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Abstract 
This dissertation engages in a longitudinal study of the method of grassroots comics 

(Packalen & Sharma, 2007) amongst the Khwe people in the community of Platfontein, 

which is situated outside of Kimberley, South Africa. The study is largely informed by 

contemporary shifts in development theory, particularly that of participatory communication, 

which values individuals who live in the community as active participants in the research 

process. 

The use of grassroots comics (Packalen & Sharma, 2007) is largely based on theoretical 

concepts surfacing in current literature regarding the field development communication, 

which is somewhat critical of older, more dominant theories of development. Instead of 

applying a predetermined, uniform model of communication to multiple different settings in 

which varying development issues exist, this study is driven by the active involvement of 

community stakeholders throughout every stage of the research process. This includes the 

identification of community issues, the utilization of grassroots comics in the context of 

adapting and communicating about those issues on a community-wide scale, and the overall 

analysis of the process once research has been carried out.  

This particular study focuses on general health issues and how these might affect the Khwe 

community from a development perspective. However, what is of central importance is how 

the comics created by certain stakeholders in the community might serve as a means of 

promoting participatory communication amongst the local population, for the sake of 

alleviating certain health issues prevalent in the community itself. The practical nature of 

grassroots comics as a forum for health communication is what is of particular interest in this 

study. 

Purposive sampling techniques are employed in order to identify key participants and 

informants in the research process, to present a case-specific analysis of grassroots comics in 

use, and for purposes of limiting this study. Data collection methods applied to the research 

setting and research findings are conducted using various qualitative research techniques 

including participant observation, interviews, discussions and a participatory grassroots 

comics workshop. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This dissertation was inspired by my visit to the Platfontein community in 2008 as part of a 

group of students on a field-trip to the Kalahari. My research is part of the Rethinking 

Indigeneity project, headed by Professor Keyan Tomaselli, that has been running for some 20 

years and is focused on issues involving the Kalahari Bushmen, ranging from representation 

and identity, to cultural tourism, as well as development communication (see e.g., Tomaselli 

2005, 2007).  My particular interest was on working with a community in discovering the 

usefulness of comics in health communication.  

The first community we visited in 2008 was at Platfontein, just outside Kimberley, South 

Africa. Immediately I became interested after shadowing a Masters student, Thomas Hart, 

who was conducting research on the community radio station, X-Kfm.  I wrote a research 

paper on my experiences in the field, and chose to examine how soccer was played by the 

different communities we visited. This allowed me the opportunity of meeting people in 

Platfontein, and setting the platform for my Masters research.  

Platfontein consists of two different Bushmen groups, namely the !Xun and the Khwe, who 

share this piece of land and its services1 equally, as one geographical community. I became 

well acquainted with the Khwe mostly because of their location (being at the entrance to the 

formal settlement) and from meeting a lot more Khwe people than I did !Xun.  

Issues of naming 

Much debate has occurred around the naming of ’Bushmen’ or ‘San’ (Gordon, 1992), 

therefore when using the term Bushman, I refer to a culturally diverse group of people who 

consist of a number of different clans, and who come from different regions of the Kalahari. 

The terms Khwe and !Xun, however, refer to the two different groups of Bushmen living at 

Platfontein.  

Robert Gordon and Stuart Douglas (2000: 4) explain that the Bushmen are not one unified 

group, as they refer to themselves by different names. Although the word Bushman may be 

perceived as being derogatory by some scholars, the word originated from the Dutch word 

                                                

1 The services mentioned here refer to the community clinic, the school, SASI, the radio station, department of 
home affairs and the convenient store. All of these services are shared by both the !Xun and Khwe. 
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used to describe the San peoples - Bosjemen (Robbins, 2004: 1). This referred to the nomadic, 

hunter-gatherer lifestyle the Bushmen lead as they were foragers more than farmers.  The 

word became synonymous with the San people over time. I use the term Bushmen here 

because the participants in the research refer to themselves as Bushmen too. Whilst working 

in the Platfontein community, it became clear to me that participants with whom I was 

working seemed comfortable with the term Bushman (either through their own responses to 

the term, or through observation of the term in use). The word seemed to hold a sense of 

nostalgia in terms of the Khwe and !Xun involvement in the Border War as the Bushman 

battalion (cf. Robbins, 2004), and also reflects their traditional lifestyles as being connected 

to nature. 

On a side note, this dissertation incorporates the real names of informants instead of 

employing pseudonyms when referencing interviews or field notes as the subject community 

requests that their names be used in full, and that there be no masking of their involvement in 

the research process. Moreover, the relationship between the researcher and the community 

has been established over several years and is an extension of a pre-existing relationship 

between the Centre for Communication, Media and Society, and the community of 

Platfontein.  

Enter Grassroots Comics 

I had read about comics being used for development purposes in small rural communities in 

Asia and Africa, and wanted to understand how this might work in the context of the 

Platfontein community. The central theme of this research is focused on the medium of 

grassroots comics, a method intended for community-based participatory communication as 

introduced by authors and development workers such as Leif Packalen and Sharad Sharma 

(2007). Grassroots comics are intended to be a platform for communication amongst people 

within the community about particular issues that need to be confronted. These issues may 

range from civil rights to basic health concerns to domestic violence, and are often grouped 

as themes when constructing a comic story message. The point is that the themes reflected are 

selected by, and bear weight in the lives of the people in the community. 

Grassroots comics dramatise specific issues which are brought into the debate in the 

community. Comics are often related to some activity of a non-governmental organisation 

(NGO) or a community group, and are rarely the work of an individual in his/her own 

capacity (Packalen & Sharma, 2007: 12).  
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This study is grounded by theories of development communication, but most specifically, the 

paradigm of participatory communication. This paradigm acknowledges the idea that there is 

no universal path to development, rather "it must be conceived of as an integral, 

multidimensional, and dialectic process that can differ from one society to another" (Servaes, 

1999: 78). A central tenet of participatory communication is a focus on community-based 

modes of communication that are horizontal in nature, as opposed to top-down, one-way 

forms of communication associated with mass media like television, or nation-wide 

promotional campaigns.  

Grassroots comics “are made by socially active people themselves, rather than by campaign 

and art professionals. They are genuine voices which encourage local debate" (Packalen & 

Sharma, 2007: 11). My aim is to discover the relevance of grassroots comics as a 

participatory method of development communication. The focus rests on health-related issues 

affecting the Platfontein community, and how these can be addressed.  This study seeks to 

discover the relationship between theory and practice as applied to grassroots comics. If 

comics constitute a practical, accessible form of development communication within the 

sample population, then they may serve as an effective method of participatory 

communication. 
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Chapter 2: Sketching for Social Development - A Literature Review 

The key departure point of this study rests on the idea that each different context involving an 

aspect of development requires more than just the application of previous modes of thought 

regarding the matter of participatory communication. Development must be conceived of as 

an integral, multidimensional, and dialectic process that often differs from one society to 

another (Servaes, 1999). “Because there is no reality out there separate from human 

perception and, as put forth in the multiplicity paradigm, there is no universal path to 

development, it is maintained that each community or grouping must proceed from its own 

plan in consideration of its own situation” (Servaes, 1999: 113).       

A frequent pre-occupation amongst development scholars leans largely towards the use of 

information communication technologies (ICTs) in supporting the development of 

infrastructure within underdeveloped nations or localities. The individual consumer has 

revolutionized the way in which individuals (and groups) affect dominant communication 

systems already set in place; and the Internet has paved the way for instant global and local 

information transmission. Despite interest into these respective fields, and the potential 

benefits they offer for development communication, there is less interest regarding less 

technical forms of media in current scholarly writing. Increasingly, we are being caught up 

with the idea that as a result of our shifting technological circumstances, models of 

communication and development strategies too, should shift in accordance with this ever-

changing technological environment.  

However, in rural communities where these modern forms of technology are haphazardly 

distributed or irregularly accessible, how can one possibly – and accurately - measure the 

affects of ICTs as mediums for development? This question is not easily answered and is not 

posed for this reason, but merely to stress the point that older, more accessible forms of 

media might very well prove useful as communication resources. By older more accessible 

media I refer to - in this case -print media (like that of magazines, posters, pamphlets, books, 

comics etc.), theatre, education entertainment, participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques, 

local press and rural radio, where the individual may feel more open to express opinions and 

ideas to others in the comfort of their own surrounding, with a means with which they are 

possibly more familiar. 
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Highlighting the differences  

Community radio has proven valuable as a means of promoting collective dialogue and 

fostering a sense of empowerment amongst members of a given community by providing a 

platform for them to express opinions and ideas (cf. Boeren, 1994). Television too is a 

compelling medium as it easily attracts an audience and includes the extra advantage of the 

visual dimension (Ibid, 1994). Participatory video is a particular technique that involves a 

group or community in shaping and creating their own film, and the idea behind this is that 

making a video is easy and accessible – with the right idea and resources - and is a great way 

of bringing people together to explore issues, voice concerns or simply to be creative and tell 

stories. 

However, because of the expense of television or video, development professionals and 

communication specialists still consider radio to be a more useful medium within developing 

countries (Ibid, 1994). Both mediums have been successfully adapted, in certain contexts, to 

meet the development needs of local communities. However, print also offers its own unique 

insights and approaches to the process of development communication. 

Picturing the solution: An overview of print media and community 
participation 

Printed media combines words, pictures and diagrams to convey accurate and clear 

information. Their great advantage is that they can be looked at or read for as long as the 

viewer or reader wishes, and can be referred to time and time again (Boeren, 1994: 154). 

Additionally, “[p]osters and images are often used to raise awareness on a topic. It is 

important to combine them with interactive activities with community members” (Bessette, 

2004: 122). Undoubtedly, the question for most development workers and/or communication 

experts is whether or not the medium is suitable for the community in which a development 

initiative is focused. However, “the adaptation of traditional media for education and social 

action are encouraged because of their cultural values and their inexpensiveness” (Servaes, 

1991). This further stresses the point that print media are often more accessible and 

affordable to communities where the availability of other, more expensive forms of media 

might be scarce or non-existent.  
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Defining development 

Development is an ambiguous word and requires a degree of simplification for the purpose of 

this chapter. This study focuses on participatory communication that stresses the importance 

of collective dialogue and local culture in the context of participatory research (Servaes, 

1996; Melkote & Steeves, 2001; Tomaselli, 2001). This study therefore borrows from the 

paradigm of Another Development2 in identifying the researcher, not as an active agent of 

change, but rather as a facilitator of participation and action (Melkote & Steeves, 2001; 

White, 2004; Manyozo, 2008). Print media offers a variety of potential strategies and 

resources for promoting a participatory aspect within a community where there are common 

issues that need to be voiced. The reason why this is so, is because these media convey ideas 

beyond the context of interpersonal communication. Ideas are deposited in physical form 

(comics); therefore they can be interpreted at a distance, in time as well as in space (Boeren 

1994: 122). Moreover, since the nature of print media is of a visual dimension, the reader is 

more likely to be attracted to the narrative of the image, as opposed to the necessity of having 

to make sense of printed text in order to understand the message. (Ibid, 1994) 

Participatory Approaches to development communication 

Let us not assume that print media is the best and only way to go about successfully 

discussing a problem. Rather, that print is one of many approaches towards promoting a sense 

of expression and co-operation within communities. The handing back of decisions to the 

development beneficiaries “is one of the most significant moves towards empowerment” 

(White, 2004: 12).  

Community members are the driving force behind participation, for it is through their 

knowledge that the message is created. “The expansion of small group and community media 

increasingly allows all to become producers of messages and to affirm their perception of 

reality to themselves and to others in the community” (Rodriguez, in White, 2001). Print 

media offers the development practitioner the opportunity to present a viable medium for 

participatory community action as producers and stakeholders of the messages being created. 

                                                

2 Another development originated in the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation in the 1970s, addressing the idea that 
development is a layered phenomenon as a whole and incorporates ecological, social, cultural, economic, 
institutional and political dimensions which can only be understood in their systematic interrelationships. The 
paradigm focuses on the satisfaction of needs, beginning with the eradication of poverty relying on the strength 
of societies which undertake it and stressing that the approach is in harmony with the environment  requiring 
structural transformations that are both necessary and possible (Ascroft et al. 1994). 
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Therefore indigenous knowledge3 should be treated as integral to the process when using 

posters, pamphlets, comics, books, etc. to promote dialogue, as these media draw from the 

visual and social perceptions of the community members themselves (Servaes, 1996).  

The problem that presents itself when dealing with words like ‘communication medium’ or 

‘development communication tool’ is that they have little or no meaning to the people within 

the community, and are rather strict in their definitions within academic writing.  However, in 

a situation where indigenous knowledge is inherently assumed, how can one evaluate the 

reception of a particular ‘communication tool’ when interpreters use completely different 

terms of reference, or communicate in a different mother-tongue than that of the researcher. 

There is no simple answer, and the degrees of reception of a particular communication 

medium (in any given development context) are too diverse to discuss in this section\. 

However, there is either a general dislike for a particular communication tool that is 

physically and cognitively evident in the reactions of the community members, or the 

members generally accept the medium and see its adaptive potential as a useful means of 

promoting the communication of common issues encountered by the community as a whole 

(Packalen & Sharma, 2007). Participatory research offers a problem-solving approach. The 

objective is to uncover the causes of community problems and to mobilize creative human 

potential to solve social problems by transforming the conditions underlying the problems” 

(Servaes: 1991). 

The concern may not necessarily lie in the choice of medium itself, but rather with the way in 

which the medium is utilised by the members of a community in discussing and dealing with 

a particular issue. “Participatory research involves people gaining an understanding of their 

situation, confidence and ability to change that situation” (White, 1984: 28). Therefore it 

would be imperative to focus rather on the nature of the issue. 

The Comic as a canvas for Practice 

A number of theoretical contributions to the medium of print and its practical use in the field 

of development communication have come to the fore in recent years (Boeren and Epskamp, 

1992; Bessette, 2004; Packalen and Sharma, 2007), owing to the seemingly useful nature of 

                                                

3 Indigenous knowledge refers to the long-standing traditions and practices of certain regional, indigenous, or 
local communities. It is an integral part of the culture and history of a local community and is often expressed 
through stories, folklore, rituals, songs and even laws. Indigenous knowledge is orally passed for generations 
from person to person (Brokensha et al. 1980). 
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print communication in situations of lesser developed or under-developed communities. It is 

important to highlight the scholarly work responsible for such contributions in order to gain a 

better understanding of the subject under review. This study deals with only one aspect of 

print media, and does not encompass the entire scale of this group. The aspect I am speaking 

of is that of still, panel images of a sketched nature accompanied by simple text to produce a 

simple narrative - or more specifically – comics. “Comic books come in various formats 

ranging from fairy tales and adventure stories to historical documentaries and instruction 

guides. The information is given through sequences of drawings which contain text balloons 

and/or simple text running below the picture” (Boeren, 1994: 158) 

Although these media may combine images with printed text (in the form of speech bubbles), 

their effectiveness lies in the telling of a story which appeals to the visual senses. This is one 

of the many attractive qualities of pamphlets, posters and comics – their ability to create a 

narrative through simple pictures or illustrations, which are often easily read by passers-by 

(cf. Bessette, 2004; Boeren, 1994). Packalen and Sharma (2007) have dealt extensively with 

comics and wall-posters as the primary tools for promoting health awareness, human rights 

and community empowerment in their projects. In the case studies discussed throughout 

Grassroots Comics (2007), they adapt the use of comics for the specific needs and purposes 

of the community in dealing with local issues which require an engaged sense of participation 

and communication. Like the phrase grassroots suggests, these initiatives may be guided by 

development practitioners, but they are driven and sustained by community members 

themselves. 

While some have glorified the use of comics as a practical form of development 

communication (cf. Packalen and Sharma, 2007; Boeren, 1994), it does not, however, suggest 

that the use of comics comes without any drawbacks or hindrances, especially in health 

communication:  

For some time there has been controversy in development circles about the use of comic 

books to disseminate health information to rural populations. Many development 

communicators believe that comics are not a good medium for disseminating these 

messages, whether for adults or for children, since understanding the visual image 

requires a sophistication of perception developed only after a good deal of exposure to 

reading and pictorial materials(Rana, 1987: 1) 
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Additionally, “[i]n developed countries, comic books have long been regarded as children’s 

literature, and an aid to help develop an interest in books,” however, that many educators and 

parents were opposed to the idea of comic books because they were afraid that comic books 

would keep children from developing proper reading skills (Boeren, 1994: 158). Similar 

arguments have been presented in congruence with the negative influence of excessive 

television watching. It may be that because of the idea that comics were considered to be 

children’s literature, it was assumed that comics might be a good educational medium for 

semi-literates and illiterates (Boeren, 1994; Rana, 1987).  

Not all people possess the same level of visual literacy. In simple terms, the aforementioned 

scholars suggest that people in rural areas are possibly less exposed to pictorial images on a 

daily basis than are those living in urban areas. However, the success of the comic lies in the 

correct format of the story within the respective community and the participatory process 

inherently involved in the creation of the comics, not holistically within the images 

themselves. Moreover, grassroots comics are not designed to be intricate and elaborate with 

regards to detail, but rather to appeal to the average passer-by through simple illustrations and 

guided text (either in bubbles or in panels) so that the message is easily read (Packalen & 

Sharma, 2007). Community members who are involved in the creation of comics adapt 

messages into their local language, so that those who have trouble making sense of the visual 

image can then combine the simple text with the narrative of the picture to understand the 

comic more clearly.   

Comics that are designed for commercial purposes and for popular-culture are often flashy, 

detailed, and contain fairly long and complex storylines. Noting this difference, rural 

communities often view these flashy formats with caution (Rana, 1987). Therefore, a smaller, 

less flashy format is the optimum choice for grassroots comics, printing on paper with ink or 

pencil and photocopying the end product. The aim here is to construct short-stories contained 

within three or four panels of a standardized comic book format, which are drawn by hand, 

and contain a simple story (behind which the moral/message of the comic’s narrative will be 

based). This can be done on a single sheet of paper with a pen or pencil, the key component 

being the message that is to be shared (Packalen & Sharma, 2007). 

Grassroots comics can extend beyond issues that are on the surface to express hidden 

concerns, thoughts and perceptions about somewhat sensitive issues (which is usually the 

case when dealing with health communication) where expression through words might be 
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awkward or difficult (Packalen & Sharma, 2007). Through the creation of the actual stories 

and through the process of generating comics, the group process of comic-making can foster 

opportunities for interaction, collective thinking and consensus-building (Das Gupta, 2005). 

In other words it evokes the active dialogue of community groups, in a participative and 

creative manner. 

Problems of Perception 

Visual literacy can be viewed from various perspectives, such as depth psychology, cross-

cultural anthropology and semiotics (Zimmer and Zimmer, 1978. In Boeren and Epskamp, 

1992). What is important in this context however, is the examination of images so as to apply 

them more effectively in situations involving sketched or drawn images in the process of 

information transfer; in turn, to have the receiver understand the messages the way they have 

initially been intended (Epskamp, 1992) 

According to Giltrow (1977, In Boeren and Epskamp, 1992: 88) visual literacy involves the 

“ability to comprehend and derive meaning from two-dimensional representations of reality 

found in illustrations, photographs, motion pictures and television”. In essence, for one to be 

visually literate, s/he must be able to ‘read’ pictures and make sense of them. To be able to 

‘read’ a picture may come across as a simple act of viewing and reacting to an image. 

However, there are numerous negotiations of perception occurring throughout our ‘reading’ 

of an image. “We perceive things in terms of classes or categories of phenomena”; these 

categories may consist of colour, shape, size, etc. the combinations of which provide one with 

the basis for a perceptual and cognitive organisation of their world (Epskamp, 1992: 81).  

The problem of perception arises when considering the pragmatic use of images in a cross-

cultural setting. In the case of grassroots comics, the researcher introduces the medium to the 

community through participation. The community members then adapt that medium to fit 

their social environment, and adopt a visual form that is familiar within their cultural setting. 

The researcher himself comes from a different cultural setting to that of the community, with 

completely different modes of reference altogether, and “Graphic symbols...are visual signs 

of a predominantly symbolic nature which are culturally determined, and which must, 

consequently, be acquired before they can prove useful” (Epskamp, 1992: 83). "[P]articular 

cultures have vocabularies of schemata, which might cover people, animals, architectural 

styles, landscapes and so forth” (Gombrich, 1960. In Waller, 1987: 24). Those details that we 

consider essential to the drawing need not be the ones considered important by the local 
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population (Epskamp, 1992). Therefore, cross-cultural communication is involved in the 

creating of grassroots comics. 

Various scholars have referred to the ‘language of art’ in their writing, and while some argue 

in favour of this, others disagree with the idea that art can be understood in a similar way to 

that of written language (cf. Langer, 1986; Eco, 1975). Critics of the ‘language of art’ argue 

that “there is no direct equivalent, in a painting, to the syntactic structure of language” 

(Waller, 1987: 24). Thus we cannot base our understanding of visual literacy on the same 

models as our written language as it is easier to segment language (into words, etc.) than to 

agree upon the elements that comprise a picture (Ibid; 1987). The untrained viewer may have 

difficulty making connections, spatially, temporally as well as casually (Boeren, 1992). 

However, what matters is not necessarily whether the picture is recognisable, understandable 

and culturally acceptable, “but also what style appeals to the viewer” (Ibid, 1992: 89). 

Throughout these contributions there seems to be a central tenet underlying the authors’ 

intentions, and that is an emphasis on the reader (community).  

The theme of participatory research constantly requires that attention be brought back to the 

root of the development issue.  Much like issues of visual literacy and visual perception, this 

suggests that the design and flow of the communication process stems from the groups 

involved in the creation and dissemination of the media message itself – in other words – 

from the perspective of the community. According to Waller: 

In practice, most diagrams draw on a repertoire of patterns or schemata that have their origins 

in abstract notation or visual metaphor, and that have become part of our shared but constantly 

changing visual culture. Because of this, diagrams are hard to analyse or classify – we would 

need to analyse not only the visual marks that comprise the diagram but also the whole of the 

culture that produced them. (1987: 28) 

Images are made and used by different people for different reasons, and these makings and 

uses are crucial to the meanings an image carries (Rose, 2007: 11). Furthermore, the actual 

seeing of an image will always take place within a particular social context that will then 

mediate its impact. “It also always takes place within a specific location with its own 

particular practices” (Ibid, 2007: 11). Thus the social and cultural context of the community 

are of central significance to the process of producing, reading and reacting to a visual 

medium utilised for participatory communication. Culture provides readers with experiences 

that influence what their audience expects to see in pictures. One would expect the local 
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artist’s work to match more closely with the “cultural grid of the people” (Cook, 1980. In 

Boeren and Epskamp, 1992: 90). In light of the above, it is not entirely the image itself that 

we are interested in, but rather the social and cultural significance of the image, or message, 

within the context of its use. What I mean here is that it is not so much the text, rather the 

social setting of the text that is of relevance.  

Health Communication, Comics and the Community 

Although the emphasis of this study is focused more on the use of grassroots comics to 

promote participatory communication within the Khwe community, the theme in which 

communication is embedded in this case is that of public health awareness.  

In the context of the Khwe community, public health issues seem to be a site of much interest 

and contestation. In other words, although there are community groups involved in the 

process of public health communication4, there still exists a growing need for public health 

interventions to discuss problems such as correct sanitation methods, waste disposal, medical 

support, landfill scavenging, harmful substance abuse, malnutrition and tuberculosis – to 

highlight a few. The focus of this study, however, is not to dwell on each individual problem 

in major detail, but to stress the need for a community-driven medium that can disseminate 

important information to mobilise the communication of  particular community-based health 

concerns. Therefore, the concept of public health here refers to all those factors involving 

health that the community feels affects them as a group.  

Public Health Communication 

Health communication can encompass anything from a doctor giving a patient medical 

advice, to mass media campaigns designed to inform the audience of the dangers of a 

particular disease. In other words, health communication involves the process of 

‘communicating’ about health in and amongst society. Society is comprised of different 

cultural and ethnic groupings which differ in their understanding of the world, but could 

possibly share the same social spaces from time to time. Where two or more cultures share 

the same social space, there may be a greater risk that the receivers of a message belong to a 

culture and space that is different from the sender’s altogether (cf. Kar et al., 2001: 109). 

                                                

4 The Isibindi Health Organisation and the Red Cross are actively involved health communication within the 
Khwe community. Both NGOs seek to support community members in recognising correct health measures and 
avoiding situations which are potentially hazardous to their health. 
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Therefore, to be effective, “communication campaigns must be in synchronicity with the 

target audience’s culture at all message levels: the textual and the visual the denotative and 

the connotative, the explicit and the symbolic” (Kar et al, 2001; 109). Additionally: 

 in the development of public health communication intervention messages, researchers 

and practitioners have increasingly noted the importance of involving target audience 

members in the design of messages, whether through focus group methods or involving 

them as actual producers of messages (Guttman, 2000: 142). 

There is a strong similarity between public health communication and the goals and 

strategies of participatory development. Both seek to actively involve the community 

regarding a particular matter inherent to the community itself. “Interventions in the 

community context are conducted not only because the community is viewed as a crucial 

site to reach people but because it is believed that the community itself can serve as a 

change agent” (Guttman, 2000: 142). In accordance with the paradigm of participatory 

communication, “participation is the best way to ensure that the effects of the intervention 

would be sustained over time” (Bracht, 1990: 20) as the community is actively involved in 

the process as opposed to being the passive recipients of a particular health intervention.  

Although a number of health communication models exist, it is not of central concern in this 

study to discuss these models in great detail, but instead, to recognise the impact of 

community involvement within health campaigns, and the issues involved with health 

communication at the community level. “The ecological model of health promotion considers 

both individual and environmental factors as possible explanations for unhealthy behaviours” 

(Kar et al. 2001: 112). Instead of focusing on the individual as the cause of their own 

misfortune, the ecological model also indentifies environmental factors as being the cause of 

particular health problems. Therefore, from an ecological perspective, “Multiethnic media 

campaigns must engage individuals and their environments”, and require supportive 

environments to succeed as people’s behaviours affect and are affected by health at the 

individual, family, and community levels (Kar et al. 2001: 113). 

In the Mobilisation model of Public Health communication, messages may be developed and 

produced by community members themselves as part of a problem-solving educational 

experience, following a Freirean model, and as a means for stimulating discussion among the 

peers of those who produced them (Rudd & Comings, 1994). However, structural factors and 

well entrenched economically-based institutional arrangements are clearly difficult to 
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influence, even by a well-meaning, well-designed intervention that aims to facilitate power 

and participation among those with limited power (cf. Guttman, 2000; LaBonte, 1994). 

Moreover, Janes and Corbet (1996. In Guttman, 2000) propose that an over-emphasis on self-

help, self-determination, and empowerment ignores risks that are beyond local control. 

Therefore, it is of central importance to identify health concerns that can be tackled by the 

target population itself for the sake of promoting health awareness through comics, and 

highlighting those concerns where change is needed in the community, and assistance is 

required from institutional and/or governmental agencies (cf. Guttman, 2000).  

Within the Khwe community, for example, is a landfill site located within walking distance. 

According to Matios (the Isibindi Health Group leader), individuals daily make their way to 

the site to scavenge for food and other ‘useful’ items. From a community perspective, this 

needs to be discouraged by informing people of the health dangers when rummaging through 

waste. From an institutional perspective, awareness needs to be raised to prevent Khwe 

community members from being able to access the landfill site on a regular basis. 

Another issue is how risk behaviour5 is perceived by the community, and what cultural 

function it might fulfil. “Understanding the cultural norms of a target group toward the health 

risk behaviour enables us to accurately conceptualize the health issue and position the 

communication strategies accordingly” (Kar et al. 2001: 114). As stated above, 

communication strategies need to be tailored to the needs and characteristics of the target 

population (Ibid, 2001). Individuals or groups within the community may choose to focus on 

“issues that are not directly related to the specific health objectives of the researcher” 

(Guttman, 2000: 146), thus the communication medium should be adapted and guided by the 

community themselves. Activities should aim to generate discussion on what health-related 

issues should be prioritised, and a method that supports this function is that of grassroots 

comics. 

Messages should be ‘comprehensible’ (expressed in the group’s own words) and ‘relevant’, 

in that “the situation should be familiar and should reflect the group’s reality” (Kar et al, 

2001: 115). Therefore interventions “should remain with the community for as long as the 

health issues require” (Ibid, 2001: 115). From the outset of the intervention however, before 

                                                

5 A lifestyle activity that places a person at risk of suffering a particular condition. E.G. smoking puts one at risk 
for cancer; being overweight puts one at risk for heart disease etc. 
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any particular goals and objectives are articulated, “formal and informal forums for 

identifying people’s concerns, community resources, and potential solutions should take 

place in the community and involve diverse community constituencies” (Fawcett et al, 1996. 

In Guttman, 2000: 147). The social struggle of dealing with unemployment, poverty, poor 

health care etc. can “obscure the possibility of community reflection and analysis of health 

issues” (Kar et al. 2001: 115). However, positive health behaviour of the community group 

should be recorded and understood by the researcher. According to Kar et al (2001: 117) 

“[c]ulturally diverse populations have much to offer to the rest of society in terms of health 

behaviours and lifestyles”. 

The role of the researcher can thus be significant in raising awareness and mobilising 

participation. This is done through building support and trust between community groups and 

the researcher. The researcher is most valuable when “respecting the unique strengths that the 

audience brings to the health communication process, and of redefining communication as an 

active exchange between participants” (Dervin, 1989: 116). 

Why Context Matters: The role of the Researcher in the Community 

There are often overlapping or even congruent objectives in mind when using grassroots 

comics towards a specific development goal. Using comics to try and shed light on an issue 

of environmental concern is very much the same as highlighting an issue of violence in the 

home. Both are trying to bring to the fore an issue that requires attention and action, and 

suggests the solution in the form of behaviour or attitude change6 as related to the socially 

‘correct’ way in which to conduct oneself within the community.  Therefore both elicit a 

process of recognizing a problem, and forming a solution through action and collective 

awareness. 

Servaes and Arnst (1999) refer to the empiricist notion of participatory research referring to 

research that involves the community and, essentially, ‘belongs’ to the community as 

indigenous knowledge. Rather, “most participatory research has been conducted in a non-

                                                

6 Health behavior change refers to the motivational and volitional processes of abandoning health-
compromising behaviors in favor of adopting and maintaining health-enhancing behaviors. Attitude change, on 
the other hand, involves a reorientation of one’s tendency towards a particular mode of response regarding an 
object or concept in question.  
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participatory fashion” where the community is viewed as an abstract object as opposed to a 

group of people within a geographical space belonging to different sub-groups and sub-

interests, age-groups, genders etc. (Servaes & Arnst, 1999: 110). This is one of the many 

reasons why context is crucial to the participatory communication process, and an 

understanding thereof is the backbone of research. Although case studies may refer to 

situations in which grassroots comics have been successful in achieving a respective 

communication strategy, no single situation can bare identical semblance to another and so 

one must be extremely cautious when referring loosely to terms such as cooperation, 

participation and dialogue as these terms are context specific.  

This is why we should delineate between ambiguities of action research and participatory 

research; the former can often be non-participatory and related to top-down development 

research under the guise of participation. “Conversely, Participatory research assumes a bias 

towards the poor rather than the professional. Participatory research is related to the processes 

of conscientization and empowerment” (Servaes & Arnst, 1999: 127). Most crucial in these 

two processes are the correct perceptions of trust, dialogue and collaboration between all 

stakeholders within a particular development context, including the researcher. 

The reason this is clear is because negotiations of development (be they on a macro or micro 

scale) should not be determined by someone who does not directly bear the consequences of 

any particular development cause. In other words, the people who receive the effects of the 

development process should be the ones to drive the initiative from the start, with the 

researcher fulfilling the role of a facilitator rather than that of a leader. “Analysis should 

begin at the level of the people within their own experience and their own level of 

understanding. This ensures people’s collective initiative and participation in the direct 

development process” (Xavier Institute, 1980, In Jacobson and Servaes, 1999: 127). Perhaps 

most importantly, the inquiry must be of immediate and direct benefit to the community, and 

not just a means to an end set by the researcher” (Servaes & Arnst, 1999: 120). The 

researcher may not necessarily be viewed as a threat to the particular community in which 

they are conducting their research; however, trust and communication are still integral to 

developing a sense of understanding and cooperation among community members and the 

researcher. The community needs to know that their way of life will not be threatened by the 

requirements of the researcher.  
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The long-term existence of hierarchical structures have often conditioned rural people to see 

“themselves as consumers rather than participants in development” (Narula and Pearce, 1986: 

21). One must be careful when dealing with change as people are not always open and 

accepting of it (especially when it involves their very livelihood). It is often the case that 

community members might see themselves as external to the research process, being the 

subject of research rather than a participant. According to Paulo Freire (1983), this may be 

much more effective at creating resentment than change. Therefore “you must learn to 

involve community groups more closely in the communication strategy, and help them take 

ownership of the initiative rather than seeing themselves as beneficiaries of a research or 

development intervention” (Bessette, 2004: 19-20). As cultural variance increases, so too 

does the difficulty of communication. Therefore, “it is important to recognize that the social 

intelligence of the farmer [community member] is often a more necessary possession than 

abstract intelligence of the expert [researcher]” (Servaes and Arnst, 1999: 119). In other 

words, different people see the same phenomena and, based on different cultural 

perspectives, indeed different realities, they arrive at different conclusions (Ibid, 1999).  

The question that arises at this point is how we go about illuminating the definition of 

community so as to account for the idea that communities are not social ‘objects’, but rather 

extremely diverse situations of social ‘interaction’ between different groups of people. After 

all, the community is the foundation of participatory communication, hence it would be 

imperative to formulate a conception of ‘the community’ within the paradigm of 

participation. “The concept of participation also involves that of ‘community’. If the goal is 

to facilitate participation, we must not forget that a local community is not a unified group, 

but rather a grouping of individuals and groups with their own characteristics and their own 

interests” (Bessette, 2004: 19). It is important, then, to indentify clearly the different groups 

that are affected by a common development problem and who are willing and able to deal 

with it, and to ensure that each group can express its own viewpoint (Ibid, 2004: 19-20). 

Furthermore, “[s]eeking participation of the rural population in identification of problems, 

setting priorities, and mapping of alternative solutions, increases the probability of successful 

development” (Nair & White, 1994: 346). 

As the researcher comes from a different social context to that of the subject community, one 

would consider the fact that he or she would bring with them a certain sense of ‘baggage’ in 

the form of perceptions and interests internal to their understanding of the world. This is often 

vastly different to that of the individuals within the community as both parties come from 
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different social and cultural ‘backgrounds’ altogether. In light of this difference, the 

researcher engaging in participatory research must develop an understanding of the 

community with which they are working on a personal level, not just on a surface-based 

level. In other words, the researcher must “first learn to establish dialogue with a 

community”, and should be able to bring people to express their points of view and listen to 

others, and to build a consensus around a course of action (Bessette, 2004: 23). “Above all, 

the development communicator needs to be highly committed to the common goals of 

development and facilitate everyone’s participation in concert to achieve them” (Nair & 

White, 1994: 352). Communication thrives not on the ability to talk fast, but the ability to 

listen well. People are voiceless not because they have nothing to say, but because nobody 

cares to listen to them (Servaes & Arnst, 1999: 125). 

Participatory communication takes place through dialogue, commitment, collaboration and 

trust between community groups and the researcher. Trust fosters or inhibits communication 

and participation between and among all groups regardless of education, culture, social, or 

economic status. It is “an a priori requirement for dialogue...without this faith...dialogue is a 

farce which inevitably degenerates into paternalistic manipulation” (Freire, 1983, 79). Freire 

noted the dangers of arbitrating the research process from the people directly involved in it, 

and stated that this form of manipulation only further degrades the communication process as 

‘conscientization’ and ‘empowerment’ do not stem from subordination, but from cooperation 

and commitment to a common goal (1983). I am not advocating that this research seeks to 

bring about 'empowerment' or 'conscientization' of the subject community on the level that 

Freire would suggest, but that in order to achieve genuine participation, active involvement of 

the community at all levels of research is of utmost consequence. 

A ‘Case’ of Comics: Empirical use of Grassroots Comics in 

Communication 

To fully – and practically – understand the nature of comics in participatory communication, 

it is imperative that we analyse a few cases where comics have been successfully used for this 

purpose. It is time to shift the focus of discussion to a critical analysis of grassroots comics 

campaigns in context, and the insights this might share regarding comics as used for 

development communication purposes in rural communities. An evaluation of existing case 

studies which provide a platform on which to discuss actual issues and achievements 

experienced by professionals in previous grassroots comics efforts. 
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According to Packalen and Sharma (2007: 14), “Grassroots comics are best suited for local 

campaigning and peer communication in local languages. The comics7 have been 

successfully used in campaigns involving issues of human rights, health education, 

corruption, environmental concerns, etc.”. The case studies discussed in this section come 

from evaluations and observations of campaigns conducted by professionals in the area of 

grassroots comics, dealing with their production and reception in the most diverse and 

interesting of circumstances.  

Grassroots Comics in Tanzania 

After various successes in India using grassroots comics as a tool for development 

communication - particularly for participatory communication amongst community members 

- Leif Packalen and Sharad Sharma (both members of the NGO ‘World Comics’) discuss the 

expansion of the campaign to countries in Africa. In 2003 the Tanzanian Association of Non-

Governmental Organizations (TANGO) and World Comics arranged a four-day workshop on 

grassroots comics production in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania (Packalen & Sharma, 2007). All the 

participants were drawn from TANGO member organizations and had a thorough knowledge 

of their own organization’s and communication needs; none had ever made comics before or 

had any professional training in drawing. The workshop aimed to introduce comics as an 

inexpensive and effective communication method for the use of communities and NGO-

activists (Ibid, 2007). Before this, the concept of grassroots comics had never been exercised 

in Tanzania.  

At first the only material to draw from had been previous grassroots comics which had been 

produced in India and were not that interesting to Tanzanian NGO activists. However, at the 

end of the workshop, the participants had produced numerous real-life Tanzanian grassroots 

comics for use within their various organizations. According to Packalen and Sharma (2007: 

69-70), “half of the participants were women, which was very good, as comics are often seen 

as something which only men make. Stories made by women are of great value in NGO 

campaigning when it comes to issues dealing with gender, sex and family matters, just to 

name a few”. The comics produced in this workshop provided a platform for later campaigns, 

and were used in promoting the use of grassroots comics in other African countries (Ibid, 

2007). 
                                                

7 ‘Comics’ in this sentence refers to grassroots comics as implemented/observed by the authors in the various 
campaigns discussed in their book Grassroots Comics: A Development Communication Tool (2007). 
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HIV/AIDS campaigning in Njombe 

Ushirika wa Wanafunzi Wakristo wa Tanzania (UKWATA), is a Christian youth movement 

with representatives in all Tanzanian regions. The UKWATA Branch in the Njombe region in 

Southwest Tanzania ran an HIV and AIDS awareness programme 2003-2005 in about 40 

schools in the region (Packalen & Sharma, 2007). Among other means of communicating 

their messages, the movement activists also wanted to add grassroots comics to their 

campaigning tools. Therefore, a workshop was held in mid 2005 in which the activists were 

shown the practical nature of comics and how to apply their use to the particular 

communication issue.  

Although much like previous efforts, many participants were intimidated at having to 

exercise their skill at drawing (most of which possessed very little), they quickly appreciated 

that the comic format was a powerful communication tool for rural communities (Ibid, 2007). 

A Tanzanian cartoonist who was involved in the workshop training exercise was at first 

nervous about whether the youth activists would be able to adapt the use of comics 

appropriately, but later concluded that it is the desire to say something that is the main 

driving force in making comics, not necessarily the ability to draw well (Ibid, 2007). 

The format of the comics produced was that of four-panelled wall poster comics, and the 

workshop participants pinned their finished products up in the centre of Njombe town. The 

authors record a high level of reception to the comics amongst the population in and around 

the area, “they received immediate feedback from the towns-people…Many were astonished 

that the youngsters had made the comics themselves” (Packalen & Sharma, 2007: 74).  In this 

particular campaign, attention was focused on safe-sex, rape, and multiple partners etc. The 

medium of grassroots comics is useful in dealing with issues of a sensitive nature as they 

stretch further than the boundaries of interpersonal communication (Boeren, 1994). 

Grassroots Comics in other parts of Africa 

Benin 

The African Movement of Working Children and Youth (AMWCY) is an organization that 

tries to organise child workers to improve their own conditions and social environment. They 

support education, literacy, health care, freedom of expression and work safety and resist 

child trafficking and exploitation (Packalen & Sharma, 2007). The AMWCY has branches in 
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20 countries with an emphasis on West Africa. The twelve priority rights for working 

children as recognised by the AMWCY are:  

• The right to be taught a trade 
• The right to stay in the village (not to migrate) 
• The right to work in a safe environment 
• The right to light and limited work 
• The right to rest when sick 
• The right to be respected 
• The right to be listened to 
• The right to healthcare 
• The right to play 
• The right to learn to read and write 
• The right to self expression and to form organisations  
• The right to equitable legal aid, in case of difficulty  
      (Packalen & Sharma,2007; 81) 

 

A workshop was set up to introduce comics to 17 AMWCY activists from nine different 

countries at a gathering in Cotonou, Benin in May 2005, sponsored by local and international 

NGOs. The goal was to make comics a communication tool for AMWCY which called for a 

systematic training of tutors in grassroots comic production. The role of the tutors is to share 

and exercise what they have learnt with their various groups and organisations so as to utilise 

the medium for participatory communication efforts. A few people are taught the easy and 

practical process of grassroots comic creation, some of whom later become tutors themselves. 

The workshop conducted in Benin proved to be more successful than anticipated and it was 

noted that the participants were able to pick up the needed skills easily, with no shortage of 

stories they wanted to tell. Stories containing concerns about the twelve rights associated with 

AMWCY were very popular, as well as stories which contained mention of vulnerable female 

workers (Packalen & Sharma, 2007: 82). The AMECY coordinator, Romaine Dieng, said 

after a meeting of the World Movement of Working Children in Siena, Italy 2006 (where 

comics from AMWCY were exhibited): 

The comics created interesting moments of exchange and discussions between us and 

the participants. Thanks to them the participants have an idea of the situation prevailing 

in Africa. In short, the comics just summed up what was to be written in the reports or 

explained verbally (Ibid, 2007: 82) 
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In other words, the comics were such powerful tools in portraying the perceptions of the 

individuals who created them, that there was no need for a report on the situations that plague 

these individuals; it was all summed up in the comics they had produced that this brought 

attention to the very concerns they felt were important.  

Mozambique 

World Comics – Finland was invited to conduct a grassroots comics workshop in 

Mozambique to train 30 odd participants in comic production so as to empower the 

participants to exercise the use of comics within their respective areas. The participants were 

made up of students, tutors and teachers from the teaching training colleges who came from 

various locations in and around Mozambique (Maputo, Beira, Chimoio, Nacala etc.). The 

workshop was held in Chimoio in October 2005 with the focus of training the participants to 

become comics tutors themselves for their respective communities and/or NGOs (Packalen & 

Sharma, 2007: 85). 

Since a large majority of the participants came from a teaching background, the workshop 

was designed to instruct them mainly on basic comics-making skills and an understanding of 

the concept. The initial workshop consisted of a four-day exercise in which the participants 

were trained in making the comics themselves. Thereafter, the participants were split up into 

four groups and sent to four different locations to run their own comics workshops as tutors. 

They received backup in the form of workshop facilitators, but that these facilitators acted 

more as advisors than as coordinators of the workshops. According to the authors: 

The tutors took charge of their workshops with admirable eagerness and ran them quite 

successfully, and almost all test workshop participants were able to finish their comics 

within three days and in most cases also distribute them in their communities (Packalen 

& Sharma, 2007: 86) 

This suggests a rather remarkable interest for NGOs and teachers into the usefulness of 

grassroots comics; the comics would encourage “active dialogue” in the workshop setting, 

and facilitates public health message dissemination to broader community.  

The core group of comics tutors trained in October 2005 have now run several workshops in 

different parts of Mozambique. It is projected that by the end of 2009, there will be more than 

1300 persons who have gone through training in making grassroots comics and thirty new 

tutors will be trained in Mozambique itself (Ibid, 2007: 86). According to the authors, the 
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reason for this is that “because grassroots comics build on local issues, local community 

involvement, and local visual culture, there is no need for further outside intervention once 

the basic skills have been learned” (Ibid, 2007: 86). Through a fostered sense of self-

development and social learning, the creation and dissemination of grassroots comics need 

not be sustained by communication professionals and/or workers external to the community 

as the skills that are required are learnt by those within the community through their own 

indigenization of the medium. Thereafter they can be further shared with others who are 

willing to learn or those who share a common goal in the development process. 

Conclusion 

This chapter introduces the concept of grassroots comics and its correlation to the field of 

development communication. The medium of print has a unique history within human society 

and can be found in any community as a means of expression or communication. Various 

forms of media have been adapted as apparatus’ in aiding the goals of development 

communication practitioners over the years, including radio, television, print and in more 

contemporary times, the internet. This chapter explores the particular usefulness of print 

media within certain development communication initiatives and reflects on theoretical 

contributions to interpreting the communicative value of print media. The case studies 

discussed highlight the practical use of grassroots comics in context and provide some insight 

into understanding grassroots comics as a development communication tool. The following 

chapter will deal more with the overarching field of development communication, and 

discuss the fundamental and paradigmatic shifts of theories advocated within the field of 

development. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 

Development communication, as a body of knowledge, incorporates a plethora of ideas and 

theories that attempt to understand issues from macro perspectives of international relations, 

to micro perspectives of local community development. Indeed, the word ‘development’ is 

itself ambiguous, depending on the context in which it is defined. This chapter attempts to 

clarify the progression of the field of development communication from 1945.  

This requires a critical discussion of the progressive stages of development communication 

theory and the key contributions that support the different modes of thought found throughout 

this umbrella theory. Development communication is still not a watertight area of academic 

inquiry and indeed continues to undergo academic (as well as pragmatic) negotiation from 

context to context. The major point of consideration in this instance is that development 

communication theory does not exist to present an exact and all-encompassing solution to the 

problems faced by underdeveloped nations or communities. Rather, it aims to present a set of 

useful guidelines and criteria for which to appropriately analyse a particular context with 

reference to the shortcomings and achievements of other development communication 

endeavours. 

This chapter discusses the relationship of the notion of development communication to this 

study. Although much can be said regarding the historical progression of the theory of 

development itself, it is my aim to focus on significant changes within the field, and the 

criticisms or support each have received. 

Although it may be important to consider the following chapter as a description of the 

conceptual framework, it is to remain exactly that, a conceptual framework – and not a 

precise or structural method at achieving true participation. One of the very tenets of 

contemporary development research promotes this notion of specificity in communication 

with regard to the development context. Therefore, as a central guideline for this project, 

development communication is to be determined in large by the participation of the 

community itself, without the implementation of pre-determined structures of development 

communication. The theory does, however, significantly contribute to the methods used in 

order to direct and obtain research objectives amongst myself and the Khwe community.   
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Development Communication: A progressive overview 

Now some six decades old, the notion of development communication has been a confident 

driving factor behind most international relations following the Second World War, 

especially between developed nations and under-developed nations - although these terms 

themselves are rather ambiguous. The field of development communication encompasses a 

divergence of theoretical contributions, some often contradicting others; but nevertheless 

there is a determining factor in all development research that is of particular significance. All 

theories start with the community or society as the target for development. This simple factor 

suggests that all processes of development are somewhat hermeneutic in that their departure 

point is a focus on the community (or society) and their end point should come full circle to 

return to a focus on the community in context. Whereas many older theories did not promote 

this idea, it is nonetheless important to consider that all development focuses on social 

groupings. Whilst geography, technology, infrastructure, economy, culture, religion and so on 

may be important elements to consider in any development context, it is a return to the simple 

fact that all these groupings share in common that they inherently involve the aspect of social 

orientation – human interaction. Thus, development can never be determined in terms of 

positivist or reductionist discourse for it suggests that the human being is the beginning and 

end-point of development, and that people are constantly adapting to their socio-cultural 

environments far too quickly for any theory to support a mechanistic approach towards 

development.  

Modernization in Development 

Definitions of development and communication are somewhat fractured and prolific in 

scholarly writing. Out of a number of studies looked at by Jo Ellen Fair and Hemant Shah 

(1997) - approximately 140 studies - in the final years of the nineties; they noted that only 

roughly a third of these studies on development communication actually conceptualised 

development (cf. Melkote & Steeves 2001: 34). Additionally, where definitions were given, 

understanding about development differed greatly.  

Events following World War II called for a rapid re-evaluation of the term development, and 

what this term meant to nations that required rapid economic, political and social 

restructuring in the eyes of "developed" nations (cf. Servaes, 1999). As a result of world 

powers radically redesigning their definitions of global communication support and 

innovation for the purpose of rapid development in lesser developed nations (including war-
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torn Europe and the colonial states of the pre-war years), development was deemed 

answerable by a number of economic and structural factors designed  (by developed nations 

themselves) to be adopted by nations in which development had yet to be achieved (cf. 

Servaes, 1999; Melkote & Steeves, 2001; McPhail, 2009).  

The first dominant paradigm to emerge in the late 1940s was that of modernization, which 

extolled scientific rationality and individualism to the process of development. According to 

Srinivas Melkote and Leslie Steeves (2001: 71), “Economic growth via the Western model of 

adopting a capitalist economic system, building up formal infrastructure, and acquiring 

technologies is prioritized.” In actual fact, dominant world powers were defining 

development in terms of their own progress in the industrial era and the overcoming of 

economic and political factors that curbed these development procedures. “The United States 

was defining development as the replica of its own political economic system and opening 

the way for transnational corporations” (Servaes, 1999: 18). Furthermore, “[i]mplicit in the 

discourse of modernization is a certain philosophy of what development in the Third World 

should be, and how it should be brought about” (Melkote and Steeves, 2001: 71) 

The underlying assumption of this paradigm was that in order to "catch up" with the 

developed First World nations, Third World countries were to adopt a model deemed 

necessary by the qualified professionals in the "developed" nations (cf. Servaes, 1999). This 

assumption was largely based on the idea of diffusing information and innovations on a 

massive scale so as to pique the interest of developing nations into adopting Western 

structures for the security of their own social and economic environments. Thus this 

dominant paradigm of development guided academic thinking and practice from the late 

1940s to the early 1960s and was extremely influential in development communication theory 

as well as practice (ibid 2001: 71).  

According to Jan Servaes (1999: 19), developed nations were successful in promoting their 

ideas of economic determinism, and the adoption of new platforms of media to rapidly spread 

this determinism was attractive to developing countries: 

 These nations were attracted by the new technology transfer and the model of a 

centralized state with careful economic planning and centrally directed 

development bureaucracies for agriculture, education, and health as the most 

effective strategies to catch up with the industrialized world.  
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In this regard, “traditional ways of doing things, particularly in the agriculture sector, were 

looked at negatively and modern methods were viewed as saving and eventually uplifting the 

poor” (McPhail 2009: 8). These new approaches were to be communicated most effectively 

to large audiences via the mass media.  

This tendency towards the use of mass communication originally marked the first decade or 

so during which the media were used in the field of development (cf. Bessette, 1996: 12). 

“These initial experiences, centred mainly on the mass media, relied both on a 

communication model based on persuasion and information transmission, and on a 

development model based on increasing economic activity and changes in values and 

attitudes” (Ibid, 1996: 12). Servaes (1999: 25) elaborates on this notion by describing it in 

other words: “the media stimulate, in direct and indirect ways, mobility and economic 

development; they are the motivators and movers for change and modernization.” Many 

critics have argued that this approach was more of a veiled form of Westernization, namely 

the imitation of Western models and institutions in the developing world. The reason is that it 

is based on a communication process that views a message as simply going from a sender to 

receiver under the assumption that the receiver will utilize this information in reorienting 

their social, political, economic and cultural practices towards a more ‘Informed’ way of 

living as suggested by the media message (cf. Casmir, 1991; Melkote & Steeves, 2001; 

Servaes, 1999). 

 Although early theories of development did recognise, to varying degrees, the importance of 

communication, they all stemmed from different academic backgrounds and thus adopted 

strategies already in-place within industrialized nations and ‘fine-tuned’ them to better suit 

the conditions of developing nations in the South8. “Indigenous ways were dismissed, 

marginalized, ridiculed, or ignored” (McPhail, 2009: 9). Consequently, the means of 

modernization were the prolific transfer of capital, ideology, technology and know-how to 

lesser developed nations, and “[t]he measures of progress were Gross National Product, 

literacy, the industrial base, urbanization, and the like: all quantifiable criteria” (Servaes, 

1999: 20). 

                                                

8 Development in the modernization paradigm looks at the influence of ‘developed’ nations in the northern 
hemisphere over the development processes of ‘lesser-developed’ nations in the southern hemisphere. 
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Social scientists such as Walt Rostow (1960) and Daniel Lerner (1958) were key proponents 

of the unilinear model of modernisation. These two intellectuals stated overtly that once key 

institutions and certain behaviour patterns were established, development would be more or 

less sustained. “The changes were irreversible and the process of development moved in a 

common universal direction” (Melkote & Steeves, 2001: 84). The problem with this was that 

although the intention was to rapidly support Third World nations in emancipating 

themselves from underdevelopment, there was a large amount of support coming in from 

industrialized, western nations. This opened the way for the implementation of western 

models of government and free trade which were in contradiction to the culturally diverse and 

disparate models of Third World nations. “The development strategy that was emphasized 

was the principle of lassaiz-faire. In French this would mean – complete independence” 

(Melkote & Steeves, 2001; 78).  

It was generally assumed that a nation became truly modern and developed when 
it arrived at a point where it closely resembled Western industrial nations in terms 
of political and economic behaviour and institutions, attitudes toward technology 
and innovation, and social and psychic mobility. (Fjes, 1976, In Melkote and 
Steeves, 2001: 79). 

The overarching themes of modernization presumed that lesser developed Third World 

nations were somewhat limited in their capacity to cope with problems and crises or even to 

master their own social, political and economic environments (cf. Ascroft et al., 1994; 

Servaes, 1999). The advanced Western nations, on the other hand, were seen as possessing 

the means with which to achieve these ends through their wide range of systematic autonomy 

and the ability to effectively achieve successful rates of industrialization, urbanization and 

economic growth.  In other words, these development strategies were based on the impact of 

central countries providing those on the periphery with the means for development (cf. Baran, 

1967; Gunder Frank, 1967).  

In summary, one can notice an ongoing theme that is evident throughout this paradigm in 

explaining development policies and practices. That is that, on the macro level, economic 

growth in Third World nations can only be achieved by the application of western models of 

industrialization and technology diffusion disguising the notion that these factors, although 

developed in a context of their own, cannot objectively be applied to diverse national 

contexts on a global scale. On the micro level, altering people’s attitudes and beliefs through 

the use of new technology and simple sender-receiver models of communication to adopt 
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new modes of thought, is a romantic theoretical ideal that is difficult to adhere to in practice 

as it completely ignores the socio-cultural climate of the receiver. 

The modernization paradigm stressed the importance of aiding Third World nations in 

adopting development policies and models that were deemed beneficial to their economic and 

political growth by professionals within the developed nations (cf. Melkote & Steeves, 2001). 

Almost like the analogy of an older brother giving support to his younger brother who has not 

yet experienced everything his older brother has so as to avoid making the same mistakes as 

him. The difference being, that the Third World would thus have to ‘look up to’ the First 

World nations for support and development assistance, as opposed to a self-sustainable 

means of alleviating development issues for themselves (which was the ultimate intention of 

the modernization paradigm). Thus scholars and development practitioners within these Third 

World nations started to identify major flaws in the critical reasoning of the modernization 

paradigm, and consequently started to criticise the model itself for its positivist and 

determinist tendencies.  

Modernization versus Dependency 

Out from under the umbrella of the modernization paradigm came what could probably be 

described as the exact antithesis of the First World dominance over development practices 

from the late 1940s to the early 1960s. More and more, modernization was being criticised 

for being overtly deterministic and ethnocentric in the opinions of Third World intellectuals 

(cf. Kumar, 1994: 84, 85). The main argument that stemmed from this criticism was that 

underdevelopment was not a result of – primarily - internal factors such as a lack of capital 

and technology, but rather that underdeveloped nations were being further underdeveloped by 

developed nations. To simplify this line of thought I refer to developed nations as nations at 

the core or centre, and for underdeveloped nations I refer to the periphery9. In other words, 

what was occurring was that the nations at the centre were widening the gap between 

developed and underdeveloped nations by implementing global economic and political 

strategies within nations in the Periphery. This line of thought refers to the paradigm of 

dependency. 

                                                

9 Dependency theory tends to delineate between developed nations with the capital to promote their 
development interests as "core" nations, whereas nations in the "periphery" refer to those nations dependent on 
the core nations for their economic and industrial support (cf. Baran, 1967; Gunder Frank 1967)  
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Development in the periphery depended on foreign investment and support from the centre, 

and so western models of economics and politics were seen as the cornerstone for 

implementing development policies for nations in the periphery. One of the founding fathers 

of this paradigm was Paul Baran (1967) who was one of the first to articulate the concept that 

development and underdevelopment are interrelated process, in essence, “two sides of the 

same coin” (Servaes, 1999: 32). “In Baran’s view, continued imperialist dependence after the 

end of the colonial period is ensured first and foremost by the reproduction of socioeconomic 

and political structures at the periphery in accordance with the interests of the centre powers” 

(Ibid, 1999: 32). 

On a theoretical level these criticisms stemmed from a general Marxist or structuralist 

reorientation toward the issue of development. Unlike the modernization paradigm which 

found its roots in western views of development, this new line of thought was brought about 

by Latin American social scientists who believed that “underdevelopment was and still is 

generated by the very same historical processes which also generated economic development: 

the development of capitalism itself” (Gunder Frank, 1967: 9). In this sense, the centre 

powers utilised underdevelopment in the periphery to sustain development and economic 

growth within their own nations. According to Melkote and Steeves (2001: 171), “The 

dominant paradigm denied history to developing nations” in that “the assumption was that the 

Third World nations resembled earlier stages of the history of Western European nations.” In 

actual fact these Third World nations did not signify an earlier stage of European 

developmental history but are, in contrast, “a historical product of the past and continuing 

economic and other relations between the satellite underdeveloped and the now developed 

metropolitan countries” (Gunder Frank, 1967: 4). The central feature of the Third World, 

within this paradigm, is its dependent global economic position on the centre, and the 

criticisms against the power imbalances of the dominant paradigmatic model (Melkote & 

Steeves, 2001: 170). “The obstacles (for development) were, in other words, not internal but 

external to the dependent society” (Servaes, 1991: 58). “This also means that development in 

the Centre determines and maintains the underdevelopment in the Periphery” (Servaes, 1999: 

34). 

One of the most intriguing models resulting from this paradigm, which still dominates a large 

part of development communication today, is the consciousness model developed by Paulo 

Freire (1973).  
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Freire...identified communication as a process that is inseparable from the social 
and political processes necessary for development. According to him, for 
development communication to be effective, it had to be linked not only to the 
process of acquiring technical knowledge and skills, but also awareness-raising, 
politicization and organization processes (Bessette, 1996: 15). 

This model and its various applications have also been subject to a fair degree of criticism, 

but more will be discussed about this later on in chapter. What Freire was referring to 

however, was a localised idea of the situation of underdevelopment in line with the more 

global theory that “dependence is a conditioning situation in which the economies of one 

group of countries are conditioned by the development and expansion of others” (Dos Santos, 

1970, In Servaes, 1999: 231).  

In order to remove the external obstacles to development for the nations in the periphery, 

Dependistas10 argued that “each peripheral country should strive for self-reliance and search 

for new allies within the framework of a New International Economic Order” (Servaes, 1991: 

58). This was a set of proposals put forward during the 1970s by developing countries 

through the UN conference on Trade and Development in order to promote their interests by 

improving their terms of trade. It was to be a revision of the international economic system in 

favour of Third World countries (cf. Servaes, 1991). Paulo Freire argued for the same course 

of action within a national context, urging communities and peoples to become aware of the 

various facets of the real development problems within their region, organising themselves in 

order to react collectively and effectively to these problems and obtaining the necessary tools 

to put to proper use the solutions provided by the community (cf. Bessette, 2004).  

It is not possible to account for the diversity of thought present in dependency theory within 

the scope of this chapter, however it is important to note that this theory was supported by a 

number of intellectuals representing a variety of disciplines in the social sciences. This would 

clarify why Dependistas argued that “the domination of the periphery by the centre occurs 

through a combination of power components – military, economic, political, cultural, and so 

on” (Servaes, 1999: 35). Whereas the modernization paradigm took the nation state as its 

main framework of reference, Dependistas supported a predominantly international level of 

analysis towards development in the periphery. Modernization argued that structures internal 

to the nation had to be changed in order to establish long-term development goals, whereas 

                                                

10 Dependista refers to those theorists who were in support of the Dependency theory. (cf. Servaes, 1999: 41) 
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dependency suggested that these very models are themselves the problem as they are external 

to the nation under development.  

In general, the research into cultural dependency patterns is limited to quantitative and 

objectively measurable results. The problem with dependency theory is that “the qualitative 

impact and consequences of this dependency relationship are often overlooked: how these 

unequal processes affect the culture, ideology, and identity of the local population in the 

long-term” (Servaes, 1999: 39). Dependistas put too much emphasis on the contradictions at 

the international level and thus tend to overlook the existing contradictions at the national 

level between interests of the state and the media owners and between the government and 

the population (Ibid, 1999: 41).  In other words, dependency theory generally views the 

backwardness of development in the periphery as a result of exploited economic relations 

between the periphery and the centre, and does not account for the fundamental 

contradictions of development present within a national context. For example: the division of 

labour, class structures, media ownership etc.  

Modernization saw mass media as a key component for promoting sustainable development 

to countries in the periphery through what is referred to as a "trickle-down" affect (cf. 

Melkote & Steeves, 1999). This refers to the idea that it is enough to merely disseminate the 

knowledge and technology of the centre nations to the periphery through mass media, relying 

on a communication model based on persuasion and information transmission (Bessette, 

1996: 12). Dependency theory, however, saw mass media as another component of the 

modernization paradigm that was further supporting the development and growth of centre 

nations at the expense of the periphery. Instead Dependistas argued that ownership and 

control should be in the hands of the nation undergoing development instead of international 

donors.  

This also related to the communication strategies designed for development purposes. They 

stated that mass media provided a vehicle for the cultural imperialism of the centre on that of 

peripheral countries, and so should not be allowed to portray the ideological framework and 

tendencies of the First World. “[O]ne often observes that technologies are under control of 

those with power and are used in ways consistent with those interests” (Servaes, 1999: 30). 

Dependency theory argued for a more horizontal form of communication where the interest 

of the media was geared more towards emancipating communities from their particular 
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development concerns, through awareness raising and conscientization of the problem, as 

opposed to reflecting a model of Western media11.  

Criticisms of Dependency 

As stated above, dependency theory flows from a dissatisfaction with the modernization 

paradigm in that it was said to be too reductionist and did not account for diverse target 

populations. Instead, it adopted a mechanistic approach toward all situations of development 

communication. The dependency theory, however, has also been criticised for being 

minimally different from the modernization paradigm in that it is incapable of explaining the 

realities of the postcolonial world (Servaes, 1996: 59). Both approaches – for example – start 

from mainly economic and/or socioeconomic variables, although where modernization 

stresses the importance of change for internal factors, dependency argues that the problem 

stems from external factors.  

Thus the dependency theory sees the fundamental contradiction in the global context between 

the centre and the periphery and, therefore, fails to take into account the internal class and 

productive structures of the periphery that inhibit development (Ibid, 1996: 59). The theory 

argues for a politicization of local media, and advocates that the average man should take 

control of his or her environment. Thus they will actively emancipate themselves from 

western dominance by becoming aware of the various sources of the development problems 

in their very region, and organising themselves in order to react to these problems 

collectively. The problem with this, however, is that communities might group themselves 

together to overthrow the dominant political or economic structures without having any real 

or solid means with which to change the current conditions. This would merely be a coup or 

confrontation situation in place of collective negotiation towards solving the problem 

effectively. Through promoting change and transgression from the 'dominant' paradigm, it is 

argued that dependency theorists were indirectly promoting rebellion and resistance to 

outside support and/or exploitation (Servaes, 1999).  

The relentless tensions between the modernization and the dependency paradigms revolve 

around the somewhat similar and structured differences between that of internal and external 

factors facing developing nations. Although a thorough analysis of the differences between 

                                                

11 Within developing nations themselves, development and the use of the mass media mirrored a scaled down 
version of the dominant top down model.  
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the two would take us on a long-winded, intellectual 'roller-coaster ride', it nevertheless 

remains that these two paradigms may claim to emphasize a focus towards 'internal' and/or 

'external' issues inhibiting development, but in reality these factors are not inherently 

independent of each other. In order to understand a situation in context, one is to take into 

account both internal and external factors that contribute to - or inhibit - development within 

that context.  

In other words, in order to develop an understanding of any particular context of 

development, one must first understand the social formations and class relationships of the 

subject community; and how these structures articulate with the external factors of 

globalisation and cultural imperialism, on the one hand, as well as the internal factors of the 

ruling classes and the social, political and economic climate in which the individual lives, on 

the other (Servaes, 1999; 42). "To dismiss Third World ruling classes as mere puppets whose 

interests are always synonymous with those of the centre is to ignore the realities of a much 

more complex relationship" (Ibid, 1999: 42). This "complex" relationship refers to the notion 

that development is hardly defined by an attack on the dominant paradigm and the tensions 

that exist between modernization and dependency, but rather that if development is to be 

taken seriously, it cannot merely be the subject of a biased point of view including all-

encompassing explanations which determine the affects of development from either an 

"internal" or "external" point of view.  

What I mean is that it is important to consider the implications of the dependency paradigm 

in the field of development communication, as it contested the dominant notion that 

development was uniform and started with the implementation of Western models of 

development in the Third World. However, it is equally as important to note that although the 

dependency theory offered a divergent method of understanding the concept of development, 

it too has its own shortcomings and cannot comprehensively account for an accurate 

understanding of development as a whole. According to Servaes (1999; 44) dependency tends 

to be more of a macro perspective which “diverts attention to an interest in the problem of 

policy” but possesses a lack of concrete internal development strategies.   

Blomstrom and Hettne (1984: 199) suggest that the failure of a society to gain independence 

and self-reliance “must be understood in accordance with the structural and political changes 

in the world,” and should not only be viewed as a result of poor national development or 

internal structural weaknesses. Furthermore Friberg and Hettne (1985: 212) note that “Self-
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reliance is a difficult option in the context of the present world order” and as a result of this, 

dependency does well to analyse major problems inherent in development communication, 

but lacks a suitable solution to these problems. “Dependency addressed the causes of 

underdevelopment but did not provide ways of addressing that underdevelopment” (Servaes, 

1999: 45). 

Ultimately, development and communication theories stemming from the dominant paradigm 

of modernization called for a reassessment in the eyes of more contemporary views of 

communication which began to emerge in order to address particular development issues that 

previous theories had failed to identify. Dependency theory was one such theory, which 

reacted to the failure of modernization in producing the positive economic and social changes 

that it had predicted. However, as Thomas McPhail (2009: 26) points out, both the 

modernization and dependency paradigms focused on theories of mass communication and 

the affects thereof, for the formulation of their views on development or cultural imperialism 

respectively. Amidst the debate between these two theoretical approaches emerged a 

somewhat counterbalancing approach (McPhail, 2009: 26) towards the field of development 

communication, namely that of Another Development. In order to discuss the relevance of 

Another Development in the context of the Khwe community, I will first discuss examples of 

modernization and dependency in relation to the historical context of the Khwe Bushmen. 

The position of the Khwe within the Dominant paradigm 

For the Khwe, the years of the Border War (1966-1989) might have been the high point of 

hierarchical development structures dominating their socio-political and cultural 

environments, as well as their physical ones. The South African government's direct political 

involvement in the affairs of this group of people lead, in turn, to their complete economic 

dependence on the South African military (Robbins, 2004). The !Xun and Khwe were utilised 

by the South African Defence Force (the SADF) along the Caprivi strip12 for their unique 

tracking and field-work qualities, especially in the area of military reconnaissance. The 

fleeing of the !Xun and Khwe from war-torn Angola led them ultimately to the South African 

military base named Alpha (which was itself designed to train Bushman trackers in the war 

                                                

12 The Caprivi strip is a corridor of Namibian land that separates the borders of Angola and Botswana from one 
another. This strip of land was extremely valuable (strategically speaking) to the SADF during the years of the 
Border War (cf. Robbins, 2004).  See Figure 3. 
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against the South West Africa Peoples’ Organisation [SWAPO13]). In earlier years this may 

have been purely a disguise by the South African military, to coerce a neutral group of 

traditionally nomadic people into joining their cause, but eventually the SADF began to see 

the usefulness of the Bushmen battalion (the infamous battalion 31) and the qualities of both 

the !Xun and the Khwe in low-intensity warfare (cf. Robbins, 2004: 10 - 11).  

 

Figure 3 - Map of Caprivi Strip 

The !Xun were the first of the two clans to be employed by the SADF in the Caprivi, and 

hence the base named "Alpha" was established in the 1970s to accommodate the growing 

number of refugees from Angola who had been coerced14 into joining the army. The arrival 

of the Khwe from West Caprivi came a short while later, and a large number of them assisted 

in the building of the Alpha base. The Khwe too were asked to enlist and provide more 

manpower for the Bushmen Battalion in return for employment and social security. The 

Khwe obliged, and the construction of army base Omega (which was located across the road 

from Alpha) began in order to accommodate both the !Xun and Khwe  (cf. Robbins, 2004). 

                                                

13 The former liberation movement in Namibia in opposition to the South African Defense force during the 
struggle for Namibia's independence in what was known as the Border War. 
14 There was little in the way of volunteering for the army. Bushmen men were offered very high salaries and 
services for signing up which easily created the delusion that signing up was an act of "free choice". Bushmen 
refugees from Angola actually had very little choice in the matter; they either had to sign up or leave the Caprivi 
region entirely (cf. Robbins, 2004). 
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According David Robbins (2004: 12) "by 1978 the base already housed more than 3000 San 

... with a considerable percentage of the remainder living in an informal settlement 

immediately outside the base." Omega had a strong monthly cash-flow, and possessed "all 

the characteristics of a self-sustaining village" (Ibid, 2004: 12). By 1981 the population 

exceeded 3500 people and a second Bushman battalion was formed. This highlights the 

considerable impact the SADF had on the lifestyles of the both the !Xun and the Khwe, and 

the economic support and social infrastructure imposed by the South African government on 

these groups of people.  

One might think of it in terms of the modernization paradigm as bringing a valuable process 

of change and development to an otherwise under-developed group of people. The dominant 

political and economic structures in place were those imposed by the South African 

government through its Defence Force, and the provision of living space, security and 

employment (which are seen as basic needs under modernization) were exchanged for the use 

of the Bushmen's skill in warfare (cf. Robbins, 2004). In the 1980s Omega was even 

something of a tourist attraction, and an example of how the South African government was 

involved in the upliftment of non-white communities affected by the war. The latter was of 

course in line with the fact that the SADF had proudly proclaimed that it had abolished race-

discrimination. Beneath the surface, however,  a basic racist structure still remained, and the 

fact that the Bushmen were non-white, and in a position against the communist-inspired 

African independent movements, they naturally fell largely in favour of the agenda of the 

South African military (cf. Robbins, 2004). 

By 1989 Omega had over 4500 inhabitants and was a thriving community. According to 

Linford (in Robbins, 2004: 14): "the quiet peaceful community soon became a thriving social 

establishment." The Department of Education had become involved, as well as health 

services and the church. People were living in wooden cabins, and there was a proper 

hospital, a shop and a school. Some of the NCO’s wives who were stationed at Omega started 

their own bakery, and even a clothing factory where they employed the local !Xun and Khwe 

women (cf. Robbins, 2004). For all intents and purposes, Omega was an example of 

modernization in the context of the !Xun and Khwe, and the acculturation15 of the Bushmen 

from their traditional, nomadic lifestyles to the 'more developed', contemporary society lay in 

                                                

15 The process of adopting the cultural traits or social patterns of another group (Oxford English Dictionary). 
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the imposition of social and structural constraints placed upon them in their new socio-

economic and political environment. 

This marks the point at which the arguments of the dependency paradigm relate to the 

situation of the !Xun and Khwe communities. Having relied on the South African 

government for economic support and security, the population of Bushmen in the Western 

Caprivi (most of whom were stationed at Omega) became completely dependent on the 

SADF, and if the military were to pull out, the entire socio-economic structure in place would 

collapse (cf. Robbins, 2004: 11). "Talk of upliftment and development were underpinned by a 

more sinister economic reality" (Ibid, 2004: 11). Unfortunately for the Bushmen of the 

Western Caprivi, this reality was felt in full when the Defence Force pulled out of Namibia in 

order to avoid what has been termed by Robbins (2004) as a "military disaster". The date for 

the independence of Namibia had been set and the main task of the Bushmen Battalion had 

become the preparation for demobilisation. South Africa had lost the war against SWAPO 

and the question now was what would become of the !Xun and Khwe after the demobilisation 

of the Bushmen Battalion. 

Already Colonel Linford, who had lived and fought with the !Xun and Khwe for several 

years, noted in his reports that the Bushman soldier could not be judged according to the 

same rules used for RSA servicemen (Robbins, 2004: 13). Additionally he stated that the 

Bushmen were, and would remain for several generations, different, and that he should be 

measured according to his own standards (Ibid, 2004; 13). However, in accordance with 

dependency, this potential was suppressed through external factors such as the economic and 

political agendas of the South African government, and it’s Defence Force. 

Having stated that both the !Xun and Khwe communities had become largely dependent on 

the SADF, one can assume that there was not much left for these two groups of people once 

the SADF had no use for them. Once again, the two Bushman communities had become the 

victims of socio-economic structures that they were not accustomed to, and instead of being 

in a place of self-sustainability, they were in a place where their future lay in the hands of the 

very people who had caused their dependence on them in the first place. Therefore, the 

continual dependence of the Bushmen communities on the South African government was 

masked by the promise of housing, employment and security. Although the !Xun and Khwe 

did receive these things initially, they were now too accustomed to a Western way of life to 

return to their nomadic way of living. The SADF had to think about the consequences of its 
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involvement in the affairs of these two communities as they were largely responsible for the 

resulting dependence of the !Xun and Khwe after the Border War was over.   

The Schmidtsdrift Land Claim is another checkpoint along the historical journey of the Khwe  

(and the !Xun community alike). The South African government, faced with the demand for 

living space and housing by the !Xun and Khwe, needed to make a reasonable decision as to 

what would happen to the some 4000 inhabitants of Western Caprivi who opted for moving 

to South Africa. After all, the Bushmen had been fighting against SWAPO, and now that 

SWAPO was in power, many of them feared the future were they to remain in Namibia (cf. 

Robbins, 2004: 17). Their dependency lay in their trust that the government would never 

abandon them or leave them to their own demise the way the Portuguese had in Angola (Ibid, 

2004: 17). The !Xun and Khwe who had served in the military, and their families, were thus 

offered the option of relocation to South Africa where they would be provided with land and 

housing. 

Most of !Xun and Khwe situated at the Omega army base in Western Caprivi chose to be 

relocated to an open arid space 80 kilometres outside Kimberley in the Northern Cape named 

Schmidtsdrift. This resulted from lengthy negotiations between representatives from South 

Africa, Namibia, SWAPO, the United Nations Transition Assistance Group, the Organisation 

of African Unity, as well as delegations from both Angola and Botswana (Robbins, 2004: 

18). The basic understanding on the part of the Bushmen (made up of !Xun and Khwe 

soldiers and their families) was that they were to be resettled, and "looked after" in terms of 

their needs by the South African government during this period of transition.  

If continued imperialist dependence after the end of the colonial period is ensured first and 

foremost by the reproduction of socioeconomic and political structures at the periphery in 

accordance with the interests of the centre powers (Baran, 1967), then the dependence of the 

Bushmen on the SADF would be an example of a community at the periphery being moulded 

by the interests of the powers at the core. After the Border War, South Africa went through a 

radical change itself and entered a period of democratic negotiation between the government 

and previously marginalised independent movements (Robbins, 2004: 17). The development 

of South Africa as a whole took precedence over a small community of  Bushmen who did 

not figure so much in the greater scheme of things. The SADF had funded the relocation of 

the Bushmen from Caprivi to Schmidtsdrift where they were allowed access to over 38 000 

hectares of land. 
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 The problems would arise, however, from the fact that the South African military had 

secured the economic dependence of the !Xun and Khwe. The Bushmen battalion that was 

still deployed to patrol the South Africa/Botswana border, was disbanded following the 

National Party's commitment to disbanding the notorious Koevoet (crowbar) military unit in 

1989. The fate of the !Xun and Khwe at Schmidtsdrift was most uncertain as their economic 

support came from the salaries earned by the men working for the military. With the 

Bushmen battalion disbanded, there would be no form of income for the !Xun and Khwe 

families unless the men served in  units much too far away from home.  

This all fell in line with the reluctance of the National Party to accept the logic of a unitary 

state which resulted in some impasses at the Convention for a Democratic South Africa 

(CODESA16). CODESA had favoured the request to implement a housing project for the 

!Xun and Khwe in the Schmidtsdrift region, and planning for the project was already well 

under way before the South African Cabinet had finally decided by mid 1992 that there 

would be no housing for the San at Schmidtsdrift. All hope was finally severed with a 

simultaneous claim, from a group of Tswana people, over the same land (cf. Robbins, 2004). 

The !Xun and Khwe were left with literally no hope of a new start (which is the exact 

opposite of what they had been led to believe). Their dependence on the centre powers (the 

SADF and the government) was determined by socio-economic and political factors, and 

whilst South Africa itself was undergoing its own democratic development, the development 

of the Bushmen communities situated at Schmidtsdrift took a largely unnoticed back-seat. A 

massive difference to the way things were at Camp Omega, Schmidtsdrift was a town of 

canvas tents and makeshift schools and clinics. These were hardly the conditions the 

Bushmen were accustomed to, or even promised for that matter (cf. Robbins, 2004).  

It is interesting to note elements of early development  theory within the historical context of 

the !Xun and Khwe San communities. The dominant paradigm of modernisation can be noted 

as far back as their colonial past under the rule of the Portuguese in Angola. Their incursion 

into the events that were shaping the world around them lead them to relinquish a dominantly 

nomadic lifestyle for the safety and security of modern ways of life. Their later incursion into 

                                                

16 Convention for a Democratic South Africa. This convention began in late 1991 and represented 19 groups 
(including the ANC, the NP, IFP, the DP etc.). It rapidly fell apart after the National Party and the Pan 
Africanist Congress boycotted it in 1992. Democratic negotiations for South Africa were to continue for some 
time, however, the convention did contribute to negotiations about the eventual national democratic elections to 
be held in South Africa in 1994 (cf. Robbins, 2004). 
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Bushmen battalions under the SADF in the Caprivi strip in the 1970s paved the path for their 

economic dependence on a centre power.  

The infrastructure and aid they received from the South African military at Camp Omega 

during the war years, and up until 1989, reflected the positive effects of concrete 

development strategies. However, their reliance on such a system ultimately led to their own 

acculturation into the modern world, and their indefinite dependence on the powers that put 

them there. From the time of their relocation to South Africa in 199017, to this current day, 

the !Xun and Khwe communities have been subject to continuous, and very much contentious 

development strategies. A focus on the communities themselves has largely been misdirected 

by the need to judge these people by the standards of modern development, completely 

alienating them from their very real, personal, local experiences. In other words, a socio-

cultural understanding of the Khwe community has been substituted by a quantifiable set of 

criteria determined by dominant models of development (the same is true for the !Xun 

community as they have shared a complex past with the Khwe). 

A Starting Point for 'Another' Approach 

The years following the Border War saw further struggles for the Khwe community in terms 

of their own development. In fact, situations at Schmidtsdrift were worse than they ever were 

at Omega camp, and the population of Schmidtsdrift was growing larger whilst health-care 

and education services were getting steadily worse with employment becoming more and 

more scarce. The long-winded negotiations of the !Xun and Khwe Trust and the Communal 

Property Association (CPA), not to mention the tensions between these two organisations, 

eventually ended with a purchase of land just outside Kimberley on a farm named 

Platfontein.  

The land cost R 7.5 million and spanned 13 000 hectare. Corruption and political infighting 

was involved with the purchase of the land, but the CPA had finally secured a piece of land 

for the now disconnected !Xun and Khwe communities, even though they had an immediate 

debt of roughly R 1 million. The land was initially bought in 1997, however, the purchase 

was followed by delays and stalled negotiations, and on 18 May 1999, President Nelson 

                                                

17 The !Xun and Khwe families who chose to relocate to South Africa were flown from Omega to Grootfontein, 
and from there to Kimberley. The final 80km from Kimberley to Schmidtsdrift was travelled by army trucks. 
The trip was recorded as being traumatizing to most involved (cf. Robbins, 2004). 
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Mandela visited Platfontein himself and handed over the title deeds (Robbins, 2004: 31). 

After nearly 10 years, the !Xun and Khwe had been in and out of hopes for a resolution to 

their situation at Schmidtsdrift, but not once had the needs or concerns of the community 

been accurately accounted for, or met18.  

For another few years the !Xun and Khwe would remain in tents at Schmidtsdrift whilst the 

CPA secured funds and provisions for the development of housing in Platfontein. The 

construction of housing in Platfontein commenced in late 2002 and finished in 2003. There 

were to be a total of 1000 households divided between the !Xun on the one side of the 

settlement, and the Khwe on the other, with a school and clinic bridging the two communities 

(cf. Robbins, 2004). Starting in December 2003, and continuing for the next few months after 

that, !Xun and Khwe families were transported from Schmidtsdrift to their new homes in 

Platfontein19.  

The move from Schmidtsdrift to Platfontein marks the point at which the !Xun and Khwe 

communities find themselves today. For roughly seven years, the !Xun and Khwe have 

possessed ownership of their own land and own housing, yet there are still major problems 

concerning  the population of Platfontein. These extend from basic health-care issues, to 

poverty, substance abuse, unemployment and a general frustration with the way things were 

(Robbins, 2004: 24). After so long there has been very little genuine effort to empower the 

Khwe community to view its true collective potential from a socio-cultural point of view. 

Politics and economics have been the predetermining factors behind this community's history 

for the past few decades. The need now is to shift the focus towards a more humanitarian 

approach in order to identify the tensions of the community at the grassroots level. 

Another Development - Development Communication in the Community  

Development and communication theories have continued to change over the years due to the 

fact human social and cultural interactions develop over time and are never fixed by a 

measurable standard. Keeping this in mind, theories of development communication that 
                                                

18 The !Xun and Khwe communities had been promised at camp Omega that they would definitely be well 
looked after by the South African government once they reached South African soil (cf. Robbins, 2004). More 
than 10 years had passed since they had been promised a better life, and nothing had yet come to fruition.   
19 The houses in Platfontein were literally being occupied as they were being completed which is why it took so 
long for families to be completely relocated from Schmidtsdrift to Platfontein. In all the process took roughly 
six months and during this time confusion reigned as the communities were spatially separated for some period 
of time (cf. Robbins, 2004: 34). 


