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PART A 

MEDIA ETHICS 

 

Dear Student 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

We hope you have enjoyed your studies in Media Ethics thus far and that you are 

trying to keep up to date with ethical issues in the media! It is much easier to 

understand theoretical issues if you apply them to current real-life situations. 

Remember that we are here to assist you; so, please do not hesitate to contact us 

if you feel unsure about anything. 

 

The comments provided in this tutorial letter are important and will assist you in 

understanding the work better. Also, they will help you in preparing for the 

examination. We therefore suggest that, after you have studied this tutorial letter 

carefully, you put it away in a safe place. If you look at the contents page (on p2), 

you will see that this tutorial letter contains feedback on Assignments 01 and 02, 

examination preparation and some other general comments. 

 

Also, although we think most of you know it by now, please take note that the 2nd 

edition of Oosthuizen’s book differs slightly from the 1st edition. It will, however, 

have no impact on your studies. The work that you must know for the examination 

is still covered in the prescribed book and study guide. 

 

2 FEEDBACK ON ASSIGNMENT 01 

 Unique assignment number: 585992 

 

In Tutorial Letter 101, which you received when you registered for this module, 

there are two compulsory assignments. This section of this tutorial letter provides 

feedback on Assignment 01. The closing date for submission of this assignment 

(which consisted of 15 multiple choice questions) was 17 August 2017. Those of 

you who submitted this assignment before the due date will receive your marked 

assignment from us. You should use the feedback provided below to see why a 

certain option was correct or to see why you did not have a specific question right. 

 

Remember that the mark you obtained for this assignment will contribute to your 

final examination mark. 
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Question 1 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Option (3) is the only correct option, as it gives the broadest definition of ethics; 

ethics has to do with the moral component of human life. 

 

Question 2 

The correct option is (4) 

 

Ethics has to do with making choices, choices between good and bad, right and 

wrong and moral and immoral actions. 

 

Question 3 

The correct option is (4) 

 

Ethical actions are governed by moral imperatives. 

 

The other options are not correct. 

 

Question 4 

The correct option is (1) 

 

Normative ethics has to do with how the media should function. 

 

It therefore focuses on professional media ethics. 

 

Question 5 

The correct option is (2) 

 

Teleological theories measure the acceptability of an action in terms of its 

consequences. 

 

If we use other criteria to measure the acceptability of an action, we are talking 

about deontological ethics. 
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Question 6 

The correct option is (1) 

 

John Stuart Mill developed the utilitarianism theory. 

 

Question 7 

The correct option is (2) 

 

This is the only correct option. 

 

Refer to your prescribed book and study the theories of Aristotle and Kant again if 

you did not choose this option. 

 

Question 8 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Kant said that a person should be rational and use the categorical imperative 

when making ethical decisions. 

 

For Kant, morality consists in following a maxim or principle out of a sense of duty, 

but this is not a personal sense of duty. 

 

Question 9 

The correct option is (1) 

 

Aristotle will follow the Golden Mean. 

 

He will therefore not reveal all the sordid detail, but he will mention the most 

necessary facts about the minister’s affair. 
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Question 10 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Mill advocated utilitarianism, using the consequences of an action as a guideline 

when making ethical choices. 

 

The slogan “the greatest good for the greatest number” explains why, when a 

story is published, public interest will take precedence over the possible negative 

consequences for certain individuals. 

 

Question 11 

The correct option is (2) 

 

Kant emphasised the action, the actor and the outcome in his theory. 

 

He did not focus on the will of God. 

 

Question 12 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Codes of conduct form part of professional media ethics. 

 

It helps journalist to make the right decisions by giving guidelines on what is 

expected of them. 

 

Question 13 

The correct option is (4) 

 

None of the options are totally wrong, but option (4) is the most correct or best 

option, as the developmental press theory concerns the development of news 

media and society. 
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Question 14 

The correct option is (2) 

 

Magistrates work with the law, but they do not make the law, so they do not have 

a major impact on legislation. 

 

The constitution of a democracy and existing laws (option 3), do have an impact 

on normative ethics. 

 

Question 15 

The correct option is (1) 

 

All of the options given are relevant when we talk about the Internal Security Act.  

 

Therefore, option (1) is correct. 

 

Total:  15 marks 

 

The mark you obtained for this assignment will be converted to a mark out 

of 10%, which will contribute to your year mark. 

 

YOU WILL QUALIFY FOR EXAMINATION ADMISSION ONCE YOU HAVE 

SUBMITTED THIS ASSIGNMENT. 

 

3 FEEDBACK ON ASSIGNMENT 02 

 UNIQUE NUMBER: ASSIGNMENT 02: 805784 

 

This section of the tutorial letter provides feedback on Assignment 02. The closing 

date for submission of this assignment (which consisted of two questions) was 

7 September 2017. Those of you who submitted this assignment before the due 

date will receive your marked assignment from us. You should use the comments 

in this tutorial letter to see how you could have improved on and made your 

answers more relevant. If your answers differ radically from our comments, you 

will need to revise the study material. 

 

Remember that the mark you obtained for this assignment will contribute to your 

final examination mark. 
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3.1 General comments 

 

As a third-year tertiary education student, you should know that the structure and 

technical presentation of your assignment is important. Your assignment should 

thus have included a contents page, the answers to the two questions and, at the 

end, a list of all the sources you consulted in order to answer the questions. 

 

Most of you put in a good effort in doing this assignment, but, unfortunately, some 

of you failed the assignment. The two main reasons for some of you to have failed 

the assignment, except for poor content, were that sources were not referenced in 

the text and that students copied directly from sources or summarised or 

paraphrased without referring to their sources in the text. This constitutes 

plagiarism, and is unacceptable and unlawful. 

 

Other general errors that were made were that you did not structure your answers 

or provide good introductions to your answers and that your technical presentation 

was not correct. 

 

The most common technical presentation errors were as follows: 

 

 You did not use academically acceptable language (formulation) and 

terminology specifically applicable to the science of communication. 

 

 You did not apply the correct reference techniques (see Tutorial Letter 

CMNALLE/301). 

 

 You did not include a signed affidavit. 

 

 You did not provide a table of contents. 

 

 You did not include a list of “SOURCES CONSULTED” at the end of your 

assignment. 

 

Because your technical presentation contributes to your overall assignment mark, 

you should have taken special care for this part of the assignment. 
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QUESTION 1 

 

The information that you needed to answer question 1 is covered in units 1, 2 and 

3 of the prescribed book and in study units 1, 2 and 3 of the study guide. 

 

This question (1.1) asked you to discuss three of the six normative media 

theories that influence the making of policy for the media, and the three 

normative terms that can be used to reassess these theories. 

 

It would have been good to start your introduction to this question with a general 

definition of ethics. 

 

As the prescribed book explains, ethics deals with the moral component of human 

life. It is a branch of philosophy concerned with morally permissible and 

impermissible actions. Media ethics is therefore concerned with moral principles 

(ethics) in the media. It does not focus so much on general human behaviour, but 

rather specifically on how the media and individual media practitioners should 

behave and how their behaviour or the consequences of their behaviour can be 

judged. 

 

When studying media ethics, note should be taken of the broad distinction in 

philosophical ethics between meta-ethics and normative ethics. The reason for 

this is, of course, that media ethics is a branch of philosophical ethics. 

 

Hence, it would also have been good to refer to the two broad distinctions in 

philosophical ethics which provide criteria to evaluate ethical or unethical conduct. 

 

Meta-ethics is devoted to the evaluation or analysis of ethical theories, whilst 

normative ethics is concerned with people’s conduct or the way in which they 

ought to conduct their lives. Normative ethics has a societal component; it deals 

with what society expects, and normative media theories thus fall under normative 

ethics. 

 

You should note that several ethical theories belong under meta-ethics. These 

theories are usually broadly classified as being teleological (the acceptability of an 

action is measured in terms of its consequences), or as being deontological (the 

acceptability depends not on consequences, but on other criteria). 
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You should also note the difference between normative media theories and 

professional media ethics. 

 

These differences are discussed in your prescribed book and you can revise them 

there. 

 

So, in question 1.1, you had to discuss three of the six normative media theories 

and the three normative terms that can be used to reassess the media theories. 

 

 It is important to know the main characteristics of the normative media 

theories, because these theories articulate societal expectations about media 

conduct. In order to cover the main differences between the different theories, 

your answer should have included at least the following main characteristics 

of any three of the following the six theories: 

 

Authoritarian theory 

 

This is the oldest normative media theory that emphasises control of the press to 

ensure the promotion of the interests of those in power. In countries, where this 

theory is applicable, the media and media freedom are suppressed. 

 

According to this theory, the media must not undermine the vested power and 

interests; it must be subordinate to vested power and authority; and it must not 

contravene the prevailing moral and political values. If the media deviate from the 

above, the media can be censored and criminal charges can even be brought 

against the media. Stricter laws can also be passed to control the media even 

more, or to license the media. 

 

Libertarian theory 

 

Freedom of the press is the cornerstone of this theory. It is closely linked to the 

rise of democracy and the freedoms associated with this form of government. 

 

The press must provide the people with information, and freedom of the press was 

seen as essential to inform the free marketplace of ideas. According to this theory, 

there must be maximum freedom for the press and minimum restrictions to control 

it. 
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The media must be free of censorship; every individual must be free to publish 

and distribute information; editorial attacks on government are acceptable, and no 

restrictions are to be placed on what is published or how it is published. The 

media are expected to play the role of a watchdog. 

 

Social responsibility theory 

 

This theory evolved from the libertarian theory. In countries to which this theory 

applies, the media must not only contribute to the democratic process, they must 

also provide social benefits to media users. 

 

The media thus have certain obligations or responsibilities: 

 

The media must regulate all role players, have professional standards, try to be 

accurate and objective, reflect a diversity of opinions, and avoid publishing 

information that can offend or lead to disruption. 

 

The media must therefore act responsibly and be accountable to society. If the 

media does not meet professional standards at all times, societal intervention will 

be justified. 

 

Soviet-Communist theory 

 

This theory is similar to the authoritarian theory, but it differs from it in that the 

state, which represents the working class (proletariat), owns and controls the 

media. In line with the views of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, the communist 

press has no profit motive and it does not allow advertising. In countries to which 

this theory is applicable, the main aim of the media is to promote the objectives of 

the Communist Party. 

 

The media must thus act in the interests of the working class, perform positive 

functions for society, can be censored if they transgress societal norms, and must 

reflect a view of the world in terms of the Marxist-Leninist principles. 
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Development theory 

 

This theory grew from the unique circumstances of Third-World countries, which 

included poverty, illiteracy, and the absence of communication infrastructure and 

professional skills. 

 

According to this theory, the media must contribute towards improving the 

conditions of the developing countries. The media can be controlled in order to do 

this. The media must be used for national development and can be restricted if 

economic interests and the developmental needs of the society are at stake. The 

media must give preference to information about national, cultural and language 

issues and to other developing countries. 

 

Democratic-participant theory 

 

According to this theory, real representation of a society’s citizens is of the utmost 

importance. The basic principles of this theory include that the media should be 

free from political and bureaucratic control and must serve the needs and interests 

of recipients; organisations and communities must have their own media; and 

small-scale, interactive and participatory forms of media are preferred. 

 

In the second part of question 1.1, you had to discuss the public communication 

values that we can use to reassess the media theories. 

 

These values or normative terms are freedom, justice/equality and order/solidarity. 

 

They are discussed on page 50 to 54 of your prescribed book. Use your study 

material to re-assess this part of your answer and to make sure that you have 

explained these terms correctly and in enough detail. (25) 

 

In question 1.2, you had to discuss professional media ethics with specific 

reference to professionalisation and the influence of the socio-political structure. 

This aspect is covered in detail in section 3.4 of your prescribed book and section 

3.4 of your study guide. Review this information to see how you could have 

improved your answer to this question. (20) 
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You may feel satisfied that you have answered this question adequately (for 45 

marks) if you had discussed the essence of the above aspects, elaborated on the 

issues mentioned in the assignment question and illustrated these issues using 

examples dealt with in the prescribed book. 

 

QUESTION 2 

 

In question 2.1, you had to identify and discuss the different elements of the IEA 

model. 

 

You would have found the information that you needed to answer question 2.1 not 

only in chapter 6 of the prescribed book and study unit 6 of the study guide, but 

also in some of the previous chapters (see chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5) and study units. 

 

To refresh your memory and to be able to discuss and apply the model 

competently in terms of examples, please review these chapters and study units. 

 

The aim of the IEA (integrated ethical analysis) model is to supply a framework for 

analysing the conduct of media practitioners within the broader South African 

context. 

 

You had to discuss the following elements of the IEA model: 

 

 meta-ethical variables 

 normative variables 

 legal stipulations 

 

In discussing meta-ethical variables, you had to identify the principles of the 

teleological and deontological meta-ethical theories in terms of acceptable and 

unacceptable conduct. 

 

In discussing normative variables, you had to refer to normative ethics and the 

nature of the South African normative framework. 
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Normative variables include: 

 

 expectations emanating from the socio-political framework 

 professional obligations 

 specific societal expectations 

 

In discussing legal stipulations, you had to explain that these stipulations regulate 

interests and freedom and that transgression could lead to loss of this freedom. 

However, transgression is sometimes justified (e.g. when governments undermine 

the democratic right to freedom of speech by means of unreasonable laws and 

regulations). (20) 

 

In question 2.2 you had to discuss the challenge of ethical decision-making in the 

media with reference to any two of the following topics: 

 

 the debate about racism in the media 

 reporting on violence 

 reporting on crime 

 the right to privacy 

 the media and advertising 

 

All these topics deal with issues and questions related to ethical decision-making 

by media professionals. 

 

The information that you needed to answer question 2.2 appears in chapters 5 

and 6 of the prescribed book and study units 5 and 6 of the study guide. 

 

The debate about racism in the media draws on the findings of the South African 

Human Rights Commission’s inquiry into racism in the media. Some prominent 

newspapers were accused of racism on the basis of the way in which they 

reported on black people. Not only the way journalists report, but also many other 

related complaints were investigated by the Commission. Although the result of 

the investigation was criticised heavily by academics and others, it seemed 

obvious that racism is indeed present in the South African media. 
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You had to discuss the debate about racism in the media with reference to section 

5.4, Current normative debate, in your prescribed book. 

 

Reporting on violence was often restricted during the state of emergency 

declared by the previous dispensation, but it is allowed in the current democratic 

dispensation. These days, the media must make its own decisions about 

publishing and how to present reports and photographs. 

 

In South Africa many people live in a violent environment, and become used to 

the violence around them. If they read reports about violence and see press 

photographs relating to violence, they tend to accept these without question. They 

have become desensitised to violence in general, and do not mind reading about 

it or viewing it on television. If people do not complain, the media will continue to 

publish or broadcast explicit images of violence. 

 

But is it ethically correct for the media to do so? 

 

You had to discuss reporting on violence with reference to section 6.4, Issues and 

questions, in your prescribed book. 

 

Reporting about crime is something newspapers do every day. Crime has 

enormous news value, and all the media give it prominence. 

 

In South Africa, crime is part of our everyday existence; it is part of our life, and 

cannot be ignored by the news media. Media coverage of crime is the only way 

people can combat fear and uncertainty, and stay alert and knowledgeable about 

how to prevent becoming victims. The press has a duty and a responsibility to 

report about crime accurately, truthfully and fairly, and in the end not to undermine 

the social order. 

 

You had to discuss reporting on crime with reference to section 6.4, Issues and 

questions, in your prescribed book. 
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The right to privacy is an issue media professionals have to be aware of in 

everyday reporting. The violation of this right can lead to court cases and could 

ultimately injure the newspaper organisation financially and harm innocent people 

emotionally. The core issue is that the reporting of scandals and other 

misbehaviour must be in the interest of the public. 

 

You had to discuss the right to privacy with reference to section 6.4, Issues and 

questions, in your prescribed book. 

 

The media and advertising represent a financial issue. The media organisation 

needs advertisements to survive financially. However, advertisers should not 

involve themselves with and influence media content. In other words, media 

content should remain independent of external influences. 

 

You had to discuss the media and advertising with reference to section 6.4, Issues 

and questions, in your prescribed book. (25) 

  [45] 

 

Total:  (45 + 45 + 5 + 5) = 100 marks 

 

4 EXAMINATION PREPARATION 

 

Concerning examination preparation, if you have submitted your first assignment, 

you have gained examination admission. 

 

The average mark which you received for both assignments will contribute 20% 

towards your final examination mark. 

 

The duration of the examination is two hours. 

 

The examination paper consists of five questions. The value of each question is 

33⅓ marks. 

 

You will be required to select and answer any three of the five questions. 
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The questions in the examination roughly correspond to the study units that make 

up your prescribed book and study guide. You are required to cover the full 

spectrum of the work that makes up each study unit. 

 

The examination questions are all essay-type questions similar to those in the 

second assignment. 

 

Each question may consist of a number of questions or options. 

 

In order to pass this module, you require a 40% subminimum in the 

examination. 

 

4.1 Tips when preparing and writing your examination 

 

Go through your prescribed textbook and plan how you will address each chapter. 

 

Make sure that you understand the material. Make a note of anything that you are 

not sure about and address the issue well before the examination. 

 

Always refer back to your assignments and the feedback provided by your 

lecturers. This way, you can easily identify areas that you need to pay extra 

attention to. Keep in mind that some of the examination questions might be based 

directly on the assignment questions. 

 

Find relevant examples that you can apply to different themes and topics in your 

study material. This will ensure that you have relevant examples for the 

examination. 

 

5 CONCLUSION 

 

Hopefully, the feedback provided in this tutorial letter has served to inspire and 

motivate you to take initiative and pride in your development as a student. 

 

Your effort and participation in this module, through submission of assignments, is 

appreciated and we thank you for doing so. 
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Should you have any questions about the information in this tutorial letter, the 

course contents or the examination, please contact the module coordinator named 

below. 

 

Good luck with your preparation for the examination. 

 

Kind regards and best wishes. 

 

Mrs Marié van Heerden 

Module coordinator: COM3707 (Part A: Media Ethics) 

Tel: 012 429 6320 

E-mail: vheermm1@unisa.ac.za 

mailto:vheermm1@unisa.ac.za
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PART B 

POLITICAL AND GOVERNMENT COMMUNICATION 

 

Dear Student 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Thank you for submitting assignment 01 and 03 for political and government 

communication. We hope that you have gained more knowledge about the nature 

of the interface between politicians and the media, the extent of their interaction 

and the dialectic of their relationship. 

 

2 FEEDBACK ON ASSIGNMENT 01 

 Unique assignment number: 585992 

 

In Tutorial Letter 101, which you received when you registered for this module, 

there are two compulsory assignments. This section of this tutorial letter provides 

feedback on Assignment 01. The closing date for submission of this assignment 

(which consisted of 15 multiple choice questions) was 17 August 2017. Those of 

you who submitted this assignment before the due date will receive your marked 

assignment from us. 

 

You should use the feedback provided below to see why a certain option was 

correct or to see why you did not have a specific question right. 

 

Remember that the mark you obtained for this assignment will contribute to your 

final examination mark. 

 

Question 1 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Option (3) is the only correct option, as Brian McNair indicates political advertising 

simply strengthens the point of view voters/citizens already have. 
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Question 2 

The correct option is (4) 

 

South African media often covers political news about the ANC, DA and EFF, 

rather than other political parties. This is a shortcoming of media and the absence 

of choice. 

 

In other words, when other parties do not get coverage, citizens and voters do not 

realise that they have other political parties that they can select to vote on. 

 

Question 3 

 

EVERYONE GETS A FREE BONUS POINT AS THE ANSWERS PROVIDED 

WERE INCORRECT. 

 

WE APOLOGISE FOR THE INCONVENIENCE. 

 

Question 4 

The correct option is (1) 

 

The listing of polling stations is a form of information, notifying citizens where they 

can vote. 

 

This is factual information that assists in making voting easier, but it is for all 

voters and not just the political party who made and paid for the advertisement. 

 

Question 5 

The correct option is (2) 

 

The Vietnam War is the first War to have been filmed by the media, who sent in 

journalists to be “embedded” in the war. They then sent home the footage to 

America and other countries and this was aired with news broadcasts. People, 

including students and other activists, were then given “first-had” witness accounts 

of the war and they were appalled at the injustices done during this war. 
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It resulted in student and citizen uprisings which put pressure on the American 

government, who finally withdrew. 

 

Had the media not screened these atrocities, the war would have in all likelihood 

continued. 

 

Question 6 

The correct option is (1) 

 

The Editor expresses his/her own view in his/her editorial column where he/she 

often presents their own point of view, whether it has to do with government 

administration or various political parties (or on other issues such as the 

environment). 

 

An Editor does not have to be impartial, s/he can be biased and partial, subjective 

and not objective. 

 

Question 7 

The correct option is (2) 

 

This is the only correct option. Jürgen Habermas coined the term the “public 

sphere” to mean the sphere where citizens can talk freely about politics without 

intimidation and constraint. 

 

Obviously, this “public sphere” is only free of intimidation when practised in a 

democratic country (unlike say China or North Korea, where criticising the 

government can have you sentenced to death). 

 

Question 8 

The correct option is (3) 

 

Political advertising informs and persuades: it informs voters of policy issues and 

where voting will be taking place and when; but it also tries to persuade voters to 

vote for them. 

 

Here they will use catch phrases that best represents their political party. 

 

For example, in America, when Mr Obama was campaigning for his presidency, 

his catch phrase was a very positive “Yes, we can!”. 
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Question 9 

The correct option is (1) 

 

He was Press Secretary. 

 

Question 10 

The correct option is (3) 

 

See page 2012:133. 

 

Spin doctors have to “spin” the truth – so even though a story might be factually 

true a spin-doctor has to put a spin on it so that it appears to be no true; or it 

throws doubt on the “fact”. 

 

Even if it is a simple: “the quote was taken out of context” implying, yes, it was a 

true statement but without the context explained it provides a biased, one-sided 

impression of the “truth”. 

 

Question 11 

The correct option is (2) 

 

Cinema-verite advertisements is the correct option. 

 

Politicians, and even presidents are portrayed in real-life settings visiting the 

people of his/her country. 

 

See page 70 of your prescribed book. 

 

Question 12 

The correct option is (3) 

 

The Fourth Estate does not include the Constitution. 

 

The Fourth Estate is made up of the media, legislature an executive and judiciary. 
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Question 13 

The correct option is (4) 

 

Ramsay MacDonald was the first person to create the post of Prime Minister’s 

Press Secretary, in 1929 to assist him with dealing with the media. 

 

Question 14 

The correct option is (2) 

 

The purchase and use of advertising space, paid for at commercial rates, in order 

to transmit political messages to a mass audience  

 

Question 15 

The correct option is (1) 

 

Pseudo-effects, propaganda, political public relations, political advertising and 

information management exemplify which failure or shortcoming of democracy, 

that is the manufacturing of consent. 

 

3 FEEDBACK ON ASSIGNMENT 03 

Unique assignment number: 732720 

 

This section of the tutorial letter provides feedback on Assignment 03. The closing 

date for submission of this assignment (which consisted of two questions) was 

7 September 2017. Those of you who submitted this assignment before the due 

date will receive your marked assignment from us. 

 

You should use the comments in this tutorial letter to see how you could have 

improved on and made your answers more relevant. If your answers differ 

radically from our comments, you will need to revise the study material. 

 

Remember that the mark you obtained for this assignment will contribute to your 

final examination mark. 
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All information has been taken from Brian McNair unless otherwise 

stipulated. 

 

The rule is that every single paragraph must be referenced, with author, date 

and page number. However, because I used an earlier version of McNair, I 

have left out the page numbers, but everything that deals with political 

advertising, except information management came from Chapter 6, whilst 

information management came from chapter 7. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION (5) 

 

An ideal INTRODUCTION 

 

An introduction must spell out to the reader exactly what is in your 

essay/assignment/portfolio. 

 

And it must explain the ORDER in which the essay is structured. It must be tailor-

made to your own, specific essay. 

 

It must 

 

 state the contents of the essay in the order (chronological) they are raised 

 be quite specific  

 mention the examples 

 be in the FUTURE TENSE. 

 

It must not 

 

 include the instructions from the tutorial letter 

 be in the first person (not “I”) but in what is called the “Third Person”: “one” or 

“The researcher … “or “This study ...” or “This essay …”. This is so the essay 

appears objective and rigorous. 

If you want to put your own opinion in, write it as such: 

“This researcher is of the opinion that …” or “This essay argues …” 

 be more than eight (8) sentences. 
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Do not start your introduction by writing: This essay deals with political 

communication. 

 

Rather write something to this effect: 

 

This essay deals with political communication as it is conceptualised by 

Brian McNair (2012). It focusses specifically on political communication and public 

relations. It begins with a definition of political communication and proceeds to 

discuss media management, image management, and information management. 

The essay provides an example of Mr Obama’s image from when he was 

president of the United States. The essay concludes with a summary of the main 

points raised in this essay. 

 

2 THE EFFICACY OF POLITICAL ADVERTISING (75) 

 

There are two questions that need to be asked here: 

 

Firstly, what accounts for the development and sophistication of political 

advertising? 

 

Secondly, how does political advertising work? 

 

To answer the two questions, it would be better to start with the latter. Advertising 

does essentially two vital things: it informs and it persuades. In a democracy, the 

political process must involve rational choices by the voters which must be based 

on information. Advertising therefore plays a significant role in this regard. If 

citizens are to make rational choices on political candidates and policies, to what 

extent then does political advertising help to accomplish this goal? 

 

In order to answer these questions and better understand political advertising, the 

following needs to be understood: arguments for and against political advertising; 

what are the processes that help us understand how political advertising works?; 

what are “myth” and “symbol”; and what is negative advertising? 
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2.1 Definition of political advertising (5) 

 

Brian McNair (2011) defines political advertising as “the purchase and use of 

advertising space, paid for at commercial rates, in order to transmit political 

messages to a mass audience” (cf. Karam, Sonderling, Zwane 2009:60). 

 

2.2 Arguments against political advertising (10) 

 

One of the enduring criticisms of political advertising has been that it concentrates 

more on an image than on issues. Image concerns are inherently emotional in 

contrast with issues which are logical. Rational voters’ decision making is 

presumed to be linked to logical and thus issue-oriented information. There could 

be some element of truth in the assertion that political advertising, television 

political advertisements in particular, detract from rational decision making by 

concentrating on an image rather than issues, resulting in emotional rather than 

logical vote choices. 

 

Whether image is less important in decision making process, scholars seem not to 

come to a clear cut answer on this one. 

 

One thing is clear however, if television advertisements detract from rational 

decision making whereas the hallmark of democracy is based on the premise of 

rational decision process, political advertisements, by this argument, could be 

rendered unethical (McNair 2011). 

 

2.3 Arguments for political advertising (10) 

 

While many advertisements do appeal to emotions, they often make, serious 

issue oriented points. 

 

According to McNair, news media in the United States sometimes have a very 

poor coverage on political issues than political advertisements. Under this 

argument, the point of apparent lack of sufficient issue oriented content in political 

advertisements is not a matter of ethicality but rather of relative judgement. What 

is the difference? (McNair 2011). 
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Image applies to a candidate’s personality or qualifications; while issues on the 

other hand refer to information about policy positions or topics of public concern. 

 

When emotion is used for no purpose other than to elicit fear or to create blind 

and unthinking allegiance, it has no defensible place in a democratic society. 

 

When emotions are used to stir up listeners or viewers to set aside reason, then in 

this case, its use is a violation of democratic ethics. There are instances when 

crucial issues have very strong emotional content. In such cases, weaving in 

emotions and content may not necessarily be unethical (McNair 2011). 

 

Does political advertising serve any democratic purpose by focussing on character 

and qualifications of political candidates in order to build an image? 

 

The answer to this question lies in the argument that while focussing on character 

and qualification of political candidate is not an explicit part of the rational voter 

model, it is reasonable to consider a candidate’s image as a valid part of voter 

decision making (McNair 2011). 

 

2.4 Processes influencing political decision-making (10) 

 

The processes that influence political decision making processes after an 

exposure to an advertisement is as follows: political consumers are first exposed 

to a political advertisement; the exposure then leads to attention and perception of 

the advertisement. 

 

This is followed by the comprehension of the political advertisement; which in turn 

results in some degree of agreement with the political advertisement; this then 

follows the retention in memory of the political advertisement which goes along 

with the ability to retrieve the advertisement from memory. 

 

Once this has occurred, the political consumer makes a decision based on the 

political advertisement in relation to other options. 

 

The final stage of the process is to take action on the basis of the decision 

(McNair 2011). 
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2.5 Strategies of association (10) 

 

Political advertisers endow their “product” with an image of value for money; be it 

utility or a distinctive entity and meaning. The political advertisers make their 

products mean something to their prospective “purchasers” by distinguishing one 

product from another. 

 

To do this, background and signifiers such as music etc. should be drawn from 

existing culture to bring about meaning to the political consumer. Political 

advertisers associate their products with well-known icon from a wide culture 

perfumes, soccer stars, musicians etc. Each star has distinctive meaning. The 

political advertiser aspires to borrow this meaning, and thus gives the political 

product an analogous distinctiveness (McNair 2011). 

 

2.6 Information management (10) 

 

This means making use of information to promote the interests of the ruling party. 

 

In other words, it is the way in which the government reports on its activities to the 

public. The party governing a country obviously has the resources of the state at 

its disposal, and will use these resources to make information about the 

government available to the general public. 

 

According to McNair, however, governments do not simply provide information as 

a public service. Even the most democratic governments are very careful about 

the way in which they release information to the public, so as to ensure that the 

public gains a positive impression of the government (McNair 2011). 

 

In a democratic country, there will usually be one or more government 

departments whose job it is to release information to the public. 

 

These departments decide whether to release all or some of the facts around a 

particular issue to the public. They also decide when they should release the facts 

and how (e.g. news conference, a speech, a government publication, etc.), as well 

as how they should word their statements. Sometimes a government may decide 

that it is not in the interests of the public to know certain things, and there may be 

laws to support this. 
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For example, almost all governments restrict public access to military information, 

especially in wartime (McNair 2011). 

 

2.7 Myth and symbol (10) 

 

One other very important factor in the area of political advertising is the issue of 

“myth” and “symbol”. These two concepts have largely to do with surfacing and 

accentuating the feelings of the voters and providing an enabling environment for 

the politician to provide those feelings. 

 

The argument goes that commercials that attempt to tell the listener something 

are inherently not as effective as those that attach to something that is already in 

him/her. 

 

What seems to matter in this argument is that if you intend to win a presidential 

campaign or any political office, you should not stack your political advertisements 

with information predominately on policy. Instead, emphasise and tap into the 

fears, anxieties, and deep-rooted desires of a culture and be associated with 

these attributes of society. 

 

For example, a lot of ANC’s advertisements in the 1999 general elections in South 

Africa evolved around the image of the ANC’s contribution to the liberation 

struggle against apartheid. They tapped into national fears and concerns. A 

picture was drawn that any other alternative government to that of the ANC would 

not be in the best interest of the country as it would spell disaster for the country 

and a possible return to the minority rule. 

 

It is these issues that voters should learn to distinguish between myth and symbol 

in any political advertising (McNair 2011). 

 

The heart of success in any political campaign is the ability to research issues and 

know exactly what the people want and what their desires and fears are (McNair 

2011). 
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2.8 Negative advertising (10) 

 

In the United States, there has been a growing trend towards negative 

advertisements. This form of political advertising has pervaded the political 

process. What are negative advertisements? Do they actually work? 

 

Negative advertisements could be best described by their characteristic feature: 

they tend to focus on the alleged weakness of an opponent rather than on the 

positive attributes of the candidate. 

 

An example of negative attack advertisements in South Africa could be said to be 

that launched by the Democratic Party under Mr Tony Leon in the general 

elections in 1999. They concentrated on the negatives and apparent failures of the 

ANC government. They launched acrimonious attack advertisements on the 

ANC’s desire to win a two third majority in parliament, on death penalty, on 

Ms Winnie Mandela-Madikizela and her acquired image of political and criminal 

indiscretion, on crime and unemployment. Whether these attack advertisements 

worked, is subject for debate but one thing is true, the ANC won the elections in a 

land slide and nearly clinched the much sought after two thirds majority. 

 

The United States 1992 presidential election saw Mr Bill Clinton winning the 

presidency much against vicious attacks aimed, not necessarily on his proposed 

policies but his character and personality (over his much publicised affair with 

Ms Lewinsky; and, more importantly, that he lied about it on national television; 

which the America citizens took as means for impeachment, as it is fraud and 

unethical). 

 

Negative advertisements have the following shortcomings, they suppress a voter 

turnout; are responsible for record lows in voter participation; are responsible for 

record highs in public cynicism and alienation; and pose a serious threat to 

democratic electoral process. 
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3 CONCLUSION (5) 

 

Your conclusion should be a mirror image of your introduction, and should never 

include new information or theory. 

 

It must: 

 

 Be in the PAST TENSE 

 Be written in the Third Person (“This essay …” instead of “I” or “we”). 

 

It must not: 

 

 Be more than eight (8) sentences 

 Include any new information 

 

With regards to the tense, it therefore becomes from what you will do, to what you 

did. 

 

For example: 

 

This essay dealt with political communication as it is conceptualised by Brian 

McNair (2012). It focused specifically on political communication and public 

relations. It began with a definition of political communication and proceeded to 

discuss media management, image management, and information management. 

The essay provided an example of Mr Obama’s image from when he was 

president of the United States. The essay concluded with a summary of the main 

points that were raised in this essay. 
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TOTAL (85) 

TECHNICAL PRESENTATION (10) 

SELF-REFLECTION (5) 

ASSIGNMENT TOTAL [100] 

 

In this module, a certain percentage of your marks were awarded for your “self-

assessment and self-reflection” (5%). 

 

The following were the self-assessment and self-reflection questions you were 

expected to answer: 

 

1 What have you learnt (what knowledge have you gained) by doing the 

assignment task? 

2 What skills, abilities and orientations (attitudes and values) have you 

accomplished?  

3 Which strengths could you apply in your future life and work environment?  

4 Which shortcomings do you need to address in future?  

5 To what extent have you achieved the learning outcomes formulated for each 

study unit? 

(List the learning outcomes which you have achieved for the selected 

assignment. No marks are awarded if these are not listed.)  
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4 TEACHING GUIDELINES AND SOME TIPS FOR THE EXAMINATION 

 

Although you are studying political communication for the first time, you are in 

your third year and, therefore, it is expected that you will study all of the study 

material in preparation for your up-coming examination. However, we realise how 

difficult that is, especially as Brian McNair’s textbook is quite complicated, 

because it relies only on American and British politics. In order to help you get a 

better grasp of McNair’s textbook and your examination, we have put together the 

study guide for you to read through. 

 

Even before you begin your assignment, you must read through chapter 1 of 

McNair and study unit 1 of your study guide. This chapter introduces you to the 

key theoretical concepts and also forms the foundation of the rest of the 

prescribed book and study guide. 

 

For your assignment, please note that if you give extra sources, you get extra 

marks, and the more examples you provide, the more marks you get. In addition, 

if you do the same with your examination questions, that is, even if the question 

does not ask you for examples, you will get extra marks if you give your OWN 

EXAMPLES. 

 

Once you have completed your assignment, there are a few ways to start 

preparing for your examination. 

 

 The examination questions have to test everything from chapter/study unit 1 

until chapter/study unit 9. 

 

 Therefore, begin your preparation by working through all the small activities in 

your study guide. 

 

 Do not summarise the theories or any information in the study guide, because 

we have already done that for you (we summarised McNair). You can also 

exclude from memorising British examples provided in the textbook. Try to 

think of examples that resonate most with your own country of residence. 

 

 Read the latest newspapers or watch the latest news broadcasts and look for 

relevant examples to highlight and illustrate the theory. 
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 Pay particular attention to all the definitions, such as “political 

communication”, “political advertising” and “political marketing”. 

 

 Make sure you understand how the different components work together. For 

example, there are three main role players in the “political communication” 

arena: the politicians, the citizens and the media. Ask yourselves how they 

interact with one another and in what way? The media play an integral role in 

bringing the two together. 

 

 In the examination, if you run out of time, please bullet the points you want to 

make. 

 

4.1 The October/November examination 

 

The duration of the examination is two (2) hours. There are four (4) ESSAY-TYPE 

questions of which you are required to answer any three (3). Each question is 

worth 33⅓ marks. In order to pass this module, you require a 40% subminimum 

in the examination. 

 

The questions in the examination correspond to the study units in the study guide 

and the prescribed book. You are required to cover the full spectrum of the work 

that makes up each study unit. The examination questions are all essay-type 

questions, similar to those in Assignment 03. Each question may consist of a 

number of questions or options. 

 

To be successful in the examination, you need to have a sound knowledge of the 

content of this course. It means that you should read and study the prescribed 

book and study guide to gain an overall understanding of political communication 

and work through the research activities in the study guide as well as the test-

yourself questions. 

 

There are no specific examination guidelines for the examination. 

 

You are expected to prepare the syllabus as a whole. 
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Please do not try and spot; “spotting” nearly always leads to failure. It might seem 

like a lot of work, please allow the study guide to direct you to some of the 

most important information in each chapter. The example used should be in 

reference to your country of choice. There is no need to remember UK/British 

examples used in the text book. 

 

Good Luck. 

 

Prof Beschara Karam 

Module coordinator: COM3707 (Part B: Political and government communication) 

Tel: 012 429 6323 

E-mail: karambs@unisa.ac.za  
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