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DEVELOPMENT COHMUNICATION: ALTERNATIVE SYSTEMS 

World War 11 was decisive for dcfining development, communication, 

and the composite development communication in the light of the twentieth 

century realities. The chief winner in the conflict, thc United Statcs 

of America, madc then substantive contributions to the thcory and 

practice pertincnt to thc three processcs. Thesc approaches exerted 

a very strong influence in m�nv pares of thc world and went undisputcd 

for several yea�s. Only as of the middle of thc 60 1 s, and especially 

throughout the 70's, those concepts carne to be challenged and the 

practices were critically assessed. On to the 80's moved attempts at 

proposing "another development" and forging "alternative communication". 

THE OLD APPROACHES 

Understanding the relationship involved in the concept ''development 

communication" requires ascettaining what is undcrstood by "development" 

and by "communication". Thc conccpts of one and the othel· born with 

World War 11 have come nowadays to be rcgarded old as opposite perceptions 

have emerged involving fresh approaches. 

There appears to be a logical correspondcncc bct�een given concepts 

'-, 
of devclopmcnt and ccrtain conccpts of communication. This is reflected 

in the relationship postulated betwcen development and communication 

in the realm of the old approaches, as well as in that of the new ones. 

The Classic Developmcnt Models 

Brought about by the grcat burgeois revolutions of Europe in the 

eighteen and ninetecn centurícs, thc idea of progress prevailed until 

World War II. It portrayed the faith in a neccesary evolution of nations 



and persons towards evcr higher lcvcls of richncss accumulation assumed 

capablc of gencrating well-being and happiness for all. An offspring 

of empiricism and rationality, this notion carne to be somcwhat displaced 

by that of development, borrowed from biology, only after the conflagration. 

Marking a key diff er.ence between "natural" progress and induced develo¡::rnent, 

a measure of government intervention became acceptablc in Western academic 

and govcrnment circles. Through thc planned application of adequate 

capital inputs and advanced technologies to the control of nature, it was 

believed, development coul d  be made to happen. And this could now take 

place not anymorc in centuries but within mere decades if the developed 

nations were to tra n sfcr technical know-how and provide financial 

asistance to thosc countries still not developed. Thus, as a chief 

element in the expansion of its leadership to thc whole world, the United 

States of America built and run in the early SO's a foreign aid program 

charged with thc mission of tcaching in /\frica, Asia and Latín America 

the creed and making of "nacional dcvelopment". 

Between the late SO's and the carly 60's U.S. scholars from scveral 

disciplines proposed many divcrse conceptualizations of the development 

of nations. In spite of their differenccs in cxplanatory approaches, 
1 

a number of those thcoreticians scemed to somewhat share a core of beliefs. 

First, they assumed changc goes from "tradicional" to "modern" forms of 

individual and societal behavior; that is, from primitive, irrational, 

conservative, isolated and impr.oductive communitics to civilized, rational, 

progressive, integrated and productive nation-statcs. A corollary of it 

was the belief that traditionalism was necccsarily counterproductive far 

development whereas modcrnity was univcrsally desirable and attainable. 

Second, although they varied in positing a prime mover of change, they 

largely agrced in perceiving economic growth as the chief goal of national 
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development. This growth was secn as esscntially achievable by the 

transfer of sophisticated capital-intcnsive technologies for agricultural 

and industrial production as well as for transportation and communications. 

The economy had to envolve from its farming base to an industrial one 

and, in the process, most people had to move from rural dwcllings to 

urban residence. Coupling thc augmented production of goods and se"ices 

with incremcnts in consumption standar<ls will sccurc thc material 

advancement of peoplc. In turn, this advanccment should facilitatc 

improvements in literacy, formal education and cultural activity. 

Third, people will have to learn to save and invcst so as to accumulate 

wealth to secure continued well-bei�g even i( this takes deferring 

gratification. Fourth, modernizing the economy may involvc sacrifices 

and perhaps even sorne social disruptions at the bcgining but ultimately 

it should lead cverybody to enjoy a properous and democratic way of living. 

Fifth, although factors in the natural enviroment and in the social 

context are not irrclcvant, the key to national dcvelopment lies in the 

mentality of persons. As long as they keep embracing archaic erroneous 

perceptions of nature, human life and thc world, dcvelopment cannot be 

achievcd. Thus, development involves as a si.ne-�-� condition 

erasing from thc minds of individuals traditional values, images and 

beliefs and substituting them for those adequ3te to hclp them join 
"' 

modernity. It is only upon the advent of such psycho-cultural-rretanx:>rphosis 

that the individuals bccome apt to gencraLc economic growth and material 

advancement. And sixth, thc causes of underdcvelopment lay chiefly within 

the developing nations, not in the 

with advanced countries. 

nature of thcir externa! relationships 

Measurcm�nt of modernizntion or development was a concern common 

to many of the builders of paradigms. In addition to the set of economic 
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indicators prcsided by che GNP, thcy also included physical indicators 

such as kilowatts spent, kilometers of roads built, etc. Likewise, 

social factors were quantified: for instancc, number of hospital bcds 

and medical doctors per each thousand lnhabitnns, number of classrooms, 

students and tcachcrs by levels of instruction, pcrcentages of literacy 

and numbers of newspapcrs, radio reccivcrs, cinema seats and television 

sets per thousand inhabitants. Applying indicators as these statisticians 

built scales on which countries were ranked as highly dc vclopcd, dcveloped, 

undcrdcvclopcd and least dcvcloped. 

Three devcloprnent conceptualizations proved most influential and 

exemplified well the beliefs just briefly reviewed: the theory of 

modernization postulated by sociologist Daniel Lerner in 1958 througi 

The Passing of Traditional Society, the model prescnted in 1960 by 

economist W.W. Rostow in The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Coonunist 

Manifcsto, and the paradigm of Diffusion of Innovations proposed by 

rural sociologist Evcrett Rogcrs in 1962. 

Rostow figured out socicties moving Erom a tradicional stage to a

modern one thorugh a transitional interlude (in which pre-conditions 

appeared), a "cake-off" point, and a moment of drive to maturity. 

To rea& said devclopment-launching platform a country's economy had 

to raise savings and investments from 5 percent or less to 10 percent 

or more and double its rate of capital formation. This was normally 

to occur in a rclativcly short pcriod of radical change characterized 

by a substantive increasc in the ratc of technological advancement. 

At the culmination of the process, thc stage of "high mass consumption" 

the modcrnizcd country should have acquircd Lhe ability for self-sustaincd 

growth, essential ly indicatcd by the cvolution of thc Cross National Produce (CNP). 
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Lcrner hypothesized that the starting point of modernization was 

a minimum critical lcvel of urbanization. Only aftcr a country reached 

a growth of 10 pcrcent in that proccss the next stagc turncd possible: 

the joint expansion of litcracy and cornmunications (measured in terms 

of mass media exposure) sidc by sidc with urbanization to about 25 

percent. Economic advancement (in terms of highcr per capita income) 

and increase in political participation (in terms of voting) complcted 

the proccss made possiblc through thc interplay among all thcse factors, 

each stimulating growth in thc others. Behind it all operatcd an cven 

more important influence, empathy, a person's nbility to envision 

himself capable of attaining majar changes in his status as well as 

of placing himsclf in thc situations of others. This accounted for a 

sort of "psychíc mobility" which cnablcd thc pcrson to function ínnovatively 

and chus turn prone to modernization by bccoming racional, future oriented 

and confident to fullfilling improvemcnt aspirations. 

For Rogers an innovation is an idea perceived as ncw by an individual 

and communicated through certain channels, ovcr time, among the members 

of a social system. He proposcd that the stages through which the 

innovátion passes were awareness, interest, evaluation, trial and 

adopti�- Thc diffusion of innovations depended upon the rate of adoption 

of them. A few individuals would venture to readily adopt and innovation 

and, at the othcr extreme of. the continuum, a fcw individuals would never 

come to adopting it. In between those poles of "innovators" and "laggards", 

the majority of people pcrform thc adoption in a normally slow fashion; 

an innovation may indced takc years to be adopted in a whole social system. 

lnnovators are usually those members of a social system ranking high in 

income, education, communication and cosmopolitism. "Opinion leaders" 

constitute a main source of pcrsuasion to bring about adoption. 
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The Traditional Conceptions of Communication 

Rooted in Aristote 1 ian thinking, the preva i 1 i ng conceptualizations 

of communication also originated with WorW War II and mostly in che 

Unitcd Statcs of �mcrica. 

AriscoclE' h;id seen "rcthoric" as composcd of thc speaker, thc 

speech and che listener and perccived che aim of it as "the scarch for 

a 11 mea ns of persuas ion''. In othcr words, he had idencified as basic 

to the communication phenomenon these clement: who, what, to whom, and 

proclaimed influence on the behavior of others as the chicf intention 

of the communicator. Only one clemcnt had scaped thc attcntion of the 

Stagirite, the medium. 

Harold Lasswell took care of thac omission by adding the how; 

on the other hand, he stipulatcd the what for in terms of the consequences 

of the communi cator's intent on thc communicatec's conduct. His, widely 

accepted paradigm was enunciated interrogatively: 

Who 

Says What 

In1 Which Channel

To Whom 

With What Effect? 

From Lasswell on, communication was undcrstood as the transmission 

of ideas and emotions through symbols. That i s, persons transferred 

vía sorne channels (mcans for conveying sy mbols) knowledge and feelings 

to other persons through the mutual use of sorne code (set of signals 

convention ally represcnting elcmcnts of perecí ved reality) they happened 

to share, like verbal or. gcstural languagcs. Likcwise, the notion 
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of persuasion as the purpose of communication pcrmeatcd the definitions. 

Thesc two fcatures proved so pervasive that camc to jointly characterize 

communication, in summary, as an act of transmisslon for pcrsuasion. 

More then a decade aftcr the appearance of Lasswell's model, a 

mathematical theory of communication was formulatcd by U.S. engineers 

Claudc Shannon and Warren Weavcr. They pcrceivcd communication as 

including "all of thc proccdures by which one mind may affect another". 

In the ir view, a genera 1 commun icat ion system had a sourcc of inforrration, 

which emitted a message through a transmittcr. carrying the �ignal that 

conveys the message to a rcceiver which converts the signal into said 

message so as to dcliver it to the destination. 

This model was adapted for social communication by U.S. scholar 

Wilbur Schramm in 1961 stressing thc ability of thc human mind to enc0de 

messages into signals and, alternatively, decode f rom signals the messages. 

He perceived communication as the sharing of cxperiences, ideas or 

attitudes. Another U.S. scholar, David Bcrlo, stressed the two-way 

nature of communication and proposcd to understand it as an ever dynamic 

and cpanging process, not as an isolated act. 

"-
Anothcr concept stemming from engineering and physiological damins, 

feedback, also was applied to social communication. Postulated already 

in 1950 by Norbert Wciner, this cybernetic concept referred to message 

control mechanisms enabling machines or organisms to automatically adjust 

their behavior to varying goals. The notion fittcd wcll with the 

requirements of cffectivencss in persuasion. Feedback was a device for 

the communicator to assess whethcr he was acomplishing his purpose of 

producing given effects on thc behavior of others. By exerting such 
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control, he could adjust his messages to his recciver's reactions 

so as to be surc of attaining his purpose. 

/\rticulation and elaboration of propositions ;is those just rcvic�d 

produced a communication paradigm that was to gain amplc diffusion: the 

"S-M-C-R" modcl synthesizcd by Berlo. It was calle<l so bccause its 

components wcre identified as Sourcc - Messagc - Channcl - Receiver. 

The encoding function of the source and the dccoding function of the 

receiver wcrc acknowledgcd. Feedback was includcd. And persuasion 

remained the predominant motive of communicative behavior. 

Development Support Communication 

Already befare World War II, the U.S. crcated and succesfully 

run, in cooperation with the Land Grant col leges, "agricultural 

extension'' services in charge of communicating scientific information 

on production technologies to farmers. Likewisc, <luring the war, the 

country learned well how to use audio-visual communication implements 

as aids to rapidly train factory workcrs to substitutc for tbose joining 

the army, as well as to help civilians quickly master military skills. 

Once �he conflagration was ovcr in the middle of the 40's, as the 

victori&.._us nation moved into bccoming thc world's most influential 

power, its forcign assistance agency started passing on to the 

non-industrialized countrics o[ Asia, Latín Amcrica and Africa the 

principles and techniqucs for "farm information" and ''audio-visual 

education". Through "Point Four", thc progr;tm which sought to emula te 

the success of the I-larshall Plan, thc practice of "development 

communication" cvolve<l from thosc bases as of thc SO's assisted first 

by training of communication specialists native of thc "developing" 

countrics and later by U.S.- based and field rcsearch. 
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In 1958, aware of the deficiencies suffered by the non-industrial 

states in mattcrs of communication, the General Assembly of the United 

Nations called for a program of r emedia l action. lt asked Unesco to 

blueprint it on thc basis of a 9..lrvey of mass communication resources 

in those countries. This assessment was conductcd in the early 60's 

through regional meetings of cxperts o[ Asia, Latin Arncrica a nd Africa. 

Their recommendations l cad the General Asscmbly of thc United Nations 

to express, in 1962, the conviction that "information media have an 

important part to play in education and in economic developmcnt and 

social progress". Hence the internacional organization recommended 

governments to inc ludc in their p lans for cconomic growth resources 

for expanding and improving communications in the service of developrrent. 

As a contribution to thc sc conccrns, Unesco commisioned the Director 

of the lnstitute for Communication Research at Stanford University, 

in the U.S.A., Wilbur Schramm, to undcrtake rcscarch that would provide 

concrete guidance in this arca . First published in 1964, the study 

Mass Media and National Development: The Role of Information in che 

Developing Countr ies is the l andmark of the discipline and cstablished 

Dr. Schramm as a pioncer builder of practicc-based theory on this 

field in the world. 

"-
Using as a frame work the general functions for commun ication 

formulated by Lasswcl 1, Schramm pcrccivcd the broad rol es of cmm..mication 

as naturally fitting with specific and esscntial rcquirements of 

modernizati on that could be expressed in terms of people's rcquirements. 

People need, he beli eved, to be informed about the dcvelopment plans, 

tasks, achievements and probl ems to be made partici.pant in dec ision 

making on matters of dcvelopment and to be taught the skills which 

the development challenge demands them to command. 

9 



Schramm cnvisioned the mass media as performing, in close 

relation to those types of needs, thc roles of "watchman", "policy 

maker" and "teacher". He proposed that, in the "watchman" role, 

media can widen the horizons of peoplc so that they benefit from 

opportunities for improvcmcnt, direct people's attention to matters 

descrving emphasis in the process of change and raisc the people's 

levels of aspirations so that, removing fatalism and passivity, they 

become motivated for achievement. These three functions wcre regarded 

by Schramm as i.nstr.umcntal to the cr.cation of a general "climate" 

favoring modernization. In the "policy-making" role, he saw the media 

as capable of facilitating the spread of knowlcdge and the acceptance 

of emcrging values and norms, of augmenting the number of people sharing 

in political discussion, of granting status to dcvelopmcnt leaders, and 

of serving as supporters of key development activists that multiply the 

mass media stimuli through interpersonal contacts. Sharing the view 

that mass media can much bcttcr creatc in people new attitudes than 

modify existing enes, Schramm believed that this could well apply to 

fostering the social unity indispensable for securing nationhood. And, 

in the "teacher" role, he attributed the media a clearly large potential 

to reinforce othcr educational vehicles and, whcn needed, to substitute 

for them. 

" 

Sevcral other U.S. scholar shared with Schramm viewpoints as 

these and suggestcd other roles of communication jn <levelopmcnt. For 

instancc, Daniel Lcrncr thought the media capable of rr1ising new 

aspirations, fostering incrcased social participation, helping gene�te 

new leadership and, abovc a 11, tcaching "emp¡;¡thy". So confident seemed 

to be Dr. Lerner in the mass media powers that he feared they could 
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exacerbate wants beyond the possibility of satisfying them and thus 

generate frustratio n and aggresivene ss. Ithiel de Sola Poól was 

persuaded that media create in people pro-development images such as 

that of life as subject to deliberate change or economic growth as 

something attainable. He also believed that media promote a willingness 

for planning and for operating on a large stage, as well as foster 

national consciousness and produce indentification with new symbols, 

objects and situations. Emphasizing political development, analysts 

as Lucien Pye proposed that media provide a basis for rationality in 

mass politics, as well as a framework for prospecting the future and 

gauging the degree of vision of development leaders. 

Eviden t ly, these and other theor.e t icians, inc luding India' s Lakshnara 

Rao, had in common with Schramm much faith in thc capabilities of press,. 

radio, film and television as powerful supporters of modernization 

anywhere in the world. Sorne researchers and many practitioners in 

several developing countries carne to share this optimistic perception. 

And the United Nations established a Development Support Communication 

organ. 

In 1964, under Schramm's inspiration and  cha irmainship, a 

multidisciplinary group of scholars involved in development camunication 

. 11 

reflection, action and rcsearch discussed the situation in a Hawaii 

meeting. Out of it carne en 1967, edi ted  by Lerner and Schramm, Camunication 

and Change in the Developing Countries, a valuable reader epitomizing 

the "enthusiastic position". 

Meanwhile, in the developing countries, the practice of development 

communication was far more prominent than theorization. Sorne countries, 

especially in Asia and Latin America, firmly embraced the audio-visual 



education and agricultural extension formats. A few imaginatively 

developed new strategies suited to their specific realities, like che 

farm radio forum of India, later replicated in Ghana, or the radio 

schools created in Colombia by a priest in thc remate Andean village 

of Sutatenza and rapidly spread across the Latín American region. 

Both these formats combined the only mass mcdium capable of rcaching 

the rural population there with action-oriented community listening 

groups. Their succéss was comparable to sorne later experiments with 

instructional telcvisíon likc the well known onc in El Salvador or 

India's site satcllite project. 

THE FRUSTRATING EXPERlENCES 

Has development taken place? Did communication help it occur? 

Negative answers began to be provided alrcady in the SO's. By the 

onset of the 70 1 s it became very evident that the dreams of generalized 

modernization had not materialized and that communication had hardly 

performed the roles expccted from it iri the service of the former. In 

the middle o( the 80 1 s, aggr.avated by thc aftcrmath of universal econ001ic 

recession, underdevelopment looks even more acute in sorne aspects. 
1 

And, in spite of major technological advancements, few would see these 

days in communication a hope for development. 

Development 1 s Shortcomings 

Forty years havc elapsed since World War II was over, the United 

Nations Organization was established and assistance from the developed 

countries to the undcrdeveloped oncs started. Thousands of millions 

of dollars were spent during this pcriod in support of devclopment 
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efforts. Economic growth and material advancement were attained to 

a notorious extent in many of the underdeveloped countries, especially 

over the last 20 years or so. And signi(icant gains in health and 

education were recorded in sevcral of them. But the uneven economic 

patterns traditionally prevailing bctwecn dcveloping nations and within 

each of these latter remained for the most part unaltered, making 

wide-spread and self-sustained development close to impossible. In 

both cases, the rich bccame richer and the poor turned poorer. 

By 1980, after two U.N.-proclaimed "Development Dccades", the gap 

had rather widened. Thc developing countries had accumulated a foreign 

debt of practically 440.000 million dollars whereas in 1971 that debt 

had been of only 68.000 million dollars. Between 1971 and 1980 interest 

ratcs had grown by more than 800 pcr cent. Three fourths of the world's 

population, sorne 3.200 millions of human beings in 140 developing countries, 

accounted in 1980 for only 20% of the world's gross produce. Sorne thirty 

of these countries, thc lcast developed, had a yearly per capita I income 

of less than 300 dollars; that is less than 25 dollars per month or 80 

cents per day. The annual figure for Bangladesh was below 100 while that 

for the U.SJ\.was above 10. 000. 

Ñ'8t even the most basic of all human necds, food for survival, has 

been yet satisfied. While the world squanders in 1985 about 800 billion 

dollars in military expenditures, more than 800 mill ion human beings 

still suffer from chronic malnutrition and sorne, as the recent traged y 

of Ethiopia illustrates, are wipcd off from earth by famine. Asia, Latin 

America and Africa were net exporters of grains until World War II; 

after it, as the technologicall y advanced nations expanded their foreign 

sales of surplus food stuffs, many countries of those regions became 

importers of grains. In 1974 they had to pay prices three or four times 
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higher than in 1972 for importing staple foods as wheat. Latin American 

food imports grew by 128% between 1973 and 1983. On the other hand, the 

oíl crisis of thc early 70's affected the dcvcloping countries more than 

it affected the developed ones as thc former proved much more vulnerable. 

At the begining of thc "Third Devclopmcnt Decade", betwecn 1981 and 

1983, as a derivation from che reccssion affecting then the industrial 

nations, the worst crisis sincc the Great Depression of the early JO's 

gave a devastating blow to the economies of thc devcloping countries. 

Latín Amcrica was most seriously affected by it. The growth rate of its 

gross internal product collapscd from 5.5% for the 1950-1980 period to 

minus 0.9% in 1982- With its production and export indices abruptly 

down, lacking employment for almost 40 million people, haunted by 

inflation and afflicted by high prices versus low salaries and with 

per capita income back to thc mid 70's level, this part of the world 

saw virtually halted its aspiration to overcome underdevelopment. Its 

foreign debt jumped from 67 billion dollars in 1975 to almost 300 billion 

in 1982, with the most indebtcd countries being Brazil, Mexico and 

Argentina, the least underdevcloped in the region. At the begining 

of that year Mexico had to commit to repayment as much as 85% of; its 
, 

export earnings. As thc situation deteriorated further in the years 

thereafter, several countries are presently overwhelmed by the burden 

of the debt to a point of rcgarding it almost unmanageable. Sorne can 

now only make payments on interests while seeking to renegotiate their 

debt. Opposing the policies of the Internacional Monetary Fund, Peru 

intends not to apply more than 10% o( its export carnings to the servíc e 

of the debt. "Banks can waít, hunger cannot", contends its presídent, 

social democrat Alan García. "The developed countries have unleashed a 

c ommerc ial war against the Third World", claimed the Colombian delegate 

14 
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to the 1985 general assembly of FAÓ.- And the 1,,.;orld Bank reports that 

"dozcns of countries have lost ten or more years of development". 

North-South Confrontation 

They have indeed. But why? Can they be blamed for thc failure 

or is therc, rather, something wrong with the theory and practice of 

development as inspired by thc most advanced nations in the world? 

For Northern cyes, exploslve population growth rates, cultural 

backwardness, lack of entrepreneurship, ill planning, poor management, 

technological imcompetence, bureaucratic corruption and the inability 

to apply foreign aid are the cbntral explanations. 

Four Southern eycs, the paramount explanation is thc accentuated 

inequality in economic rclations, especially with respect to trade 

exchange between industrial and non-industrial states. Southerners 

claim that the international division of labor determined by the winncrs 

of World War II assigned the developing countrics a primitive role 

comparable to those performed by colonial territories: to produce raw 

materfals and to consume imported manufactured goods. As the power 

for establishing prices for these transactions lies cssentially with 

the advanced nations, the dcveloping countries have to sell cheap and 

buy dear. This generates a chronic tradc imbalance for them, which 

determines an evcr-growing budgetary deficit. To cope w�cit it the 

handicapped countries get indebted with the same indus�rial nations, 

�hich increasingly chargc them highcr interests and give �hem shorter 

repayment periods, forcing them to apply to the debt 's service inordinately 

high percentages of their export earnings. On the other. hand, the developed 

countries impose on developing countries's exports costly tariffs and 

other protcctionst barricrs closing th�ir markcts to competition in 
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manufactured goods. Furtherrnore,  in recent years, developcd countries 

have even become produccrs of sorne raw materials traditionally exportcd 

by the developing countries. No amount of aid can cornpensate for this 

kind of trade, Southcrncrs fcel. 

lt is, in the Southerners' views, this increasingly unfair structure 

of economic relationship what, more than anything else, acts to perpetuate 

underdevelopment. And the prescnt extreme crisis situation , they conclude, 

is but the product of the cumulativc effects of said dependence taken to 

a point of exacerbation. 

The North-South controversy on mattcrs of developmcnt is not new.

The South established alrcady in 1955 in Indonesia its first associative 

effort to search for development as an entity indepcndent from either 

capitalist or socialist industrializcd powers: thc "Third World". 

Indeed it was in that year in Bandung where, according to U.S. scholar 

Denis Goulet, the developing countries "declarcd their intention of 

intervening in the processes whercby technological mastery is acquired 

over the universc of things and of resisting thc domination excercised 

by societies already developed." In 1960 the UN General Assembly 

adopted a Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial 
"-

Countries and Peoplcs, which was to lead more than 50 of them, into 

nationhood over the next 20 years. 

From these roots evolved, as of 1961, the Movcment of the Non-Al.igned 

Nations. They urged the establishment of the United Nations Conference 

of Trade and Development (UNCTAD), a neutral forum for North-South 

discussion which met for che (irse time in 1964. UNCTAD I, in turn, 

inspired the creation in the same year of the ''Group of 77," a mechanism 



for general and continous coordination among developing countries 

within the United Nations system. Postulated by the Non-Aligned 

Movement and embraced by the United Nations General Assembly in 

1974, the establishment of a "New International Economic Order" was 

proposed, seeking a fair balance in the trade relationship between 

North and South and the elimination of exploitative "neocolonial" 

practices. Acknowledged from the Pearson Report of 1969 to the 

Brandt Report of 1979, the voice of the "Third World" procl.aimed the 

will of attaining "justice, not charity". 

The Domestic Suffocation of Development 

The ideal of justice cannot be only pursued in the sphere of 

relationships between nations if developmcnt is goir.g to come for all 

the people in the Third World countrics. Within each of them injustice 

also prevails blatantly. This is so in manners and degrees having 

such similarity with the prevailing international regimen· that, in 

the eyes of analysts as Mexico's Pablo Gonzalez Casanoza, amount to 

"interna! colonialism". In the rigidly str.atified societies minodties 

concentrate economic, political and cultural power at the expense of 
f 

deprivation and, oftcn opprcssion for che majorities. Showing at 

times id'eological affinity and coincidence of interest with the developed 

world, native oligarchies also monopolize whatever benefits may accru� 

to their countries from development-oriented activities, including those 

supported from abroad. And, just as on thc international scene, the 

abyss between thc rich and the poor is dangerously expanding instead of 

being bridged. Although acknowledgcd as a sine-qua-non conditions 

for democratic development, land reform has taken place only to a most 

negligible extent while the peasant population keeps growing and is 
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forced to flood the cities where no housing or jobs await them either. 

Rather than becoming evenly redistributcd, income further concentrates 

in the hands of the few. Popular reform-minded movements of social 

democratic leanings are usually discouraged ñnd often forcefully 

repressed. In sorne countries, given the absence of alleviation for 

the plight of the masses, rural guerrilla warfarc and urbon terrorism 

regretably introduce violent strategies to the struggle for social 

transformation in search of justice, adding fuel to the potential for 

chaos. 

Several developing country leaders are conscious of the need for 

seeking emancipation from both external dependence and internal danination, 

which they see as reinforcing each other. Jamaican Michael Manley once 

said: "l wish to make clear that we do not speak of the New Internacional 

Economic Order as an excuse for shortcomings in our own development 

process ... Nor do we believe that the developed world owes its former 

colonies a living. Equally, I accept, indeed assert, the obligation of 

the Third World countries to pursue unflinchingly the objectives of 

equity and social justice within their own systems.'' This attitude 

looks quite different from that of other developing country leaders 

prone to lambasting forcign imperialisrn while practicing quasi-feudal 

dominaN.on at home. 

Critique of the "Dominant Paradigm" 

The systematic observation of sad realitics as those reviewed 

above lead to challcnging many of the basic tenets of classic developrrent 

theories already by the middle of the 60's. Latín American economísts 

as Argentina's Raul Prebisch and Brazil's Celso Furtado were arnong the 

earliest critics. They shared with othcr scholars of the region, as 
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Fernando Henrique Cardoso, the structural view of underdevelopment 

and contributed to building dependency theory along with a few U.S. 

scholars as Andrew G. Frank. Their essential contention is that 

genuinely democratic development can only occur if G._rippling 

international and intranational power relations (economic, political 

and cultural) are re-structured in thc direction of justice and 

liberation for the majorities. Coincidently lndian researcher 

Inayatullah raised already in 1964 a voice of caution about 11\lestern 

ethnocentrism'' in modernization theory. In 1969 U.S. banker David 

Rockefeller conceded that "by confussing development in the broad and 

proper meaning of the term with growth, it secms to me we have again 

fostered and illusion while at the same time belittling the real 

achievements that have been made." 

In the early 70's a number of meetings in diverse parts of the world 

started to acknowledge the shortcornings of development programs and 

shed doubts on the usefulness of the main modcls inspiring them. Thif 

was the case, for instance, of the Stockholm Conference on Human 

Environment, of thc Bucarest World Population Conference and of the 

Rome food Conference. Dissatisfaction was expressed in them with the 

rather frustrating results oE development eEforts and the need for 

more realistic conceptualizations and more effective strategies began 

to be voiced. By 1974 the discontcnt had taken the U.N. General 

Assembly, as has alrcady been notcd here, to fostering the proposal 

for a "New lnternational Economic Order". 

In the same year, an international gathering in Colombia, sponsored 

by Cornell University, recorded objcctions fro� a Latín American speaker 

to the classic development model which was scen as "sacrificing the 
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highest values of human beings- dignity, justice and freedom - to 

abundance and prosperity at any price ... for thc privileged minorities". 

Ayear later, a gathering at Iran questioncd that model for [inding 

characterized by ''ethnocentrism, unidimensionality, ánd on the whole 

deterministic and ahistorical perspectives". This critique of 

researcher Majid Teheranian w a s  contemporaneous with similar. ones from 

Phillippine researcher Juan Jamías and by Latín American scholars 

Juan Diaz Bordena�e and Jose Marques de Mela, among others. Also 

between 1973 and 1974 European critiques were added through works 

as those of Swedish researcher Andrcas Fuglesang and British researcher 

Peter Golding. 

By the middlc of the 70 1 s disenchantment became also evident in 

the United States of America. At a Hawaii gathering convoqued by 

Wilbur Schramm in 1975, he acknowledged the fact that the "condition 

of a large proportion of the people of the devcloping world w•, at 

best, not much better in 1975 than in 1964". In this meeting, S. 

Eisenstadt conducted a critical overview of modernization doctrine and 

performance which inventoried the main inadequacics of classis paradigms 

as that of Lerner. Lerner himself admitted concern and, advocating for 

\ .

\/ mol:'e realistic formulations, Scramm recommt'nded: "Back to the old 

drawing board!" 

In a remarkable critical rcvision of convictions he had shared, 

Everett Rogers, the U.S. author of thc world known model of diffusion 

of innovations, announced in l.976 "thc passing of the dominant paradig;n." 

He summarized the errors of it as follows: 

1. It assumes a racional economic man. The profit motive is
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assumed to bring about behavioral changes. 

2. It measurcs development in tcrms of the gross national product 

or per capita income. It ignores the equality of distribution of 

development benefits. 

3. It assumes infinite growth and ignores the limits imposed

by population growth, pollution, etc. Thus it does not take into 

account the "quality of lifc". 

4. lt assumes thc need for central economic planning tl1ereby

showing an "aggregate bias". lt does not take into account the 

possibilities of autonomous development as exemplified by China and 

emulated by Cambodia. 

5. It emphasizes technology and capital rather than labour thereby 

bringing about cconomic dependence on advanced countries. Low priority 

is given to agricultural developmcnt. 

6. It blames the developing countries for their underdevelopnent

because of "r.n:-,di.tional ways of thinking, beliefs and values", inefficient 

bureaucracy, land-tenure system, etc., and ignores the external factors. 

7. It gives priority to modernization of traditional individuals.

Thus it suffers from an ethnocentric bias. 

,. It equates poverty with underdevelopment. 

Likewise, a 1977 gathering of U.S. and foreign scholars in Houston 

made a resume of elements of the classic developmcnt modernization 

model found seriously lacking in validity. The following were among 

those stressed: the notion of stages, including a "take off" point; 

the proposition of a "trickle down" effect; the import substitution 

strategy along with the creation of internal versus external markets; 

and the priority on heavy industrialization. 
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In thc last analysis the classic developmcnt theories werc seen 

more as a recollection of how materia l advancement had occurred in 

what today are Western industrial societies than as a valid universal 

formulation to prcdict dcvelopment in scttings as diffcrent as those 

of the Third World. 

At the begining of thc 80 1 s, in the face of disinterest from 

the developcd world now worried with its own problems, the ·s�agnant 

developing countries had to pay more than academic attention to the 

pressing need for viable alternatives to the old developmcnt approaches 

that had not worked for thcm. 

Communication's Impotence for Change 

Given the close relationship between development and communication 

as postu�ted in the classic models, <loes thc failure of development 

imply che failure of communication for it in the Third World? An 

affirmative answer seems in order but requires qualification. 

When attempting to transfcr the development communication notions 

.
f
. d '  d d l d 1 or1g1nate 1n a vanee countries to t1e eve oping ones, a first 

notic�ble difference lies in the fact that mass communication in 

most of these lattcr is not, strictly speaking, communication in 

which the masses actually share. Vcry often che availability of press, 

radio, film and television is rather one more privilege enjoyed 

essentially by urban minorities. In spitc of the transistor, not even 

radio, the most wide-spread medium, reaches everybody yet. Thus mass 

media cannot be taken, from start, as vehicles for reaching the 

totality of a developing country's population with development ressages.
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Assuming howcver that ver.y many people are reachcd through those 

channels, the next qucstion of importance is content. Rescar.ch found 

that, as a rule, mass media content in the devcloping countries hardly 

includes much items pertincnt to principles, pr.ograms and problems 

of nacional devclopment. In those countries where State ownership 

is quasi-monopolistic, the mcdia's chief role is oftcn that of giving 

coverage to government activities and scck the population's support 

to them; this may includc dcvclopmcnl matters at times. In those 

countries where, instead, private ownership is markcdly prcdominant, 

indifference to development concerns is evi<lent and the media' s content 

orientation normally favors inform:1tion on tmtsual events , crime, sports 

and entertainment fare. Strongly influenccd by advertising, o(ten 

originated with transnational corporations, the media are accussed 

of fostering the expansion of consumption standa rds regardless of 

the people's needs and possibilities. This e(fort, however, is 

addressed essentially to the upper layer.s of society in large cities 

to the exclusion of thc poverty-strikcn peasantry, for that who is not 

in the market is not in thc audience. 

What about postulated roles as "fostcring nacional unity" and 

acting'-as "teachers" of the principles, values, and skills deemed 

indispensable to attain development? Prívate mass media tend not 

to regard such functions a pare of their interest. Thcy attribute 

to the State such social duties but, in general, the State does 

not tullfill them either. Failurc to perccivc thc importance of 

communication for development, lack of funds and preference for 

political propaganda are the most frequent explanations of this 

ommission. Another yct is the fact that public media are few and weak 
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and, when governments attempt to bolster thcm, they are often inhibited 

by strong oposition from the commercial sector. 

Closcly relatcd as thcynormally are in thc undemocratic power 

structure to economic and political oligarchies, thc rnass media in 

rnuch of the Third World cannot, furthermore, be expccted to function 

as agents for pro-dernocratic social transformation. Understandably, 

most o[ them act as instrumcnts for preserving thc privileges o( the 

ruling elites. 

Assessing in 1975 development communication, Wilbur Schrarnm 

asked whether communication had been cxpected to acornplish too much 

by itself. It had indeed. Today it is clear that comrnunication 

cannot on its own produce substantive and accelcrated changes in the 

unfair structure 9f archaic undemocr.;itic societies. Mass media have 

no supernatural powers to emancípate by themselves the Third World 

peoples from the double grip of cxtcrnal dcpendcnce and internal 

dorninatíon. Instead, sorne feel in t.he Third World, they can be expected 

to act as contributors to perpetuating onc and the other. 

International Communication Imbalance 

Very significant growth in communications has taken place, over 

the last fiftcen ycars or so in many of the developing countries, 

especially in the realm of electronic mass media. Radio's growth has 

been the most imprcssive of al l. In the "Decadc of the Transistor", 

between 1963 and 1973, the number of receivers in the Third World grew 

by 100 million units, more than quadrupling the figures for Asia, 

more than tripling thcm for AfrlcA and more than doubling them for 
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Latín America. Facts as these appcared encouraging. "But let us 

not forget"- warned Wilbur Schramm _]' how far behind the rich countries 

these poorer countries are. Even the rathcr spcctacular growth in 

radios must. be interpreted in light of the fact that two-thirds of 

the world's people still have no more than one-fifth of all the 

world's radios, less than one-[ifth of the ncwspaper circulation, less 

than one-tenth of the world's telcvision receivers, one sixteenth of 

the world's telephones." 

Such a marked imbalance is rapidly increasing and does not occur 

only in the area of rcceiving and transmitting mass communication 

facilities. It occurs also in area s as telcvision programs, foreign 

news and advertising in which the predominance of the developed nations, 

especially the United States of America, has become overwhelming. Far 

more uncontestable yet appcars to be today the U.S. predominance in the 

transnational information industry of satellitcs, computers and other 

highly advanced communication technologics. This causes concern in 

the Third World countries as many of them feel their cultural integrity 

and even their national sovereignity is threatened:.� such a mighty 

alieq influence. 

Thé concern turned combustible in the middle of the 70's after 

the Non-Aligned Movement proclaimed in 1976 thc need for a 'New 

lnternational Information Order" and Unesco sponsored in the same 

year in Costa Rica the First Inter-Gubernamental Conference on National 

Communication Policies. An international controversy erupted not 

purely between "North and South" this time but between those in 

developed and developing countries who proposed said change, deeming 

it indispensable to attain development, and those wh0 resisted it 
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regarding the proposals conspiratory against freedom of information. 

The debate reached high temperatures at times, especially around a 

Unesco Declaration proposed by thc URSS, finally approved by consensus in 

1978 and around the work of the "MacBridc Commission", a consultative 

body of experts from many nations and ideologies who delivered to 

Unesco's General Conference of 1980 the report Many Voices: One World. 

While the early part of the 80's was comparatively tranquil in this 

respect, by  thc middlc of this decadc the withdrawal of the United 

States of America from Unesco, in part moved by thcse concerns, gave 

the confrontation a grave major episode. 

THE NEW APPROACHES 

"What now?" was the natural question after the evidenc e of 

failure of traditional approaches to development became indisputable. 

The Third World had to keep struggling somehow 'to, overoome 

underdevelopment. Old models and strategies could be dismissed as 

inappropriate but was there anything available to substitute for 

them? Beyond criticism and lamentation, could something be done 
f 

constructively? Likewise, granted that conventional conceptions 

and pr')ctices of communication did not contribute to bringing about 

development, were there replacements for them? 

New approaches to one and the other did appear in the horizon 

by the middle of the 70's when proposals for "another development" 

and "alternative communication" bcgan to be made in developing and 

developed c ountries. Expectedly, most were based on the premise 

that egalitarian structural change of relationships within nations 
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and between them is the fundamental prcrequisite. Sorne partially 

sought inspiration in distinct expcricnces as those of China, 

Ta nzania and Yugoslavia. 

Towards Another Development 

An early Bolivian proponent condensed his visionas follows: 

"National devclopment is a directed and widcly participatory 

process of deep and accelerated socio-political change 

geared towards producing substantial changes in the economy, 

the technology, the ecology and the overall culture of a 

country so that the moral and material advancement of the 

majority of its population can be obtained within conditions 

of generalized equality, dignity, justice and liberty". 

The proponent regardcd this kind of perspective "a humanized, 

democratic, structural and integral conception of a nation's 

development based on a reverent vision o[ man's life and destiny.'' 

Another carly proponent, U.S. schola� Dcnis Goulet agrced in 

pe rc�_
ving deve lopment as economic growth plus social change for 

"human asccnt and maturation". "Genuine development", Goulet 

believes, "is the symhiotic combin.Jtion of certain tangible benefits 

(the what of the development process) and humanizing modcs in which 

these bencfits are sought (the how of the process)". 

In most propositions as these the evident precondition for 

development is the redistribution of power, thc genuine derocratization 

of society. As cnvisioned by Brazilian scholar Carlos Henrique 

Cardoso, this political transformation in favor of the majorities 
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entails a new conception of dt�mocracy itself: "Not a democracy 

relegated to the almost mystic body of a party or to a liberalism 

that confuses representativity with a division of powers and confines 

the whole effective political play to the top of the large State 

organizations, to parli ament, the executive and the judiciary. 

Democracy of participation, an inherent part of 'another developirent', 

is from start mor� demanding and more inclusive. It turns towards 

the new arenas in which decisions are madc in contemperar.y societies: 

the cducational system, the world of labor, the organizations 

controlling mass communication ... Participatory democracy means to 

discuss, at the level of working, educational and political ccmrunities 

the what, the why and the for whom of decisions .•. " 

Chilean theorist Angel Flisfisch sees the emergent sketch of 

the new democracy as charactcrized by an increment in self-govenirent 

practices, an expansion of the aspects of life subject to personal 

control, the fragmentation or socialization of power and the restitution 

to the community of certain capabilities presently lost. This involves 

a tendency to reduce the suffocating power of thc State and increase 

that of multiple social organizations and politica l movements, enabling 

them�o better check government performance. In turn this implies 

diminishing the leading role of conventional political parties in 

the conduct of society and curtailing the authority of technical 

experts and bureaucratic officers in matter.s of development. In 

short, what apparently is wantcd is the true and full realization 

of the old ideal of government of the people, by the people and for 

the people. 
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U.S . scholar Evcrett Rogers summarized his perception of the

key features of the new approachcs to development as follows: 

(1) equality in the distribution of information, soci.oeconomic bencfits,

etc., (2) popular participation in self-devclopment planning and 

execution, accompanied by decentralization of certain activities to 

the village level, (3) self-reliance and indcpendence, with emphasis 

on the potential of local resources ;rnd (4) integration of traditional 

with modero systems so that modcrnization is a syncretization of the 

old and the new with allowance for particular variations. 

The Founex Report of 1971 and thc Cocoyoc (Mexico) Declaration 

of 1974 were among the first internatiónal documents outlining sare 

bases for new development paradigrns in the Third World. Building 

on them and on other antecedent efforts, Sweden's � Hammarskjold 

Foundation prepared, with thc assistance of a large number of 

spec ial ists f rom many count ríes, a Report on Deve lopment _and International 

Cooperation which was brought to the attention of the Seventh Special 

Session of the Unitcd Nations General Assembly in New York in Septerrber 

of 1975. It contained an outlinc for "another devclopment" which 

carne to ably conjugate and sumrnarize several concomitant propositions. 

Coordinated by Marc Nerfin, this report characterized the new 

development envisioned in terms of it bcing (1) geared to the 

satisfaction of needs, begining with the erradication of poverty, 

(2) endogenous and self rcliant; that is, based upon the strength

of the societies which undertake it, and (3) in harmony with the 

environment. In reference to the first point, the report worked 

on the premise that "whether in food, habitat, health or education, 
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it is not the absolute scarcity of resources which explains poverty 

in the Third World, but rather their distribution ... " Also it 

stressed that no less basic that material needs related to survival 

.were others needs related to human enhancement, such as the right 

to express one self frcely, to take part in decision-making on 

matters of public intercst and to defend one's bcliefs, as well 

as the rights to education, to information and to sharing in the 

production and distribution of goods and scrvices. In reference 

to the second point, the report attributed endogenous and self­

reliant development the capability of stimulating creativity, 

especially in relation to production, and reducing vulnerability 

and dependence. It defined those traits in these terms: "If 

development is the development of man, as an individual and as a 

social being, aiming at his liberation and at his fulfillment, it 

cannot but stem from the inner. core of each society. It relies 

on what a human group has: its natural environmcnt, its cultural 

heritage, the creativity of the men and women who constitute it, 

becoming richer through exchange bctwcen them and with other groups". 

In refercnce to the third point, the report claimed that, assuning 

that resources are limited, the pertinent question is who consures 

" 
them and for what purposes. The answer it provided was that, at 

the global lcvel, it is neithcr the poor nor the satisfaction of 

their needs that is endagering the "outer 1 imits" but the rronopolization 

of the resources and the wasteful and damaging use that the developed 

world makes of them. Through "ecodcvclopment" instead, population 

growth and the satisfaction of its nceds will be kept in a harrronious 

relation of equilibrium with the perservation and renewal of natural 

resources through nonpredatory uses of them and cquitable distribution 
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allied with voluntary limitation of family-size. 

"Another dcvelopment" proclaims structural change as thc 

sine-qua-� condition for its realization. This involves ending 

the elitist concentration of political, economic and cultural 

power and equitably redistributing it. Arnong the mechanisms for 

it are deep reforms of traditional pattcrns of propcrty or 

tenure of the means of production, as wcll as of trade, finances, 

education and comrnunication. But domestic democratization is only 

one element of the structural modifications required. The other 

is changing the pattern of exploitive economic, political and 

cultural relatioships bctween developed and developing nations 

in terms of both trade and aid so that fairness and balance are 

attained. 

In line with many of the abovc propositions, a "Latín American 

World Model" carne to be formalized in 1976 through an ambitious 

study of Argcntina's Fundación Bariloche coordinated by Amilcar 

Herrera and supported by Canada's Internacional Development Research 

Center. Published under the titlc Catastrophc � New Society?, 
t 

this work challcnged the "Club de Roma" conviction that the main 

problem of the world is population growth in the Third World and 

that, if universal disaster was to be avoidcd, it was essential 

that said growth be contained, whereas pollution control and a 

more rational use of rcsources wcre accesory considerations. 

The Bariloche group of development scientists contended that the 

major problems facing world society are not physical but sociopolitical. 

"These problems are based, affirmed the report," on thc uneven 

distribution of power, both betwecn nations and within nations. 

31 



The rcsult is oppression and alienation, largely founded on 

exploitation. The deterioration of the physical environment is 

not an inevitable consequence of human progress, but the resukof 

social organizat1ons based on destructive. values" What is proposed 

thcn is a shift towards a society rootcd on equity and widespread 

part icipat ion of the peoplc i.n decís ion-making as we 11 as intrinsically 

compatible with i.ts environmcnt through the rcgulation of economic 

growth. And this is dcemed vi.ablc "only through rndical changes 

in the world's social and interna.tional organization". 

The Bariloche study is based on these central assumptions: 

1. There are no unsurmountable limits to growth. Population
expansion can be controlled to the point of equilibrium
by raising the standards of living, especially in terms
of basic needs, through distributive justice, appropr iate
technology and non-destructive use of natural resources.
This equilibrium can be attained before the world's ability 
to produce food comes to a halt.

2. The final goal is an egalicarian society, at both national
and international levels, based on the recognition that
each human being, simply because of his existence, has
inalienable rights rega r ding the satisfaction of basic
need as food, habitat, hcalth and education.

3. The society proposed is not a consumer society. Production 
is determined by social necds and not by profit motives.

"-. Consumption is not and end in itself. Needs are established 
thr_ough the generalized and active participation of the 
peo-le and decisions are applied through collective voluntary 
action. 

4. Pr operty, prívate or public, as a meaos fo r exploitatively
concentrating power and privilege, will not exist. It will 
be replaced by a non-ccntralized systcm of collective use
and management agrced and oper.ated through democratic
discussion and allowing for a multiplicity of formats.

Thís proposal for a new society constitutes the conceptual model 
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in the Bariloche study. lt includcd a documented assessment of the 

World situation prevailing in the middle of the 70's in reference 

to oonrenewable resources , energy and pollution. Through this 

analysis it was demonstrated that absolute physical limits do 

not exist and cannot be anticipated in the fÓreseeable future. To 

test through simulation the material fcasibility of the conceptual 

model , a mathematical model was built with world-wide pertinent 

data. Centered around the satisfaction of basic needs, this 

instrumental model distinguished five sectors in the production 

system: nutrition, education,housing, capital goods and consumer 

good plus other services. A mathcmatical mechanism� assigned 

resources to each of the sectors so that life expectancy at birth 

is maximized at each point during the run. This indicator rather 

than the GNP, "truly reflects the general living conditions of the 

population". Goal attainment is foreseen as fcasible for 

through very high economic growth but through reduct ion of nonessential 

consumption , increased investment, the elimination of socioeconomic 

and political barriers currently hindering the use of land for 

both food production and urban planning, the egalitarian distribution 

of basic goods and services and, in the case of developing countries, 

the i';ñplementation of an active policy to eliminatc deficits in 

international trade. 

The model did demonstrate that it is materially possible for 

all of humanity to attain an adequate standard of living, within 

a períod not much longer than one generation, without being stopped 

by any physical limits. 

The Bariloche scientists were fully conscious, however, that 
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the ultimate test of viabi 1 ity for their paradigm of "a new socicty 

instead of catastrophc'' would only be givcn by solving the problems 

of power concentration. Thus thcy said: 

"Their solution is not at all easy, because to change 
the organization and valucs of society, as history 
has shown, is much more difficult than overcoming 
physical limitations. To attempt the task, howevcr, 
is the only way open to an improved humanity." 

Acknowledgmcnt of thesc realicies in thc U.S. is exemplified 

by this recent statement of Emi le McAnany, professor of international 

comrnunications of the University of Texas ac Austin: "Whatever we 

want to call che new devclopment paradigm, one dimension of it that 

must be included is somcthing that the dependcncy writers introduced 

almost two decadcs ago: Third World economi.es, ancl t.he most vulnerable 

sectors of those economies in rural areas, are affectcd by the 

structures of the incernational economic systcms. It is not just 

depcndency thinkers who recognizc this but thc neoclassical econanists 

at places likc the World Bank". 

Abraham Maslow had proposcd in 1954 in the U.S. chac the basic 

nceds of human beings embraced csscntiall y chesc areas: pbisiology 

and safety, belongingness and leve, esteem, self-actualizat!on, 

cognition and aesthetics. Also in che U.S. Denis Goulet suggested 

in 1971 a somewhat different hierarchy: needs of the first order 

(food, clothing, shelter), enhancement needs (actualization and 

trascendence) and luxury neecls. He acknowlcdged the paramount 

importance of the first category, stressed chen key concribution 

of the second to improving thc "quality of lifc" and regardcd 

the third thc least plausible. 
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Associated wi.th the proposal for "another developmcnt", the 

concept of "basic human needs" (BIIN) was proposed in 1978 by Reginald 

Herbold Green, a member of the Institutc of Development Studies at 

the University of Sussex in England, capitalizing on sever.al related 

antecedents, such as an Indian perccption of "minimum needs", an 

Egyptian one on "mass needs" and the"gapmanship" model of the U.N. 

Economic Commission for Latín America• He gave precedence in his 

approach to the satisfaction of primary -community and individual-

requirements "as perceivcd by workers and peasants".and postu l ated 

these clusters of needs: (1) basic consumer goods and other socially 

defined necessities, (2) basic services as pure water, health 

care, education and communication, (3) productive employment and 

equitable remuneration for it, (4) infrastructure for. the production 
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of goods and services capable of generating surplus to support basic comunal 

services and (5) participation in decision-making, in development 

projects' implementation and in control of leaders. -¡:his is one of 

the first conceptualization that includes communication among thc 

basic needs of human beings. Another is that of Chilean economist 

Juan Somavía who argues as follows: "Satisfying the nced for 
1 

communication is as important for a nation and its citizens as 

ensuring health, food, housing and employment, together wit,h all 

the social needs that make it possible for its members to develop 

fully in justice and autonomy. The social need to inform and to be 

informed is one of the fundamental human rights, since it is an 

essential component in the improvcment oí mankind and in a society's 

capacity for development." 

The Search for Democratic Communication 

Again Latin America happens to be the part of the world where 



critical questionsabout the prevailing classical concepts of 

communication were first raised. The best known precursor of 

such concerns is Venezuela 1 s Antonio Pasquali, a philosopher of 

culture and communication scientist who already in 1963 published 

a book denouncing conservantisrn~ in international communication 

and exposin&~ democratic aspects of national communication. 

Founder of the region's first communication research institute, 

ININCO, Pasquali soon became broadly influential especially in 

reference to the critique of commercial electronic media and the 

proposal for overall dcmocratic communication policies and institutions. 

Also in 1963 U.S. scholar David K. Berlo criUci~e-d in the 

classic model of communica·tion the notion of transmission of 

thoughts or feelings as a matt e r of dumping them from the mind of 

a source to t.he mind ofa receive-r. In addition to objecting this 

mechanisttc and unilinear view of communication in favor of 

"response elicitation' 1
, Berlo rejected the stat.tc. view of communicaticn 

asan act and argued that it was rathcr a perpetually dynamic process. 

At about thc same time a Brazilian catholic educator, Paulo 
1 

Freire, started a conceptual and methodological revolution in adult 

' education, which was also going to influence innovative COTil)-lI1ication 

thinking. Working among the downtrodden peasantry of the Northeast 

of his country, he conceived and succesfully tested a "pedagogy of 

the opre!-sed". He condemned traditional literacy training as 

characteristic of author.itarian "banking education", one in which 

teachers "de~osit" the set of valucs of the rich in the minds of 

the poor, who can later 11 cash in" on those 11 dcposits" for material 

goods given them as a rcward for submission and passivity. Traditional 
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teachers, Freire claimed, actually never communicate with the people 

which they treat as animals or things. Gcnuine communication, he 

argued, is free dialogu~ aim~~ at actively sharing experiences and 

jointly re-constructing reality, and this would cbprive such teachers 

-

of the ir ominous advantage: manipula t ion f or _domeá.t icat ion in the 

service of status guo. Education "a :;¡ thc practice of freedom', he ___.,, 

contended, is creative discovcry of the worla, ntt transmission of 

knowledge and values from the powerful to the powerless. ~o attain 

it he proposed instead "conscientization", a democratic method for 

people to gain collective awareness of natural and social realities 

so as to overcome op,pression. This method is based on non-direcJed 

discussion of individual ' e.nd community problems in small 11c;t1ltural circles" 

stimulated only by thc use of' "generative words" se_lécted from the 

people's "minimal linguistic universe" and dev-óid of imposing 

instructions from above or persuasion ~ttempts from outside. This 

process of autonomous education, Fp€'i.re pt"e.dicted, will show the 

exploited and dominated minorJt'ies that nature is controllable and 

society changea ble and slróu ld ultima te ly lead them t;o be come liberated 

from oppression. Tfl1S conviction sent him to exile in 1Q64 when the 

milítary overtjl'few the reform-minded regime of President Gout:a.rt. 

Hosted in Chile by christian democratic President Frey, the Braziltan 

pedagogue elaborated and tested further his proposal from a position 

in the countr 's land rcform institute, ICI RA. Referring to the 

agricultural ext_ensi·9nn for..ma.t. t.LlJ)splagt;~d fr9m ~_!l~ U.S., he regarded 

it opposite to true educational communication since it wrongly assured 

something could be transferred "from the seat of wisdom to the seat 

of ignorance''· As to the mass media, he regarded them essentially 

tools for securing the oppres.sion of the many by the few. Freire 
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rapidly gaincd prestige in the region, attracting many disciples. 

By 1969 he was teaching his approach at the llarvard School of 

Education and later moved to Genevc to work for the World Council 

of Churchcs. His theory of "cultural action for frecdom" had 

earned him world-wide notoricty. 

The first attempt at transposing to the communication domain 

the provocative postulations o[ Freí.re, a long witl1 Lhe seminal ideas 

of Pasquali, was conductcd in Bolivia in the early 70's by two 

catholic communication practitioners, a North American, Frank Gerace, 

anda Latin American, Hernando L~zaro. Thcir reflections -including 

the outline for a strar.egy thcy called "community brain"- were 

published only in 1973 in Peru i n a littl e volume titlcd Comunicaci6n 

Horizontal. Soon a relatcd work by Francisco Gutierrez published in 

Argentina, Lenguaje Total, was Lo accompany thcm. In both books 

dialogic interaction was stressed i1S crucial to dcmocrati.c communication. 

Coinciding with thcm in time and partially in approach, Jean Cloutier 

proposcd in Ganada the "EMIREC" schcmc which attempted to bring 

togcther Emittcr and Rccciver. 

In 1971 bclgian Marxist scholar Arma nd Mattelart wrote; in 

collaboration with Chilean analysts B__í,___jma and ~on cs a book on mass 

communication and socialist rcvolution which also mcant a substantive 

input to the nasccnt reflections about changc-oriented popular 

communications. Mattelart bccamc thercaftcr thc best known critic 

of communication for domination and a rescarcl-cJ· of vast international 

reputation. 

Also in the carly parl et thc 70's conccrn with sorne of thc 
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inadequacies of the traditional models of communication carne to penreate 

the thinking of world-known U.S scholars as Harold Lasswell, Wilbur 

Schramm and Daniel Lerner. Analysing in 1972 the future of world 

communications in relation to national development, Lasswell spoke 

of two contrasting paradigms: the transnational "oligarchic model" 

and the "participatory model". Refcrring to the transmission notion 

characterizing the classic models of comm~nication, Schramm said: 

''1 am going to ask whether this is any longer che most fruitful way 

of looking at communication". Answered Lerner: " 'today cven sober 

professionals like oursclves recognize that t~o-way interaction and 

feedback are essential concepts in our thinkitlg about communication 

and its future." Unfortunately, however, comm~nicat ion as true 

interaction was in practice sti ll being confusscd in many quarters 

with one-way information provision. And feedback was 

perceived only as a controlling device to sccure persuasion . 

Dismay with the slowness of evolution w.-:is expressed tn 1974 by 

a Bolivian critic: "What 41ften takes place under the labet of 

communication is little more than a dominant monologue in the interese 

of thelinitiator of t.he proccss. Feedback is not employed to provide 

an opportunity for gcnuine dialogue. The receiver of the messag~~ 

is passive and subducd as he is hardly cver given proportionate 

opportunities to act concurrcntly as a free emitter also; his essential 

role is that of listening and obeying ... Such a vertical, asymmetric 

and quasi authoritarian social relationship constitutes, in my vi ew, 

an undemocratic instance of communication''. In the U.S. Everett Rogers 

agreed admitting that "the linear models imply an autocratic one-sided 

view of human relationships". 
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By the middle of the 70's, at the peak of the North-South 

debate on the proposal for a "new international information order", 

many aspects of communication fell under scrutiny by rcform-minded 

people in sevcral countries. One was that of communication rights; 

after challenging the traditional concepts of freedom � the press 

and free flow of i.nformation, new postulations were discussed in 

many international gatherings. Along with it sorne proposed the 

inclusion in thc debate of concepts as communication needs and 

communication resources. Jim Richstad and Stanley Harms carried 

out a pioneer effort to interrelate rights, needs and resources 

through an "interchange model of communication", which meant a U.S. 

contribution to the movement for effective democracy in camunication. 

Other new concepts initially discussed at that time were those of 

access and participation, both phenomena being deemed highly 

instrumental to bring about the democratization of communication. 

Josiane Jouet contributed an early assesment of "participatory 

communication in the Third World". 

In July of 1976 an Intergovernmental Conference on Camunication 

Policiis in Latín America and the Caribbean -the first of its kind 

in the world- was held in San José, with the sponsorship of-Unesco 
"' 

and the Government of Costa Rica. This was another landmark in the 

movement fer communication reform. Strongly attacked by the ínter­

American associations of mass media owners, who argued that intents 

at establishing overall national communication policies would be a 

threat against information freedom, the gathering nevertheless met 

its objectives. Through the Declaration of San Jose and a set of 

30 recommendations, it did propose bases for the formulation of an 

overall pluralistic and legal communication policy in each country 
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so as to rationalize and improve the functioning of its communication 

system in the service of development. In addition the conference 

fostered communication planning and advocated in favor of a better 

balanced circulation of information at national and international 

levels. Moreover it recommended the establishment of suplementary 

communication systems and facilities as well as the stregthening of 

community media in order to "guarantee to all citizens the access and 

participation to which thcy are entitled''. Coming from political 

decision-makers, the San Jose conclusions showed that the debate on 

democratizing communication was no longer confined to academic 

quarters. 

With Swedish and Mexican support, a Latín American Institute for 

Transnational Studies (IlET) was established in 1.976 with headquarters 

in Mexico City. Headed by economist Juan Somavía, it emphasized 

communication, for which a division was crcated undcr the responsibility 

of journalist Fernando Reyes Matta. Through a dynamic start, ILET 

rapidly established itself as a leading institution in the campaign 

for a new international order of both economy and communication 

' addressed at building "another development" and "alternative ccxm1.mication". 

Scxnavía be� one of the two Lat in American members of Une seo' s MacBride

Commission on Communication. 

Somavía argued that information is a social good, not a merchandise, 

and that consequently communication institutions cannot be regarded 

a bussines like any other governed by profit motives. Relatedly, he 

argued that, given that own�gJ using and controlling media afford 

power , in truly democratic societies power should be accountable to
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the community and thus media behavior should respond to public service 

criteria and no longer be left exclusively in the hands of prívate 

merchants or public bureaucrats. In order to democratize communication, 

an evolution must take place, Somavía claims, "from prívate social 

monopoly to majoritv social representation". This requires structural 

changes towards the establishment of communication institutions 

genuinely representative of the major forces of society and responsible 

to it. And such changcs may well have to include thc creation of 

social property (i.e., communal, popular, collective) as different 

than State or prívate media ownership. Ncw legislation and public 

financing, instead of that derived from transnational advertising, 

will also be required to attain this rcform. 

Elaborating further on these ideas and attempting to blend sorne 

conventional conceptualizations with innovative ideas, Reyes Matta 

proposed in 1977 a "model for democratic communication" based on arrple 

and active social participation. The process is to be characterized 

by dynamic interaction not only between "receivers" and "emitters" 

but also by othcr key participants: community-appointed "entrepreneurs 

and admi,nistrators" of media institutions, communication "educators", 

communication "evaluators" and "political representatives" -in charge 
" 

of formulating communication policies. Based on the perception of 

communication as a social good the model trusts its dynamics to the 

balanced i nterrelation among these elements: (1) the social function 
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of information undcrstood as a delegated right, (2) new social organization, 

coordination and professional structures, (3) education for CCX!ffl.Jl1ication 

and (4) access to and participation in the communicat i on process for 

organized audicnces, The Chilcan thcoretician understands access as 



the "right to receive and emit messages" and participation as sharing 

in decision-making on the contents of messages and on communication 

policies. He stresses cducation and organization as instrumental 

to attain access and participation. 

At the closing of the 70's Luis Ramiro Beltran made an initial 

attempt at integrating most of the new concepts into a framework of 

"horizontal communiéation". He took acccss as a prccondition, 

dialogue (between communicators cnjoying comparable emitting and 

receiving options) as the axis of the process, and participation as 

the culmination point. This was his summarizing postulate: 

Communication is the proccss of democratic social interaction, 
based upon exchange of symbols, by which h'uman bcings voluntarily 
share experiences under conditions of free and egalitarian 
access, dialogue and participation. Everyone has the right to 
communicate in order to satisfy communication needs by enjoying 
communication resources. Human beings communicate with multiple 
purposes. The exertion of influence on the behaviour of others 
is not thc main one. 

Along the early 80's theorization related to the democratization 

of communication grew rapidly in many countries. Many new contributors 

to the effort appeared in record either by participating in meetings, 

lecturing at universities or publishing proposals and analysis in 

journals and books. Mexico, Chile, Brazil, Venezuela, Colombia and 

Pe ru showed the highest level of activity in this field in the region. 

There was considerable creativity and most writings were the procluct 

of serious reflection about well witnessed practices rather than 

arm-chair speculations. But there was not yet much precision in 

definitions and virtually no attempts at sifting, collating and 

assembling propositions towards the construction of solid broad 
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theory and rieurous models, A great diversity of approaches gave 

prodemocr<itic communication a variety of adjectives: dialogic, group, 

marginal, interactive, horizontal, liberati.ng, popular, participatory 

and alternative. 

Apparently "alternative" communication is the most pervasive of 

the propositi.ons. Born with ILET in Mexico, it has produced elsewhere 

both adoption and doubts. Proponents of it, as Fernando Reyes Matta, 

take itas the option directly opposite to the prevailing undemocratic 

national and transnational systems of communication, As such he 

also regards it "alterative" since, in addition to objecting the 

old system, it seeks to al.ter it and, in as much as possible, replace 

it for a new one, From this perspective thrce challenges emerge: 

(t) to find opportunities within the existing communication s stem 

for the insertion of alternative messages, ( ) to create alternative 

means proper, based on popular participation and (3) to •oster anong 

the people the ability for "critical consumption" of the non-alternative 

and undemocratic messages, Reyes Matta notes that the democratic 

reform of communication is neccesarily a part of the broader political 

transformation required to bring about a new society free from external 

dependence {nd internal domination. He points out to three c:ucial 

tasks in the building of alternative communication: attaining 

partícipation in the process of creating the new ways and means, 

generating the alternative language on the basis of popular creativity 

and egalitarian dialogue, and orgnnizing the communication institutions 

and process through direct tics with the social and political systems 

supporting them, As such, Reyes concludes, the final realization of 

"alternative communication" should occur when structural change has 
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made possible "another development". One concurrent condition for 

bringing about that realization is, according to Diego Portales, the 

capability for integrating vertical and horizontal communication flows 

as well as artisanal and industrial forms of communication. 

Contrary to what is often assumed in Western developed nations, 

a movement as this for democracy in communication in the Third World 

is not the product of communist revolutionary inspiration. Many 

proponents of these changes are rather non-partisan reformists of 

social democratic leanings and liberal humanists who tend to condenn 

authoritarianism rcgardless of whether it comes for the right or the 

left. And they know that communication in most communist countries, 

dominated by the one-party regime, is no less undemocratic than 

transnational capitalist communication. Furthermore, the ma in supporter 

in Latín America of these kind of justice-seeking concerns has been, 

since the middle of the 60's, the Catholic Church. Both these facts 

partially explain perhaps why neither in joining the plea for a new 

international information order nor in prescribing alternative coom.mication 

formats have Latín Americans proposcd State monopoly of mass media or 

'governmentfcontrol of grass-roots communication institutions. A 

statement Íl\__the 1981 volume of Dcvelopment Digest devoted by the 

Hammarskjold Foundation,in cooperation with ILET, to the movement 

here reviewed puts it this way: "Anothcr information rcquires that 

the principle of free flow of information be given its ful 1 meaningful 

and democratic content ... A New Information Or.de1· and another information 

are not designed to replace the domination of the transnationals by 

that of national bureaucracics,,, 11 
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Practice Ahead of Theory 

The practice of prodemocrati.c communication is much older in 

Latín America than the theory about it. Sorne place its origin in 

lampoon journalism throug h the pasquines of independence war against 

colonial Spain and Portugal. Satyrical and opinionated, the small 

clandestine newspapers, often written in verse, are taken as the 

forebears of today's independcncc-orientcd contcsting press. 

Probably nowhere in the Third World has radio been so broadely, 

imaginatively and intensely used for educatio� development and 

liberation as has in Latín America. Over fifty years old in the 

region, operating through sorne 4.000 stations throughout it and 

catapulted by the transistor, radio is by far the most penetrating 

medium and, as such, the least inctccesible for the lower strata of 

society and the most amcnable to democratizing cnds. 

The oldest and most influential experiment of using radio for 

educatíon is that of thc "radiophonic schools" founded in 1947 in the 

Andean village of Sutatenza in Colombia by Father Joaquín Salcedo. 

lnitially centered on literacy training and religious concerns, this 

strategy a'i,-tly blended special radio programs for peasants with 

organized community listening groups that would take action after 

the stimulation. The model was rapidly succesful in Colombia and, 

less than a decade after, it began to spread across other countries 

of the region at about the same time when the similar farm radio forun 

strategy was succesfully passing from India to Ghana. Through ACPO 

-Accion Cultural Popular- the Catholic Church organization later

embracing the radio schools along with leader training institutes,
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a peasant newspapers and othcr media- the strategy finally grew to 

inspire thc creation of a Latín American Association of Radio Schools 

(ALER), headqunrtered today in Ecuador. 

ACPO did come to enlarge its scope to embrace a general program 

of non-formal education for rural development. This however was for 

the most part cast in terms of the traditional paradigms of 

development, education and communication and unrclated to peasant 

organization struggling for social justice through land reform. 

A few of the offsprings of ACPO in the rcgion did, instead, 

evolve to use the radio school strategy somewhat under the inspiration 

of the emerging ncw conccpts of development, education and communicati.on 

The earliest case of it was that of Movimento de Edwacao de Base (MEB), 

inspired by Freire 1 s thinking and techniques until his exile from 
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Brazil in 1964. Later in the 70's, relating itself to peasant organizations, 

ACPO of Honduras, lead by Radio Suyapa, carne c loser t..o rec:J 11~ lng tho 

new approach. Sorne comparable cases ar~ thot~ of Radio Santa Maria 

in the Dominican Republic and Radio Huayacocotla in Me~ico. 

Perhaps less militant but no· Tes~·committed to social change, 

still under the inspiration of the Catholic Church, natio~wide 

rad io-schoo 1 ne tworks wc re es tab l i shed in a f ew o f the count r ie s where 

the autoctonous peasant population occupies the bottom of the 

undcrdeveloprnent scale, as in Guatemala and the Andean zone. The 

most notorious is Educacion Radiofonica Boliviana (ERBOL), a cooperative 

alliance of 12 stations working essentially in airoara and quechua, 

the native and majoritary languages of the country. Its powerful head 



station, Radio San Gabriel is fully manned and managed today by 50 •· 

aima~a peasants, its affiliate produccr firm, Ecora/Khana has earned 

an international rcputation and its national network newscast is thc 

country's first and most advanced. 

But Solivian peasants do not dcpend solcly on religious or political 

support to ga1n access to radio an participate as produccrs of it. For 

sorne thirty years now, they monopolize the very early morning schedule 

of most stations in the country's capital city. Sorne do so as independent 

producers who rent out programming space fr·om commcrcial stations and 

get ads to pay for it. Othcrs are hired by such stations. And in 

one case, a former peasant owns a little station in the outskirts of 

La Paz. In ali cases the audience is partly rural and partly made of 

former peasants residing in poor neighborhoods of the city of La Paz 

and its vicinity .. As studied by Nazario Tirado and Carlos Suarez, 

these Indian broadcasters are autonomously fullfilling the services 

of journalism, postal and telephonc services denied to them by urban-

centered governments. It is alternative communication of peasants, 

by peasants and for peasants. 

Ecuador ¡s another country whcrc native peasants are active 

recoursing to radio for educational purposes and for cultural 

self-assertion. The protagonists are here Amazonian jungle communit ies 

as that of the shuar and high mountain que chua groups as those served 

by the Tabacundo and Latacunga stations. I n this latter a creative 

innovation is facilitating the democr.atization of communication: in 

field cabins provided w:ith simple equipment peasants t r ained as radio 

producers freely record messages news, and programs. 

subsequcntly transmitted through the station. 

that are 
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Costa Rica has virtua lly no indigcnous population and is a small 

country without major physical barriers for communication. But 

peasants are nonetheless somewhat isolated and forgotten. To help 

them improv~ fheir sif ation, the Instituto Costarricense de Educación 

Radiofonica (ICER) stnrtcd shortly ago an ambitious project to take 

radio product ion capab i lit y rural communities. An initial 

network of ten local radio stations has bccn cstablished to act, 

through peasant administration, as danocratic devclopmcnt activators in 

different parts of the country. To support community activity, 

training for self-expression and critical assessmcnt of local and 

national problems, the stations combine their programs with participatory 

communication seminars and workshops on peasant organization and 

productivity. Thcy all culminatc in a "national festival of popular 

expression. 11 

Since 1952~ hen a nationalist social revolution changed the 

basic structures of society in Bolivia, mincrs' labor unions established, 

financed and run their own radio stations (as many as 10 át a given 

time) without government support or the control of any given political 

party. 1They overcame in this manncr the isolat ion to which ccmrercial 

and official media had condemned them and werc able to express 

themselves and defend their interests. These frequently carne into 

clash with authoritarian conservntivc govcrnmcnts, sorne of which 

recoursed to violent military repression to curb the workers' 

revindicatory militancy. As a part of it, their radio stations 

were often closed and at times destroyed but they were resiliently 

brought back to operations as soon as conditions permítted it. 

Furthermore, the federation of mining workcrs has a movies/video 
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training and production unit, a deRartment of publications and a 

committee for popular art and culture, all participatory and 

::.t:lf-managed. 

Cub~ has excelled in using radio for mass mobilization campaigns 

in association with thousands of voluntaries organized in small 

teaching "brigades". This strategy proved most succesful in the 

lit2racy campaign of the early 60's. A decadc later Tanzania was 

going to use a similar method for massive health- promotion programs. 

lternative press is also i~portant in the region but is often 

limi d by baY~le anging from financia! insuficiencies, through 

distribution difficulties, to outright censorship or seizure. 

Newspapers exprcssing the anti-Establishment views of political parties 

and labor uni.ons have always existed in spite of those barriers. But 
" 

broader non-sectarian and independent publications critical of 

societ.y and committed to real democracy are a relatively new phenarenon. 

Few tf any are majar and stablc dailies most are small circulation 

magazines of rather precarious existence. Beyond communication finns 

as such, however, the significant growth occurs recently at the level 
f 

of grass-roots communities that publish in small runs modest, often 

1rtisana1,'papers channeling nonetheless genuine popular expressions 

not governed by political parties. 

Authoritarian rcgimcs, cspecially those not supported by large 

political orgnnizations, find it often difficult to curtail the 

insurgence manifested through multiple "mini-papers" popping ·. up in 

the stands. This was the case of the 20-year military regimes 

recently ended in Brazil. In such environment prensa "nanica" 

(midget press) flourished for a while almost uncontainably. 
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Even when dictatorial repression is most stcrn, the people seem to 

manage to communicate its rejection of it and not only through graffiti. 

"Catacomb journalism"- qui.ck and mobile informative meetings held

in churches in periods of total pr.ohibition of radios and newspapers -

was an illustration of such strategics in the days of the Sornoza 

f amily in Nicaragua. 

The main attempt at granting mass communication power to large 

popular organizations was conducted in Pcru in thc middle of the 70's 

by an unusual refoim-minded military regimc. All private dailies of 

Lima -representing entrenched political and economic interests affected 

by the regine- were expropriated and handed over to "labor ccmn.mities" 

of peasants, f actory workers and educators with the purpose of 

"socialization" of the press. Each was initially to be run by a 

committee composed of delegates of said organizations and of the 

newspaper workers themselves. In a year' s time the property was to 

be legally transfcrred from the seizing State to indepcndent ''civil 

associations'' to be establishcd in that lapse to formally r.epresent 

the above mentioned popular sectors; from then on, they were going 

to fully �anage the papcrs without government intervention. lt did 

not happen due to a complex set of reasons. Property was retained 

and management recaptured by the State after an internal crisis that 

produced the change of the president of the republic in the late 70's. 

Eventually the dailies were returned to their original commercial and 

conservative owners bringing to and end this unique experiment in 

creation of a third media ownership pattern which looked promising 

for alternativc communication: social instcad of prívate or goverrrrental. 

The lesson is barely bcgining to be learned but meanwhile the failure 

51 



lead to the birth of numerous ncw datlies and magazines of diverse 

tendencies now competing with the traditional ones. 

Another innovation is slowly advancing towards its full realization 

in the area of journalism: altcrnative regional ncws agencies. Recamended 

by the Intergovernmental Conferencc º" c.om,nunipatí.on PoUcies held in 

Costa Rica in 1976, thc reccntly bo~n ASIN, ind ALASEI do not seek to 

substitute for the prevailing internat1onal agencies dominating this 

field. ASIN, from headquarters in Costa Rica, is a cooperative pool 

of non-propagandistic and developmcnt-oriented ncws among central 

information offices of scveral governments in the region. ALASEI, 

hostcd by Mexico, specializes in fcature and background articles 

stressing topics normally not dcalt with by thc main newspapers and 

other mass media. Struggling to survive amid an indifferent if not 

unpropitious environment, thcy scek to change the nega~ive image of 
.; 

Latin America usually carried by intcrnational news agencies as well 

as to stress those events exprcssive of the will to attain dcmocratic 

national developmcnt. These cfforts coincide with the much older of 

Interpress (IPS), the only international news agcncy with a Third 

World orientation. 

The au~io-visual electronic media have so far preved mucti less 

amenable to the pleas for dcmocracy in communication than press or 

radio. Economic, technical and managcmcnt reasons of a structural 

nature explain the differcncc. Film and tclevision production processes 

are so complex and costly that no grass roots organization can afford 

to engage in them. Therc are, howevcr, important differcnces between 

these media. Whereas film making does allow for independent and non 

commerci,al production, telcvision hardly evcr does. This difference 

strongly conditions thc options for taking them as alternative media. 
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Dominated as television is by large conservative 

transnational advertising and given the complexity and high costs of 

its organization and operations, there is not one station identifiable 

as an alternative television channel. There are a few programs in 

public and at times in privatc channcls showing prodemocratic contents 

but they are insignificant in proportion versus the alienating, 

mercantile and trivial fare that floods the medium either through 

canned imports or local productions. In very few instances modest 

and ephcmcr.al attempts have becn recorded at democratizing telcvision. 

This was, the case of Bolivia's National Uni�!!.>.'. T�J$y�sjcs S)IStem, 
----� 

a network that proclaimed in 1979.an orientation of "communication for 

liberation". Only one of its cight mcmber channels, that of Coc.habarrba, 

was able to follow this line in practicc but just for a short while 

befare repression ended it. Even in the very few cases in which 

television is a public monopoly, as in Chile and Colombia, or where a 

reform-minded govcrnments comes to own TV channels, as was the case 

of Peru in the 70's, most programs are har.dly distinguishable from the 

standard commercial ones. Thosc stations still depcnd partly on 

advertising and use standard foreign pr.ograms because such surplus-priced 

materials now cost much less than any local production. Also the 

mentality of common TV operators, established with the very introduction 

of the im;arted technology, stubbornly tends to keep reproduc'tng the 

alienating valucs and modes. What advanccments are being made in the 

regían in this field are rather in tcrms of teaching audiences, especially 

the young stratum, the school teachers, the slum dwellers and the 

popular organizations, how to do critical consumption of television 

messages. This should help them counterpoise or diminish their noxious 

influences. Brazil, Costa Rica and Chile, espccially through the 

work of the CENEGA and ILET groups operating from Santiago, are 

outstanding in this effort. 
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Latin America has high-quality indcpendent film producers that 

have earned prestige and international awards in the area of docunentaries. 

Several of them, especially as of thc carly 70's, made films giving 

impressive testimonies of the pcople's struggle against underdevelopment 

caused by internal domination and external dependence. Glauber Rocha 

(Brazil), Jorge Sanjin�s (Bolivia) and Fernando Solanas (Argentina) 

are among the most notorious of those film-makers. As reported by film 

historian Al fon so G_umuc io, the ir commi tment to structura 1 change has 

costed dear such producers as thcy havc oftcn suffcred repression 

ranging from censorship and scizurc to cxilc and evcn, as in two 

relatively recent cases in South America, elimination. Another 

limitation these producers have traditionally met is the difficulty 

of inserting their films in the commercial circuit that helps pay 

production costs and goes beyond the "cine club" mi:nority. To 

alleviate both problems and secure survival, notes analyst Osear 

Zambrano, this communication activity is evolving from the level of 

"the neccesary" to that of "the possible"; i.e., to attain acceptance 

by the broad audience market without abdicating from its reformist 

orientation but keeping protest outside subversion margins. Inspiring 

them since 1968, when the First Declaration of Motíon Pictures Liberation 
' 2 ==-.. =-===

1 =

was signed in Argentina, the alternative communication approach keeps 

nonethele?-5 alive. 

The eminent domain of alternative communication is that of the 

often called "mini media" a category embracing such a wide variety 

of adaptíve formats and denominations that precludes their detailed 

invcntory. They are interpersonal communication strategies (methods 

and materials) most often applicable to informal group interaction 

situations. Sorne are ''traditional" as puppcts, theatre, songs and 

festivals, other are "conventional11 as posters, leaflets, flipcharts, 

phonographic records and "sonovisos" (combínatíons of photographic 
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slides with sound) and others yct are "modero" as audiotapes and 

videotapes. Most of these deviccs have becn employed in the region 

far a number of years as "audio-visual aids" far classic educational 

communications. What is ncw is their use far alternative canrunication 

purposes, something attcmpted only ovcr thc last fifteen years or so. 

An outstanding case of such utilization is that of Villa El 

Salvador, a huge Lima shanty-town populated mostly by quechua peasant 

migrants from Andean villages. lsolated from the downtown dueto 

lack of roads, deprived of water and scarcc of transportation and 

electricity, the slum dwellers endured miscry hardly communi.cati~ 

even with each other. At thc begining of the 70's, however, sorne 

young tcachers lcad by Miguel Azcucta sought to help allcviate this 

problem and that of the irrelevance o[ mass media content far the 

people there. They sponsored group sessions to stimulate discussion 

of collective problems in search far solutíons; natural ieaders were 

identified and supported in this manner. Sorne of the sessions were 

aided by slides shows first and later by audiotapes as well. Soon a 

true community took shape and established, with a littlc support from 

the Peruvian government and Unesco, a humble but effective 

11 mini mt¡l t imed ia system" through workshops for s ing ing, thea trc, 

audio-visualsand publications. Latera newspaper, loudspeak~rs 
"-

a nd billboards in kcy gathering places, and even videotape facilities 

rounded off a structure of alternative communication completely 

designed and handled by the members of the poor but striving camlJnity 

born out of dignifying dcmocratic dialogue. 

There are other remarkable expcriences, far instance, Mario 

Kaplun designed and tested in Uruguay in the middle of the 70's a 
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"rural cassette for.um" strategy that constituted a valuable attempt 

at using a�diotapes in a non-vertical manner as thcy had mostly been 

used until then in othcr countries t 
especially in Central Americ a. 

This strategy was first tried out with thc members of thirty local 

cooperatives of farm producers of a homogenous nature in terms of 

crops, farm size, educational and economic levels, etc, A central 

rccording facility (not a an emitting radio station) sent a tape with 

a program recordad on onc side to cach of the groups committed to 

meet every two wceks for listening and discussing such programs. 

Provided with recorders and assísted by a locally appointed coordinator, 

each group recorded its conclusions and, if ncccesary t sorne questions 

on the virgen side of the tape and returned this latter to the central 

point. This then assem bled the summari es of all groups and sent them 

back to each of them. Furthermore the succesive programs were built 

around those discussions. In this manner an open forum was established 

at the distance for peasants to freely and creatively discuss their 

problems without being "taught" from above by outsiders. Ultimately 

the questions in thc individual tapes were not answered by the central 

point but by the field groups themselves through exchange of experiences, 

' knowledge I and viewpoints among peasants • 
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Can vi-:;.otapes also be used as tools for alternative cam,:,tication ? 

Easily one million videotape units are now in use in the region but 

almost all of them are owned by upper class memb ers who enjoy them 

essent ially as a sort of a home toy spcl l. ing moderni ty and cosmopolitanism. 

Almost all pre-recorded tapes are imported -whether legally or not-

from the U.S. and Western Europe and provide contents derived from 

television programs and motion pictures films originated in that part 



of the world. Can this admirable device come to be more than another 

exquisite privilege of the few and serve the liberation aims of the 

many? Sorne respond affirmatively since they see possibilities for 

democratizing uses of video through the increased facility for operating 

videocameras and editors and the decr.eased prices of them. These 

enthusiastic observers point out to potential uses as the following: 

recording of every-day life of the depressed strata of society; 

documenting the struggle for the construction of democracy; fostering 

critical awareness of social events; producing newsreels on events 

�f interest for the majorities usually by-passed by television channels,

and facilitating dialogue. Sorne of these prospects are already being 

realized to sorne extent in a few countries as Mexico, Venezuela , and 

Chile. Brazil is thc first in having established a national association 

of "popular video" that fosters and teaches alternative uses of this 

medium to numerous grass roots groups and to agencies serving them. 

And for more than a decade now Manuel Calvelo has shown in Peru how 

to use videomobile facilities for non-oppressive education of peasants 

and in the servicc of litcracy. 

"Alternative communication for democratic development". 
t 

Drea�or reality? 

Paulo Freire once said: "That which is utopian is not that which 

is unattainable; it is not idealism; it is a dialectic process of 

denouncing and announcing; denouncing the dehumanizing structure and 

announcing the humanizing structure". 

So be it. 
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