach to dealing with issues of power and ideology in journalism than the utilitarian approach of objectivity and detachment. 
However, conditions in the “actually existing” public sphere (Fraser 1990) often militate against such a dialogic ethics that could lead to the deepening of relationships. The formal and informal rules of participation in deliberative fora tend to exclude the majority of citizens and their concerns. While most citizens, contrary to popular belief, do engage in extensive conversations about political issues in the private sphere of their homes, at work, and in various informal settings, they do not attend more formal fora and, when they do, they stay silent. Harwood argues that the official and quasi-official layers tend to be frequented by “professional citizens” (2000: 28), and that their formal and informal rules of participation restrict the range of participants, topics of discussion, and modes of deliberation.
To capture more informal conversations in the various layers of civic life, Harwood & McCrehan (2000) urge journalists to alter the ways in which they traditionally have interacted with citizens. Instead of engaging citizens in “formal interviews” by “knocking on a family’s front door to ask a few questions”, journalists ought to engage citizens in “civic conversations” by sitting down “in their living rooms to understand their lives” (Harwood 2000: 23). They write, “The goal should not be to find the quote [but rather] to discover patterns in what people are saying, to probe to uncover meaning and figure out how people’s thinking unfolds as they talk” (Harwood & McCrehan 2000: 23). In other words, journalists should ask not only who they should be interviewing, but where they conduct the interview, how they conduct it and to what end. 

Civic mapping could be said to represent an alternative epistemology of news as it arises out of a critique of positivism. The purpose of civic mapping processes is not to get answers to questions, to test hypotheses, to ‘evaluate’. At root is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience. The research interest is in the participants’ subjective experience, which is also a powerful way of gaining insight into important social issues through understanding the experience of the individuals whose lives reflect those issues.

Not all the first year journalism student got to sit in the living rooms of the Mary Waters learners (for logistical reasons, the main interviews had to be moved to the lawns of the university), but in reading the Postsecrets and the personal narratives and in researching the profile articles they were looking for more than ‘quotes’. 

During the course, some students questioned the point of writing about a Grade 9 learner. In addition to explaining the philosophy behind civic mapping, this quote by Patai (1988) was a useful riposte: 

“It is misguided, I believe, to ask of a life story, ‘What’s the point?’. Our task is precisely to attend to the story in such a way that we move beyond this question. There are no pointless lives and there are no pointless life stories. There are only life stories we have not (yet) bothered to consider and whose revelations (including, at times, those of staggering ordinariness) therefore remain hidden from view.” (Patai 1988). 

Students were advised to explore and listen, rather than probe, in following Seidman: 

“I always think of a sharp instrument pressing on soft flesh when I hear the word ‘probe’. The word conveys a sense of the powerful interviewer treating the interviewee as an object. I am more comfortable with the notion of exploring with the interviewee than with probing into what the interviewee says.’ Too much of ill-timed ‘probing’ can make a participant defensive while too little exploration can leave the interviewer unsure of the interviewee’s meaning or experience.” (2006: 83)

Listening to public(s)
If journalists are urged to listen carefully to the public and its concerns, does this mean that the public should have the ultimate say over the news (rather than journalists and journalistic institutions)? In this regard, public journalism has been critiqued, both for going too far and not far enough (Haas & Steiner 2004: 247). On the one hand, public journalism has been accused of pandering to the public (i.e. not taking enough responsibility upon itself for establishing ethical norms or for setting the news agenda) and, on the other, for lacking accountability to the public (i.e. clinging to its own ethical codes and its agenda-setting function). Public journalism surely cannot be simultaneously overly accountable to the public and too lacking in public accountability? 

In setting out his ‘public philosophy’ for public journalism, Haas (2007: 33) tries to resolve this apparent paradox by arguing that it is important that journalists should hold onto their authority about what to write and whether to print. Giving citizens unfettered control of the news agenda compromises journalists’ ability to maintain a critical editorial and reportorial stance in relation to the community, and forces journalists to gloss over community conflicts for fear of offending certain community segments (Haas 2007: 33). Haas believes that public journalists should ultimately retain the authority to add to or subtract from the agenda that their public listening reveals.

But, he also argues that public journalists’ efforts to involve citizens in the agenda-setting process are qualitatively richer and deeper than anything practised by mainstream, commercially-driven media. On the other hand, Haas (2007: 33) laments that not all public journalists have managed to develop and sustain formalised means of involving citizens in the agenda-setting process. He argues that more should be done to nurture a public sphere ‘about’ journalism, which would allow citizens to hold journalists accountable for their work in terms of explicitly stated journalistic values. He believes that public journalism needs better mechanisms for publicly responding to citizen criticisms. Although various informal measures such as online reader feedback may sensitize journalists to citizens’ views, more formal measures would ensure sustained, meaningful citizen participation. 

In summary, then Haas’s argument is that public journalism should have some sort of ‘telos’ – a set of non-negotiable ‘proto-norms’ designed to guard against the erosion of certain “pre-eminently desirable” values (2007: 33). In the South African context, journalistic principles could take their cue from the values of the Constitution, which, for example, forbids discrimination on the grounds of race, gender or sexual orientation. Journalists with their own coherent political agenda would ensure that even when the majority of citizens demand that murderers be hanged or that books be burnt, they know that they are required to stand against these things. This apparent subversion of democracy in defence of democracy reveals the paradox at the heart of liberal democracy: the people govern but this is only possible if there are certain things about which they are not allowed to pronounce, including the regime of rights (to freedom of expression, association and so on) upon which the very idea of a democratic politics depends. As Vincent points out “the paradox in liberalism is genuine, abiding and irresolvable” (2009: 219). It is for this reason that liberal/constitutional democracy requires the inculcation of democratic values as much as it does democratic institutions and legislative frameworks if it is to work. In the South African context, to inculcate democratic values means to create the cultural conditions for the acceptance of the Constitution’s fundamental founding principles. It is thus the job of public journalists to inculcate these values and uphold the Constitution, which can only do its work, in a constitutional state, argues Vincent “if it enjoys widespread legitimacy and where ‘the people’, far from believing that it should be submitted to the test of their will, would be horrified at the thought of its alteration” (2009: 219).
We have seen how public journalists can use formal strategies of accountability, such as civic mapping, in order to share their authority with citizens in allowing citizens the opportunity to name and frame strong, hitherto buried, stories and issues. However, since public journalists should, following Haas, subscribe to their own ‘telos’, they are not obliged to print these namings and framings. 

Structural civic mapping

For Haas, however, the weakness of the cognitive approach to civic mapping is that it would not necessarily inspire citizens to be active citizens. In South Africa, citizens are already extremely passive. Mattes (2002: 29) notes that a 2000 review of a range of public opinion indicators demonstrated that across almost all the key indicators of democratic political culture, South Africans had one of the most passive citizenries in southern Africa.To further the goal of an active citizenry, it would be necessary to supplement the cognitive approach with what Campbell (2002, 2004) calls a “structural” approach to civic mapping. For Haas, the cognitive approach sees citizens as news sources on issues and does not also conceive of them as active participants who are willing and able to act on those issues. 

Second, Haas argues that the cognitive approach too readily dismisses the importance of the official and quasi-official layers of local civic life in favour of the more unorganized layers of third places, incidental encounters, and private spaces. Actual efforts to solve given issues are rarely carried out by individual citizens but rather by organised citizen groups, either on their own or in collaboration with governmental institutions (Haas 2008: 8). Campbell (2002: 147) suggests that public journalists should, in collaboration with citizens, proactively map the various problem solving-oriented “social networks” within a locality and identify ways to strengthen their problem solving capacity. To do this, journalists would have to abandon their stance of political neutrality in favour of political advocacy because without explicitly stated evaluative standards, journalists would be unable to articulate (and justify) why certain configurations of social networks are more appropriate than other possible ones.

Haas argues that journalists ought to consider whether an issue like corporal punishment could be adequately addressed by citizen groups themselves, or whether this issue requires more deep-seated, political intervention by governmental institutions. Moreover, journalists ought to consider whether given issues could be adequately addressed through local intervention, whether by citizen groups or governmental institutions, or whether those issues require intervention of a broader, non-local scope. 

The cognitive and structural approaches to civic mapping, if used together, could help journalists further public journalism’s goals, but their actual implementation poses certain challenges to mainstream journalistic ethics. In summary, the cognitive approach urges journalists to “broaden their understanding of local civic life to encompass various civic layers, make efforts to seek out news sources that are not part of organised civic life in given localities, and engage those news sources in civic conversations” (Haas 2008: 9). Meanwhile, the structural approach urges journalists to rethink their role in and responsibility for civic life by “abandoning their stance of political neutrality in favour of political advocacy as well as conceive of problem-solving in broader terms than local, citizen-based intervention” (Haas 2008: 9).

The third year Journalism, Democracy and Development course

As one part of the third year Journalism, Democracy and Development course in 2011, 24 third year TV students helped 24 Grade 10 learners (15-16 year-olds) from various township high schools in Grahamstown produce short video documentaries about issues that ‘ticked them off’. This form of ‘gate-opening’ involved surrendering some control of framing and scripting the story as teenagers fronted and narrated their ‘own’ documentaries. On the other hand, the students used their storytelling and technical skills to help shape the learners’ sometimes fragmented, personal stories into some powerful and compelling narratives. In addition, they attempted to transform ‘personal issues’ into ‘political issues’ by helping to define individual experiences in terms of wider collective social categories (see Buckingham 2000). 
Participatory video is presented to third year students as an alternative approach pioneered in the 1960s in the Fogo Islands of Newfoundland. The Canadian Film Board allowed economically strapped islanders to define what content would be worthwhile to discuss and co-created films not structured around opposing opinions on issues, but around one person’s perspective (Schoon 2012). They found that this people-focused approached allowed audiences to listen instead of slipping into defensive positions trying to judge who was right and who was wrong. 

This revolution in film-making resulted from a misjudgement on the part of the film board in their project on reporting poverty in Canada: 

“Following a conventional approach, a well-intentioned film-maker highlighted one family’s struggle, but made what was for poor people a very patronising film. It shamed and humiliated that family in their community once it was broadcast, making them the brunt of jokes and ridicule, the opposite of what was intended. From then on the Canadian Film Board decided to tell stories of poverty with communities, instead of reporting from a distance” (Schoon 2012). 

In attempting to ‘emulate’ the Fogo Process, the third year students were faced with the additional ethical ‘burden’ of having to work with children. When the media refer to children, it is generally in relation to “their victimisation, their cuteness, their secondary role as children of adults” (Alia 2004:  53). They are seldom portrayed as newsmakers and agents in their own right. The aim of this project was not for the Rhodes journalists to patronisingly “give these children a voice”, where the act of giving voice necessarily privileges the agency of the journalist rather than the children. Instead the intention was for the students to help amplify and channel the voices of young agents of change. Three of the 24 documentaries were made at Mary Waters High School. One of them, fronted by a Grade 10 learner, exposed the widespread – and illegal – practice of corporal punishment at his school, including an interview with the headmaster. While the head tried to downplay the extent of the problem at the school, he later issued a statement agreeing to enforce a ban on the practice. The film was shown to hundreds of local youth and parents at a number of public exhibitions at various township venues, sent to the mayor of Grahamstown and posted to You Tube, where it attracted over 4200 hits. At the end of 2011, one of the English language teachers at Mary Waters High School, Elizabeth Adesina, who was aware of what the SJMS was doing at her school and in wider community, decided to approach the school for help with her teaching in 2012.  

The first year ‘Introduction to the Theory and Practice of Journalism’ course

Adesina asked the JMS1 teacher, Rod Amner, to “help teach” over 200 struggling Grade 9 learners at the school. Mary Waters is an Afrikaans and English medium school, which in the Apartheid era fell under the coloured Department of Education. The school was marginally better resourced than the schools in the adjoining African townships and its learners routinely achieved better matric results. In the post-Apartheid era, many coloured children migrated to the formerly whites-only schools in the city opening the way for a substantial intake of isiXhosa-speaking learners into the school. While these children speak isiXhosa as their home language, they have had to register as English first language students in the school because isiXhosa is not offered as a first language or even as a second language at the school (because few of the teachers at the school can speak isiXhosa). In a written communication to the school Adesina said she was struggling to get many of her learners to “write anything” and “perplexed” about her learners’ “apathy towards reading” and needed help in inspiring her learners to read and write. 

“During comprehension tests many of them do not take time to read the passage so they proffer common sense answers to the questions. As a result, test outcomes are always poor. The proportion of learners who do read and write at GET level is so small that they make little impact on statistics. Many are repeating the class. If we continue business as usual, my learners will more likely than not fail again, en masse.” Adesina 2012, personal correspondence 

The School of Journalism agreed to help, and as part of their first semester course work each of the 210 first-year journalism students in the class was partnered with a Grade 9 learner (aged 15-17) from Mary Waters. The partnership was imagined as a hybrid public/citizen journalism and pedagogical project (Haas 2007; Deuze et al 2007; Rosenberry et al 2009; Ryfe 2009) in which each student and learner pairing were to produce health-themed ‘secrets’ and personal narratives, interview each other for a journalistic profile article, and comment on each other’s articles. Hundreds of health-related stories emerged from these processes. The entire process was framed as part of a semester-long public journalism project where these stories were organised into issues and themes, which formed the basis of in-depth, health-related, public journalism feature articles intended for publication in the local press. 

Ethical issues arising from the cognitive civic mapping process
The cognitive civic mapping processes conducted as part of the first year journalism course – including the Postsecrets, the personal narratives and the personality profiles/life histories – were geared towards developing a relational ethics, rooted in an experiential engagement with Others, and emerging from narratives of lived experience. In mainstream news, these Others are most often used as material for vox pop interviews and their opinions sought for human interest stories. By contrast, the public and alternative journalists actively seek out these people as expert sources. This does not only challenge mainstream sourcing practices – to bring the voices of the local community into the centre of journalism is an ethical decision (Atton, 2003b). 

However, this laudable ethical approach nevertheless provoked a number of ethical problems for the first year students. For one thing, the process revealed some of the serious social and health problems being experienced by both the Rhodes students and the Mary Waters learners. As we will discover below, the Rhodes journalism students in particular, felt a strong burden of responsibility for safeguarding the rights and dignity of their Mary Waters ‘partners’.
‘Postsecrets’ is a community mail art project initiated by Frank Warren in the United States, in which people mail their secrets anonymously to Warren on a homemade postcard. Some of these postcards are posted to the Postsecrets website, and others are featured in book compilations. 
The next step was to require all student-learner partners to write health-themed personal narratives for each other. Amner visited the school and taught five Grade 9 classes at Mary Waters to write their own Postsecrets and personal narratives and to conduct an interview for a personality profile. First, all the secrets were exhibited publically at both at the university and at the school after which the Mary Waters learners were invited to Rhodes for a few hours to work with their student partners. The participants swapped their personal narratives prior to interviewing each other on the lawns of the university in preparation for writing in-depth personality profiles. Some pairings met again after this encounter in a variety of settings to do follow-up interviews.
There were many similarities as well as differences in the content of the ‘Postsecrets’, which helped to build both a sense of solidarity and an appreciation of diversity amongst participants before the commencement of the face-to-face encounters. 
“Reading the Postsecrets gave a fascinating window into the lives of our profile subjects and established a common ground: we are all teenagers with similar concerns in love, school and family. However, it also alerted to some problems experienced particularly in their social situation.”  Currie 2012, reflective essay

Both the Postsecrets and personal narratives transformed students’ perspectives regarding the real issues affecting local youth, helped them come to care about the issues they uncovered, and ultimately improve the depth and quality of their journalism. 

“The postcards were anonymous and because of this people could share almost anything they wanted without shame. Stories of abuse, self-loathing, appalling self-image, sexual abuse, substance abuse and depression all came out of the woodwork … the Postsecrets played a huge role in uncovering some of the health issues in our area, particularly the overwhelming issue of obesity and body image.” Kreutch 2012, reflective essay

“Many people would consider the Mary Waters piece to be simple profile assignment, but I feel that the simple act of reading my partner’s personal narrative substantially changed my perspective of them, and thus the way in which I would write my profile. For every question I posed, one was asked of me in return. It felt very unusual, knowing that as I watched and recorded someone’s actions they were doing exactly the same thing to me. This alone would have transformed a simple interview, into a truly participatory event.” Easton 2012, reflective essay

“The Postsecrets and personal narrative I received from Kenya revealed many valuable stories and perspectives which at times took me out of my comfort zone. Some of the topics were very light hearted in nature, but others uncovered stories relating to real struggle, suffering and despair. This relationship and all the associated tasks, which I originally viewed as an annoyance, has taught me more than I ever expected. I think Rhodes University and Mary Waters School, should continue to enforce this exercise, for as many years as is possible. It is a something that benefits everyone, changes everyone in some small way, and makes a positive difference to the lives of all involved.” Callendar-Easby 2012, reflective essay

On the other hand, while all participants lived just a few kilometres from each other, the profound social distances – in terms of social class, language, race, age and culture – placed some strain on the journalistic process envisaged for the project. Some of the students feeling acutely aware of their own power and privilege: 

“We were interacting with and interviewing children and this made forming the relationship tricky, for certain potentially harmful relationships were already in place. For starters, as a student of Rhodes University, the “power balance” (Berkowitz 2009: 111) between me and my partner was already unequal, for the journalist’s power in a reporter/source relationship is largely a product of the “attributes of the reporter and attributes of the reporter’s organization” (Herman & Chomsky, 1988, cited in Berkowitz 2009: 105). I was also five years older than my source, which is a significant difference for a high school scholar and may have been a source of intimidation. Additionally, I was a member of a wealthier segment of society, and this may have caused some differences in our points of view and understandings of one another.” Hall 2012, reflective essay

“I felt I had to lower my usual discourse to make Tikana feel welcome. This may have interfered with her profile on me and made me feel uncomfortable as I had asserted my opinion on her level of understanding without actual basis. I further felt that the non-neutral venue made equality and lack of hierarchy very difficult to achieve. The original idea of meeting off campus was shelved due to logistical issues and meant the learners were already aware of being uncomfortable and foreign. I used this as a tool to fill time as I took my learner on a tour. During this walk around the Rhodes campus she opened up to me as the environment was more relaxed. The previous setting on the lawns felt claustrophobic as all involved in the project were in one place and almost on top of each other. Being visible by her peers I believe made any vulnerable conversations off limits in this setting.” Fish 2012, reflective essay
“I learned that the Grahamstown community is much more diverse than what I thought. I am so comfortable and naïve in residence and in town that I was never really aware of how there are people of a completely different social class living so close. I found out that Mary Waters does not offer any sports and there is no choir or other cultural activities. This is the complete opposite to the University or most of the better schools in the town. We all share the town, but hardly interact with each other.” Beningfield 2012, reflective essay
On the other hand, these social distances were sometimes interpreted in a positive light: 

“I learnt that sometimes differences between the interviewer and the interviewee can work as an advantage: where some other people found the different backgrounds an obstacle I found it a blessing as Lukhanyo was forever curious about how I lived which made her open up a lot more. I also found, like many others, that answering my own questions helped to make her confident to do the same.” Kreutch 2012, reflective essay 

“The partnership was very fruitful because it instilled in me more than just journalism conventions, but a sense of the community I am living in. I was warned by a family friend who lives in Grahamstown that the town was fraught with beggars and that the disparity between the rich and poor in the town is huge. Being in contact and conversation with someone who lived in the township and did not have the advantages I did when growing up was humbling and very interesting because it led me to better understand people of a different socio-economic class’s perspective on everyday and personal issues. By undertaking this task I realised that people younger than me have such stoicism in the face of seemingly bad circumstances. Our upbringings were very different but she spoke English very well, thus I found it easy to conduct the interview. I identified with her ambition and determination to help people and so she did not seem from an entirely different world to mine.” Appasamy 2012, reflective essay
The process placed on some Rhodes students a perceived burden of ethical responsibility for the well-being of their partners:

“The biggest problem with the interview was the ethical implications that went along with it. I wanted to get the story and the facts that would make an audience interested in my partner and that would make Lukhanyo relevant in the ‘here and now’ as a good profile should. Even so there was always [Prof Wasserman’s] voice that reminded me not to push too far or get too close to the source. To try and deal with this I kept putting off very personal questions until I felt I could not go in any other direction and then I told her that she did not have to answer if she did not want to. She chose to answer but I do not think that she was clear about what the implications of her words could have been had she told me of something truly personal or unjust. In a community as small as Grahamstown even the slightest implication could cause havoc for a lot of people but many do not understand that. As much as I was subconsciously aware of the ethical boundaries and possible dangers, she was not and I found having to be wary and distant for both of us was not only difficult but near impossible. The dilemma arose again a few days after the interview when I received an SMS asking if I could please buy her airtime. It was obviously wrong to do so in theory, but compassion and morality, two strong points of ethics as well, made me doubt my need to say ‘no’.” Kreutch 2012, reflective essay 
“I found that the ethics of virtue and care were most pertinent to the partnership because she told me some very personal stories about her family and although she was very open in telling me her story it was not suitable for a profile article. I disregarded the information as not doing so might offend relatives, which displays ethics of virtue. I empathised with my partner when she told me of household circumstances, showing the ethics of care coming into play.” Appasamy 2012, reflective essay 

“I do not entirely prescribe to the notion that journalists must be totally aloof (Fourie 2011: 190-215) however the extreme pressure placed to not only interview but be responsible for this learner was beyond my comfort zone. I felt responsible for this girl’s learning process, which is unrealistic and irresponsible for a first-year student. I am not a trained teacher or psychiatrist so being made to feel like the outcome of this learner’s ability to learn, write and thrive was sub consciously placed upon all of the JMS1 students was overwhelming.” Fish 2012, reflective essay

Other students reported encountering language barriers and other kinds of reticence in their partners:

“There was the problem of the language barrier: my partner failed to answer many of my questions and the result of this was that my profile on her was not as colourful as I had hoped it would be.” Kagezi 2012, reflective essay
Language is a major barrier to ethical journalism in South Africa. From this year (2012), isiXhosa for Journalism (additional language) will be a compulsory one-year semesterized course for all SJMS students who intend majoring in Journalism. The course is designed to develop vocation-specific communication and listening skills as well as intercultural skills and basic skills in how to edit isiXhosa recordings. 

SJMS’s commitment to prioritising learning about isiXhosa within the curriculum is informed by a concern about the skills and knowledge required by journalists working in the South African context (du Toit 2011). To educate a generation of media practitioners who can operate ethically in a transformed the South African public sphere which is predominantly isiXhosa speaking, it is crucial that our curricula engage with the politics of culture and language. We should also take responsibility for the fact that some of our students are English second language speakers, and experience profound challenges when they encounter the relentless “Englishness” of the Rhodes University environment.

The skills and knowledge required for ethical journalism need to include social and cultural literacy. With this in mind, we have noted the following advantages to the adoption of the IsiXhosa-for-Journalism programme:

· Even very basic proficiency in a second language that is widely spoken by South Africans provides journalists with greater access to their sources. This can for example make an impact on their ability to uncover a ‘citizens’ agenda’ and go beyond the ‘official account’ of events.

· Such proficiency could allow journalists who speak only English or Afrikaans to feel more invested in working as journalists in South Africa.  

· The experience of understanding more local languages could help to make such journalists feel more at home in local communities.

· Such access to language is also likely to develop journalists’ social competencies, promoting empathy and understanding about different social experiences.

· For journalists to work in a second language also operates as an intervention into the traditional relations of power that exists between them and their sources.

· In the same way, through interaction with such journalists, marginalised groups who usually do not have the opportunity to represent themselves in the media, could gain greater access.
Meanwhile, Rhodes students who in 2012 took time to listen to the stories and views of the Mary Waters learners and allow themselves to be interviewed in turn, signalled that they were not simply parachuting into local communities to ‘get a quote’. The partnership allowed for a reciprocal and equitable exchange of ideas and meaning, and helped Rhodes journalism students find an early connection with the wider community: 

“Our journalistic work was interrelated with the Mary Waters learners and vice versa, and can therefore be seen as a form of participatory journalism. We as journalism students shared an interactive relationship with our potential audience, as it included the collaborative act of sharing facts, questions, answers, ideas and perspectives with a Mary Waters learner.” Zandaley Bothma 2012, reflective essay

“Everyone has a story. Most of all I learnt that there are small kids in a small town who have big dreams – just like I do. Their stories should continue to be told by JMS students of the future.” Currie 2012, reflective essay

“It … opened my eyes to the truth that Rhodes University is not an island in the Grahamstown community, but a part of that community. The assignment has built my confidence and provided me with a desire to seek out more stories from the people around me. That, I feel, is the most important thing I learnt – everyone has a story.” Hall 2012, reflective essay

However, one of the issues uncovered by the civic mapping process was that corporal punishment is still a major issue at Mary Waters despite the undertaking made by the headmaster during the making of the third year documentary in 2011. This posed a major ethical challenge to everyone involved in the partnership. 
“One of the ethical difficulties I came across was that Gcobisa, my partner, revealed some sensitive details about the treatment they are exposed to at school, such as corporal punishment, teachers being rude to students and the students reciprocating. She had given me permission to interview her on the record, which implies that anything she said I could use in the profile article. But, even though children are often eager to help journalists, they may lack judgment about their own long term interests and are not fully aware of the implications.” Boso 2012, reflective essay
“Several students heard stories of corporal punishment at Mary Waters. This was tough to hear, and as a class we have decided to actively stand against the use of corporal punishment at the High School. It is a delicate balance between being too far out and getting too involved, but this was an issue we felt needed our attention. This is a view of the media as an active participant, “a guide dog more than a watchdog” (Wasserman, H.2010: 796). We, through our attention on Corporal Punishment, may “apply classroom knowledge and skills to a community problem thereby increasing the depth and understanding of that knowledge and skill while solving a community problem through interaction with diverse community stakeholders” (Sheffield, E.2005: 46). I learnt that we live on the doorstep of a community with real issues. The simple things that we take for granted like public works and human rights aren’t guaranteed a few kilometres from our campus.” Currie 2012, reflective essay
“I was faced with an ethical dilemma when Lukhanyo told me that corporal punishment was still very much the norm in the school, even after promises had been made that it had been cut out of the system. In telling me this, however, she seemed to realize she could get in trouble and so she refused to say much more. I wanted to press her, get the whole story and expose the injustice but because she was a minor and because she could get into serious trouble I had to let it go. This was the most difficult thing for me to grasp and the struggle to remain not too close or too far from her (Wasserman 2010) was a challenge.” Kreutch 2012, reflective essay

Structural civic mapping and the issue of corporal punishment 
After listening closely to Mary Waters learners and through ‘cognitive civic mapping’ processes, both our first year and third year journalism students were able to ‘uncover’ the issue of corporal punishment at the school. In both cases, lecturers and students concluded that we were morally obliged to take a political stance against the illegal practice of corporal punishment. However, while the original 2011 video was aired at a couple of local exhibitions, was posted to You Tube and sent to the mayor, we did not adequately advocate for the learners at Mary Waters who divulged, in confidence, their dissatisfaction with being beaten and mistreated by their teachers at school. The practice continued at the school into 2012. It was thus in the ‘structural’ approach to civic mapping that both the first year and third year courses most notably failed. We failed to initiate or catalyse problem-solving efforts that would involve either appropriate configurations of social networks or deep-seated, political intervention by governmental institutions. We failed to consider whether this issue could be properly addressed through local intervention, or whether it required intervention of a broader, non-local scope. While it is possible that corporal punishment could be addressed by local or non-local citizen groups, it is more likely that an issue of this magnitude – which affects other schools in Grahamstown as well as thousands of other schools across South Africa - would require intervention by local or nonlocal governmental institutions to be adequately addressed.  

Conclusion

This paper has argued that journalists should avoid privileging an elite cast of sources and voices and instead, through a relational ethics, listen carefully to news sources that are not part of organised civic life. Strategies like civic mapping help to set up democratic ‘listening posts’ which allow a more diverse range of citizens direct input on what gets to be news and how it is covered. In addition, journalists may need to go even further to rethink their role in and responsibility for civic life. To help catalyse solutions to intractable public problems, they may need to abandon their stance of political neutrality in favour of political advocacy. 

HERMAN: Do you think we should say that in addition to individual, institutional and cultural ethics, we need ‘relational’ and ‘public’ ethics? 
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