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N THIS monograph, Jane Dunbar

interviews news journalists and
mediacommentatorsabout thequality
of media criticism in New Zealand.
Thisiscertainly apertinent theme for
research. Of late, news media per-
formance has become afocus of pub-
lic debate. Examples include John
Campbell’s‘ corngate’ interview with
the Prime Minister, reportage of the
Irag war/invasion, Fairfax’s takeover
of INL print holdings and implemen-
tation of the Television New Zealand
charter.

Can we talk about the news?
A discussion of media criticism in
New Lealand

Overall, Dunbar’s interviewees
point out that local scrutiny of the
news media is difficult to sustain.
Thus, journalists within corporate
media are unlikely to comment upon
ownership patterns, within all media
organisations ubiquitous advertising
contractsavailablenewsspace. Tight
news budgets throughout print and
broadcasting precludes critical media
commentary. Many news providers
areacutely sensitiveto criticism espe-
cialy from academics. Monocultural
news frames inherently marginalize
Maori critiques of mainstream jour-
nalism. In general, the small and inti-
mate nature of New Zealand society
leads to self-censorship and a reluc-
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tance to offend one's colleagues. All
of these cited observations are listed
rather thanevaluated. Theauthor never
develops any kind of interpretive ar-
gument. And, there is no contextual
picture of the New Zealand news me-
diafrom which evaluations and argu-
ments might be derived. One cannot
assess the quality of media criticism
without ageneral understanding of the
prevailing medialandscape.

The monograph aso contains as-
sertions and allegations that lack
specificity. Suchisevidentintheover-
view of available mediacriticism. In
thisregard, Dunbar cites a number of
news professionals who have been
critical of Radio New Zealand's
Mediawatch coverage. They include
Susan Chetwin from the Sunday Star-
Times, Tim Pankhurst from The Do-
minion Post, Finlay McDonald from
theListener, Al Morrison, formerly of
Morning Report, and Gavin Ellisfrom
TheNew Zealand Herald. Butthereis
no substantive analysis of their con-
cernsand no case studieswhich might
exemplify Mediawatch’'s shortcom-
ings.

Dunbar concludes that * not with-
out its limitations and flaws,
Mediawatch is neverthel ess the most
wide-ranging and well-recognised
source of media criticism New Zea-
landhas' (p6). Y et shenever specifies
these limitations and flaws and does
not substantiate her positive summa-
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tion of Mediawatch’s performance
(how wide-rangingisthe programme;
what themes does it cover?).

Overall, themonograph resortsto
a‘'he says, she says' style of exposi-
tion without authorial interpretation.
So, what is the author’s perspective?
Inmy view, itisshaped by misconcep-
tions about the relationship between
news professionals and media aca-
demics. Dunbar statesintheintroduc-
tion that she will

focusonnewsproviders' viewsinthe
hope that it might stimulate some to
actually read thisreport — to at least
read it out of curiosity for what com-
petitorshaveto say. | dothisbecause
of indicationsthat peoplein the news
business have a profound suspicion
of anything written about the media
withinacademia. Sowhilethisreport
has been put together through a uni-
versity grant, it is deliberately more
likean extended feature articlethan a
pieceof academicresearch. Itaimsto
talk about the newsindustry inajour-
nalist-friendly way, andit will bedis-
tributed to news organisations (p 3).

Now, it issimplistic to say that news
professionals have a profound suspi-
cion of academic commentary. Over
the last decade, many news profes-
sionalshavetaught journalism courses
onuniversity degrees. Asacommuni-
cation studieslecturer at the Auckland
University of Technology, | have



worked alongside a well-known tel-
evisioninterviewer, aformer Listener
editor, aformer editor of amajor daily
newspaper and media practitioners
who combinedtheir professional work
with university teaching. As the au-
thor herself acknowledges, Judy
McGregor, former editor of the Sun-
day News, isamajor figure in media
studies research and journalism edu-
cation. Furthermore, news providers
often ask mediaacademicsto write or
comment on mediaissues.

Whatever the case, | am not con-
vinced that asharp division exists be-
tween ‘an extended feature article’
and apieceof academicresearch. Both
should contain intellectual rigour and
accessible prose. Unfortunately,
Dunbar eshewsanalysisinfavour of a
supposed ‘journalist-friendly’ style
which serves only to demean the craft
of feature writing.

The general lack of context and
specificity meansthat the monograph
does not make any assessment about
theissuesunder review. Theconclud-
ing sentence illustrates the problem:

So it may take time but there is hope
that fears of negative consequences
for raising independent and critical
voices from both within and outside
mediacircleswill eventually benoth-
ing more than relics of a dark and
restrictive past (p 52).

Where does this hope about the likely
future of mediacriticismin New Zea-
land come from? What counts as a
critical rather than a conservative or
conformist voice? Do we still inhabit
adark and restrictiveera? Or isdark-
nessand restriction already consigned
to the past? Readers looking for an-
swers to these questions should be
advised to look elsewhere.
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