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ABSTRACT

As a journalist for the BBC world service for fifteen years, my role is
prescribed, the story clear, the parameters (of time, content,
structure) all established and honoured through habit, ritual and
precedence.

The emphatic tone of the editor over-rides any serious questioning of
distance, my role in the story, my right to pronounce on the 'objective
truth' of my reporting to 12 million listeners.

As a student however, the emotional relationship to my study, my
'right' to intervene and analyze the state of grassroots democracy for
women in Tanzania seems tenuous, to say the least. The integrity,
authority and ways to measure the distance I have from my subjects are
all under scrutiny: how will I fashion questions that get into the lives
and heads of women who don't consider themselves political? Which
assumptions can I rely on, and most of all, how do I turn 'gut feeling
and instinct' after 15 years of living and working in Africa, into
academic study?

Then there are the complex race politics of being a White South African
in England, whose parents sought political exile originally in
Tanzania...what is my investment in either country, nationalistically,
politically, how will this influence the commitment to my work in
Tanzania, and the theories that I will use to identify and analyse
women’s 'political speech?

In this paper I would like to investigate the issues of distance, creation of values and objectivity. This is a work in progress, very much unfinished, as part of a bigger project to work out what my own values are, and how to theorize these. I would like, eventually, to work out a way of grading subjectivity, to deal with my own intolerance of the subjective v’s objective debate.  This paper is specifically about my experience being both a journalist and a PhD student. I would also like to look at the issues of gut knowledge, self constructed scripts of identity, and instinct: much  of my own thinking, arguably is informed by a highly Euro-centric rationalist logic, irrefutably ‘mucked about with’ by my own instincts, my version of my identity, which I have lived and survived by. How do I factor in this visceral knowledge? How do I substantiate it with words?  Since much of my research is focussed on Sub- Saharan Africa, where I am from and where I’ve lived for periods of time, I am struggling, often, to be academic about an area (both conceptually, lived in, geographically,) that I have such a strong emotional, personal and political relationship with. 
Perhaps most importantly, there is a strong link between the motivation to be a journalist, and to do a PhD. My journalism has focussed on human rights, on the stories of the oppressed, globally. My PhD is looking at the ways women in Tanzania and Rwanda find reflections of their own lives in the media- do they see any meaning and connections between the public representations of themselves and their private existences. In short, could I argue there is a public sphere that reflects womens’ lives in Tanzania and Rwanda? Are these women seen?
“Aristotle also says that what’s distinctive about man is that he’s a political animal—he constructs his way of life through public discourse, public meetings—and yet women have been excluded from participation in the public realm. We could pretty much go through every definition of what’s distinctively human and notice that women have been excluded from it. The “worker” that Marx is particularly concerned with: women have been excluded from positions in wage labor of the sort that Marx had in mind when he was looking at the nineteenth-century proletariat. Then we could come to “humans as language users,” and yet a good woman is like a child: seen but not heard. Women have not been permitted public speech.”

There are many arguments about the merits and problems of using the public sphere argument in Sub Saharan Africa, not least because academics located in the region never use the term themselves; preferring instead Ubuntu.
 This is not the place to go into them.

There are obvious similarities between journalism and research-based academia. Both are limited by the length of time I can spend researching, the amount of money invested in the projects, and the amount of money I need to earn to survive – which often dictates the time invested. Conceptually and practically, both require a story to be told: key markers or signposts around which an argument hangs. I work in tv, radio and print: for the first two I need pictures and/or sound. The logic of the story, the sequence of the argument will be critiqued by an editor and possibly a executive producer. 
The process may be slow: it can take several years from the first commission to the finished product. Schlesinger
 and Scannell
 are very accurate in their  analysis that the  process of making media is dominated by a fordist –like obsession with time and procedure, over content.  The rigour applied is around the technical aspects – the sound quality, the framing, the smoothness of the edit, the transition from one person to another, or one theme to another,  the repetition and structure of an argument, rather than the advancement of an argument. Arguments are simplified and bullet-pointed, never drawn out. As James Clifford notes in the Predicament of Culture, anthropology is ‘the management of diversity’.
 A good radio or tv programme is the same: an exercise in sloppy relativism that you don’t even know is happening. A casual assessment of most radio four, BBC 4 and channel 4 documentaries reveals that the arguments advanced are often largely descriptive, overly simplified and inconclusive. This is also true of my own work: my job is to ‘throw light’ onto  subject, to suggest, to let the audience draw her own conclusions.

There is only one absolute constant in both journalism and academia: me. I do both of them, yet I know that I am neither bringing the same epistemological approaches, nor the same values to each job. At the moment trying to do both is almost schizophrenic: the two disciplines are at odds with each other, and the differences between the two difficult to reconcile.

Journalism masquerades under a deceit of objectivity, my area of academia never does. ‘Good journalism’ is indicated by vague criteria- interestingly there are no public forums – (apart from industry awards, websites such as spiked! Or British Journalism Review that most of the public does not know about)- in which to discuss this. There are what I would describe inherited truths about who are good journalists, but no discussion about why or how: thus George Alagagaih, Kate Adie, John Simpson are publicly lauded journalists, but on what scale, according to what are they being assessed? (In fact, the more I think about this, the greater the chasm between the practice of journalism (the doing of it), and the discourse around it). Sometimes audience responses, letters, emails, or good reviews in the media, evidence of controversy or high ratings are deemed to be indicators of good journalism, but the profession seems happy to leave it vague.  Academic papers are critiqued by peers, one is supposed to be versed in the literature, the preceding arguments, in this, academia is far more conservative than the media, and the routes relatively well trod.
Journalism does not require that I identify my position, that I am self reflexive or self aware: journalism requires that I adhere to the doctrine of objectivity. I need to find two independent sources (invariably establishment) to justify refutable claims. 

There is a maxim threaded throughout journalism, poignantly summed up by Charles Moore in Bill Deedes Obituary (Aug 18th, Today Programme, Radio 4): ‘He never got in the way of the story’…in other words personal agency, responsibility is actively denied, refuted; we as journalists are objective, independent, neutral, invisible even. God forbid we should actually impose our own biases. As the BBC website says: 

“News and current affairs programmes may deal with any issue, cause, organisation or individual. People who work on these programmes should have no outside interests or commitments which could damage the BBC's reputation for impartiality, fairness and integrity.” 

So, in one foul swoop, all of psychology, media studies, critical studies and critical anthropological theory pretty much dismissed, glossed over. What subjectivity?

My route into journalism was that after living and working in Nicaragua as a teenager I was inspired by the tradition of oral poetry/storytelling and the complete subversion/avoidance of the written word amongst the people I was living with. I was looking for stories, a way to transport the words of those I had met in one continent across time and space, to accord them the status, access and privilege that transcending time gives. As Berger says:

“What separates us from the characters about whom we write is not knowledge, either objective or subjective, but their experience of time in the story we are telling. This separation allows us, the storytellers, the power of knowing the whole. Yet, equally, this separation renders us powerless: we cannot control our characters, after the narration has begun. We are obliged to follow them, and this following is through and across the time, which they are living and which we oversee. The time, and therefore the story, belongs to them.”
 

I then spent four years freelancing for the world service and submitting ideas for radio packages that conjoined my desires to time and space travel, live in Africa, to ask questions that may otherwise be problematic, insensitive, inappropriate or rude, and to provide a conduit for stories from marginalised individuals. In this context, and without the benefit of hindsight, my definition of marginalised included people living in poverty, often illiterate, and concentrating on women. The absences of particular types of stories- those of rural fisherwomen, unpublished illiterate rasta poets, female child soldiers- in mainstream media obsessed and confused me: why were these voices never represented?
Academia requires that I analyse carefully my right to intervene, become knowledgable and astute about my position as a white woman in England working in another language, with interpreters, colonial baggage, dislocation and distance when I do my research in Tanzania and Rwanda. Academia questions my right to question atall, and asks me to accurately position myself in the process, and to identify my values. 
I can identify a self consciously constructed personal history, an internal script, which I will briefly outline, which has informed my existence as a journalist, and the values that are important to me. My decisions to leave out, or put in particular content is hinged directly to these values: “some voices must be heard” I find myself muttering as yet another United Nations expert displaces a Swahili speaking slum dweller in my media work.
Jerome Bruner identifies at least two ways of creating value and meaning: the irrationalist method, in which gut instincts, displaced psychic conflicts, inform choices. Culture is a source of supply for these values, a ‘cafeteria of values’
. The rationalists use rational choice theory, borrowing from economic ideas, maximising gain and opportunities. Crucially, Bruner argues, both ignore the way in which values inhere to a commitment to a ‘way of life’. Values are both communal and fulfil consequential in terms of our relationship to a (cultural) community”.
 It is these inherent values that I am interested in unearthing amongst my interviewees in Rwanda and Tanzania, if possible.
As for my own inherent values. What are they? How can I reasonably be investigating others’ when my own are so oblique? I have turned to personal biography, to an analysis of relational matter in the tradition of writers such as Patricia Hill Collins
 and Joan Kelly Gadol
 in an attempt to theorise what feels like gut instincts. I have placed myself at the centre of my research, not an ‘add on’ to an interpretation that demands I am decentred. Similarly the women in my research will be the starting point, the normal, not received wisdom of media versions of their lives. Both them, and  I, risk being vilified and rubbished as self promoting and/or non-academic: the arguments are well rehearsed. As Wolfram
argues: “For some, the advent of "the personal mode" particularly when it appears to contain a bid for academic or public fame signifies the denigration of academic discourse, its slow decline into journalistic gossip and ruin. For others, it is a truly political act allowing the participant to combine their roles as intellectual and activist”.

I grew up in London, almost immediately aware of my own agency.  As a child the main question asked of me was ‘what do you think?’. My parents were both heavily involved in the African Resistance Movement, a banned arm of the ANC in South Africa that systematically undermined the infrastructure of apartheid, always avoiding taking human life. The fractured experience of being  South African of Jewish Irish descent in London merits another paper. Suffice to say, the idea of personal responsibility, of agency, of identifying what I could do, not couldn’t do, were key to the script of my family. Overlaying this were the imposed ‘differences that matter’ as exposed by Sara Ahmed (Ahmed 1998).  These very much rammed home my powerlessness in English society, completely at odds with the confidence, control, power and agency I felt internally, in myself, over my life. As Jean Grimshaw explains, there is a problem in recognising the original unity of self, and of incorporating both the social and the individual, of power and desire, and incorporating the practical and material lived experiences that we have.
 
My desire to work in Sub Saharan Africa, to ask questions was as informed as much by a personal need to understand the unspoken rules, the anthropological topography, to know, as a professional need to find ‘good stories’. My dilemmas and journeys were not aided directly by the World Service who summarily rejected me for staff contracts on several occasions, only adding to the sense that I was ‘not English, not middle class enough, not establishment enough’ to be trusted to report for them.
After  the unbanning of the ANC in 1991: I absolutely knew, viscerally, I had to ‘get home’ and find a space, an intimate space that felt mine, that was known, innately, where I was an insider and considered as such. Where my inner sense of control at power mirrored how I was viewed by others. Later I was able to put words around this account via the work Patricia Hill Collins, who argues repeatedly for the intrinsic value, indeed superiority of lived experience over that of outsiders’ fashioning gaze.  She rejects the labelling of emotional as negative or feminine, or antagonistic to the ‘superior’ world of rationality. Melding these views with those  of Sandra Harding, (who thinks that what we should be aiming for is different interpretation of  rationality- and that to achieve that we need to incorporate value-laden political standpoints from the margins, ones derived through feminism) I am able to incorporate broader, less androcentric, blinkered  theoretical paradigms in which to work. I have arrived at a standpoint in which as long as the values with which I am working are exposed, I can vigourously argue that there is rationality to my work, within it’s own logic.
Incorporating these broader versions of rationality- those not constrained mens’ perceptions, mens’ interprations of labour, culture or work, (although interestingly Harding is never so achingly gauche as to implicitly ascribe sexes to conceptions, she leaves it vague) gives great freedom: “We could look at any discipline and see that the standard methods for maximizing objectivity are unable to get at these large widely shared assumptions and interests that in fact define the conceptual framework of the field. Another way to put the issue is that the way scientific method in any discipline tries to identify and eliminate social factors is by repeating observations across individuals—you repeat the experiment, having somebody else test out the validity of your claims—but if all the people who are repeating the experiment share the same values, as members of any culture would do, then that method is flawed”
.
So now, having jettisoned objectivity, and performed the ‘scholarly striptease’ 
 I’m wondering whether it isn’t just old fashioned nervousness that’s grinding me down. Professor Jack Dowie
, a Health Economist staunchly arrives at the conclusion that it is possible to be rational, logical, within one’s own value paradigm, however beyond mere description (this paper is made of wood, this computer made of chips) objective  is a meaningless term: it says nothing of the relational dynamics between those involved in making the paper or computer, nothing of how it is used, and who is using it and when. Much more interesting, argues Dowie, to assign numbers to the  values and criteria  we use: an idea I would like to develop further. 
.
I don’t want to pursue this at this stage, but to return to the notions of rights, very much in the tradition of Iris Marion Young. It was (and is) my ‘right’ to belong, to comment on a society I care about (as long as I discover which one it is): “Rights are relationships, not things, they are institutionally defined rules specifying what people can do in relation to one another” (Young, 1990:23). Thus my right to comment on Sub-Saharan Africa is legitimated by three processes: the fact my family had risked their lives for South Africa (surely the ultimate test of citizenship?), that we had been formally invited to live there in exile by President Nyere; my ‘gut feeling’ that I cared about it, knew it from the inside, and my concomitant exclusion and sense of disempowerment in English society
.
But from where do I comment? As an outsider- raised  in England with its inculcated colonial bias at school?  Or as an outsider, an exiled daughter, gaily singing Nkosi Sikela with the future South African Defence minister in Muswell Hill? Or as an insider, someone whose odd, ungrateful anti-British parents shouted at the television and were very secretive about what political meetings they attended? Which bit of my history gives me more emotional, political, intellectual (and national) credibility? Will I obviously opt for the South African one because it legitimates my right to take a position as an insider in Sub Saharan Africa? 
The ability to articulate and experience  my own sense of self, who I am, what my identity is, has been  facilitated greatly by feminists such as Dale Spender, Sandra Harding, Germaine Greer, Sara Ahmed; so how then do I fuse these theorists into African context, when they speak so obviously to, and for, an industrialised, European experience? How does one incorporate this tremendously fractured lived experience, which inevitably lies at the core of intellectual development?
The naming, the theorising of my own lived experience which slowly enables me not to be ashamed, but to recognise the advantages of not having a comfortable, secure, English middle class background. If I have ‘passed’ for English then that is because ‘they’ have been duped, and I am a fraud. This has allowed me to find connections, to empathise with people I interview, and in many instances to subvert the expected power relationship between a journalist and her subjects. There’s a whole other paper in the ethics and morals of shamelessly using others’ private thoughts to make my living, but that’s another story. In short, embracing my personal experience and gut instincts ennables me to be a better journalist. It translates as getting access to ‘private thoughts’ to feelings, facts and experiences that are problematic for people- all of us, whether with a mike stuck up our noses or not-  to talk about.
I don’t know yet whether drawing upon the well of my personal experience and gut instincts will make me a good academic. What I am realising is that being a journalist in Africa has taken me way out of the ‘comfort zone’ of being English.  The connections, transgressions and linkages I have made between whilst working, linkages between individuals, continents, ideas, political theories, gut instincts, personal experience, rousing speeches, casual observations, years of working in slums and concepts have to be spelled out and mapped, now, and must be explained to others.  With that spelling out,  I may lose the journalist’s luxury of keeping it private, and therefore erratic, flexible, fluid, adept and inconsistent.
END
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�  Desmond Tutu is acknowledged to have popularised this term which is zulu, and doesn’t translate directly into English during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings (from 1994 onwards across South Africa). The accepted meaning is ‘I am me, because you are you’- it’s a philosophy as broad as Christianity or Islam, encouraging the idea of personhood or humanity as intrinsically a shared experience. At the same time whilst boundaries are recognised between people, we only exist in relation to others, and because we acknowledge others’ existence, and vice versa.
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�  Sandra Harding, JAC volume 5


�  A reference to the process of self revelation, suggesting potential narcissism, self promotion and rewards, in http://journal.media-culture.org.au/9810/full.php


�  Prof Jack Dowie, personal conversation Sept 2nd 2007


� Thus, if I am writing about my own position as author I have a rating of ten, (out of ten) as being very close to the subject, for my interviewees in Tanzania, a possible two, since I potentially eight factors which impede my ability really understand the situation


� Interestingly,my family only reflected back, and openly articulated our reality as exiles and refugees relatively recently when my mother wrote her autobiography in 2005. Until then all our flagrant inability to ‘get it’ with the English (from the incredible silence and avoidance of emotion in public scenarios, the complex rules governing intimate relationships, to the diet, the representation of the South African Struggle on the news, the attitudes to authority such as police, the tax man) was just another example of how weird my family (and by default me) were. Ironic, given that my family is very politicised, works in tv and academia, that we were unable to turn the lens in on ourselves.
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