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This book provides an important set of critical re�ections from a selection of founda-
tional scholars of African media and communication studies through biographical 
method. The book interrogates the centre of mainstream academic scholarship by pro-
viding the foundational history and origins of an Africanist conceptual model while 
highlighting its signi�cance globally.

The editors use biographical and life story conversations to critically re�ect on the 
respondents’ interpretations of their key works and arguments in relation to key 
moments in the �eld, the continent and globally. Though the book is focused on recov-
ering pioneering arguments by key thinkers in African media and communication, 
efforts of individual academics are to be understood in the context of their work with 
others and within institutions that are networked, locally and globally. By bringing 
together many of the leading �gures of African communication and media studies in a 
single volume, this book provides a critical corrective to the dearth of knowledge and 
information about who the key thinkers are and what their key arguments, theories and 
models for media and communication in African contexts entail.

As such, it will be of interest to scholars of media and communications in Africa, 
and the global south.
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African Media and Communication: Foundational Conversations [hereafter 
Conversations] engages directly with the history, actors, speci�cities, contexts 
and shifting dimensions in the locus of enunciation of media and communica-
tion studies in Africa. The immediate task includes a concise rendering of the 
nuances within media and communication contexts arising from Africa’s 
shared geographies, histories and experiences constituting this emerging aca-
demic space. We are keen to unpack the rationale behind existing theories and 
practices and to explore how this has resonated with how media and commu-
nication studies in Africa have transformed and continue to transform our 
means of knowing, our practices of looking and our ways of engaging both 
within and outside the narrow con�nes of disciplinary silos. These are central 
issues in the urgent quest to rethink and unthink the academic discipline of 
African media and communication.

Conversations is intended to complement our earlier volume, the Routledge 
Handbook of African Media and Communication Studies (2021). In the 
Handbook, we opened the dialogue about forming African media and commu-
nication studies. We questioned whether or not African media and communi-
cation studies already exists as a discipline rooted in continental history, 
knowledge and experience. In the Handbook, we argued that education in 
Africa, in general, has not always been informed by the reality on the ground 
and that media and communication studies, therefore, needs to do better to aid 
the overall drive towards epistemological inclusivity and emancipation (Mano 
and milton 2021: 21). To this end, we proposed Afrokology as a heuristic tool 
to interrogate intellectual engagement in African contexts (Mano and milton 
2021: 19–42). Afrokology is therefore geared towards broadening the aca-
demic, practical and evidential dimensions of sources of material on interna-
tional media and cultural processes. Its drive is towards relational accountability, 
including expanding the intellectual archive with contributions from parts of 
the world underrepresented in mainstream media and communication studies. 
This is necessary, as the so-called mainstream, by and large, tends to favour 
Anglo-Saxon perspectives and intellectual traditions.

Conversations expands the dialogue by introducing us to the lifeworlds of a 
range of media scholars – whom we refer to as boundary spanners – who have 

Conversations with boundary-spanning 
African media scholars: An Introduction

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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contributed to developing what we now wish to understand as African Media 
and Communication Studies. Our introductory volume, the Routledge 
Handbook of African Media and Communication Studies (2021), situated the 
conversations presented here within the broader history of the relations 
between scholarship in the global South and the global North. The Handbook 
and Conversations collectively map out boundaries and voices in the emerging 
African media and communication studies arena. The current book was writ-
ten at a juncture marked by competing politics of hope and despair. Globally, 
wars, poverty, identity politics, pandemics and environmental challenges 
wreaked havoc and continue to test humanity’s resolve. Africa is not immune 
to these global challenges even as it is itself  going through immense sociopolit-
ical and economic changes, with shifts that cascade into academia. Against this 
backdrop, the decolonial turn in media and communication is being mobilised 
to mitigate the often unrelenting despair and collective cynicism from scholars 
and communities within Africa and the broader diaspora. This includes efforts 
from scholars and students from this generation to vanquish coloniality and its 
attendant colonial de�cits in knowledge production and distribution that tend 
to silence and marginalise so-called “other” knowledges. In this context, there 
are increased efforts to rede�ne academic approaches from an African 
standpoint.

It could be argued that academia is still embroiled in the “hubris of zero-
point” epistemology, lacking a grasp of the dynamics of the intersection of 
global structures and local points of transformation (Castro-Gómez 2007: 
428–448). This results in a disabling stalemate in intellectual thought that fails 
to engage with ontological and epistemological nuances of the particularity of 
Africa’s locus of enunciation. The need for disruptive intervention that can 
fundamentally unseat the continued favouring of Anglophone, capitalist, 
paternalistic and meritocratic thought has never been more apparent than it is 
now. An intellectual project detached from academics’ embodied knowledge 
fails to engage everyday life’s sociopolitical and economic realities in global 
South contexts. Hence, the contemporary turn towards liberatory, decolonial 
and culturally sustaining pedagogies should be welcomed. However, epistemic 
disobedience might fall prey to obedience to a logic of coloniality without a 
clear understanding of the pedagogic assumptions that undergird the teaching 
of media and communication studies in these contexts. As Castro-Gómez 
argues, even when we intend to advance equity, we could inadvertently obedi-
ently replicate existing systems by keeping the epistemic norm intact and, in 
doing so, replicating coloniality. This happens, for, as Lorde reminds us, “we 
have, built into all of us, old blueprints of expectations and response, old struc-
tures of oppression” (Lorde 2007 [1984]: 123). For us to practise epistemic dis-
obedience, there is, therefore, a need for these blueprints to be altered 
simultaneously as we alter the living conditions resulting from these structures. 
Following Haraway (1988), the epistemological key is to situate oneself  and the 
knowledge produced historically, spatially and culturally. We (and this includes 
those of us in the global South still operating with old blueprints of 
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expectations and response – cf. Lorde 2007 [1984]: 123) need to carefully re�ect 
on our positionality in an intersectional, glocal perspective and revise our ways 
of doing theory, research and praxis. Without such re�ection, instead of break-
ing down the global and local power structures against which our epistemic 
disobedience is aimed, we will end up supporting it. The train of thought 
should be about what the intellectual endeavour is �ghting to change. It is 
about epistemological location.

What we are arguing for here is, therefore, disruption not for the sake of 
being disruptive but for the sake of emancipating and relexicalising the �eld 
from an African episteme. An integral part of emancipation is, however, an 
interrogation of normativity. It is also about engaging critical discourses in 
different cosmological traditions – what Ella Shohat (2001: 2) called “multifac-
eted plurilogues.” Such plurilogues are about linking “… different yet co-
implicated constituencies and arenas of struggle,” which Shohat (2001: 2) 
metaphorically describes as “dissonant polyphony.” Thus, plurilogue implies a 
resistance to homogenisation in favour of a deep commitment to “the pluriv-
erse” of thought, knowledge and expression. In the context of Afrokology, it 
serves as a call to engage Africans as knowledge-generating subjects in a delib-
erate act of epistemic delinking which entices us to move away from the colo-
nial/disciplinary classi�cation of the global south as “[p]laces of non-thought” 
(Mignolo 2009: 3). In this respect, Rykers (2018: n.pag) writes that “theory is 
never produced in isolation, but exists within a broader corpus of knowledge 
from a multiplicity of social locations and perspectives.” That, in essence, is 
what inspired this book. As we work towards de�ning what an African media 
and communication studies could look like, we felt it necessary to engage in 
conversations – a plurilogue, if  you will – with emeritus and contemporary 
scholars who have contributed to the �eld in meaningful ways.

Conversations presents a starting point in our dialogues with African intel-
lectuals from across Africa and the African diaspora who have made vital con-
tributions – historically and/or conceptually – to forming media and 
communication studies in Africa. As will be discussed below, selecting the �rst 
group was not easy. However, we ended up with a group whose efforts have 
impacted our abilities to think African media and communication studies in all 
its fascinating, fractious and often contradictory complexities. We were inter-
ested in learning more about “boundary-spanning leadership” in the context 
of media and communication studies in Africa. For this book, we de�ned 
boundary-spanners as people within institutions and organisations who merge, 
link and join the inside and outside in relation to salience, credibility and 
respectful reciprocity. In other words, they link knowledge to action in ways 
that are �t for purpose (relevance/salience), reliable and with an eye towards 
respectful collaboration and co-creation. However, they do not shy away from 
questioning institutionalised ideas and practices of being, becoming and 
belonging (cf. Nyamnjoh 2017: 349). They are the people who can move across 
departments, organisations, universities, communities and �elds to enable 
effective knowledge exchange, including sharing expertise, language and values 
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with diverse groups and translating between them. While this concept is most 
often used to describe transdisciplinary research endeavours, we invoked it 
here to examine how our selected conversation partners engaged the unof�cial 
media and communication studies centre from the African periphery.

As part of our drive towards epistemological emancipation, we were inter-
ested in continuing our interrogation of the status of African media and com-
munication studies as a centring strategy that can, admittedly, invoke some 
resistance to what is seen either as a contestatory attitude towards Europe or 
then a nativist re�ex towards coloniality. However, what we are most interested 
in is establishing the frames of reference that constitute the teaching of media 
and communication studies within African contexts and to ascertain how to 
centre Africa in our teaching and research without ignoring the entangled his-
tories that give meaning to Africa and what it might mean to be African.

To this end, our conversation partners were asked to present a considered 
overview of their intellectual life work and to consider this work in relation to 
the as-yet undecided status of African Media and Communication Studies. As 
such, these conversations provide nuance to our perspective, which we will 
delve into in more detail in the �nal chapter of this book. Through these con-
versations, we were keen to explore whether African Media and Communication 
Studies can be established as a coherent theoretical, practical and empirical 
space that can unapologetically claim its place in the context of global media 
and communication (Mano and milton 2021: 6). For this reason, participants 
in this book were also asked to consider the epistemological and ontological 
agendas that guided their work, while readers are invited to consider their 
deliberations as a space for reclaiming capacity to envision the new and to push 
back against academic marginalisation. As can be ascertained below, the con-
versations, in this sense, present a next step in our Afrokological toolkit for 
advancing the narrative of media and communication as a transformative �eld 
of inquiry, which itself  is a place of struggle.

In Conversations, our conversations were therefore guided by the above as 
we sought to �nd out more about the life histories of the selected boundary-
spanning leaders and the core ways in which they resisted cooptation and rea-
ligned the �eld to walk in tandem with African lifeworlds. What is peculiar 
about the boundary-spanning role are patterns of trajectories of skilful reor-
ganisation of existing knowledge and practice in ways that are generative of 
new pathways. The rede�ned positions are indicative of a boundary-spanning 
position that, in Afrokological terms, characterises scholars who are well 
versed in multiple worlds in ways that enable learning and collaboration.

Conversations: The Conversations

The conversation format allowed us to steer boundary-spanning African schol-
ars to critically review their interpretations of their key works and arguments 
in relation to key moments in the �eld at their institutions and beyond. Scholars 
were presented with topics we wanted to touch on in our conversations. Hence, 
critical reviews happened both during our conversations and after we presented 
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the transcripts to the scholars for veri�cation and further re�ection. As aca-
demics, scholars, researchers, teachers and practitioners interested in questions 
of media and communication, each of the thinkers has contributed provoca-
tively to introduce and shape the �eld in various African contexts. They also, 
in various ways, disturbed the parameters of more traditional approaches to 
the practice and study thereof and, in so doing, have played a signi�cant role 
in the possibility of establishing the discipline or inter-discipline variously 
known as Media and Communication Studies in Africa or, as we wish to call it 
here, African Media and Communication Studies.

All the conversations follow the same underlying structure: starting with 
probes about the boundary spanners’ in�uences and formative years to critical 
exchanges about key concepts and ideas, re�ections on the impact of sociopo-
litical issues on their trajectories and recent events in the digital and global 
contexts. Africa, we argue, is shaped by human mobility, including people 
moving to the continent, away from it, or crisscrossing it (Mbembe 2007). The 
conversations illustrate how such mobility and cohabitation automatically lead 
to different ways of being in the world and getting mixed together. As such, the 
boundary spanners can be considered harbingers of Africa’s cultural inter-
face.1 They bring to life a plurilogue born out of varied lived experiences that 
overlap with each other. As such, the conversations allow us to look into their 
perspectives on media and communication studies scholarship in Africa as 
they are re�ected, constructed, or reconstructed in dialogue with other schol-
ars and geopolitical spaces. To this end, the conversations offer a fascinating 
overview of media and communication studies from the African context.

In the Routledge Handbook of African Media and Communication Studies, 
we argued that Africanising personnel in media and communication depart-
ments at universities has, thus far, yet to immediately result in Africanised/
decolonised teaching agendas, despite declarations of intent and attempts at 
Africanisation and decolonisation. Through the conversations, Conversations 
illustrates how the boundary spanners tried to make sense of the �eld beyond 
such tokenistic approaches that tend to entrench coloniality. These include the 
boundary spanners’ attempts to reposition the �eld, address gaps and identify 
opportunities for structuring a broader conversation that informs the emerging 
African media and communication studies �eld. What becomes evident is a 
trajectory of efforts towards Africanisation and decolonisation of African 
media and communication studies scholarship that transcends coloniality and 
resonates more de�nitively with African contexts. As will be discussed in the 
�nal chapter, these efforts reveal the �eld of media and communication 
studies as a

a multi-layered and multi-dimensional space of dynamic relations consti-
tuted by the intersections of time, place, distance, different systems of 
thought, competing and contesting discourses within and between differ-
ent knowledge traditions, and different systems of social, economic and 
political organisation.

(Nakata 2007a: 199)
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Through the conversations, we become privy to how such dynamism leads to 
new ways of researching, storytelling and knowledge sharing that shape criti-
cal directions in the �eld. The conversations go beyond scientism as they also 
investigate context-driven epistemes that inform praxis as a point of departure 
for the boundary-spanning scholars’ thinking and action in the �eld.

The conversations bring to the fore both the endogenous and exogenous 
interfaces and exigencies that impact how academic practitioners participate in 
knowledge-building about African media and communication studies. Multiple 
factors often neglected or underplayed in constructions of the trajectories of 
the �eld in Africa are revealed in the process. To this end, this book brings this 
selection of 17 boundary-spanning scholars to their new audiences, revealing 
emerging and established thinking around issues of teaching, research, theory-
building and practice as they pertain to (African) media and communication 
Studies.

In light of this, the conversations in Conversations attend to historical and 
conceptual speci�city, and they do so by concentrating on lived experiences of 
media, communication and praxis. Including lived experiences and voices of 
the marginalised in research is increasingly being recognised as necessary for, 
as “nothing about us without us” – activists have argued, inclusion in research 
is a human right and a social justice issue. In our Afrokological heuristic tool, 
we argued for a non-essentialist excavation and centring of diverse African 
lived experiences and intellectual resources. The exercise it engenders is an 
incantation for self-empowerment and self-determination, meant to overturn 
systems of oppression. Ending a-symmetrical knowledge production is not 
about eroding knowledges but about restoring humanity and “broadening” the 
archive. From an intellectual standpoint, what is gained from a focus on lived 
experiences in research and knowledge cultivation steers our imagination 
towards a focus on the embodied experiences of scalar politics by a range of 
people and publics whose experiences of being spoken for engenders an ever-
expanding sense of criticality. For MacKinnon (2011: 23), the concept of “sca-
lar politics” pays reverence to the fact that “… it is often not scale per se that is 
the prime object of contestation between social actors, but rather speci�c pro-
cesses and institutionalized practices that are themselves differentially scaled.” 
At the same time, Field-Springer and Striley (2018: 701) argue that people “… 
experience the world as bodied beings and must make sense of their embodied 
experiences by managing meanings of who they are in the world (being), the 
actions they perform (doing), and who they want to become (directed becom-
ing).” Hence, a focus on embodied experiences contributes to the ongoing dis-
ruption of mainstream narratives of knowledge production and Anglo-Saxon 
ideas of assimilation. From marginalised communities’ perspective, the bene-
�ts include critical hope and practical empowerment. A “lived experience,” it is 
argued, “is not only something that is experienced, its being experienced makes 
a special impression that gives it lasting importance” (Gadamer 2004: 53). To 
this end, it is crucial to listen to the world in an ontological way that allows us 
to cultivate awareness, sensitivity and understanding while displaying openness 
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towards the other. Such relational accountability can inspire the needed criti-
cality as we continue to search for new ways of seeing that engender new social 
and cultural experiences that can contribute to relexicalising our world. This 
can expand the �eld and add concepts and ideas that we can use to understand 
the world progressively better. This is a decolonial stance which is informed by 
some cutting-edge practice and insightful self-re�ection on practice by the 
selected boundary-spanners. The narratives from lived experiences shared in 
these conversations illuminate issues, problems, perspectives and opinions 
about contemporary media and communication studies in Africa and else-
where. This includes changes in higher education and today’s curricula. These 
conversations deliver articulations that integrate theorising with practical 
engagement, with some scholars offering practical suggestions for further 
achievement in this domain. They also deliver depth to ontological, epistemo-
logical, theoretical and methodological issues.

Methodological Challenges and Techniques

Conversations is a timely interventionist attempt to redress injustice and ine-
quality in the academy by purposely centring and unsilencing the efforts of 
African intellectuals in academia – and thus also media and communication 
studies. As scholars, educators and African-oriented journal editors, we are 
acutely aware of the effects of silencing, as we often encounter enthusiastic 
emerging scholars in places as diverse as South Africa, Ghana and Sweden, to 
name but a few – complaining about gaps in knowledge about African sources. 
They, for example, state that their eagerness to study media and communica-
tions from an African vantage point needs to be more supported by African 
resources, including familiarity with scholars and theories from Africa(n) (per-
spectives). The decolonial turn in academia thus coincides with ever-increasing 
clarion calls for African media and communication studies rather than just 
media and communication studies in Africa. In a world where information 
comes at us at dizzying intervals from many, and indeed diverse, sources, our 
ability to select and interpret sources is increasingly challenged. It is our belief, 
and the point of this book, that the intellectual lived experiences from the mar-
gins need to be recovered in ways that inform our thinking about and move 
towards African media and communication studies.

Against this backdrop, this book moves from the assumption that oral his-
tory conversations constitute an invaluable source for reconstructing experi-
ences of the study of media and communication in African contexts. Taking 
into account the limitations of human memory, as well as the constructive, 
structuring activities involved in “memory work” (cf. Dhoest 2015), these nar-
ratives provide valuable, �rst-hand insights into the signi�cance of the found-
ing principles and contexts of media and communication studies in Southern 
Africa, West Africa, East Africa, North Africa, Central Africa and also the 
African Diaspora. History today is approached as plural, as the existence of 
many experiences, interpretations and memories – i.e. as micro-narratives 
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rather than unilateral, inarguable facts. In this sense, the book provides an 
essential set of critical re�ections from a selection of boundary-spanning 
scholars in African media and communication studies through the biographi-
cal method. It �lls a void by focusing on those who have shaped thinking in 
African media and communication studies contexts. The conversations con-
tain the views of eminent communication scholars on the evolution of the dis-
cipline from the perspective of their own interests.

We deliberately chose the biographical and life story conversation format as 
we believed this would generate space for the selected scholars to actively bear 
witness and give testimony to what it was like to be part of the whole but out-
side the main body of International Communication Studies. Having them 
speak authentically in their own voice allowed them to effectively map out 
areas not foreseen initially. The conversations unsilence African scholars who, 
in different ways, forged and gave initial form to the �eld from within different 
African contexts. The scholars are foregrounded in the text as reminders of 
“intellectual elders” who have made contributions that can be forgotten only 
by deliberate marginalisation. In some cases, given our experience as research-
ers, educators and journal editors, we were very familiar with the scholars and 
their bodies of work. In other cases, scholars were recommended to us either 
by those we interacted with or through our conference and other networks. In 
some cases, the scholars are indeed elders continuing their contributions to the 
�eld/discipline as emeritus and/or distinguished professors, while in a few 
cases, we are interviewing younger but not emerging scholars shaping our con-
temporary understanding of the �eld.

The combination of purposive and snowball sampling techniques employed 
here is not without problem. Given that most academics are not necessarily 
well-known individuals and their achievements are often esoterically contained 
within arbitrary subdivisions of the �eld, we are aware that debates on their 
meritoriousness will likely ensue. However, we are comfortable with these 
inclusions as part of the ongoing multifaceted plurilogue we started in the 
Routledge Handbook of African Media and Communication Studies. Through 
their ground-up theorising, practice and praxis, the selected scholars give sub-
stance and form to the pedagogical imperatives of resistance and re-existence. 
do Nascimento (2023) argues that memory occupies a primordial place as re-
existence and resistance. For him, re-existence �nds expression in the decoloni-
sation of memory through which awareness-building of being, feeling, doing 
and thinking from a given place of life takes precedence. Indeed, the 
Afrokological task, as aligned with the decolonial project, is as much about the 
future as it is about collective memory. It is as much about resistance as it is 
about re-existence. In fact, we could say it requires embracing the latter as it 
signals a double move, containing both an oppositional strategy and a propo-
sitional stance. In Conversations, we are therefore more interested in “learning 
from other resisters” (Lugones 2010: 753)2 in order to re�ect on works whose 
tactics might foster the conditions for re-existence practices.
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To embody such resistance, we further selected the conversation format as 
an act of resistance and epistemic disobedience, which allowed us to move 
from merely employing a monitorial approach to knowledge cultivation that 
de�nes the decolonial scholar’s role primarily in relation to the global North. 
Instead, Conversations shifts the debate towards centring learning from the 
African locus of enunciation. Hence, the conversations open a multifaceted 
plurilogue between African scholars in Africa as well as in the African dias-
pora. In so doing, emphasis is placed on the role of collaboration in research�– 
be that deliberately or inadvertently. These conversations manifest the notion 
that we can see further if  we stand on the shoulders of giants. It shows that, 
even where work is not explicitly touted as team efforts, it still bene�ts from the 
work of others as several people may have researched the same topic sepa-
rately, but seen collectively, these efforts work with each other in ways which 
generate counter and alternative approaches that speak to the centre. Hence, it 
contributes to cultural �ows.

The book affords these important scholars in African media and communi-
cation research a rare voice, a unique platform as Sankofa: i.e. looking back-
wards while moving forward in the seemingly divergent directions in this nascent 
�eld. As facilitators of the conversations that unfold, we were more interested in 
being with questions in an intimate space and in telling the stories of African 
intellectuals through their own recollections. This interest stems from our desire 
to contribute towards building the African communication scholarship archive, 
and to do so; we need to remember our intellectuals, our theorists and our 
founding scholars. They are essential, as, in a sense, they are our historians who 
see things from a different era and, therefore, through a different lens.

The conversations with key players, from a transdisciplinary vantage point, 
open consideration of the emergent and evolving means by which African 
media and communication studies developed ways of seeing, knowing and 
understanding itself  as a �eld of study that is crucially in dialogue with other 
perspectives. They offer insightful and provocative approaches to reshape the 
parameters of more established areas of study in the �eld. Conversations pro-
vides a platform for individual scholars to re�ect on their personal philoso-
phies on communication studies and also the trajectory of communication 
studies in their countries of residence and/or origin. We employ the “life his-
tory” concept to recognise the partial nature of the accounts we sought from 
these eminent communication scholars. Life histories are not entirely foreign to 
examining pertinent professional and personal issues in tertiary education and, 
as such, have been used with particular success in examining aspects of educa-
tion practices, curriculum and research. We opted for an adapted life history 
approach to give conversationalists a voice in articulating their authentic expe-
riences and concerns. For us, this was an important decision that acknowledges 
our commitment to Afrokological conviviality while paying homage to decolo-
niality’s insistence on re�exivity. Life history conversations can be an essential 
tool in the decolonial and Afrokological scholar’s arsenal, as they encourage 
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scholars, teachers and researchers to also treat their own lives and histories 
with critical respect as they seek to understand their lived experiences within 
the context of the �elds they occupy. That said, we are also cognisant of con-
viviality’s central connection to incompleteness, i.e. the acknowledgement and 
reality that all life is incomplete.

Where incompleteness is concerned, Reddy (2008: 2) reminds us that

(E]very retrieval of memory is a reassembly of memory and our memo-
ries and our histories are inevitably shaped by present needs.

For us, that meant, amongst others, that some communication scholars might 
perceive the objectives we had in mind when starting the conversations as 
involving a potential threat to their credit or even to the scienti�c legitimacy of 
their �eld. This comes from the broader issue that, against the backdrop of the 
decolonial turn, the history of contemporary media and communication stud-
ies in African contexts can produce alternative historical narratives that chal-
lenge scholar’s self-produced historical narratives. At the same time, history 
itself  is also a source for establishing scienti�c credit and legitimacy. However, 
as argued elsewhere, “… conviviality invites us to not only recognise our own 
incompleteness, it also challenges us to be open-minded and open-ended in our 
claims and articulations to identities, being and belonging” (Nyamnjoh 2017: 
339). Similarly, it would be a mistake to think of the past and the present as 
separated into separate time ghettos. In other words, students studying com-
munication today are not educated from a void. However, they are inculcated 
with an understanding of the �eld, which has been nurtured in the past. In 
addition, through their contemporary engagements with the �eld, they are 
helping to evolve it into the future.

Conversations, therefore, endeavours to tell the story of how communication 
studies emerged and coalesced in African contexts through the viewpoint of 
scholars directly involved in its evolution. The introductory points for each 
conversation focus our attention on the pathways, in�uences and challenges 
African media and communication studies and industries faced at their entry 
point in each country/region as emerging �elds of study and practice. The con-
versations then evolve to deal with the multifaceted impacts of coloniality, 
struggles for independence, globalisation, and, eventually, decolonisation of 
media, culture and communication. It also says something about how African 
scholars and industries both adapt to and resist these in�uences. In that sense, 
the scholars’ self-re�ection demonstrated an understanding beyond their own 
contexts and knowledge. As a collective, however, the life histories show how 
each scholar mobilised what we can regard as speci�c alternatives that collec-
tively contribute to a transforming �eld. Self-re�exivity, in this sense, allowed 
for a process of developing a critically engaged stance in understanding the 
limits of the so-called Western canon and its claims to universality. In that 
sense, Conversations opens many conceptual doors into a pluriverse of world-
views and practices from African contexts, in many cases also placing these in 
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conversation with mainstream communication studies. In doing so, it is a start-
ing point for replacing the illusion of conventional thinking about the �eld 
from another world.

Conclusion

There is an urgent need to document the historical context of African media 
and communication across time and space, bringing together different actors 
and parts to the narrative. Conversations, in this sense, connects intellectual 
work to the causes of solidarity, humanity and social justice, which is central 
to the academic quarrel about Africanising and decolonising communication 
studies, which has so far informed the unwritten segregation of international 
and local knowledge production.

In 2018, the University of Johannesburg hosted the SACOMM conference 
under the theme “Communication at a Crossroads.” The crossroads were 
described as points of intersection characterised by crises, turning points, 
alternative con�gurations, convergence, divergence, meeting and departure, 
unity and disunity. In light of calls towards decolonising institutions and cur-
ricula, the call for papers stated,

Centres cannot hold, and typical business-as-usual attitudes to epistemic 
injustice are no longer tenable…. The discipline of communication, like 
many others that have been caught up in these crises and tensions, is at an 
epistemic and disciplinary crossroads of its own, one that calls for a 
“communication turn” and for bold, new, dif�cult, innovative, boundary-
crossing, boundary-smashing, critical, frank and courageous conversa-
tions in communication.

A need is therefore recognised for a more thorough engagement and under-
standing of silenced and marginalised epistemes and techniques as critical 
scholars strive to respond to the goals of enhanced human rights and social 
justice. Emerging scholars are increasingly responding to this need in MA and 
PhD theses and dissertations, yet what remains missing from these manuscripts 
(and some scholarly articles as well) is a nuanced engagement with the philos-
ophies and theories that inform this approach, which often results in a form of 
engaged scholarship that negates understanding and explication of its ontolog-
ical, epistemological and axiological assumptions. In this respect, Pieter Fourie 
(one of the 17 scholars in this book) argued in his keynote address at the 2011 
SACOMM conference that teaching should recover phenomenology (the evi-
dentiary, not just the imaginary) and return to theoretical foundations (para-
digms, not just theories), largely lost from the discipline as it is taught in South 
Africa (Fourie 2011). Conversations is one attempt towards such ontological, 
epistemological and axiological recovery from the African cultural interface.

Connecting to the idea of “boundary-crossing” and “boundary-smashing,” 
in the above-mentioned Call, we chose to think of  our conversation partners 
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as boundary-spanning scholars. For us, this opened up the fertile and under-
explored terrain of  their often radical scholarship in which an array of  insti-
tutional, political, structural and ideological features loom large and invite 
examination. The conversation format makes their thoughts accessible with-
out sacri�cing the intellectual rigour and sociopolitical implications of  their 
pedagogical, research and other intellectual contributions to the �eld. Though 
the book is focused on recovering pioneering arguments by key thinkers in 
African media and communication, the efforts of  individual academics are to 
be understood in the context of  their work with others and within institutions 
that are networked, locally and globally. Therefore, one of the book’s primary 
aims is to interrogate the “centre” of  mainstream academic scholarship by 
providing foundational history and origins of  an Africanist conceptual model 
while highlighting its signi�cance in local and global contexts. These conver-
sations with boundary-spanning scholars serve to symbolically reinforce dif-
ferent understandings of the (African) Media and Communication Studies (in 
Africa) environment. Through a focus on the speci�c concerns of  the 
boundary-spanning scholar’s research, writings and practice, the conversa-
tions shine a light on the peculiarities, concerns and changes in the practice 
and profession of media and communication. It also allows for a deeper 
understanding of the rise and decline of  different methods and approaches 
within the context of  Africa and as observed over the lifespan of each schol-
ar’s career. Individual key thinkers simultaneously contribute to the accept-
ance of shared space for Media and Communication Studies in African 
contexts as well as to the perpetuation of  the tensions that fuelled the con�ict 
of  Media and Communication in Africa vs African Media and Communications. 
This manifests through some suggesting a common or shared heritage while 
others accentuate differences. The book should, therefore, be seen as an intro-
duction to several interwoven “accounts” of  the �eld’s transdisciplinary foot-
ing in African contexts, as well as considering how African Media and 
Communication practice has led to new ways of seeing, knowing and under-
standing communication.

In fact, these accounts still need to be completed as the global COVID-19 
pandemic impacted our �eldwork conversations. Planned research trips were 
cancelled. The �nal number is less than initially planned. However, the selected 
scholars still provide an unrivalled diverse set of experiences and knowledge 
that underpin the genesis of this nascent �eld from an African vantage point. 
Conversations does not endeavour to offer an analysis of relationships and tra-
jectories of ideas, people and institutions narrated by the conversationalists. 
Instead, aside from brief summaries in our Editors’ notes and some re�ections 
on the way forward in the �nal chapter, we opted to allow the voices to speak 
unhindered on their own understandings and re�ections of how and why com-
munication studies in African contexts evolved in the ways it did and continues 
to do. This allows for an inadvertent comparativist perspective and overview of 
their work, which engenders a broad contextualisation of the �eld from the 
African locus of enunciation. The dialogical structure furthermore renders the 



Conversations with boundary-spanning African media scholars  13

work accessible while infusing their key arguments with introspection and con-
temporaneousness, which is necessary for retaining relevance in today’s more 
public-facing, impact-driven academic institutions.

Notes

	 1	 The cultural interface is contested space between two knowledge systems (generally 
referred to as Western scienti�c knowledge and Indigenous knowledge), where 
things are not clearly black or white, Indigenous or Western (Nakata 2007b: 8).

	 2	 For Lugones (2010: 753), “… the decolonial [scholar’s] task begins by her seeing the 
colonial difference, emphatically resisting her epistemological habit of erasing it. 
Seeing it, she sees the world anew, and then she requires herself  to drop her enchant-
ment with … the universal, and begins to learn about other resisters at the colonial 
difference.”
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Editors’ Introduction

Kwame Karikari is a Ghanaian academic, trainer and journalist.  He is the 
founder and former Executive Director of the Media Foundation of West 
Africa (MFWA). He has also worked as a professor of Journalism and Mass 
Communication, Director General of the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation 
(1982–1984) as well as a Chairman of the Graphic Communications Group 
Limited. Karikari has been involved in training journalists in several countries 
in Africa over the span of the last few decades and is the author of The Paradox 
of Voice Without Accountability in Ghana (2014).

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 3 May 2018, Kwame 
Karikari raises a series of questions and provocations that are key to any his-
torical, political and institutional consideration pertaining to African Media 
and Communication Studies and the study of media and communication in 
Africa. Karikari addresses the relationship between activism and intellectual-
ism in politically unstable African contexts, explaining in detail his own evolv-
ing roles as a media educator and activist for freedom of expression, social 
justice and democracy at national, regional and continental levels. He also his-
toricises the design and teaching of journalism in Ghana, indicating how the 
“political atmosphere and absence of press freedom, compounded by the weak 
prospects for journalists in terms of making money or decent income” gave 
birth to an engaged approach to journalism. Towards the end of our conversa-
tion, as part of a discussion about critical engagement, Karikari turns his 
attention to bureaucratisation and the monetisation of the university, raising 
questions about intellectual curiosity and articulation and the necessity for 
public-facing institutions that can bring society in, theorise it and then bring it 
back to the public. In other words, he is articulating, in his own words, what a 
decolonial space could look like which focuses on lived experiences as part of, 
rather than data for research only.

1	� Doing Journalism and Media 
Studies in Ghana

Conversation with Kwame Karikari (no revision)

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Doing Journalism and Media Studies in Ghana

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good afternoon Prof Kwame Karikari and thank you so 

much for agreeing to this conversation.
Kwame 
Karikari (KK): 	 You are welcome.
ED:	 Prof you are an establishment almost I could say in the �eld, 

your expertise, your work, your knowledge, your career 
that’s spanning almost 36 years now and still counting is tes-
tament to what can be done in the �eld if  you apply yourself  
intellectually, if  you apply yourself  in terms of being an 
activist in our �eld and then also a campaigner for the type 
of things that we believe in. We found it interesting that you 
retired in 2015 and then you came back, strong as ever one 
would say, you directed the school of communications at the 
University of Ghana, you are now Dean at the Wisconsin 
International School, you are the founder if  I remember cor-
rectly for the Media Foundation for West Africa, so you are 
just such an inspiration to those of us that are coming up in 
the �eld. And so what I would like to start with is to maybe 
talk a little bit about your work going back and then we will 
look forward. So many of the people who know you now, 
know you as the editor of Independent Broadcasting 
in Ghana.

KK: 	 That was a collection of presentations at a conference we did 
on promoting broadcast pluralism, independent broadcast-
ing in Ghana. That was 1994 or 1993.

ED:	 Yes because I think it was right around the time that South 
Africa gained its, not its independence, but when it held its 
�rst open elections, so the work was also of interest to many 
of us in that context. Could you maybe highlight some of 
the things that were very relevant then and how the situation 
has changed since 1994 up until now in the Ghanaian space?

KK: 	 I was a teacher, a lecturer at the University of Ghana, school 
of communications studies. In journalism, I started as a lec-
turer in journalism at the school from 1979 and then in 1982 
I was appointed Director General of the Ghana Broadcasting 
Corporation which is a state owned broadcasting organisa-
tion and the only one at that time in Ghana, as it was also in 
virtually every other African country. There was only one 
state broadcaster, radio and television. So as a teacher in 
journalism at the time, print journalism that was my back-
ground because in terms of journalistic practice my little 
experience was in print and so I transited to broadcasting as 
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the head of the whole organisation and so as a teacher and 
as a practitioner there were a number of things in those days 
that formed my education, even teaching journalism, print 
journalism, there were limitations because still the state 
owned press was what was dominant.

	   You know in Ghana from about 1966, the country was vir-
tually ruled by military regimes, one after the other, and so 
even in terms of print media, the restrictions were still very 
much high so you trained people at the postgraduate level in 
journalism and the only choice they had was to enter into the 
state owned media industry. And because of the political 
atmosphere and absence of press freedom, compounded by 
the weak prospects for journalists in terms of making money 
or decent incomes and so on, the overwhelming majority of 
the graduates from our school never went into mainstream 
media, they found they preferred to do public relations or 
advertising and a few went also into research, communica-
tion research for companies or for corporate bodies or for 
research organisations and a few went into academia.

	   So it made the teaching of the discipline a limited affair, 
even for the teacher because the scope of experiences that 
was available to students was limited because as a teacher of 
journalism you need examples, students must be exposed to 
media that also compliments what they are learning in the 
classroom, but here you have two state owned newspapers 
and then you have the state owned broadcaster, the experi-
ence in terms of professional examples were highly limited. 
Limited in terms of technical experience as well as in terms 
of ideological experience because these were limited media 
outlets, limited in terms of what they churned out, mostly 
government self-serving material and so on.

	   However, we tried to introduce certain things, for instance 
in the school we started experimenting with rural newspaper 
publications. To publish newspapers in collaboration with 
school teachers in certain districts. So for practical exercises 
in journalism, that was one thing my students were engaged 
in. Every weekend they would go and spend it in a rural dis-
trict and then look around for stories and write them, come 
back put them, publish them in a newspaper, send them back 
to the teachers to distribute to schools and to other people in 
the area. That was useful for them. And also in terms of 
broadcasting, in the late 1980s, our school started doing 
rural radio for some communities. This was a project that 
UNESCO was supporting the school with. And so, at that 
time, that was generally speaking the atmosphere.



18  African Media and Communication

	   In terms of technology, there was no internet then, no 
computers and so students were using typewriters to type. 
When I came in to teach Ghanaian students were not 
used to, did not have typewriting skills, it was not part of 
the training, I was training in America and every student, 
even in high school typed their homework or their assign-
ment and so on, but if  you came to the school of commu-
nication studies you had to learn how to type as part of 
your training in journalism and you even in exams in 
journalism you typed your answers and so on and so 
forth. It was quite exciting for these students who had 
their �rst degree coming to a graduate school and learn-
ing all that, it was quite exciting for them. And so that was 
the atmosphere at the time.

	   Now, concerning the quality, or not the quality but the 
general academic training in the school of communica-
tion studies, I think we had quite some high standards of 
scholarship. The training in research methodology par-
ticularly was very good, it’s still very good in the school. 
And I think we prided ourselves at the time that the social 
science research methodology that we were teaching in 
the school was perhaps better than in the faculties of say 
sociology and so on and so forth, so graduates from the 
school were very well schooled in research methodology 
and so on because we thought it was very important for 
communication studies and even in practical, professional 
work that they were conversant with the tools of research. 
So, generally speaking that was the main background.

	   This is between 1979 to about 1985, 1986 thereabouts, 
when things began to change politically, you know, peo-
ple began to look for more open spaces, for more democ-
ratisation and so the university campuses in Ghana were 
always up in arms against government. I remember that 
for a period of about �ve or six or more years the univer-
sity never completed the whole academic year. Students 
went on strike and so the government closed them down. 
So for a long time it was very unstable, which interfered 
with serious academic work, but which also was impor-
tant for the larger society, because what is academic work 
if  it is to serve dictatorship. So that was also a useful expe-
rience in terms of beginning to orient the students to ide-
als that were more humane, much more positive for 
society and that was also important for the students to 
understand their place in society and the values that their 
education must be for. And so, by 1990 the situation was 
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changing very fast and it was changing all across the con-
tinent, whether it was in Benin, Nigeria, everywhere there 
was commotion for openness, for democratisation, for 
human rights and so on, so it was quite an exciting situa-
tion. Then by 1990, all of a sudden press freedom broke 
lose. That is, if  not press freedom, let’s say independent 
press activity, from nowhere independent newspapers 
were popping up everywhere, in Ghana, Benin, even 
Togo, well Nigeria is different because though Nigeria 
had been through military regimes and so on, independ-
ent newspapers prevailed, though censored and all of that.

	   But in many of our countries the independent press 
was [not] even allowed to exist to begin with, to be cen-
sored. So the boom, you know Burkina Faso, Mali, every-
where newspapers were mushrooming in the cities and so 
on. And that was very useful and important for journal-
ism training because the students were now awakened to 
possibilities. The contents of the very �rst line of newspa-
pers that came up were angry, were not professional, were 
adversarial, were partisan and so on, but they were all 
targeted at bringing down dictatorship, so that was useful 
also for training because then there were a few outlets for 
the students to write into and some of the students now 
went into the press profession as reporters, some even as 
editors and so on and so forth. And then of course soon 
also independent broadcasting also started. In West 
Africa I think the �rst independent radio popped up in 
Burkina Faso, yes in Ouagadougou by a man, what’s his 
name, Mustafa Tjombiano who started and nothing hap-
pened, so others started. Mali, everywhere.

	   In Ghana by 1995 things were beginning, but the thing 
was in Ghana because of what was going on in West 
Africa and because of the opening up of the press, so the 
school, I was head of the school at that time, we said lis-
ten let’s also now organise a conference about opening up 
of the airwaves because really the democratic situation 
was changing. 1992 there had been a new constitution 
and a constitution promising free media without govern-
mental control, without licence, you could set up media 
without licences from government, so we said listen let’s 
test this in practice, let’s organise a national conference 
for independent broadcasters, there is independent press 
here, let’s push it towards broadcasting also. So we got 
some money from IDRC, yes, the Canadian International 
Development Research Council or Centre. We got some 
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money from them to organise this conference and it was 
well attended, we were quite surprised the interest that 
people showed.

	   But let me say that before our conference, way back in 
1986 the government of Ghana, the Ministry of 
Information had organised a conference on, two confer-
ences were organised that had the same theme of, I’ve for-
gotten the title, but it was something about communication 
and it was about whether or not there could be independ-
ent broadcasting in the country. This was organised by 
the Ministry of Information and Communication and the 
school of communication studies was invited to facilitate. 
So years later in 1993 what we were organising was a fol-
low up in a way, a logical follow up. So we organise a 
conference, many people come, the Musicians Union of 
Ghana, and some business people, people in political par-
ties, people came and they all endorsed the whole idea of 
independent broadcasting. So these developments for an 
academic institution were useful because the coming of 
independent press also provided material for research for 
students and for academics. It provided opportunities 
also to train practising journalists.

	   So the school of communication studies was in a stra-
tegic position to also engage in direct interventions with 
the profession by providing training for emerging journal-
ists, by conducting research in certain areas, by dealing 
with issues such as ethical questions, responsibilities of 
the media and so on. And by also engaging with the pro-
fessional associations. So we were involved with the 
Ghana journalist association with whom we drafted in 
1994 the code of ethics for journalism. So these things in 
terms of what was going on in the larger society merged 
with academia because they were mutually bene�cial to 
each other. So, they also formed, in other words the prac-
tical realities of the political economy also infused the 
academic work, the training and the scholarship for the 
school and so on.

ED:	 Could I maybe ask in that respect, is there a particular 
African frame of journalism research, are there particular 
methodologies that are African in character, or is there an 
African journalism that arose from this particular period?

KK: 	 What emerged has not been documented in an organised 
way to point to distinctive practices as African. But there 
are certain things that you can say are peculiarly African, 
even though the general framework of journalism is 
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borrowed from elsewhere, there were certain thing that I 
think introduced new elements that one can say are pecu-
liar to the situation in Ghana, just as I’m sure from 
Denmark to UK to the US to China or elsewhere you’ll 
�nd certain cultural particularities in terms of media 
practice. For instance, the practice of storytelling, we 
might call them unprofessional but on re�ection they are 
ways of our people telling stories. You know traditionally 
there is nothing like…there is news information but the 
presentation of what is news in the traditional setting has 
so many elements that in the Western framework would 
not be acceptable in recent times. For instance, when our 
people are given what we will call news, an event, a hap-
pening, when our people are narrating that, there is no 
distinction between the event as an objective development 
and our own interpretations and opinions, expressed in 
things like proverbs and so on and so forth. So, these 
things were seeping into the new newspapers but they 
have been even more highlighted in radio, you know, in 
radio news and so on in the Ghanaian languages there are 
no such distinctions but as academics we have not docu-
mented this.

	   In fact, initially because of our western training some 
have tended to condemn that as unprofessional, but then 
on re�ection some of us said no hold on, wait a minute, 
what is unprofessional about this? When these people 
present the so-called news in that way we opt to do 
research and �nd out whether the audience, what does it 
mean for the audience, do the audience actually under-
stand and comprehend this as news, as information com-
ing to them or does it distort the essence of what they are 
trying to communicate, so let us be careful. But we haven’t 
translated this into researched scholarly work, so that we 
learn from it and take it back to the classroom and 
improve it and develop some training perspectives around 
them, pedagogic material around them.

ED:	 I �nd this extremely interesting and I think mentioned 
earlier that I have this Ghanaian student that’s working 
on local languages in radio and I had a very long conver-
sation with her the other day about this exact issue. So, 
she’s looking at the guidelines for local language 
[interrupted]

KK: 	 Yes, by the National Media Commission.
ED:	 Exactly. And my main concern with what was happening 

there is that the guidelines are taken as the be all and end 
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all and the guidelines it seems to me does not necessarily 
speak to the character of journalism or then how you 
connect because broadcasting, newspapers and so on is 
also about belonging, identity and group and so on and it 
seemed to me as if  that…would it then appear that this 
type of research you are talking about is very very neces-
sary to be undertaken so that there can be a much broader 
sense of yes there is the professional journalism that 
comes from this particular frame and then there’s what’s 
happening in our context where people understand what 
I’m saying in particular ways…

KK: 	 If  the communication is comprehensible and effective 
and achieves its objectives. Of course, one is not saying 
that because of that then anything goes, no, because even 
in traditional communication there are rules and there are 
ethical norms and so on and broadcasting, print journal-
ism is in the public space so we ought to understand the 
parameters within which these things happen but we are 
talking about the forms of storytelling.

ED:	 Exactly, so that is interesting for me because I’m thinking 
now, I just want to get the title right, I mean you did a 
very good job just now giving me a very good sort of 
overview of the history of how journalism developed 
within this context and also within other African con-
texts. In the Anti-White Press Campaign: Opposition of 
the African press to the establishment of the Daily 
Graphic by the British Mirror Newspaper company in 
Ghana, you are looking at the hidden history of black 
journalism speci�cally, so what are the takeaways from 
there that you would like African scholars, who is engaged 
in journalism teaching and practice at the moment, to 
take away from that?

KK: 	 One is in that article and it was looking at really how 
indigenous African newspaper industry, how it was 
affected by the intrusion of external newspaper invest-
ment and my conclusion then was that the indigenous 
independent newspaper business collapsed after inde-
pendence, immediately at independence and it collapsed 
largely because of the intrusion of the bigger capital 
investment which came to wipe out the small newspapers 
for various reasons including the fact that their distribu-
tion was wider, they had better technology, they had bet-
ter business models and then they were also able to 
introduce a journalism that was new, attractive and also 
when the Graphic came, because it had money it recruited 
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the cream of the journalists at the time, you know, so it 
killed the local newspaper industry in so many ways. 
There were protests, but it went nowhere largely because 
this was big capital. Now, what lessons do we learn from 
that? A number of them. In today’s world also we are see-
ing the dif�culties of the sustenance of local indigenous 
owned media in broadcasting for instance, there are so 
many radio stations, there are so many new television sta-
tions but are they sustainable? For instance, many of 
these new television stations around the continent owned 
by local people, they don’t have the money to produce 
programmes attractive to our people. So, they are buying 
cheap products from outside, such as telenovelas from 
Mexico or Venezuela and others, they are buying cheap 
Hollywood �lms, they are surviving on monies by 
Christian evangelical preachers, they are generally speak-
ing not able to produce the kind of quality news, the kind 
of documentaries, the kind of features, they are not even 
able to invest in good local entertainment such as series 
and so on and so forth.

	   And so, again there used to be this whole concept of 
cultural imperialism, nowadays we don’t talk about those 
issues anymore for various reasons, but today it is not cul-
tural imperialism being imposed by imperialist media or 
external media for that matter, but it is our new media 
owners who are now opening themselves up for foreign 
cultural products. The implications of that for our own 
cultural development, for the sustenance of the media 
industry are things that I think academics should begin to 
look at because the media is a cultural institution, also for 
cultural development, identity and so on and so forth. I 
always hold the view that if  you look, for instance at our 
media and as Africans we are always concerned about 
identity, but meanwhile our screens, our pages are all full 
of the white skin, the white culture and if  we are from a 
culture that has been so denigrated and a culture that the 
members of which also have less than normal self-esteem, 
then image is very very important. What is the role of our 
new media in restoring this self-image of pride and self-
worth? Can we do that if  we continue to depend, and even 
invite onto our screens images that have always been used 
to put our own image down. So that is one of the lessons 
that I think we should be taking from that study long ago. 
In other words, how do we sustain our media in terms of 
the economics of the media industry, how do we sustain 
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it? Otherwise we stand the danger of being wiped out 
again like the Ghana independent press was wiped out by 
the bigger capital that was inserted in the situation.

	   Another implication is also that how do we tell our own 
story more effectively? What kind of journalism will tell 
our story more effectively and all of that? So, I think the 
lessons from that experience are yet to be learnt and 
maybe academics should begin to build on some of those 
sentiments and see where we can take the issues.

ED:	 So to uncover the new imperialism and… So, I mean it’s 
fascinating to me and of course being South African I 
have to ask this question, do you think that Multichoice 
and its expansion into Africa is starting to address some 
of these issues? Of course the platform has a whole lot of 
things that are not Africa, but it also has the very dedi-
cated African spaces?

KK: 	 Yes, it does, it does. The thing is that in today’s world of 
the liberal order, you cannot restrain or restrict any form 
of expression and therefore the neoliberal economic and 
its imperatives alone means that the expansions into all of 
our spaces of other capital or capitalism is unstoppable 
and it’s not even desirable. So, what can the Multichoice, 
how can we get Multichoice to be even more forthcoming 
in projecting the African image, in telling the African 
story and so on? I think the platform is there and many 
African private TV stations are there, what are they put-
ting out there? Multichoice is not going to stop you from 
putting that material there, unless that material has some 
criminal or other objects.

	   So, it is not Multichoice that is the issue, the onus is on 
the channels, the onus on the channels to tell the African 
story, to project the African image and identity through 
that platform which is a useful technology to use. So, now 
for instance where, therefore, is the role of our public ser-
vice state owned facilities? They are all now mediocre in 
my view. When you look at them, in many of our coun-
tries people are not even watching what the state owned 
broadcasters are putting out there. The reasons are many, 
and I don’t know all but I think more and more people 
are not �nding them interesting and exciting. What the 
MultiChoice’s of this world do is that they project other 
alternatives that also promote high technical standards, 
high content standards and so on and so forth. So, I think 
our local media, the state owned media and so on should 
learn from them and improve their act and put our own 
stories there.
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	   There are many of the channels in African local lan-
guages, I’m sure that in all of our countries, and I don’t 
know about South Africa, but I’m sure I’m right that 
those radio stations, those television stations that are 
broadcasting in the indigenous languages are more popu-
lar than those…so that shows us that we should use our 
resources to tell our stories professionally.

	   Our people also want high standards. Sometimes the 
technical quality of the camera work, of the editing, of 
presentations are not up to scratch and people are not 
going to waste their time, especially when they have 
choices to make. So, the onus is on our own stations to do 
better and to challenge the others.

ED:	 So just as we are talking about the public service state 
media space, considering the work that you had done 
serving on the board, what would you describe to be or 
consider the main impact of your presence within 
that space?

KK: 	 You mean currently? I now serve, I am the chairman of 
the board of Graphic Communications Group Limited, 
which is the publisher, it is state owned, it is the publisher 
of the leading newspaper in the country called the Daily 
Graphic and there are other titles in that company. Well, 
�rst of all from my perspective the standards of journal-
ism of these newspapers are low. I think that demograph-
ically speaking, those newspapers are not meeting the 
challenge of current generations. What do I mean? In 
Ghana now, we have a big middle class and this big mid-
dle class is a middle class of people with high education, 
university educated people. Within this, if  you take for 
instance the gender component, a big class of well edu-
cated women, professional women, lawyers, judges, 
accountants, bankers, name it, in every profession, teach-
ers, academics, women between the ages of let’s say 25 to 
about my wife’s age of sixty-something and so on, highly 
educated, travelled, exposed and so on.

	   How are these newspapers addressing their needs? The 
women, then the men, then young people, so what I see is 
that the newspapers that I Chair, the board of which I 
Chair, is lagging behind the progress of society and we 
think that the newspapers must rethink this and try and 
meet the needs of these social groups we are talking about 
and so we are for instance trying to do some readership 
survey to try and tease out and �nd out from the public 
their sentiments concerning the newspapers and what they 
would want to read and so on, in order to gauge how to 
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pitch any reforms in these newspapers. So there are many 
areas of social, national life that our newspapers are not 
covering. For instance, they are not covering at all the 
regions, the provinces, they are only focused on Accra, the 
government, we want to change that so that coverage will 
be national. We want to improve coverage of Africa and 
West Africa. We want to improve the writing quality itself, 
the editing quality, those technical, professional issues. So 
those are some the things that we are concerned with now.

ED:	 Within that space then what would be the role that you 
see ICT playing or could play within that context and 
then simultaneously since you are mentioning a couple of 
things that are problematic with the journalism within the 
newspapers that you are, what would you consider to be 
the gaps in terms of the teaching, the research, the prac-
tice of journalism as it stands today?

KK: 	 Let’s start with the ICTs you are talking about. Now, ICT 
is here to stay, is the new cutting edge and so everybody is 
migrating to the new technology, digital media and all of 
that. Not much research have gone into the uses of the 
new technology by our media as I know, not much 
research has gone into it.

ED:	 Sorry when you say our media do you mean 
Ghanaian media?

KK: 	 Ghanaian media, I’m talking about Ghanaian media. 
Meanwhile, research surveys in Ghana show that the uses, 
the digital platforms as sources of news and information 
is growing, in fact surveys show that radio is the �rst 
medium of preference as a source of news and informa-
tion, followed by television and then by the digital plat-
forms. So it means that, and that is going to grow, so it 
means that academics need to begin to research into that 
and to also research into how the media themselves are 
using those platforms. Every radio station and every 
newspaper have what they call the online editions. How 
are they and what do they offer are things to study for 
guidance and for education?

	   Apart from that though, I think that the new situation 
of  media offers opportunities for research. For instance, 
there are over four hundred radio stations in Ghana, 
there is yet so far no comprehensive study of how people 
are using radio and television. There are no strong stud-
ies I have seen even assessing content, assessing profes-
sional practices in the broadcast industry, dealing with 
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management, questions for economic �nancial sustaina-
bility and all of  that.

	   So the opportunities are there as new areas of study. 
And the training curricula also lags behind I think 
because though all of us have started online journalism 
training and so on, I think that we are still lagging behind 
in terms of the demands of the industry today and what 
we are teaching in the classroom. I think that again we 
have not in Ghana done well in interrogating the curric-
ula we have been using and the pedagogy we have been 
used to in teaching journalism and journalism practice. 
Meanwhile the industry has grown and practices are 
growing and becoming more nuanced and so on and I 
think that it would be important for us to step back, look 
at curricula, re�ect on pedagogy in order that we can 
come up with responses to the industry that can help 
them grow. So, I think that with the boom in the media 
industry there is a responsibility on academics to try and 
understand what is going on in order to give back to the 
industry the things that will sustain them.

ED:	 Would this be something that you would take up as a pro-
ject now that you are Dean?

KK: 	 I am teaching at an undergraduate school and that has its 
limitations for research and so on, there is no graduate 
programme there and so that particular out�t is limited in 
that kind of thing. The owners are more interested in how 
you expand and bring in more students to pay school fees 
so that they can sustain, so there is a limitation there. But 
I think that because we are associated with others in the 
other colleges we can propose some of these ideas. But 
then again, the problem is funding for some of these stud-
ies, that’s the problem.

ED:	 But it seems like something that would be worthwhile to 
explore continent-wide, rather than just Ghana, there 
would be space for looking at, especially since we are 
talking about the fact that there is at the very least anec-
dotal evidence of an African journalism and what would 
be the shape and form of that and then how do we work 
that into the ways in which we teach journalism and 
professionalism.

KK: 	 And the �rst step is to document that and decipher what�it 
is and theorise it and make it available and then I think it’s 
a task that ought to be done, but me, I’m an old man now.

ED:	 You are passing the baton.
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KK: 	 Exactly, the younger ones should do those things. I can 
maybe just raise questions for them to look at.

ED:	 I think it’s very good if  we had these questions raised so 
that they are out there and people have the areas of 
research that they can publish into. I want to just change 
tack completely for the �nal question and that is to look 
a little bit at the centre for which you were at the centre, 
the media foundation. Maybe just talk a little bit about 
what the context was within which the foundation found 
its feet and how the foundation then fed into journalism 
teaching and practice within the West Africa context?

KK: 	 I am quite a politically active person, I’ve been that for 
many years, social causes, political causes and so on, 
human rights causes, democracy issues into press free-
dom because I am in that area then I took it up as a par-
ticular and a special area of concern because again I 
thought that if  democracy is to prevail and be useful and 
meaningful then freedom of expression is inevitably 
something we must pursue. So that’s how I got involved in 
activities of promoting press freedom.

	   Before then as I said in Ghana we had been working for 
opening up the space for press freedom, for independent 
broadcasting and as the opening came we also felt the 
need and the imperative to train people to get people to 
improve the skills and professionalism of the work they 
are doing because the freedom of the press requires that 
people have particular skills to make use more effectively 
of the freedoms.

	   So, by early 1990 I was interested in the human rights 
question and as I said I’d been quite politically active, so 
I spent some months in political detention, came out and 
then in my own search for pursuing this issue of human 
rights in a more systematic way and in a more educated 
way I got into a programme at Columbia University 
which is my alma mater, they had a programme called 
human rights advocates programme. It’s a one semester 
programme at Columbia University, the school of inter-
national and public affairs or something similar, about a 
semesters programme on human rights training for advo-
cates. So I went into that and went into that knowing that 
when I came back I’ll try and set up some organisation. 
So when I came I worked with the Ghana Amnesty 
International group and then I again felt that well the 
human rights they okay, but the press freedom area it’s 
important.



Doing Journalism and Media Studies in Ghana  29

	   Now, you see at the school of communications studies 
the thing is that even as academics, we found ourselves, 
me and some of the colleagues at the faculty, that no we 
should be more active in intervening in what’s going on in 
the larger society. When you do that to a certain extent, 
beyond a certain extent the university does not endorse 
that, you cannot use the university’s name to come out 
with say a resolution and so on, but we found a way to 
now say that, instead of saying the school of communica-
tion studies we formed an organisation called Friends of 
Freedom of Expression so that we could use that vehicle, 
bring others outside of academia and so on, and out of 
all of that I worked in different places.

	   For instance, I worked in Eritrea, I went on sabbatical 
to Eritrea for about six months and I came back quite 
disappointed because in Eritrea, which had seceded from 
Ethiopia and which had a promise of a country that could 
go forward and so on, you saw signs of tyranny emerging. 
When I was there I worked with the ministry of informa-
tion and the ministry of information got me to coordinate 
a national conference on communication policy. So, we 
came out with proposals for independent media in Eritrea. 
So, the outcome of the conference was that people could 
set up their own media. I left and came. So people set up 
their own newspapers, magazines and this and that, then 
within a few months the government retreated and 
arrested all of those people who had set up. That was 
19-something, and those people, twenty or so years they 
are still in prison. Some have died and so on, yes, terrible. 
So in a way out of that, and also because all of our West 
Africa, after the emergence of the independent newspa-
pers there was a severe backlash of repression. So, then I 
decided that no, I must set up an organisation to see what 
we can do to defend the rights and promote those rights 
and so on. So that’s how we got to set up the Media 
Foundation for West Africa.

	   Then of course when we set it up, I set it up with a few 
people, when we set it up now, again going around West 
Africa it became imperative that we combine the �ghting 
for rights with training of journalists because it was obvi-
ous that in most places the practice of journalism was very 
rudimentary and had too many problems and some of 
these problems fed into the repression, you know very 
common things that professional journalists might avoid 
put people in danger or in dif�culty with some of these 
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very sensitive regimes and so on. Of course that’s not to say 
that the problems were because people were not profes-
sional. In fact, the more professional people were, the more 
danger they found themselves in. So the training, the rights 
issues also fed into the academic work because then we 
began also to try and introduce issues concerning media 
and democracy, media and free speech and so on and so 
forth. So, both at the level of classroom and at the level of 
the industry, the academic work and then the activists work 
interlinked because the experiences here was shared in the 
classroom and in the training of journalists in the �eld. So, 
I suppose it’s been quite bene�cial, I think.

ED:	 So you are very much into the idea of the public intellec-
tual, that what is in the classroom should also feed into 
society?

KK: 	 It has to. At the end of the day the school is for the society 
so if  you can as soon as possible or even immediately, 
instantly bring what is there to the society and �rst what 
is in the society to the classroom, test it out there, theorise 
it and then bring it back to the public. That would be the 
ideal way of academia living its objectives.

ED:	 I ask this because yesterday you made a comment that the 
students of today are not as critically engaged.

KK: 	 Well, the students I am encountering at this private uni-
versity and I hear similar observations from others in 
other colleges and others in other faculties, I don’t know, 
it’s a bit depressing that when I �rst came to teach at the 
university of Ghana I was a lecturer, of course I was an 
activist, I was working with students, student activists 
and the level of intellectual curiosity and articulation, the 
level of curiosity to search for knowledge. I mean under-
graduate students could stand toe to toe with anybody in 
debating, discussing and so on. It’s not there now and it’s 
very … I don’t know what happened.

ED:	 Disheartening. Do you think that – this will be my �nal 
question – do you think that a more public facing curric-
ulum and maybe method of teaching, research paradigms 
would be much more interesting to the students and allow 
them, and bring them into the critical space a little 
bit more?

KK: 	 I don’t know. I don’t know what will bring them into the 
more critical space but because reading habits are going 
down, that might be one major source of the challenge we 
are facing. I must also say that perhaps we teachers are 
also not being diligent enough, we are not demanding 
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enough. At least in Ghana I can say that I know many 
many academics who see the classroom only as a second 
place of commitment, they are looking for consultancies 
and this and that, some are even looking for political 
appointments. A lot of it has to do with what I consider 
the corruption syndrome that is affecting all sectors of 
society in that everybody’s attention is to make money. 
The business mentality. The monetisation of everything 
and the money mentality is everywhere and academics are 
not paying attention to scholarship as strongly as it 
used to be.

ED:	 And the bureaucratisation of the university [interrupted]
KK: 	 Yes, yes and the monetisation of the university also. Now 

it costs so much money to go to school and what courses 
are popular nowadays, they are not your serious thinking 
disciplines, but courses people think they can do to make 
money. So it’s a very critical situation. I don’t know where 
to start from, except to say that the only way that one can 
hope to pursue is to keep working hard, to keep to the 
basics of discipline and demanding more. Because even in 
this morass, you still �nd islands of very brilliant students.

	   For instance, just about four weeks ago there is a young 
of just twenty years old, very young Muslim girl and this 
girl asks questions that are so intriguing and then when 
you discuss it after class you keep thinking about the 
question that this girl asks. So she came to my of�ce one 
day about three weeks or so ago, my secretary was there, 
another lecturer was there, she came with two other stu-
dents. So I asked them what they wanted and they wanted 
some material from me so I said, no they asked me if  I 
knew about some book or something, I said yes, so I 
started talking to these students and then the young 
woman who is about twenty years old came with one boy 
and one girl and these two others they started giggling, 
and I said what are you laughing about, they say prof this 
girl said we should come with her to your of�ce, she wants 
this and that material to read because she says she wants 
to be like you. I said you want to be like me? She said yes. 
I said what about me that you want to be like? She said I 
want to be a professor. And I said in what? She said in 
anything provided that I’ll become a professor. And said 
do you know what it will take? She said yes. I said what? 
She said I have to read a lot and I have to work hard. It 
got me thinking that it’s not lost at all. I’m sure there are 
many other students.
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	   I had a discussion with my staff  and I said listen we 
were all distraught talking like this and one of the col-
leagues said that prof we shouldn’t talk like that, what we 
should do is that we must identify those who are good 
and want to move forward and pay attention to them and 
others will follow. And you know those kinds of things 
reinvigorate you, they make you say I was too…exagger-
ated the problem and it keeps you going.

ED:	 Ja, I think there’s a whole lot of very useful things in there 
and I think the questions that you pose in terms of taking 
research within our region forward, I’m sure that will 
have some people taking it up and going with it. I do 
sense that there is a much bigger appetite at the moment 
for African perspectives on things that we are doing and 
the space is also opening outwards. It used to be that you 
want to do this but international journals have no interest 
in it so you tended to conform to that but I think the sit-
uation is changing.

KK: 	 Even if  we are printing on scraps of paper.
ED:	 Yes. So, thank you very much for your insights.
KK: 	 You are welcome, thank you very much too because at 

least it keeps me thinking about certain possibilities…
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2	� Doing Media Studies in 
South Africa

Conversation with Pieter J. Fourie

Editors’ Introduction

Pieter J. Fourie is an Emeritus professor in communication science at the 
University of South Africa, where he was the department head for over 17 
years (1987–2004) and a former president of the South African Communication 
Association. Fourie is the founding editor of Communicatio: South African 
Journal for Communication Theory and Research, the oldest academic journal 
for media and communication studies in South Africa. Notably, Fourie is the 
author and editor of a number of key academic works in the �eld of South 
African media studies, including the four-part Media Studies series (published 
by Juta, Cape Town).

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 10 May 2018, Prof Pieter 
Fourie outlines his views on the timeline of and his approaches to communication 
studies in South Africa, outlining some of the gaps he says exist between those 
approaches and others that are working towards centring Africa more clearly in 
Communication Studies. Fourie emphasises that, for these “new” approaches to 
be of value, the humanness of communication should be key. He notes, for exam-
ple, that the big rationale behind the Media Studies Series (starting and �rst pub-
lished in 2001) was the fact that there were no media studies books published 
from a South African perspective. For him, looking back on the project and what 
he would do differently today would be to think from Africa, rather than thinking 
from Europe in terms of theoretical and empirical approaches. Fourie argues that 
decolonisation efforts that can point to differences in cultural ways of communi-
cating, of creating meaning, of thinking about meaning, could lead to a greater 
understanding of humans and their differences. Understanding differences, he 
notes, could bring us closer to understanding and accepting each other, which, for 
him, is the underlying purpose of communication.

Doing Media Studies in South Africa

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Pieter Fourie, thank you for agreeing 

to this conversation. So we start Prof with a general background 
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to the scholar and so the �rst thing we’d like to ask is about your 
entry into academic life and the formative years of communica-
tion, media and mass media research?

PJF:	 From the PhD okay. I started in journalism at the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), it must have been in 1972 at 
the age of about 21. I was responsible for the translation of 
SAPA [South African Press Agency] copy of South West African 
(now Namibia) regional news. After six months I joined the then 
newly established Afrikaans Sunday newspaper, Rapport, where 
I worked for a number of years under the mentorship of some of 
the biggest names in Afrikaans journalism and in the South 
African media, such as Ton Vosloo and Rykie van Reenen. They 
were stalwarts of Nasionale Pers (NasPers) (and the South 
African media in general). I may also mention that my under-
graduate studies were with an Afrikaanse Pers Bpk bursary, 
allowing me to work during university holidays at the Afrikaans 
newspapers, Die Vaderland and Dagbreek. My journalism career 
was thus fully embedded in the Afrikaans print media with all its 
associations with political nationalism, the rise and struggle of 
the Afrikaans language as South Africa’s second of�cial lan-
guage after English), but later also some of the �rst South 
African media to raise serious questions about apartheid from 
within the liberal thinking circles of the Afrikaans community.

	   For Rapport I went to do a newspaper story in Potchefstroom, 
where my university, the Potchefstroomse Universiteit vir 
Christelike Hoër Onderwys (Potchefstroom University for 
Christian Higher Education), now North-West University, is, 
where I ran into my old professor who offered me a job as a tem-
porary assistant junior lecturer to teach practical journalism. 
And that’s how I entered academia. After a year or two I went to 
Belgium where I studied on Master’s level visual communication 
under Prof John Marie Peters at the Centre for Communication 
Science of the Catholic University of Leuven (Louvain). This 
was my introduction into semiotics (or semiology as it was pref-
erably called in Europe).

	   From this studies followed my Master’s dissertation with the 
title: Images against apartheid: A semiotic analysis of the rhetori-
cal working of the photo portfolio “Southern Africa – The impris-
oned society”. During these years (in Belgium) I was intellectually 
formed by the sociologists, thinkers and philosophers of the 
Frankfurt School and the French structuralists and semiologists 
such as Roland Barthes, Lacan, Foucault, and their disciples. 
This was the foundation of my view and understanding of media 
studies and communication studies as primarily a semiotic act 
and thus as a signifying process of creating and distributing 
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meaning imbedded in society, culture and ideology. Okay, then I 
came back after Belgium to Potchefstroom where I worked as a 
lecturer for three or four years in the Department of 
Communication before joining the University of South Africa 
(Unisa) in Pretoria.

	   That was in 1980 when I started at Unisa’s Department of 
Communication (of which the name was later changed by me 
(with Senate’s approval) to the Department of Communication 
Science). Here I worked for 34 years of which I was the head for 
seventeen years and am still involved as emeritus professor and 
research fellow.

ED:	 And Prof, your PhD, it followed on your semiotic work?
PJF:	 Yes, my Masters was in semiotics, my PhD was in something com-

pletely different. It went in the direction of political economy and 
media policy. When I had to decide on a topic for my PhD there 
was a government task group appointed by prime minister PW 
Botha to investigate the South African �lm industry. Given my 
background in visual communication (including �lm studies) I 
was appointed a member of this task group. From that followed 
my thesis on South African �lm policy. The thesis was titled A 
Structural-Functional Model for the Formulation of a South African 
Film Policy (1981) (in Afrikaans). I’m happy to say that from time 
to time I still see references to this thesis. This was the beginning of 
my work in policy, later to be followed by policy research in the 
�eld of broadcasting and policy research.  This was followed by 
the development of a post-graduate programme in policy.

ED:	 I’m going to circle back to both semiotics and your policy work 
a little later on, but I want to pick up a little bit on the historical 
underpinnings of the �eld within the South African context. You 
started to talk a little bit about it when you talked about the con-
text at UNISA and I think one of the things that we �nd, espe-
cially with our emerging scholars and the students that are 
coming in now is that it’s quite hard for them to reconstruct what 
the �eld of media and communication might have looked like 
those years ago, so if  you wouldn’t mind, give us maybe a brief 
trajectory of how the �eld developed within the South African 
context and speci�cally from your point of view in terms of 
ontology and phenomenological underpinnings?

PJF:	 Okay, Communication Studies in South Africa it started at 
Potchefstroom University somewhere in the 1960s. (please take 
note that my facts may not be exact and correct.) The emphasis 
was mainly on the print media. The subject was called 
“Perswetenskap” with its roots in the German “publizistik”. 
From that it developed into the broader �eld of communication. 
As far as print (remember we only got television in the 1970s in 
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South Africa) was concerned, the emphasis was on media history 
(also South Africa media history which with hindsight was a 
very colonialist history), ethics and journalism skills training. 
Being at Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher 
Education the theoretical emphasis was especially on ethics and 
its Christian (Calvinistic) ontology.

	   Within the study of the history of the media a strong focus 
was on propaganda against the background of the work of 
Lasswell and the work of well known German and Dutch 
researchers in the �eld of public opinion such as Noelle-
Neumann and Prakke. The teaching was ontologically and epis-
temologically rather functionalist orientated with a strong focus 
on the functions of the media in society – what we can and 
should be able to do with the media in South Africa. The third 
emphasis was on journalism skills training.

	   At that stage (at Potchefstroom) journalism was not approached, 
at all, from a critical perspective, asking critical questions about 
journalism. This initial focus and approach at Potchefstroom had 
a strong in�uence on the practice of communication science 
(including media studies) throughout South Africa in the 1970s.

	   Then, after Potchefstroom came the University of South 
Africa (Unisa) with its own strong in�uence on the practice of 
Communication Science in South Africa, the University of 
Zululand, the �rst journalism department at Rhodes 
(Grahamstown) with Gavin Stuart and Guy Berger who brought 
in a more critical approach, and after that the University of the 
Free State, Rand Afrikaans Universiteit, (now University of 
Johannesburg), all of them strongly in�uenced by how commu-
nication was done at Potchefstroom and at Unisa.

	   Unisa itself, as I have referred to before, had two broad 
approaches. The �rst was the more theoretical and philosophical 
group departing from the question: What is communication? In 
their writing, teaching and thinking this group was heavily in�u-
enced by Western critical sociological thinking about society and 
the role of the media in society. As far far as philosophy is con-
cerned, the group followed Plato and Aristotle’s ideas about 
rhetoric and Kierkegardian existentialism. From these perspec-
tives communication in its various forms and formats (interper-
sonal, group, and mass communication) was investigated. The 
second group in Unisa’s Department of Communication 
focussed on organisational communication from a functionalist 
perspective, heavily in�uenced by psychological understandings 
of communication and how communication should and can be 
used to achieve speci�c objectives and solve problems, etc.
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	   When I took over as head of the Department in the early 1980s 
we started with a fundamental revision of the syllabi. I tried to 
reduce the impact of sociology, psychology and existentialist 
philosophy and to focus more on communication as such, be it 
from a semiological or semiotic perspective. The broad division 
between organisational communication (including group com-
munication), interpersonal communication and mass communi-
cation (media) still exists. Mass communication became media 
studies with at one stage television, radio, �lm and print media as 
separate parts but now combined in media studies. Given tech-
nological (ICT) developments, in the media landscape as such, 
convergence and digitisation, I tried to go more generic in terms 
of focusing on the media as such.

	   Given my semiotic background (and thinking) I think I’ve 
tried to develop South African media studies and its related jour-
nalism studies from a focus on practical skills training to a more 
phenomenological understanding of the media as a signifying 
practice, practised by people, media institutions, media organisa-
tions, media companies and media workers who are embedded in 
a society with its own cultures, ideologies, politics and econom-
ics, all of which impact on the political economy of the media 
and through mediated representations on the content and form 
of the media’s mediated communication. I think what is a prob-
lem in media studies (as in communication studies in general), 
and that is because of the move from mass communication to 
media studies, is that communication as such are neglected and 
pull on the shortest end. We got so involved with critical theory, 
media maps and with the political economy of the media that we 
forget about the media as communication.

	   We tend to forget that in the �nal end media communication 
remains human communication. I think what should be empha-
sised in the decolonisation and de-Westernisation of (media) 
communication studies is the humanness of (media) communi-
cation, (media) communication as a human phenomenon, 
(media) communication as a human virtue. I think such an 
approach will erase the differences between people’s communica-
tion and will emphasise the sameness of communication despite 
cultural and geographical position and space. With sameness of 
human communication as point of departure we should also go 
back to the origin of communication studies, namely rhetoric 
and ethics. Given the dominance of today’s new digital public 
communication culture and mediatisation resulting from it, I 
also argue in a recent article for the move from media ethics to 
communication ethics.
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ED:	 Thank you professor for letting us know the origins of commu-
nication and media studies in South Africa. I wanted to ask you 
in the early days of the �eld, you mentioned Rhodes, you men-
tioned how you tried to distinguish your approach from other 
institutions. How about with the Kwa- Zulu Natal, the way of 
focusing more on the Kwa-Zulu Natal centre, the CCMS, their 
approach was different from yours, you were doing communica-
tion studies and they were using media studies, they were doing 
cultural studies, how much of did you try to avoid wanting to 
learn from each other and to avoid what they were doing and 
how much of interaction did you have in forming the �eld and 
how did you distinguish your approach?

PJF:	 I would say our (Unisa’s) and my approach can be distinguished 
from Kwa- Zulu Natal’s approach with the word/concept “com-
munication”. Natal’s emphasis, from a cultural studies perspec-
tive, is on media as culture. Ours is on media as communication. 
The idea, concept and understanding of media as communica-
tion never strongly featured in Natal’s cultural studies. Natal did 
brilliant work in practising critical theory and applying it in the 
analysis of the South African media and media and apartheid. 
But what I have always missed in whatever they did, even in their 
work on broadcasting, was an understanding and treatment of 
the media as communication.

ED:	 Prof, many of the emerging scholars got to know you and their 
�rst encounters with media studies came through their engage-
ment with the Fourie textbooks as they are popularly known and 
that is not just true for South Africa but because of UNISA’s 
footprint within the African context and perhaps even further 
a�eld, many scholars within Africa encountered media studies 
through your textbooks. I wondered if  you could speak a little 
bit about the rationale behind the textbooks and its positioning 
then also within the socio-political context of the South African 
tertiary system?

PJF:	 Say again viola? The positioning of the textbooks…
ED:	 The textbooks within the socio-political context of the South 

African tertiary education system? So, the rationale and then 
what was the positioning within our … [interrupted]

PJF:	 The big rationale behind the Media Studies Series (starting and 
�rst published in 2001) was the fact that there were no media 
studies books published from a South African perspective and 
written with the South African media as case studies, examples, 
and etcetera. The prescribed books were mainly American and 
from the UK. Personally I worked with a few Dutch books (and 
scholars) which was my inspiration together with McQuail’s clas-
sic work in media studies. Remember that McQuail himself  
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worked in Amsterdam for many years and was thus also in�u-
enced by the Dutch. I had the valuable opportunity to work with 
McQuail on a Dutch/Flemish Communication Science Audit 
Commission, which I think inspired me to begin with the South 
African media studies series.

	   The only other South African media book at that stage (as a 
prescribed book) was Arrie De Beer’s. But that is mainly a media 
map and does not deal with the theory and analysis of the media 
as it is done in media studies. Whereas the Media Studies Series 
(four volumes) wanted to address all the different theoretical 
approaches to the different �elds within media studies. Volume 1 
focus on the media and society, media in society, media as a 
social cultural product, media and politics etcetera. Volume 2 
focus on media content, media and representation; Volume 3 on 
media audiences and analysis, and Volume 4 on new media and 
mediated communication today. The books focus on different 
approaches to investigating media audiences, theories about 
what the media are, their functions, policies, working practices, 
etcetera. I think we haven’t done everything, but at least we 
brought students into contact with a range of theories, not only 
focusing on critical theory and the political economy of the 
media, but also on other aspects.

	   I must mention that the Media Studies Series was preceded at 
Unisa (and also used by other South African universities) by a 
monograph series of ten books called Communicamus, written 
by staff  of Unisa’s Department of Communication Science and 
published by my publisher, Juta. I initiated this series when I 
took over as head of the Department in 1980.

	   The Media Studies Series was also preceded by another Unisa 
series, also initiated by me, namely the Course Book Series 
(roundabout in the middle of the 1990s) also written by Unisa 
staff  and published by Juta. This series corresponded with our 
new media studies syllabus developed at that time and dealing 
separately with, for example, television, �lm, radio, print, semi-
otics, etc. Although out of print, some of these books are still 
around and from time to time requested by university lecturers.

	   I’ll be the �rst to acknowledge that the Media Studies Series is 
written from the perspective of Western paradigms. If  there is 
ever a revision, the purpose will be to write from an African per-
spective. So, the main reason for the books was, I suppose one 
can say, ethical, namely to offer South African students with 
something indigenous, away from American and British text-
books. Another, almost obvious reason was Unisa being distance 
education and thus a “writing university”. Everything we teach 
must be written. You cannot stand in front of a class with an 
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American textbook and apply it to South African media. Our 
study guides focus on the explanation of textbooks. So, why not 
use South African textbooks and write a South African textbook?

ED:	 Can I just ask something related, thank you for starting this text 
and it was very important to focus on the local context and how 
they feed into media studies. I wanted to ask how did you nego-
tiate the political environment which was changing, there was a 
lot of pressure, struggles going on, this was the world you were 
trying to write about media, an emancipating way, in a democra-
tising way, how did you negotiate those tensions in your work?

PJF:	 When I started at Unisa in 1980 my experience was that all the 
academic managerial structures (committees, boards, senate, fac-
ulty and sub-faculty managements and top management) sup-
ported political change as they are supporting it today. That is, 
with the exception of one or two leftist and/or rightist activist 
groups. From the beginning I experienced Unisa as �ghting for 
political change, the demise of apartheid, the transformation of 
the University into a people’s university for Africa, as it is today 
advocating the de-colonisation and Africanisation of every 
aspect of the university; most all its learning content and teach-
ing. Unisa was also one of the �rst universities in South Africa to 
appoint black academics. Also, the staff  component of UNISA 
were open to everyone. That’s how we experienced it as from the 
1980s. I cannot talk about Unisa before 1980.

ED:	 But it is a time of great pressure on academics?
PJF:	 Pressure from political point of views…?
ED:	 … the government would want academics to provide material to 

support propaganda but academics would resist and say we are 
academics?

PJF:	 I never experienced any effort of management to violate aca-
demic freedom. I don’t know what the situation is today. I left the 
university �ve years ago. But in my time some of the depart-
ments and faculties such as History and Theology were on the 
forefront of the academic and intellectual questioning and rise 
against apartheid. In Communication Science we were on the 
forefront of the struggle against media censorship, draconian 
laws, silencing the media in one or another way. I also never expe-
rienced any resistance from Unisa to adopt new (more critical or 
“leftist” learning material and approaches in our syllabi.

ED:	 That’s important because your students were also in the rest of 
the continent [interrupted]

PJF:	 On political level resistance and how I experienced that … I 
already referred to that I’ve been a member of the task group 
investigating the �lm industry. I resigned from that group because 
I quickly realised that the underlying purpose of the task group 
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(The National Party of Prime Minister PW Botha) was to 
strengthen the “white” �lm industry as a propaganda industry – 
that the main role and task of (narrative) �lm (entertainment) 
should be to whitewash and sell apartheid – to create representa-
tions of how well and happy things are going in the country. 
(Obviously there were exceptions of �lms raising serious ques-
tions and confronting so-called taboo themes such as mixed mar-
riages, racism, etc.) Obviously more nuanced, but when it gets to 
the bottom line I would say that that was the National Party’s 
fundamental thinking about media and �lm – media for propa-
ganda and the spread and entrenchment of apartheid ideology.

	   I was actively involved in the struggle against censorship, 
which was at that stage severe. I was involved through writing 
newspaper articles, interviews on radio and TV against censor-
ship, and as an expert witness against the banning of �lms, 
including the most famous one, Cry Freedom.

ED:	 Did you get into trouble?
PJF:	 No, not at my work. I also never belonged to any political or 

cultural organisation such as the National Party or the Afrikaner 
Broederbond where they could have given me trouble. The only 
trouble was with the �lm Cry Freedom (the story of Steve Biko) 
�lm, where I was a specialist witness for the release of the �lm 
and the government wanted it to be banned. Hours after the �lm 
was released I received death threats. I got phone calls, security 
checked on me, my of�ce and parking space at Unisa was guarded 
for about a month, as well as my house.

	   At the Truth and Reconciliation Commission it turned out 
that the death threats and bomb explosions at theatres were not, 
as was originally claimed, from Azapo, but the security police. 
Also, when I came back from Belgium in the 70s with the mate-
rial for my semiotic analysis, namely the ANC’s photo portfolio 
Southern Africa the Imprisoned Society I had to �rst get permis-
sion from the Ambassador in Belgium and my study leaders in 
Belgium and South Africa to bring it into the country and a 
statement that it was study material. I was nevertheless met at the 
airport by the security police. The study material was con�scated 
for a week or two.

ED:	 I wondered if  I could again jump in and ask because that was 
going to be going towards the roundup of the interview. Given 
your body of work on policy formulation, what historical insights 
can you bring to bear on our understanding of the media society 
relationship today? Your work on policy formulation must have 
given you some really critical insights on the media society rela-
tionship. What would these insights be that you can bring to bear 
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on what it would look like today? So, you are still engaged 
in policy…

PJF:	 The media or … what the media should look like?
ED:	 Not necessarily but our understanding of that relationship. Our 

theoretical…
PJF:	 I think policy research and communication (media) studies in 

general have led to a greater awareness amongst media practi-
tioners, government of�cials, parliamentarians, policy makers 
and the public of the key role of the media in society; its impor-
tance and its responsibilities, not just an awareness but also a 
better understanding of the media and its practices (its gram-
mar). I think the media itself  is increasingly aware of their role, 
of their relationship with and to society.

	   Way back the media didn’t really think of itself  as representing 
society in and through its constant processes of creating content 
and form; didn’t think of themselves as creators of meaning and 
of cognitive managers and engineers – all which brings about a 
tremendous responsibility. I think that through policy and media 
studies the media have become more aware of what their work 
entails on a cognitive level and of the responsibility this 
brings about.

	   I also think that through media and policy studies, especially 
in South Africa, far more people are aware of the importance of 
the media in democracy, in creating and sustaining democracy. 
Given our history of censorship and of having been kept in the 
dark, I think people are more aware of the importance of media 
freedom. Unfortunately and despite the bigger awareness, there 
is not necessary an improvement in media quality and in accept-
ing bigger responsibility.

ED:	 How can a semiotic approach to media in your understanding 
thereof help us speci�cally as people that are engaged in theory 
work, as people that are engaged in empirical work and as people 
that are engaged in teaching students within this context, how 
can a semiotic understanding of media improve the understand-
ing of media’s normative role within society [interrupted]

PJF:	 Semiotics in the more philosophical sense of the word (not in the 
structuralist analytical sense of the word – which is a detailed 
analysis of signs and codes) places the emphasis on meaning and 
signi�cation. If  you can get each and every media maker (worker) 
and media user (with digitisation, interactivity and interconnec-
tivity the media user is increasingly also media maker) to think 
of him/herself  as a producer and spreader of meaning; that they 
are constantly busy with creating meaning; with sharing mean-
ing; that each word you use has a meaning and can be interpreted 
in different ways, then people will take much more care with their 
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communication. They will be more careful with what they say 
(communicate) and how they say it; they will eventually be more 
ethical in their approaches to and uses of communication.

	   I think from a philosophical point of  view, semiotics with its 
emphasis on meaning and the creation and distribution of 
meaning, and that communication is a process of meaning crea-
tion, circulation and distribution, can really contribute to more 
responsible, understandable and comprehensive communica-
tion. Compared to semiotics as a communication philosophy, 
semiotics as a method can get very technical. I think the value of 
that is the analytical discipline it teaches one. The main purpose 
of a doctoral thesis, or the value of a thesis, is the discipline it 
teaches you. The same with semiotic analysis – it gives you a 
certain discipline and understanding of how meaning is created.

ED:	 How would one be able to utilise that also within the context of 
dewesternisation or the dewesternisation project and the decolo-
nial turn that is currently underway?

PJF:	 If  we go back to what I said at the beginning, I think we should 
emphasise communication more in our media studies – media as 
human communication. Media studies have become too media 
centric. Media is in the �rst place communication.

	   In the decolonisation of media studies we should make a point 
of emphasising media as human communication; that in media 
communication you are dealing with humans and humanity 
(whatever the topic of your research and/or teaching may be). 
That will also deal with another point I have dealt with in a recent 
article, namely the need to move from media ethics to communi-
cation ethics. (But that is another topic.) Emphasising human 
communication will also accentuate that media communication is 
a process of creating and dealing with meaning (semiotics).

	   I think if  the decolonisation of communication and media 
studies could emphasise the humanness of communication and 
mediated communication, then decolonisation can contribute 
considerably to the understanding of communication. It won’t 
help to decolonise by emphasising Africanness. That is the same 
as to emphasise Westernness or Europeanness, Easterness or 
Americaness. Emphasising humanness and humanity returns us 
to thinking of communication in whatever form as a human phe-
nomenon and activity and thus communication as a process of 
meaning (semiotics). If  the communication or processes of creat-
ing and sharing meaning differs from culture to culture, which it 
may, it will be insightful to point out what differs and how it 
differs between cultures and how an understanding of the differ-
ences may contribute to the sharing of meaning and 
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understanding amongst people, and groups, including the role of 
the media in understanding people, society, the world and life.

	   If  decolonisation can point out that there are differences in cul-
tural ways of communicating, of creating meaning, of thinking 
about meaning, then decolonisation can lead to a greater under-
standing of humans and their differences. Understanding differ-
ence brings us closer to understanding and accepting each other 
– and isn’t that the underlying purpose of communication?

ED:	 I’m wondering Prof because as the whole Africanisation project, 
at the heart of de-Westernisation or de-colonial project, is the 
issue of power, power relations. How would then an account that 
is focused primarily on the humanness account for issues of 
power and the distribution of power and the redistribution 
of power?

PJF:	 That’s an interesting question. It will be a human(s) who wants 
the power. I think if  you focus on the humanness of communica-
tion and communication as a human phenomenon, then you 
may also gain a different view of what constitutes power, what 
power is and how you should deal and handle with power – how 
to understand power.

ED:	 Communicatio which is of course the other main reason for your 
fame within media circles within the Southern and wider schol-
arship community had a themed issue in 2010 or 2012 that dealt 
with theorising around an African media studies. It’s interesting 
the point you made just now about maybe one shouldn’t be so 
focused on that. My question: is there an African or African the-
ories of media?, Would you consider for example – and you 
alluded to that a little bit at the beginning around the media 
studies books – that yes you were trying to do something that 
was, even if  in�uenced from a western perspective, very much 
uniquely South African in its nature. Is there still a need for these 
types of projects or would you think that these projects are … I 
don’t know what the word is to use here?

PJF:	 There is an undeniable academic and intellectual challenge to 
investigate African theories of communication…

ED:	 Because you did work for example around Ubuntu?
PJF:	 At this stage I have and probably will further investigate Ubuntu 

as a normative framework for thinking about media from an 
African perspective and developing African media theory. I think 
Ubuntu provides a rich foundation for theorising about media.

ED:	 Especially also because of its focus on the human.
PJF:	 Yes, and on the community. Media per se is community.
ED:	 Does the world have much to learn from Africa in terms of the-

ory – let me rephrase – what is contribution of Africa to media 
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studies, should we have African media studies or should we have 
media studies in Africa, what should we have, what is your view?

PJF:	 I think African media studies, if  it emphasises or departs from a 
speci�c African philosophical and ontological perspective such 
Ubuntu can contribute to human knowledge about communica-
tion. It is in the process of being developed and there are already 
senior African scholars whose work are fundamentally from an 
African perspective and who are actively investigating the devel-
opment and building of African theory of various aspects of 
communication, including media and media studies. For exam-
ple, the terrain of community media and developing community 
media theory and practice from the perspective of an African 
ubuntu ontology (which is primarily community focused and 
communitarian) has tremendous potential for developing 
African media theory (and practice).

ED:	 Can I ask, the question can be asked in one of two ways, either if  
you could change anything about your approach to the media 
studies handbooks what would that be or alternatively, is there a 
need for another volume, for another issue of media studies and 
what would that be, giving the changing context?

PJF:	 Each one of those four volumes can be revised. Doing it from an 
African theoretical perspective can be a fascinating and intellec-
tually enriching task; trying to isolate, for example, aspects of 
Ubuntu (as I have done in two or three articles) and apply it to 
each and every chapter of the books. I don’t think about another 
volume. What is possible is to combine all four volumes in a new 
book in which we deal with the topics dealt with in the volumes, 
such as the functions of the media in society, media effects, media 
representation, questions about information and entertainment, 
audiences, and etcetera descriptively and analytically from the 
ontology of Ubuntu as a framework for African theory about 
these topics. In other words I invite colleagues to revise the vol-
umes from an African perspective.

ED:	 About the volume, I’m also interested to know what you think 
has been the impact of the volumes on the academy and what 
sort of feedback have you got. And then the �nal question from 
me would be, I know that you have lead the education of many 
key African academics from the continent, and some of them are 
holding important roles in media roles, the Sam Phiri’s, the 
Monica Chibita’s, the Fackson Banda’s and I wanted to know 
how you … was it a conscious effort to work with these and how 
did you work with them to develop topics and how was it part of 
building your legacy in how you related to them? So, the impact 
of your work and also the impact of your scholarship.
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PJF:	 I really don’t know what the impact was of the volumes. I know 
the books were and are published and are prescribed. If  it had an 
impact on students, that will depend on the lecturers who 
teach them.

ED:	 What the Prof is now leaving out is that every time he walks into 
a classroom and we introduce this is Pieter Fourie, the students 
give him a standing ovation.

PJF:	 I don’t know why. I don’t know with what they are impressed. 
With the scope/thickness of the books or with the content of it? 
But I really don’t know what the impact is. I know it’s widely 
prescribed, often I’m a bit afraid of it, it makes me worry, and 
that’s why I say the role of the lecturer is so important because 
the lecturer must also point out what is missing in the books and 
in the interpretations and treatment of the work, I think that it is 
important that the lecturers will do that. I think they are other 
great books and work in media studies that students should be 
exposed to, especially on postgraduate level.

	   In my own teaching I was serious about also using other books, 
about using other authors such as Couldry and Thompson’s 
Media and Democracy – outstanding work. Hopefully those stu-
dents who are introduced to media studies through my volumes 
will also get to know the work of other authors, including the 
work of African scholars. Your second question was…?

ED:	 I was just going to tap into that, especially around your policy 
work that the PhDs came out of…

PJF:	 It was a wonderful experience for me to work with doctoral stu-
dents from Uganda, Zambia, and Kenya and to learn from them 
about their experiences with media and media studies and 
research in their countries. I don’t want to single out the names 
of speci�c students, that will be unfair.

ED:	 So you selected them, their topics, their proposal?
PJF:	 No, no, they came to me with their topics.
ED:	 Oh they came to you.
ED:	 And you helped to shape them.
PJF:	 Yes. First with their research proposals. But I’ve never forced a 

topic on any student. Because the student must live with that 
topic for three, four years and so on, they came with the topics 
and mainly as you said against the background of their knowl-
edge of my work and of what I did here in terms of media theory 
and policy, etcetera.

ED:	 Two questions and the one doesn’t have anything to do with the 
other, or maybe it has a little bit. One is just a follow on, on this 
one and the other one is the �nal question. Are there any lessons 
to be learnt from these dissertations that you have guided that one 
can use in the approach, the new approaches that we are trying to 
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advance, or the revival of approaches that may have been there, 
may have been silent, but that has been there and that we are now 
trying to revive and bring to life in particular ways? And either as 
part of that, or as a second question, what would you consider to 
be the pertinent emerging issues in African media and communi-
cation, if you were to advise emerging scholars on the way forward?

PJF:	 Topics or issues?
ED:	 Issues.
PJF:	 What I have learned from the work of my doctoral students is 

that the media and issues related to the media are the same every-
where. It is only the scale and depth that differs. Worldwide the 
struggle for freedom of the media, problems related to censor-
ship, policy formulation and implementation, the media and/as 
representation, power, audiences, journalism and questions 
related to journalism, the �lm and �lm industries, and etcetera, 
are fundamentally the same – it only differs in terms of intensity 
and, as I said, scale and depth.

	   The one truth that is facing and confronting everyone world-
wide in media studies and research is the convergence and digiti-
sation of the media – in other words, the changed media 
technology and its consequences for media content, form, pro-
duction, practices, ethics, management, policy, regulation, etcet-
era. In other words, how convergence and digitisation have 
created a whole new public media communication culture, 
namely the digital public media communication culture which, 
like preceding cultures such as print and electronic media cul-
tures, has far reaching consequences for every aspect of media 
communication. It is contributing to the mediatisation of the 
world and life. Speci�c issues emerging from this is, for example, 
apart from mediatisation as such, public opinion (the role of the 
media in forming public opinion and guiding and leading public 
opinion in this new culture); the media user as media maker, 
social media, the decline of print media, and the new mediated 
public spheres.

	   Apart from these topics and issues I would say that we need to 
return to the study and research of rhetoric and ethics – actually 
that all the mentioned topics and issues can and should be dealt 
with in terms of rhetoric and ethics – both of which formed the 
epistemological foundation of the study and research of 
communicating.

ED:	 Prof thank you so much. There’s a couple more things that’s 
actually on the list of things one wanted to touch on, especially 
around Communicatio and its impact within a broader context 
and so on but I think maybe what we could do is I could try to do 
a follow up at some point. We could either Skype or…
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PJF:	 You want me to say something about Communicatio. Communicatio 
started in 1975 as an academic “newsletter” of the University of 
South Africa’s (Unisa’s) Department of Communication and was 
published on and off until I took over as editor, or re-founded the 
journal, in 1985 when it was started to be published by Unisa as 
Communicatio: South African Journal for Communication Theory 
and Research. Since its beginning the journal was focussed on 
research evident of a contribution to communication theory and 
philosophy and to stimulate dialogue within the academic com-
munity and hopefully in the broader media and communication 
industries. The journal was the �rst journal in communication 
studies in South Africa, and, I think, it may have even been the 
�rst on the African continent. I managed to get it accredited with 
the South African Department of Higher Education and Training 
as a listed research journal and also with Scopus on the interna-
tional level. Making it the �rst South African communication 
journal to be research subsidy bearing.

	   In the early 2000s Taylor and Francis (Routledge) became the 
joint publisher. In 2016/2017 viola milton took over as the editor-
in-chief. I am convinced that throughout the (many) years of its 
existence I, through the journal, have given many young and 
established communication academics the opportunity to have 
their work published and contribute to the academic discourse 
of our discipline.

	   To ensure articles of  quality in the increasing publish or per-
ish environment of  universities and research funding bodies, I 
foresee and hope that the journal will move more in the direc-
tion of  themed and almost assigned/commissioned editions, 
focusing on relevant and academic leading research emphasis-
ing African theory, and that, through such a publishing policy, 
the journal will continue to enrich it’s well established intellec-
tual quality.

ED:	 Thank you Professor Fourie. This was insightful.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Editors’ Notes

Prof. Ralph Akinfeleye is known in Nigeria as the “go-to oracle of journalism” 
at the University of Lagos. He retired in 2022 after about 40 years of service 
including as the �rst African to be elected into the council of the World 
Journalism Education Council (WJEC), a global body of journalism and mass 
communication scholars and professionals. Professor Akinfeleye is the Current 
President of Nigerian Association of Campus Broadcasting Stations and 
Current President of the Professors World Peace Academy Nigerian Chapter. 
An Advocate of Creating Public Relations of Relevance, Professor Akinfeleye 
strives for the “pedagogical purity” of Public Relations in Africa.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 15 December 2020, 
Prof Akinfeleye’s commitment towards building knowledge and skills in Africa 
shines through in exemplary fashion. He pointedly singles out his desire to 
“add value to the ideological purity of journalism” in Nigeria. He notes, 
amongst others, how his commitment in this regard resulted in fruitful linkages 
with UNESCO, the World Bank as well as Bloomberg, ensuring that graduates 
from his department are conversant in both African-centred knowledge and 
the conversation between Africa and the international stage. Crucially, he 
focuses on African sources, while also contributing to the conversations around 
convivial scholarship by adding the concept of “reciprocity of coloniality. For 
him it is important that “while we are citing western scholars, western scholars 
should cite us also.” Within a relevance economy, this conversation suggests a 
need for identifying that which will add value to the contexts within which it 
operates.

Doing Journalism and Media Studies in Nigeria

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Ralph Akinfeleye, thank you for 

joining us in this conversation. The �rst thing we wanted 
to know is how did your academic life start and how did 
you end up in the area of journalism and media studies?

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Ralph 
Akinfeleye (RA): 	 Excellent question. Earlier I wanted to be a pilot, �ying 

jets. So, at the end of the day there was a competition at 
the United States embassy, I participated in the competi-
tion and by the grace of God I came �rst and I was given 
a gift of a book titled Exploring Journalism. So, I got the 
book, I got home and I started reading the book and was 
trying to �nd out what journalism is and I got fascinated 
with what journalists can do. Then I went to look at the 
schools of journalism in the UK and US. I saw the �rst 
world school of journalism at the University of Missouri, 
so I applied. I also applied to Lincoln University. So, I was 
taken and from there I got fascinated about journalism 
and how to be the voice for the voiceless. So, the idea of 
being a pilot now left me alone and I concentrated on 
being a member of the fourth estate of the realm and not 
a member of the fourth estate of wreck.

ED:	 When you then chose journalism, how did that hap-
pen, where?

RA:	 It happened when I applied to various schools in the 
United States and Canada and apparently Lincoln 
University and Missouri University they replied to me and 
I had to get the money, I was not on scholarship, so I was 
a private student. So, I got my visa and went on to the 
United States. Luckily for me, I did a placement and after 
doing the placement for me and I got a scholarship and by 
then I was paying in state so they also allow me to work in 
the library. So, I was using that time to work and study. 
And, as soon as I’m able to be on the Dean’s list, they 
retained the scholarship and I was able to �nish my course. 
I had a friend who studied business administration and he 
was going back to Nigeria and I said well I’m not going to 
Nigeria, I want to go for the Masters and a PhD. So, they 
started calling me professor. And my friend said listen 
Ralph, Bachelor’s degree is excellent, Master’s degree is 
welcome but PhD is madness.

	   He went to Nigeria and I started struggling and I was 
able to ful�l my mission of getting my Bachelors, Masters 
and PhD. And after that I returned to Nigeria to go and 
practice journalism.

	   I got an offer to stay in the United States but my vision 
is to say that if  all Americans remain in the United 
Kingdom before their independence, who would build 
America. So, I thought it would be a disservice to my 
nation, to my own pursuit to stay in the US again. So, the 
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following day I started coming to Nigeria to look for a job 
and at that time Nigeria was very good. The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs would send delegates to go and recruit stu-
dents and people who were coming, so I got two offers. 
One in the ministry of external affairs and the second one 
at the University of Lagos. The University of Lagos was 
less pay but I said since it’s a university, my uncle said why 
can’t you try that one and forget about the ministry of this 
and ministry of that. So, I decided to come home. Some of 
my colleagues decided to remain there. They decided to 
remain in the United States. I told them what do you want 
to do for the US, they have been to the moon, they have 
been to the sea, but why can’t you come home and try to 
make … add value to the ideological purity of journalism.

	   So, I came back and started working with the University 
of Lagos and trying to do something for the University of 
Lagos. When I got there, they were producing Bachelors 
degrees without radio or television … so that now gives 
you the story of how University of Lagos became the �rst 
university department of mass comm to have the �rst 
radio station and now the �rst television station. Only 
Bayero University, Kano has got a licence but have not 
started. So with the loan that we got from the World Bank, 
we were able to buy equipment for our studio. So when the 
regulators came to give us a licence, they were very 
impressed by what they saw. For your information, we 
have over 25 high de�nition cameras, we have an OB van, 
we have a teleprompter and we started going on the air in 
2018. That’s the story, next question.

	   The department of mass comm is a UNESCO Centre of 
Excellence in Media Training and they have about 10 in 
Africa, University of Lagos, Rhodes University, University 
of Lusaka, of Nairobi and the others are Centre of 
Reference, ours is a centre of excellence. So we are very 
proud of our university mass comm and we try to have 
linkages with other places. I think Mano has visited us 
before, haven’t you?

ED:	 I have, yes. I wanted to ask, were you a founding member 
of this department, you established the department?

RA:	 No, no. I joined them, the department was founded by 
UNESCO in 1966, so I joined them in 1970-something. I 
was not a founding member but I have added value to the 
pedagogical purity of the department. So the founding 
“fathers” were UNESCO and the federal government, 
UNESCO in particular. They started about six in Africa. 



52  African Media and Communication

So we now have the Centre of Excellence in Multimedia 
and Cinematography at the University of Lagos and I hap-
pen to be chairman of that centre which is empowered by 
the World Bank. We hold conferences, we also have held 
conferences, the Bloomberg people came, Sahara people 
came, Fact Checking came, so many organisations come to 
partner with us and the centre is open for anything in jour-
nalism and mass communication. And we are very well 
prepared because the National University Commission 
also has helped us to open one standing lone degree in 
mass comm.

	   So I didn’t stop. I said we should now unbundle mass 
comm. So through the help of 36 professors through the 
year, we came together and unbundled mass comm. So it’s 
been divided into 8 departments now, so it’s going to be 
called School of Journalism and Mass Media and will 
have a department of journalism studies, department of 
�lm and cinematography, department of advertising, 
department of public relations, department of communi-
cation for development, department for strategic commu-
nication. So all those ones have been factored in by the 
regulator. And so by next year, Nigerian universities will 
be unbundled from standalone mass comm to multiple 
choices so that we want to be just like your school, school 
of journalism, school of communication studies. So that’s 
another achievement which we were trying to bring the 
University of Lagos and other universities in Nigeria in 
line with other comparable institutions worldwide.

ED:	 We also wanted to know – in relation to what you are 
saying – what are the major intellectual, philosophical 
in�uences of how you set up the department of your own 
thinking. When you are doing this, where are you drawing 
the intellectual, the ideas that underpin these changes and 
strategies?

RA:	 As I said earlier on, I am a graduate of the �rst world 
school of journalism, that is in Columbia, Missouri. So, I 
was employed, I was also a graduate assistant and when we 
got there, I saw they had a newspaper called The Missourian 
and I worked there. They have a radio station and televi-
sion station and could add value to the training. So when I 
got there, there was no radio station, there was no televi-
sion station. And let me even tell you, when I got to 
UNILAG, they didn’t have any radio or television. I said 
our journey thus far is from nothing casting, from there 
they went to narrowcasting, from there they went to digital 
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broadcasting. So the journey so far is from nothing casting 
to narrowcasting and now to digital broadcasting. So the 
experience I brought from Missouri and also commitment 
to make sure we don’t lag behind and also I tried to edu-
cate myself, tried to attend conferences, many conferences, 
some themed, so we go there and get ideas and attuned 
with our own disposition, we experiment with that and 
sometimes they work and many times they work. Our 
graduates, we want them to be marketable, to be on par 
with their counterparts worldwide. That’s what we try to do.

	   And the experience also, we want to thank also the 
University of Lagos also, that they are cooperative in lis-
tening to us, mass comm is very, it’s a baby that’s very 
expensive to maintain. But once you able to maintain, you 
get the value. So they are very proud. They have decided 
that UNILAG mass comm and law and medicine are the 
�agship of the University of Lagos. Nobody comes to 
UNILAG without visiting us, we are a �agship. In doing 
so, they are envious, they jealous of mass comm. We were 
started as the Institute of Mass Communication which was 
initiated by Unesco, from there they took us to faculty of 
arts, and the �rst one they getting a BA from the faculty of 
arts, they took us to the faculty of social sciences and the 
social science people they don’t understand our language, 
people in sociology, in geography, they think everybody is a 
communicator. So they are envious and lucky for us our 
building was separate from the faculty of social sciences.

	   The building was built by UNESCO and the �rst leg of 
divorce is separation, so mass comm have separated from 
the faculty of social sciences. So now we have tried to �nd 
our identity and we much more cautious than any of the 
departments of social sciences. By law, if  you want to be 
recruited as lecturer or teacher of mass comm, you must 
have practice, there is nobody in our faculty that’s not 
practised either radio, television, advertising, public rela-
tions, one way or the other. So, we try to make things hap-
pen in UNILAG. And in doing so, some of the faculty are 
very jealous of mass comm and I will say that is ok. From 
jealousy now we will continue to build more force, force in 
that. Some of our graduates, the owner of Channels 
Television is a graduate of mass comm UNILAG, Mr 
John Momoh and his wife, Sola Momoh. So the vision 
from our alumni also give us inspiration to build the 
place�– to answer your question. We have support from our 
alumni who have maintained relevance in the profession. 
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If  you take a score of Nigerian newspaper editors, you will 
�nd that not less than 70% are UNILAG trained, ditto for 
radio, ditto for television, ditto for advertising, ditto for 
public relations, ditto for even for the ministry of commu-
nication and information and so on and so forth. We try to 
keep the momentum.

	   We also have linkage with Bloomberg Media Initiative. 
So, Bloomberg has never set up anything in Africa and 
they want to invest. Bloomberg, so I think Bloomberg is 
the immediate past mayor of New York. So they came to 
Nigeria, they wanted to set up a centre of excellence in 
Business journalism. So we competed for that one also and 
by the grace of God I went to Nairobi to make a presenta-
tion and at the end of the day we got the grant of about 
15�million USD to train middle level business journalists. 
So during that programme, it started about three years 
ago, we were able to train about 150 middle level journal-
ists. It was supported by Bloomberg, so the deal was 
launched. And it was successful. So now it’s called 
Bloomberg Media Initiative, BMI. Now, because of the 
success story of the Bloomberg Initiative in Nigeria, they 
have now gone to Ghana. So they now doing the same 
thing in Ghana now. And also some English speaking 
African countries. I also understand that very soon, after 
they �nish with Ghana, they will now go to the French 
speaking countries. So we are making contributions not 
only in Nigeria, also in international linkages. So we are 
very proud of the Bloomberg Media Initiative.

ED:	 You mentioned that you were inspired by some of the 
frameworks from the global North and you didn’t want 
the department to lag behind, so, I wanted to ask, how 
about the involvement of the ideas from the African con-
text, Nigerian context, have you deliberately tried to 
engender an African perspective in what you do?

RA:	 We do have a course called African communication sys-
tems and that is a compulsory course, if  you don’t pass it, 
you do not graduate. We also encourage our staff  to write 
articles and publish books and we are aware some of our 
lecturers are publishing in your journal. And we also 
understand that. I think I sent something to you catch-
ing … journalism to begin from the beginning, from the 
high school so they can be perfect when they get here. So 
we try as much as possible to bring Africanness in our pro-
gramme. We also, for instance, for the PhD students and 
the Masters students, your citation, we require that 50% of 
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your citations of the works you use you must cite Africa, 
don’t cite all these western authors. You can cite them but 
then don’t overwhelm your citations. So you read African 
authors. Some of our theses you will see many African 
authors in journalism being quoted. So we emphasise the 
Africanness. And we have a course, Reporting Africa. And 
Reporting Africa we tend to make that one a compulsory 
course. We have another course that we are trying to build 
on and that course is called Understanding Nigerian 
Constitution. So, we introduce our students to the Nigerian 
constitution under chapter 2 of the Nigerian constitution 
which is called Direct State Policy, Fundamental Objectives 
and Direct State Policy. That chapter 2 is so voluminous in 
the Nigerian constitution, it has so many things but the 
area we are interested in is section 22, key skills for jour-
nalists and obligation to manage your government and 
make government accountable to the people at all times. 
And there is no other profession that’s given that obliga-
tion in the Nigerian constitution, to monitor government 
and make government accountable to the people at all 
time. So we emphasise that.

	   Also, we emphasise section 39, which brings in owner-
ship of radio and television. As you are aware, before 1992, 
the regulation policy, all the radio stations and television 
stations were owned by government, either federal or state. 
But when we now went to write the communication policy, 
I participated in that one, they now unbundle and stop the 
monopoly of the airwaves by government. And so now, 
many privately owned radio stations, television stations 
came into being. So, we ask our students to understand the 
metamorphosis of how we have moved from only one mon-
olithic system, at that time it was only the Nigerian author-
ity called NTA. And it was not ideal for a pluralistic nation 
like Nigeria to be suf�ce with a monolithic television sta-
tion. So we were given the deregulation policy which opens 
the atmosphere for various people to participate. And we 
now have digital privately owned radio television. And for 
your information, it appears by our research, the audience 
tend to believe the privately owned station as more credible 
than the government owned stations.

	   It’s even worse at the state level because the government 
there use the radio stations as weapons of �ghting their 
opponents, it is the same thing at the federal government. 
So many times they try to conceal information but the 
public try to uncover and so we try to direct our students 
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desperately to my inaugural lecture. My inaugural lecture, 
maybe you have seen it, it’s titled The Fourth Estate of the 
Realm or the Fourth Estate of the Wreck: the imperative of 
social responsibility on Nigerian press. So, we want to clas-
sify our practice of journalism and then by the grace of 
God, many of them are now practising journalism of con-
science. In some of my books I classify the practice of 
journalism in Nigeria into four. There are some people 
who practise cocktail journalism, some who practise pro-
tocol journalism, some who practise next of kin journal-
ism, and there are few who practise what I call journalism 
of conscience. Cocktail journalists sell their conscience…. 
Yes and when we teach, I advise them at the end of this 
programme you classify yourself, when you leave the cam-
pus you want to practise journalism of conscience or you 
want to put cocktail journalism, or you want to practise 
protocol journalism or parachute journalism.

ED:	 Professor, would you talk to us about your idea of journal-
ism of conscience?

RA:	 Okay, let me start with cocktail journalism, these are many 
journalists who are many, they go to cocktails and eat the 
food that is dished out and when they get to the newsroom, 
they change their idea, they sometimes write what hap-
pened at the cocktail. And then the protocol journalism 
are those who are journalists who are serving the govern-
ment, they sell their conscience and everything about the 
government is correct even though not true, so they try to 
publicise their ministers and the like, so they don’t base 
their practice on truth. Then the next of kin journalists are 
those who practise journalism, something that affects their 
family or their friends, they will publish and highlight it 
but things that affect the general people they will suppress 
it, they won’t do it and they continue to get brown 
envelopes.

	   Now I get to journalism of conscience, these are those 
who practise journalism with their souls, they will not ask 
for any grati�cation in pursuit of their profession. They 
will not be rich but they serve as the voice of the voiceless, 
the right to be done and their preoccupation is based on 
truth, truth as a cornerstone of good journalism. They try 
to uncover why the government is trying to cover up. And 
when they get to agree with government, the government 
say the journalist can change and they are partners in pro-
gress. We cannot be partners in progress when the govern-
ment is trying to conceal information. Not just the 
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Nigerian government, all governments try to conceal 
information. Journalists of conscience try to uncover and 
if  they try to conceal, we cannot be friends. But we can still 
remain loyal opponents.

	   We need to have more in Africa journalism of con-
science, we don’t have many, there is a shortage of journal-
ism of conscience in Africa. A lot of them practise protocol 
journalism and cocktail journalism. Nigeria is trying and 
perhaps maybe Ghana. So I hope you have a small pro�le 
of journalism of conscience and that’s what we’ll be 
preaching, and that’s what all journalism schools should 
be preaching worldwide, journalism of conscience and 
peace journalism. I think you know the international 
editor-in-chief of fake journalism? You know him, who is 
he? The editor-in-chief of fake news is the outgoing presi-
dent of the United States, Mr Donald Trump.

ED:	 Ralph, you mentioned that you encouraged students to 
quote 50% African scholars, was that a response to a prob-
lem and what problem was it and how has that worked to 
engender an African perspective?

RA:	 We all thank God and also thank you because you also 
have contributed to literature by Africans. We try as much 
as possible to make sure that African contributions to 
journalism should not be left just like that. And we also 
make it a policy at the postgraduate school, the dean is 
aware, for anybody taking Master’s degree or PhD, the 
citations must contain not less than 50% of African cita-
tions, we are tired of students quoting McLuhan and all 
kinds of things. You can quote but update it with some 
African theories and scholars. For instance, I said Marshall 
McLuhan’s global concept that the world is now a global 
village. I congratulate Marshall McLuhan for bringing 
that concept of the global village and people are quoting 
him everywhere and if  he were alive today because of the 
urgency and technology, ICT, Facebook, Instagram, 
WhatsApp and all those things, I say he would agree with 
me in 2013, I said the world is no longer a global village 
but a global bedroom. You can sit in your bedroom and 
transact all business in your bedroom, so the world is no 
longer a global village, it’s a global bedroom where you 
can sit down and transact. I’m not in the UK and I’m see-
ing you and you are seeing me and we are communicating 
right in my library here in Lagos, Nigeria. Many times 
with your laptop you can change from global bedroom to 
global palm, we don’t know yet.
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ED:	 So some of these theories that were working are no longer 
applicable. And your students, are they developing African 
theories that are important for future journalism? Do they 
produce work that offer the �eld of media and journalism 
studies a different kind of vision, from a Nigerian, African 
perspective?

RA:	 From our own perspective, the lecturers and the professors 
are trying to imbibe this in our students. So we are trying 
to Africanise and also get out African theory. The theory 
that I just gave to them, what we were talking about is pat-
tern of communication.

	   There are 2 patterns of communication. The vertical 
and the horizontal pattern of communication and I came 
with a theory that they are good theories but they cannot 
effect development. So, from the African perspective I pro-
pose a theory which I call the horizontal-vertical pattern 
of communication.

	   The horizontal-vertical pattern of communication is a 
hybrid, some elements of vertical, some elements of hori-
zontal for development. Therefore you cannot go to a vil-
lage and want to develop and you are engaging them in 
vertical or horizontal, so you have to analyse both and 
make it a hybrid for national development and integration 
and engage in peace journalism.

	   Then there’s another one from our lead professor called 
oramedia. That one, people didn’t agree or familiarise 
themselves with it, so we are now telling the students not 
to discount anything that is African, in fact that is the �rst 
priority. And I’ve told our students, anything African 
should be number one. And I told my students who have 
some political science that you never call us from the third 
world. I told them, we are not from the third world, Africa 
is not from the third world because there are so many his-
torical, archaeological, and religious reasons that it is easy 
to say that Africa is not a third world, it’s a �rst world. I 
read my holy book, the bible, and I read about Ethiopia. I 
read and see something about Abyssinia, I read and see 
something like Egypt, I don’t see New York or London or 
Amsterdam. So, therefore, we must consider them. Also, 
when they came to Africa for the slavery, they took our 
people and when they got to the point of no return, they 
asked where are you taking our people to, what did they 
tell you, they said they were taking them to the new world. 
So, if  they are taking them to the new world, it then means 
there’s an old world and that old world is Africa.
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ED:	 You mentioned oramedia which is a very interesting con-
cept recognising that most of what happens in Africa is by 
word of mouth and we have a history of communication 
in Africa which is separate from the set of western history 
of communication. The place where we are after colonial-
ism is one which is maybe recognising both worlds. What is 
your opinion about that, are we hybrid, are we now pursu-
ing mass communication as de�ned by McQuail and oth-
ers you were citing, or are we supposed to be something else?

RA:	 We cannot discount those contributions from western 
scholars but we need to build on what they have done and 
try to Africanise our own concepts. While recognising the 
western scholars, we should not demarket them because 
clearly this is on the continuum, so a hybrid would be what 
I would recommend for African media systems. Africa 
cannot live alone, there is a need to separate Genesis from 
Exodus so we cannot say they are western therefore we are 
not taking them.

	   Also, there is a need for reciprocity between African 
scholars and western scholars. While we are citing them, if  
you also cite Africans also and that’s why I’m interested in 
what you people are doing today, that’s why I’m very happy 
and want to participate and I’m glad that I’m able to par-
ticipate. So, while we are citing western scholars, western 
scholars should cite us also, that’s what I call the reciproc-
ity of coloniality in terms of scholarship. And if  you don’t 
blow your trumpet my brother, nobody will blow it for 
you. Any moment of opportunity for African scholars to 
start blowing their trumpets in terms of theories and 
development and the like. That is very important.

ED:	 And what would be the scenario of journalism and media 
studies that is informed by this reciprocity? What does the 
�eld of journalism look like from the vantage point of this 
view where there is mutual recognition of positions, how 
would that work?

RA:	 It will work. Scholars like you and I are trying to make sure 
we try to put Africans in a job. For your information in 2019 
I was elected by the World Journalism Education Congress 
in Paris as �rst council member. Before that I was the only 
African on the board on the World Journalism Education 
Council and the Africans will be attending. Before that, 
there was no African representative. So when we got to 
Paris, they were debating that and I raised my hand and said 
why, this is World Journalism Education Congress and 
Africa is so large that it can consume two or three of these 
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other continents, why don’t we have representatives on the 
council. So when I made that issue the council agreed and 
okay there’s a need. Because it’s done on a continental basis, 
there are six continents where Africa was not represented. 
Then a motion was made by two votes, myself and one 
South African, and I didn’t know why, but so they voted for 
me. To be elected to the council of the World Journalism 
Education Council, I am to represent Africa for the next 
three years. And during that process we now have what is 
going on, I will be able to domesticate some of the things 
they are doing that we are not doing in Africa. And some of 
what Africans are doing and they are not doing over there. 
So it is a good appointment.

	   Also, our scholars like you, like anybody that is inter-
ested in African journalism, should also invest in it. Like I 
told you about Bloomberg, Bloomberg is not a journalist 
but has invested in business journalism. So philanthropy, 
we can also do that. But by and large, if  you don’t blow 
your trumpet, nobody will blow it for you. I’m challenging 
African scholars not to remain perpetually dependent on 
western scholars for their own journalism practice. Because 
journalism is so important and like we are told in Missouri 
and also when I teach journalism, Intro to Mass Comm to 
my students, I ask them about the uniqueness of journal-
ism and I will tell my students, journalism is no longer 
going to end, we are going to practise journalism in heaven. 
I say, in heaven, there will not be any need for policemen or 
women because people will not be having trouble. I say in 
heaven there will not be any need for lawyers because there 
will not be any litigation. I said in heaven there will not be 
any need for medical doctors because people will not be 
sick. I said in heaven there will not be any need for politics 
or bitterness. There will not be any need for immigration 
and customs and exits because there will be multiple entry 
visas for people living in heaven. But in heaven there will 
be a need for journalists and communicators because peo-
ple living in the western part of heaven will want to know 
what is happening to their counterparts in the eastern part 
of heaven. People living in the northern part of heaven 
want to listen to what happens in the southern part of 
heaven. That is the uniqueness of journalism. They should 
practise journalism and practice in heaven. It is a profes-
sion that I admire so much after getting out of my �ying 
agenda as a pilot.
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ED:	 In terms of your own research, you emphasise content. 
You have done journalism and democracy, you have looked 
at national crises in Nigeria, issues of press freedom, media 
history, health communication, mass media policy. Can 
you say something about how you handle issues from this 
evolving context? How did you pattern your research and 
what impact has it had in the context?

RA:	 We write about the issues in society, like now I’m writing 
on peace journalism which has eluded us in Africa, that’s 
what we are trying to do now. If  there is peace, and the 
journalists are able to write about peace, at least on ending 
controversies in most African countries…. Our politicians 
are not investing in peace, they invest more on hooligans 
and vote rigging, vote buying and not investing on human 
capital and not on human development. And that means 
that we, as journalists, we need to educate them, to know 
the importance of journalism, the importance of informa-
tion in national development, security and peace. And 
they should know that information is power but communi-
cation is empowerment. So you cannot have information 
without communication, nor can you have communication 
without information. Information is power, it’s a necessity 
of meaningful development. It is a propeller, it is a catalyst 
for meaningful democracy. And the underlying factor for 
African scholars and journalists to educate our politicians 
to know the importance of information.

	   Information is an equivocator, which can provoke … 
look how we just had something serious in Nigeria called 
NSAS, a Nigerian corporation �ghting CNN. CNN came 
and reported something and the government is not happy 
about it and they are saying that they got the information 
but they didn’t check and get the point of view or govern-
ment side of it. So this is still going on about balance and 
the like. So, writing about these issues is very important for 
African scholars. And there is a need also for more engage-
ment about African scholars, which will engage ourselves. 
Thank God for the International Communication 
Association, they have the national one, they have the 
African one, before they have their own big conference.

	   So it is imperative that we write on the bony issue of 
society, but it should not constantly be condemning the 
politician, we should be able to educate them. Many of 
them are behaving from a level of ignorance. Many of our 
African leaders have gone into a cycle of confusion. Many 
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of our politicians get intoxicated with power when they get 
there and sometimes journalists are helping them to get 
intoxicated. And therefore they don’t understand the 
importance of information and sometimes they are very 
reckless in their pronouncement and they make statements 
that are unguarded and when they know that it is not 
good, they blame the press, no I was misquoted out of 
context. So, we need to educate the people to understand 
the value of information and the power of information. 
And also the power of democracy, understanding that the 
other name of democracy is a free press and is a free press 
that can lubricate the engine of democracy. If  there is no 
engine, your engine will knock. If  there is no free press, 
democracy will crash.

	   And that’s why we need to emphasise more…. Thank 
God that Mr Trump has retreated now. Americans, we look 
up to as practising democracy, they now practising what 
I’m calling adulterated democracy. They come to Nigeria, 
they come to Africa, they say they are coming as interna-
tional observers and the election is going on. We have not 
�nished the election and one says the winner of the election 
and somebody has beat you 360 voters and you say you are 
the winner. So they come to Africa and pretend they are 
international observers. Teacher, don’t teach me nonsense. 
So we can teach these people democracy. If  you lead by just 
one vote, you are the winner. They have to learn from us. 
Democracy started in Africa. They cannot teach us democ-
racy, we have been practising democracy since before they 
were born and now they are telling us and they are practis-
ing adulterated democracy. I can’t blame them but we are 
sleeping, it’s time for Africa to wake up from their slumber.

ED:	 In terms of your books, which one would you say has had 
the most impact?

RA:	 From an academic point of view, my �rst book Essentials 
of African Journalism is a landmark when I was a small 
lecturer. It talks about the nuts and bolts of the profession 
and is compulsory for nearly all Nigerian universities using 
it as their introduction to mass comm. It set the tone for a 
formidable journalism career. So that one has encouraged 
me to write more. But the one that I admire is on health 
communication, Behavioural Change Communication, 
because a lot of Africans have been dying because of lack 
of information. And I believe that if  you can use the media, 
radio, television, newspaper, magazines to sell products 
such as 7Up, such as Coca-Cola, using social marketing 
paradigm, I believe that we should be able to use the same 
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mass media to sell good health to our people. Because the 
health of a nation is the wealth of that nation. And the ill-
health of a nation is the debt of that nation. And a nation 
that is strong can stand and promote good health to its 
citizens, is a �t and proper nation to exist. So, behavioural 
change communication is very important for us to under-
stand that we should bring good health to our people. 
Look at the problem with COVID- 19. A lot of people just 
died because of ignorance or lack of information. So we 
should use the media to sell good health to our people. We 
should use the media to create awareness. We could use the 
media to change the attitude and behaviour of our people 
and therefore, attitude precedes behaviour and behaviour 
change communication is a hard commodity to sell.

	   Change is a very dif�cult commodity to sell, why? Because 
change stinks like fertiliser. If our African scholars can 
inform and educate our African leaders that at the end of the 
day they will change. But if you are telling them there is light 
at the end of the tunnel, what type of light are you talking 
about, is it a green light or a red light or infra-red light. What 
kind of light are you talking about? Say what you mean and 
then call the African leader to understand the importance 
and the work of ideal journalism to help in national develop-
ment. And there is nobody that is more patriotic in my 
judgement than the journalists, not even politicians.

ED:	 You are describing developmental journalism and that has 
been criticised a lot and part of that stems from the notion 
that journalists should be watchdogs. How do you see the 
work that you do �t with these different paradigms?

RA:	 Change cannot come … it will be when change agents are 
ready to change. The journalist can provide the platform, 
the ingredients, the material for change but they must work 
with change agents, governments and the like before they 
can bring about change. Journalists cannot have the power 
to change, they can provide the platform and the linkages 
for change but change can come up if  the change agents, 
governments and the like are ready to change. And if  they 
are not ready to change, then there cannot be any change 
because change is constant. In terms of development, as I 
said, development should be on the continuum, you should 
not leave that one to the politicians alone.

	   We should go beyond the inverted pyramid formula. 
Journalists should invest in communication for change 
rather than communication about development. 
Communication for change should be different from com-
munication about development. And the watchdog, yes, 
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it’s a theory that journalists are supposed to be watchdogs. 
But, to your amazement some of the African journalists 
are poor watchdogs. In fact, they don’t even “watchdog” 
anything because some of them who are supposed to be 
watchdogs, don’t bark when they are supposed to bark. 
They fail to bite when they are supposed to bite. So some 
of the watchdogs in Nigeria, in Ghana, in Africa especially 
during elections, are sometimes infected with rabies and so 
they need anti-rabies because they compromise through 
journalism.

	   So the gatekeeper or the watchdog paradigm needs 
modi�cation. Not the journalists should be watching, they 
should place more emphasis on the ethos and ethics of 
their profession which is based on truth. So the watchdog 
is a paradigm but the paradigm is changing every hour 
because of comitant variables.

ED:	 The notion of truth, even before Trump came in with his 
alternative facts, has been subjected to the idea that there’s 
not one truth, there’s multiple truths. So how then do jour-
nalists within African contexts deal with this notion of 
multiple truths?

RA:	 Truth is constant and we are being supported when we 
teach truth in journalism school. You look at the holy 
book, it says thou shall say the truth and the truth shall 
make you free. So, truth is the cornerstone of good jour-
nalism. And lawyers have changed the concept of truth – a 
lawyer will say this is true but not correct. So journalistic 
truth is different from legalistic truth and moralistic truth. 
When you see darkness, you recognise darkness. If  you see 
openness, you recognise openness. In one write up I said 
the genesis of journalism comes from the book of Genesis. 
Why? The Lord created earth and he was happy but he saw 
that there was darkness and he said let there be light and 
there was light. And the light illuminates darkness.

	   So when journalists are not practising journalism, they 
are clouded. When they practise true journalism, they illu-
minate the atmosphere. So the record of let there be light 
was recorded by people called recorders and those people 
nowadays we call reporters. So, truth is constant and truth 
can make you free. But it’s an aberration now that the law-
yers in particular and the philosophers, they philosophise 
and give so many concepts of truth. But when you see an 
apple, you cannot say it’s an orange. When you see an 
orange you cannot say it’s a watermelon. So when we see 
the truth, we must demonstrate the truth. That is journal-
ism, we show, don’t tell.
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ED:	 How would listening journalism and voice, the things that 
Wasserman and others talk about in terms of connecting 
with different groups of people apply here? Because the 
bible metaphor would work for Christians, it might not 
work for people that are not Christian. So how would lis-
tening and voice factor into what you are saying?

RA:	 What I’m saying is that in journalism schools we should 
teach them the concept of real truth, not adulterated truth. 
And as I said, people say the truth is bitter, that means it 
can also be sweet. Journalists should understand that truth 
is bitter, you should make the truth be sweet. In doing so it 
becomes what I call individual journalists serve determin-
ism. You determine what you recognise and you prepare as 
truth your reportage.

ED:	 But is objectivity and developmental journalism not a little 
bit of a contradiction?

RA:	 Well I don’t think there is any contradiction in objectivity. 
We teach objectivity in reportage. But knowing that objec-
tivity is a myth, it is something that you look towards, 
there’s nobody in journalism that can obtain 100% of 
objectivity in his reportage. The mere fact that he decides 
this story will be a lead story, you are going to put a pic-
ture, you are going to put a by-line, you are going to put a 
banner headline or you are going to run this bulletin as the 
�rst in your broadcast, what are you doing? You are evalu-
ating, when you are evaluating you are passing judgement. 
So, to attain 100% objectivity is not possible. My summary 
of objectivity is that our students should look at it as a 
myth that nobody can obtain 100% of objectivity. I say 
ladies and gentlemen, objectivity myth, look at it like that, 
it is a thing we look towards but we cannot attain 100% 
because in an attempt to be objective in our reportage we 
end up being subjectively objective.

ED:	 It still leaves me with questions about the notion of truth … 
but I wanted to ask how your work speaks to other work 
in the African context? To what extent do your own aca-
demic contributions and your drive for certain concepts, 
connect and relate to other African contexts?

	   And then it leads me to the individual indifference the-
ory, we as human beings are biologically different, psycho-
logically different, genetically different and therefore we 
behave differently. Identical twins, no matter the resem-
blance they will still behave differently. From that individ-
ual differences theory leads us to the selectivity theory, 
selective exposure, selective perception, selection atten-
tion, selective retention and selective behaviour. So, since 
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we are different, we selectively expose ourselves to things 
that are attuned to our disposition. We selectively perceive 
some element of what we have seen. We selectively change 
some, we selectively retain some for a later day use.

RA:	 My own emphasis is on journalism education, journalism 
training, how do you train journalists to be socially responsi-
ble? We need to train them and domesticate what we have 
read in the Western contributions. We also need to have 
changes of African scholars within Africa. If you look at the 
concept of the pan-African news agency, it started very well 
but you and I know that African leaders refused to contrib-
ute money and later on it faded away. And that would have 
been our African CNN. Look at the issue of news agencies. 
When news agencies started, the Ghana News Agency, we 
have news agencies in almost all 54 African nations but now 
how many news agencies are functioning, maybe three, 
Nigeria, Ghana and South Africa. So, you can see that our 
African leaders don’t understand the importance of infor-
mation and communication in governance and that’s why we 
are having problems every hour on the hour.

	   So, my contribution in this area is for us to train jour-
nalists well. And that’s why I advocated that you catch 
them young, let journalism start from the high school. If  
you can teach biology, you can teach chemistry, literature, 
health sciences, why can’t you teach journalism from the 
high school, the earlier you get them the better they will be 
when they get into university to study journalism. And 
when you get out of university they will be able to practise 
journalism of conscience. So it is an ongoing thing that 
Nigerians and Africans will be able to embed this training. 
And let me tell you, of all the institutions, the executive, 
the judiciary, the legislative and the press, all these other 
institutions, they have failed us in Nigeria, I don’t know 
what happens in other places but I’m sure in most of 
Africa they have failed them.

	   The only institution that we rely on now to bring Africa 
back to what it used to be and what it should be is the judi-
ciary and the press. In some cases the judiciary are now 
being compromised. You see judges being bribed to give 
unnecessary judgement, you see judges buying, you see 
governors buying cars for judges, how will they get true 
judgement, they will not. So these are the two remaining 
institutions in Africa as of now that can help African 
emancipation, the judiciary and the press. And I will say 
the press is key to this African emancipation, without the 
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press nothing can happen. That’s why we emphasise good 
and sustainable training for our journalists, they need to 
be trained and trained properly and practice journalism of 
conscience.

ED:	 In terms of us, our role as academics, do you think we 
should be consultants as well, or should we keep our role 
in the classroom? What has been your experience?

RA:	 Of course, of course. If  you do your research you have not 
done anything, you have done the service of the profes-
sion. You need to link up with the society. For your infor-
mation, I was the �rst Professor to go spend my sabbatical 
in the media houses. I said if  you allow lawyers to go spend 
their sabbatical in the chambers, why don’t you allow 
media scholars to go spend their sabbatical in media 
houses? The media houses, that is my chambers. So I 
fought them at the university and they allow me to go 
spend my sabbatical with the Concorde Newspaper. So 
when I got to the Concorde Newspaper, I established the 
�rst community Concorde nationwide. And, I also advo-
cated academics should not be in the classroom alone, they 
should try as much as possible to link town with gown and 
from my own experience, the university now considered 
academics now can go to spend their sabbatical in the 
media houses. And when you get to the media houses, you 
learn some things about the professionals. And on the 
other hand, the professionals learn something from us also.

	   And also, I advocated that the media professionals, the 
editors, should come to the classroom also. And say some-
thing. I am the greatest advocate of that. And to the extent 
that at right now at UNILAG mass comm, we have people 
coming from radio, from television, from advertising and 
these are big names. Sometimes we pay them, sometimes 
we are unable to pay them and they put as contribution. 
And there are a couple of things that these professionals 
have that are not yet in the books, they are so relevant to 
the training. But academics try to be in isolation.

	   There is no ivory in the ivory tower anymore, in fact it is 
a tawny towers. So, you should be able to link up with pro-
fessionals in the industry and the industry should also link 
up with us in the ivory tower. At the end of the day, they are 
the end product. My experience when I went to Concorde, 
I know what I made there and I was able to improve and 
they were able to improve. If  you did your undergraduate in 
the school, you will notice that the classrooms are far ahead 
of the newsrooms but today, it’s seen that the newsrooms 
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are ahead of the classrooms. And so, when I trained you for 
four years, you get a Bachelor’s degree in mass comm and 
journalism, you go to the newspaper or radio, they have to 
retrain you for another six weeks, it’s unacceptable to me as 
a trainer. So that’s why there’s a need for academics to go to 
the industry and the professionals to come to the ivory 
tower and blend and that one is very important. So we can 
jointly train these students.

ED:	 Your ideas of praxis are quite advanced because it ties into 
the notion of whether we have African input into our cur-
riculums which then leads us to the question – do you 
think we have African journalism, media and communica-
tion studies or do you think we have journalism studies 
in Africa?

RA:	 Our priority should be for us to have African journalism 
studies, that’s our preference, African journalism curricu-
lum and in doing so, it is our scholars that will make it 
happen. If  we don’t make it happen, it will not happen. To 
put African journalism as a module and pursue it vigor-
ously and invite people to come and talk to your students. 
Don’t just leave your lecturers lecturing. Like I teach the 
course called mass media and national security. And I �nd 
out that people don’t understand national security. So I 
put national security people to come and tell us, police, 
army, navy, all of them to come to the classroom and tell 
our students what is national security, what is national 
interest, what is national peace. So, our priority is to make 
sure we concentrate on Africanness of our curriculum.

	   There’s a school in Ghana called African University 
College, I think it’s established by one former minister of 
information in Ghana. They need support for that one 
also, they did something but I don’t know whether they are 
doing it now. I was formerly a member of their board and 
at that time they want to establish an African communica-
tion university but I don’t think he has enough support 
from the people. So if  you can create that it would be a 
good idea.

ED:	 In your experience, looking at this idea of journalism from 
different continents, from different organisational spaces, 
what do you think are the most pertinent emerging issues 
in African journalism and media communication?

RA:	 We should be focused on everything. But more especially 
on the new media. The advantages and disadvantages of 
new media and the damage they can do to governance. 
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And to understand that the so-called citizen journalists are 
not journalists, they don’t practise journalism, they prac-
tise what I call journalese. Take for instance, the owner of 
Facebook was in Nigeria some years ago and we ask him 
do you practise journalism and he said no, he said he is 
providing a platform for people to get information to the 
people as fast as possible at no cost. So objectivity, fairness 
and credibility is not a trademark, they don’t have any edi-
torial that they are reporting to. So, Africanness, they 
should focus on new technology and they should focus 
more on communication for development and health com-
munication because it’s central to the health of our people. 
They should also be mindful and study fact checking in 
this age of fake and hate speech is going on everywhere. 
And these franchises getting grati�cation in the process of 
doing their work, that’s very important. The giver and the 
taker are also wrong, by trying to bribe your way and also 
try to ask for grati�cation in the process of doing your job, 
you are no longer a member of the fourth estate, you have 
metamorphosed into members of the fourth estate of the 
wreck. You wreck your individual position, you wreck 
your profession, you wreck the environment where you 
practise and sometimes you wreck your conscience.

ED:	 On the idea of social media and journalism, in what ways 
should African journalists adapt to this new context within 
which we are operating. I mean, we are living in a global 
world or within the context of globalisation, we have digi-
talisation happening, we are at what many of the African 
scholars are now calling the decolonial turn but what 
should it be that journalists should take on board within 
these varied contexts and how should they adapt, and how 
should journalism practice be adapted within this new 
context?

RA:	 My ideal is for social media to understand they cannot kill 
mainstream journalism. On the other hand, the main-
stream also cannot kill social media, they have to work 
together. And the social media and the mainstream should 
work to wake up from their slumber and they need to work 
together. Social media is now coming, they cannot kill the 
mainstream but they have to work together. One should 
not want to kill the other or compete with the other. The 
atmosphere is large now for all birds to �y without any 
collision with one another. So also is the sea large enough 
for all �sh to swim. It’s only the wicked �sh or the wicked 
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bird that will obstruct the other. So the social media should 
not try to obstruct, so also the mainstream should not 
obstruct the performance of the social media. So, they 
should work together but they should fast track their 
practice.

	   And, also the service providers should check on facts. 
That one is very important. Because if  you bring out infor-
mation that is not true, you can cause war which is about 
to happen some months ago in Nigeria. So, my own sug-
gestion is that both of them should work together. And 
also to understand and to see what technology has done to 
us. Without technology you cannot have social media and 
people now are so dependent on social media at the 
expense of the mainstream. But it is only those who have 
very weak internet control mechanisms that will not doubt 
what they get from the social media. Me, I doubt and I 
have to reinforce my doubt by going to the mainstream to 
con�rm is this true, can it be true, I cross check myself. But 
some of the people don’t cross check anything they have 
read or seen on social media, it is correct. Therefore they 
cannot kill themselves, but should work together for the 
bene�t of the power of the information. And also, they 
cannot pollute the media landscape.

ED:	 So you are saying we need a different kind of media liter-
acy education?

RA:	 Yes. Media literacy is also the key to understanding this 
dichotomy between social media and the mainstream. And 
I think UNESCO, I attended one or two meetings in 
Jamaica organised by UNESCO and they are really focus-
ing on social media especially for the African continent 
and we need to invest in social and media literacy. That is 
key for fundamental development and sustainability of 
democracy. And I’m advocating for media literacy.

ED:	 Ralp, earlier, you mentioned the World Bank and 
Bloomberg, in terms of setting the agenda, to what extent 
in your experience have you in�uenced the agenda? Or do 
we as Africans when we engage with these big parties do 
we just receive ideas from them or do we challenge, what 
has been your experience?

RA:	 Both. We receive them and we are also the social engine. 
Like Bloomberg now, when they came in, they were focus-
ing on business journalism. Then we asked them what 
would be the value to us and they said the value to us is 
when you are able to teach and disaggregate your business 
journalism, the business journalists will be able to give out 
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dependable data of business and investors will know this 
one can happen so this one is good to invest. Right now, 
they were not doing it so we take from them and they take 
from us. It’s a symbiotic relationship.

ED:	 And the power dynamics, is it always horizontal or is there 
more power in one party? Like when you are negotiating 
ideas and positions with these NGOs [interrupted]

RA:	 It is like the theory horiz-vertical. You take a little bit from 
horizontal and a little bit from vertical. Because people 
come in, they cannot invest without any gain from their 
investment people who are going to bene�t from invest-
ment, we must still not sell our culture and tradition, we 
should protect it. And they cannot be mister know it all, so 
we cannot be mister know nothing.

ED:	 Do you have any ideas around the issues of decoloniality? 
The decolonial movement within the African context, such 
as what was started by the movements in South Africa 
where the students demanded to – and you touched on this 
a little bit – they demanded to get more input than just 
input from the north in their syllabi, they wanted to see 
input from the global South.

RA:	 Sometimes student agitation is left-footed, in the immedi-
ate past student agitation is genuine … or the students are 
even worse than what they want to decolonise. So for them 
to have good student leadership and most of the student 
leadership we have in most of our African universities are 
not the type we want. Like recently, they had the student 
election in Nigeria and they fought, they brought guns, 
they stopped themselves in Abuja and they want to take 
over, they say they leaders of tomorrow and they want to 
be leaders of today and they don’t wait to be leaders of 
today before they become leaders of tomorrow. They can-
not organise an election for themselves, how do they want 
to decolonise? And some of them are being in�ltrated by 
politics, political leaders are in�ltrating them. And some-
times they engage in so many illogical inconsistencies 
which are against the development objectives. The idea is 
good, but it needs to be pursued with a lot of integrity. 
Whether journalistic integrity or whatever or practitioner 
integrity needs to be involved in decolonialism.

ED:	 In terms of journalism, there are issues that linger on. For 
example, the coloniality in terms of formats, in terms of 
language, in terms of ideology. Should we take coloniality 
seriously or in Nigeria have you successfully decolonised, 
have you removed coloniality in what you do?
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RA:	 Well, it is very dif�cult to remove it, but it can be spaced 
gradually because many of the leaders have also been 
invested with this idea, they are black people, they are 
behaving like white men and women. So, it’s going to be 
gradual. Good things don’t happen fast but we need to 
pursue it gradually and with integrity, that’s my sugges-
tion. Thank you.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Professor Oluyinka Esan, is a Professor of Broadcasting, Film and Development 
Communication at Caleb University, Imota Lagos, Nigeria. Her teaching cuts 
across theory and practical dimensions of broadcasting (radio and TV), �lm, 
advertising and journalism with an underlying focus on social change. Her 
research and publications also re�ect this versatility. She has remained consistent 
in her attention to audiences and emerging cultures in African media and society.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 27 March 2018, Prof 
Esan provides us with a background to her career and work. She talks in detail 
about the process and idea behind her writing on television in Africa and in 
Nigeria in particular, pointing out that her interest is in the role of media con-
structing “our worldviews” and audiences, or, as she puts it, consideration of how 
society perceives “the world.” She draws on ideas from Stuart Hall and David 
Morley, among others. Her overall goal is to “tell the story of the media in an 
African context.” Some of her major research work also deals with making sense 
of media under Nigeria under military rule, with several different regimes and 
power dynamics around securing and controlling “radio and television stations.” 
Her research introduces the uncheckered “modes of encountering television” 
within the politically charged contexts, including the diaspora. In the era of con-
vergence of media platforms, between the social networking sites and mainstream 
media, Professor Esan argues that more research should continue to focus on 
producers, texts, audiences and power relations involved. In her view “prod-usage 
continues to �ourish” in the digital age. The conversation pulls together impor-
tant elements of her career and work in ways that signify a shift in narratives.

Doing Television and Media Studies in Nigeria

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Doctor Oluyinka Esan, thank you for agreeing to 

this conversation. We would like to begin by asking you to say 
something about your intellectual and philosophical background 

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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at the time of writing Nigerian Television 50 Years of Television in 
Africa, which we think is a very important book?

OE:	 Thank you. The book was targeted [to coincide with the anni-
versary of  television]. The book itself  was written and published 
in 2009, but obviously the work was done in 2007, 2008 therea-
bouts. At that point in time, we were looking forward to the �f -
tieth anniversary of  television in Nigeria. By that time I was 
already resident in the UK, but the kernel of  the work itself  had 
been done as part of  my PhD thesis in 1990 to 1993 at the 
University of  Glasgow. Then, I was looking at encoding prac-
tices in television with a view to understanding what content it 
had, and what decisions informed the production of  the content 
that the audiences were engaging with. My interest was in the 
world views – how do we construct our worldviews, what are 
those considerations that inform the way we see the world, how 
we see each other, how we relate [with each other, especially 
what accounts for who we think we are and how we relate with 
each other: social relationships] – that was my primary concern 
at the time. I took that from an audience perspective in order to 
make the story complete and following after Hall’s Encoding-
Decoding model.

ED:	 I wanted to say this was the in-thing at the time with David Morley.
OE:	 Exactly, exactly. David Morley’s work I read and I thought, 

“Who’s this man doing everything I want to do?”, but then he 
got in there ahead of myself. So that was the whole idea at the 
time, to understand the world view. But at the time when I �n-
ished the work, I thought “there’s too much in there”, the dirty 
secrets about television and the media and government, and I 
didn’t think it was the kind of story that would be published. I 
think I was feeling a little guilty to be discussing this. Perhaps 
being a little patriotic, I felt con�icted – I didn’t feel I wanted to 
wash the nation’s dirty linen in public. So, I didn’t do much about 
it at that time. I thought if  at all I was going to do anything, I 
would do something within Nigeria and not something for an 
international audience. I thought, if  anything, the study on the 
audiences was the one that found currency, because, in a sense, 
the work built on what David Morley had done, so it would be 
interesting to tell the world how, in spite of the differences in 
location and in context, the stories were similar. So that’s where 
I’ve been. Intellectually, I’d been wanting to tell the story of 
media in an African context for a long time, and in time I realised 
that those dirty linen were not quite so exclusive to ourselves, so 
it was time to offer the account for posterity.

ED:	 The ideological uses of television.
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OE:	 Exactly. In fact, [I was concerned with] the whole idea of control 
– the way people want to take charge of the media and how peo-
ple want to use the media, the con�icts of interest that the staff  
face persistently, and all of that. I realised that some of these 
foibles weren’t so peculiar to Nigeria, and so, I was happy to tell 
the story to the world.

ED:	 How do you think the book �ts in with other work on television, 
media in Africa?

OE:	 Before the book there had been a few books, but they had not 
been as detailed as this was, which was a case study of Nigeria. 
I’m not quite sure, maybe something on South Africa. Previous 
work had been brief overviews.

ED:	 Like Graham Mytton…
OE:	 Like Graham Mytton, who had worked on audiences and media 

in different parts of Africa. Making the News by Peter Golding 
and Phillip Elliot looked at the news tradition in Nigeria alongside 
Ireland and Sweden. That had been the pattern, reports of studies 
of media practice in Africa was broad. The attention was more 
episodic, or restricted to concise entries within projects guided by 
much broader agenda. So you �nd people had done work, but I 
think even when they had compared practices in different context, 
their accounts lacked depth. Even in Nigeria where some authors 
had written on television, the focus had been on Western Nigeria.

	   My focus wasn’t just on Western Nigeria – the book accounted 
for experiences in Eastern Nigeria, Northern Nigeria and other 
areas, so it was a proper overview of what had happened across 
the nation – and I think that’s makes it stand out. It’s unlike the 
brief references to Africa which you �nd as book chapters, even 
as addendums within chapters, in publications seeking to com-
pare experiences of one country to the other; how can you tell 
the comprehensive story in such limited space? So the book actu-
ally gets beneath the surface, gets in-depth accounts and goes 
down into often-ignored rural spaces, seeing what is going on in 
the industry, which is very large in Nigeria. Maybe it’s not so 
obvious, but Nigeria was �rst in Africa and has the largest net-
work and perhaps most of the independent stations as well, so 
the industry is much more advanced and its story therefore 
becomes much more instructive for the rest of Africa.

ED:	 Could I maybe jump in and just ask; maybe could you just con-
textualise the context that we are talking about in Nigeria.

OE:	 The initial study looked at the television service available to an 
audience in a particular context. That invariably meant attention 
to the Nigerian Television Authority, which is the collection of 
federal government owned stations. The NTA has a broadcast 
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network, similar to the BBC in that sense. The study was con-
ducted in a place called Sagamu, which is situated in Ogun State, 
about thirty minutes’ drive east from Abeokuta, the state capital. 
Sagamu is also not much farther away from Ibadan (Oyo State), 
which is due north, and Lagos (Lagos State), which is due south. 
That location makes it quite interesting in the sense that it lies in 
the cusp of transmission signals from at least three states, so that 
residents are able to pick up signals from those neighbouring 
states in the south west of Nigeria, and are also occasionally able 
to pick up stray signals from stations further away. Having to 
study these at the time meant that I needed to look at the prac-
tices in western Nigeria closely and in depth.

	   Updating the work in 2007 gave an opportunity to study other 
parts of Nigeria, so I went around the nation and looked at prac-
tices in northern Nigeria and eastern Nigeria. This new part of 
the study re�ected the regional administrative structure that was 
in place when television service began. WNTV was the �rst in 
Africa – that’s the one based in Ibadan – another station situated 
in Lagos came thereafter. The service in Eastern Nigeria came 
next. So, the order was WNTV, NBC-TV Lagos, then, ENBS 
from eastern Nigeria. Radio-Kaduna Television (RKTV) the 
service from BCNN, which was the Broadcasting Corporation of 
Northern Nigeria came afterwards. Having looked at those orig-
inal four, we went on to look at their expansion, tracking the 
development of the extensive service that had since evolved. It’s 
interesting that the development was tied to politics. To those in 
government, having a TV service was essential, so each time the 
administrative boundaries were adjusted and new states were 
created, each new state wanted to have a television station. 
Nobody wanted to be left behind without TV.

	   A little background story here helps to understand this politics. 
For much of its life, Nigeria was under military rule, with several 
different regimes. Each time there was a military coup, one of the 
�rst acts of the plotters would be to secure the radio and televi-
sion stations. Back in the day, TV was not transmitted for twenty-
four hours, so they would secure the radio �rst to alert you that 
there had been a take-over of power. But then, seeing is believing, 
so the coup masters would come and show themselves on televi-
sion. That was TV’s place in the hierarchy back then.

ED:	 And the experience of television in Nigeria, would you say, is it a 
relevant medium, is it a medium that really has done what it was 
supposed to do, like in the post-independence?

OE:	 Has it done what it’s meant to do? I’ll go back a little bit to views 
of scholarship about media and development, development 
communication. I’m one of the few who always said that TV has 
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a peculiar place in effecting development in industrialising socie-
ties. As a matter of fact, the premier of Western Nigeria, who 
introduced television to Nigeria had a clear plan that TV was 
meant to be the teacher, even though conventional thinking priv-
ileges radio for this task. TV in Western Nigeria was meant to 
help with education. TV was meant to help people to see the rest 
of the world; being rooted in education was a priority. At the 
onset, there was some effort to have educational broadcasts – 
Schools Broadcasts, they were called then – but after a while that 
experiment proved a bit too expensive. TV does remain a teacher 
in many other ways besides just what we expect in terms of for-
mal education, such as with continued socialisation. Television 
producers and their audiences engage with the medium with the 
intention of learning, even when it is in forms which are deemed 
to be for entertainment. This is consistent with the cultural val-
ues attached to recreation.

	   So, has TV helped in development? Perhaps so. It depends on 
what we expect development to be. Are we thinking about aspi-
rations? Are we thinking about modernisation, catching up with 
the rest of the world or wanting to be like the rest of the world? 
If  that’s what we’re saying, then perhaps TV has helped. It’s 
always been regarded as an elitist medium.

ED:	 That’s what I was going to say, when you look at it as well, it can’t 
�t in all the languages, Nigeria has over 250 languages and TV 
does not necessarily speak the people’s language, one can argue. 
It’s an expensive medium and programmes are normally 
imported, so it’s not really that relevant, one can argue?

OE:	 Actually I think the Nigerian experiment managed that quite 
well in the sense that programmes were broadcast in English, 
along with selected local languages dominant in the transmission 
coverage area. To start with, the only local languages used were 
those of the three major ethnic groups, following the regional 
pattern of established services (Yoruba in the West, Igbo in the 
East and Hausa in the North). As more stations were established 
around the country, programming in more local languages 
increased, though others were still excluded. So, in spite of the 
fact that the languages are so varied, an indigenous language 
would be used to communicate, even though many remained 
excluded or in the margins. So language use, perhaps inadvert-
ently, indicated the power structure of different groups based on 
whose language was important enough to be transmitted.

	   At the time [the established television stations in the nation 
were being harnessed under a central authority] there was the 
“Indigenisation Decree” [the 1977 Nigerian Enterprises 
Promotion]. This captured the mood of the nation with respect 
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to the efforts made to ensure that the indigenous cultures were 
not eroded. For television in particular, there was a kind of pro-
tectionist policy in place to say foreign programmes could only 
make up 20% of your broadcast; the remaining 80% must come 
in from local sources. Now it did not matter much if  that 80% 
consisted of English language programmes, since they would 
have been made in Nigeria, but it mattered if  they were foreign in 
outlook. Again, locally produced programmes were able to deal 
with local issues, but the use of English language tended to 
exclude many. So, to some extent, it justi�ed the claims of those 
who regarded TV as being elitist. Besides, at that time it was a lot 
more expensive, which meant that the poorer rural dwellers 
couldn’t afford to buy TV sets, and they perhaps didn’t even have 
the electricity supply with which TV could be viewed. So that 
was a challenge, in the earlier years of television service.

	   There have been consistent efforts to bring TV closer to the 
grassroots. You �nd that in the second republic, state govern-
ments also established stations. So, besides the federal govern-
ment owned stations, the state government owned stations would 
be located closer to the people, and the language used would be 
closer to the people as well. Now, that’s not to say that there 
aren’t many people who would feel their identity group has not 
been represented, but most times they are better able to partici-
pate within television in their states.

ED:	 In South Africa they delayed introducing TV and in countries 
like Tanzania and Botswana, in Zambia, there were discussion 
that maybe this is like a white elephant in the African context. 
But from what you are saying, there’s also an argument that this 
is relevant, decentralising in the case of Nigeria…

ED:	 Especially since the reasons for doing it in other countries was 
not necessarily the same as the reasons for doing it in Nigeria. 
South Africa delayed because of apartheid and the fear of black 
people. It’s quite a different context.

OE:	 And South Africa got into the game a little later, so that they 
then had the bene�t of hindsight to look at what had happened 
elsewhere and see “how do we now manage our situation?” With 
the experiment that we performed in Nigeria, the NTA, for all its 
worth, showed it has much to offer. There was a time when 
swathes of people didn’t quite like the NTA because it was very 
paternalistic – foisting programmes from a variety of cultural 
contexts across the nation on the national audience convened at 
prime time; you take what you are given. The idea behind this 
was that broadcasters would help to forge unity in the nation, by 
building up programmes that re�ected the federal character. This 
applied, even with dances, and dramas; television helped to spot 
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and groom talent, helping the artistes to court audiences. If  you 
think about it, all those drama troupes have formed the nucleus 
of what has now become Nollywood, which has since found such 
great acceptance globally. First within Nigeria, then within 
Africa and globally. Even when people ignored [or contested] the 
news [which was regarded as biased in favour of those in of�ce], 
they would still watch dramas. And so, an audience and the taste 
had been cultivated through television.

ED:	 So you think television did the primary work of building 
audiences…

OE:	 For Nollywood? Oh, yes. Building audiences and also building 
the troupes themselves, and building the expertise and the tech-
nical skills.

ED:	 What is the audience experience of television, how did and how 
do audiences respond to television?

OE:	 How did audiences respond to television? When I was younger, 
in the 60s when TV wasn’t widely adopted, it was novelty, black 
and white sets, and it was limited number of hours of transmis-
sions in the day. TV was desirable, but not readily available. It 
seemed, and my study showed that, to some extent it was regarded 
as the medium for children; they were used as a justi�cation or 
excuse for acquiring the sets, perhaps due to the missions declared 
by those who envisioned the television service, that television 
should be a teacher. But then it was also seen as the medium for 
women. It was a pastime that women enjoyed and they could be 
indulged in. So women’s pleasure was another justi�cation for 
acquiring the sets. Television ownership was a mark of prestige; 
men were minded to acquire the sets to keep women and children 
from roaming, looking for which neighbour’s house to watch 
their favourite programmes. This got worse depending on the 
time of day.

	   So, when you have your drama on, the families would con-
verge�– and when we say family, in the African context, it’s the 
extended family, including neighbours, people who lived in the 
same court. And you have people standing, watching through the 
windows. Viewing was gendered; it still is. The men may say they 
do not watch television; I recall one of my interviewees, said: 
“TV is for useless people”. This was an elderly uneducated man 
in the rural setting in the South West where television service had 
been well developed. Still, the pattern was, football matches for 
the men and the boys, and drama for the family.

	   During this ethnographic study of television reception which 
was conducted in 1991, some people would say, “We don’t have 
time for TV” but what I then found was the contrary. This sug-
gested that there were different kinds of viewing. I mapped out 
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three modes – Deliberate, Incidental and Checkered viewing. 
When people say they don’t have time for TV, they really mean 
they don’t have time for deliberate viewing. However, if  they hap-
pened to be sitting down before a functioning set, they would 
watch what was on.

	   By the 90s there were more television sets in circulation, even 
in rural towns. With these being more readily available in more 
homes and communal spaces – waiting rooms and lobbies in 
public buildings, for example – more people could stumble on 
functioning sets and programmes that they had not planned to 
view. So there is a lot of what I call incidental viewing, which 
could then transform when people get hooked on the programme 
and begin to watch it deliberately. This mode was striking, con-
sidering those who claimed to be averse to TV viewing in fact 
watched more television than they could admit, unlike the chil-
dren who were more deliberate in their viewing. They would go 
out to play, time themselves and rush back to watch their selected 
programmes – “sorry mom we want to watch this programme”.

	   Chequered viewing refers to the times deliberate viewing has 
to be frequently interrupted, so the viewer drifts in and out of the 
experience. This tended to happen more often to women, girls, 
then boys, in that order, depending on the domestic arrange-
ment, and re�ecting the hierarchy of those with domestic respon-
sibilities, and those with enough authority to be exempted from 
these. These modes of encountering television have implications 
for the exposure to television messages and meanings that view-
ers can make from these.

ED:	 And how has that changed?
OE:	 I think it has changed, especially as the transmission day is now 

longer and a number of TV stations now transmit 24 hours. 
There are also likely to be changes in the way these modes are 
deployed with the new platforms on which television is accessed 
on account of internet based services – computers, tablets, 
mobile phones, and so on.

	   The in�ux of cheap TV sets also means more deliberate view-
ing can occur, but then communal viewing remains attractive 
going by prevalent living arrangements – houses with multiple 
occupiers and blocks of �ats mirror traditional styles of �ocking 
together. There are a lot more people in urban settlements, so 
you �nd more television sets in more shared spaces.

	   So, communal viewing persists, sometimes more out of choice, 
than out of necessity. This also generates a different kind of 
chequered viewing – more distractions in a communal location 
means that viewers drift in and out of their personal engagement 
with the programming and rely on others present to help them 



Doing Television and Media Studies in Nigeria  81

�ll in the blanks, making meaning become more collaborative. 
For example, there are hardly any beauty salons you will go into 
that will be without a TV, so that even in shops, people are watch-
ing TV. Multi- tasking like this must have an impact on the qual-
ity of processing messages, depending on the intricate demands 
of the message form.

	   Besides, there are more players in the television industry since 
the deregulation of the media. These include privately owned ter-
restrial TV stations. Because these are commercial entities, they 
pander towards audience preferences within their remits. Cable 
and satellite television operators were also granted licences, so 
that the average fare for available programmes increased, because 
of the boutique nature of these services. For example, with 
Multichoice Nigeria, audiences paid subscription fees to receive 
a selection of (usually) globally recognisable programmes on 
Digital Satellite Television. So in trying to be competitive, private 
stations offered programmes that were regarded as being less 
drab, even when they were locally produced, unlike the days 
when audiences relied on the paternalistic orientation of govern-
ment broadcasters alone.

	   For their survival the government stations also responded to 
this challenge. In that sense, competition stoked the innovation 
that existed within them. In any case, the arrival of specialist 
channels may account for the greatest change observable, as they 
meant that audiences could have more of what they liked, rather 
than the mixed diet that was served by the government stations: 
children could lose themselves in the world of Disney; people 
who subscribed to Africa Magic could have their Nollywood on 
tap; people who wanted news could zap around their favourite 
news channels. They could binge on these, even if  they only left 
the rolling news on in the background. Others could watch their 
preferred sports on dedicated channels, depending on the par-
ticular season. So different people are now able to have the pro-
grammes that suit them on tap, or they can hop around between 
channels as they deem �t, especially in deference to companions 
or new situations that dictate the need for new type of information.

	   There’s only one big proviso in all of this – power supply! TV 
viewing is contingent on the availability of power. Actually, these 
days, most people generate their own electricity, using petrol or 
diesel-powered generators or solar panels, and inverters to store 
energy, if  per chance the public supply of electricity is inter-
rupted. Even with these alternatives, the unreliability of power 
supply sometimes curtails exposure to viewing.

ED:	 To what extent do you think TV has been indigenised in the 
Nigerian context? To what extent, for example, you have already 
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alluded to some of these things, but I’m thinking this is a western 
technology coming to us, and in some cases do you think that the 
context can also shape it [the technology], rather than it being a 
westernising in�uence?

OE:	 I think in the early days there was a divide of people wanting to 
be westernised contrasting a desire to maintain the distinct 
Nigerian identities that still seems to persist today. With imported 
programmes, and even the presentation of broadcasters, espe-
cially with the use of Received Pronunciation, audiences were 
steered to being western like the elite, or to be the elite. Some 
content helped to build up cultural capital that allowed people to 
engage within the international contexts – with knowledge of 
politics, news, current affairs, geography, and the arts, including 
a wide range of music, and even some western customs. Western 
programmes which we watched for entertainment might also 
have helped to form ideas of standards that local industries 
should aspire to, as it were. But I think that has changed; there is 
now a greater consciousness of having a Nigerian identity even 
though lots of people might complain about their prospects 
within the nation, and express frustrations about the country.

	   In fact in the 80s we had a TV public service announcement, 
called “Andrew is checking out”, about a �ctional “Joe Bloggs” 
character who got fed up with the country, having compared his 
prospects in Nigeria with life in America. He expressed this frustra-
tion in his American accent, vowing to check out. This was sym-
bolic of the western aspirations at the time; so here’s Andrew saying 
’Man, I’m checking out’, and then reeling off all the problems in 
the country and saying “I’m going off back to America”. The 
humorous approach used in the message may have helped to make 
Andrew look ridiculous, bringing the intended resolution to the 
jingle. Although at the end of that jingle Andrew was persuaded to 
remain, there are many more Andrews seeking to emigrate to other 
lands, as different nations around the world now know. This makes 
you question the role of television in the immigration problem. You 
wonder, “How do people pick up accents when they haven’t trav-
elled abroad?” and question how people get their sense of western 
dressing when they haven’t ever left their country. And you wonder 
how people get this sense of what life abroad is.

	   Remember, my original interest was in how world views are 
constructed and how people would look and say the grass is 
greener on that other side, regardless of what kind of challenges 
they might face there or on the way. We can just extend that to 
see the kind of problems we have in terms of news reports of 
illegal immigrants, some from Nigeria, travelling through the 
desert to Europe, going via the notorious route through Libya.
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	   This raises the question: Why would people put themselves 
through such jeopardy? To some extent it’s the quest for a better 
life, much of which I think is in�uenced through the media, and 
TV would perhaps be the worst offender in the sense that it’s not 
just telling stories, it’s showing you “life” on the other side. Yet, 
you may be unable to read through what is �ction or pick up 
what real life challenges might be, so the temptation to be acted 
on is high if  life on that side seems better. Perhaps in time, and 
with enough appropriate media coverage, and media literacy, 
some of these illusions may be dispelled, but it may be dif�cult to 
dissuade those whose realities are really dire to desist from mak-
ing desperate attempts to emigrate.

	   It goes back to how the people imagine and experience their 
own realities �rst, in relation to how they imagine and experience 
the realities of others. I will argue that the media are critical in 
this, since they showcase the realities of others, particularly those 
in distant lands. This may suggest the need for indigenisation of 
the content that audiences are exposed to, but it is more complex 
than the protectionist approach that had sought to ration the 
quota of content to be broadcast; local programmes can be for-
eign in outlook and imported programmes can be made relevant 
to local situations. With deregulation it has been near impossible 
to curtail the �ow of content from transnational media organisa-
tions. Still, the performance of the local creative industries is 
encouraging.

	   The biggest evidence of indigenisation is Nollywood as I said. 
And you �nd a lot of programmes, a lot of creativity, the way in 
which TV is being used, for instance the local language pro-
grammes adapting traditional forms of entertainment – the vil-
lage square, the parlour meeting, the tales by moonlight for 
children, things like that – a lot of things that people did tradi-
tionally which TV is the best space that will give us the scope of 
extension. In the (thinking of McLuhan), television is able to 
expand the scope of traditional forms.

ED:	 I’m picking up on something that you mentioned earlier, which 
was that, when you started out on the project, the reason you 
didn’t want to publish is because you had Nigerian patriotic 
pride and so on. So, there was this strong sense of a Nigerian 
identity, I’m assuming and in talking about television in the past, 
there was still this idea about westernised ideals. How do you 
bring these two disparate identities together in your work?

OE:	 I think the issue of the divided national loyalties was essentially 
based on what I perceived as the antics of those in government. I 
had insider stories of things that went on in some stations – the 
case of jamming is a decent example, or a station being 
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established and another one being established speci�cally to 
counter it, starting a kind of war on airwaves – the kind of polit-
icisation of the broadcast service, and of staf�ng, which to my 
thinking is not quite right. I was embarrassed by these, but it 
happened, I didn’t make these stories up. In the end, I think the 
scholar in me got the best of me, so I was able to say, “yes, these 
things happened”, and “yes it’s not right and there is something 
we need to learn from the situations”, so the story needs to be 
told. I think that’s also the same way it is in the West, in that 
there are stories of misdeeds in the accounts of media organisa-
tions which have helped to shape the industry here too (pirate 
radios like Radio Caroline helped to break the monopoly of the 
BBC for instance). I have since reconciled myself  with the fact 
that con�icts and struggles are inevitable for the redistribution of 
the power within the media. These shameful acts are not peculiar 
to particular climes or times, and they will help produce new 
orders as is expedient.

	   Yes, there were fears about Nigerian TV becoming too western 
in outlook at some point, but I know that staff  in TV, including 
the pioneers – particularly those at the grassroots – were deter-
mined to make the service work for their audiences, in spite of 
their limitations over the years. They were daring in the sense 
that, when they were able to travel, they took note of how the 
media was being used elsewhere and applied these lessons in their 
practice. It seems to me like so far, I’ve dwelled on the positive 
points, about the way in which TV has helped. I have been think-
ing about the impact that it has made; it has helped to bring that 
window on the world. It has helped us to see each other, and 
sometimes, that’s good.

	   On the other hand, in Nigeria, prior to deregulation, when TV 
was controlled and we still had the proper national service, and 
the airwaves were properly guarded so that the options of chan-
nels were more limited, the service may have worked against the 
intended uni�cation agenda. Television may have helped to rein-
force known stereotypes. Watching programmes from Northern 
Nigeria may have seemed boring to some from the south of 
Nigeria when it seems that “their cultures” might be different 
from “ours”, or vice- versa. Some may watch popular pro-
grammes from Western Nigeria and think: “what’s wrong with 
those Yoruba people?”, “why are they behaving like that?” So the 
programmes may have seemed boring, but at least we ended up 
learning a little bit about each other, if  we watched at all. The 
danger in this is, “what are we learning about ourselves?”, “what 
are the themes that recur in the stories presented or the stories 
read by the audiences?”
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	   One of the things I see about television is the way it fosters the 
culture of suspicion, the culture of distrust. Start from gender – 
women representation for example. By relying on stereotypes, 
you hear statements like: “oh, women are terrible, can’t you see 
how that woman behaved in that programme?” You also had ste-
reotypes of different ethnic groups contributing to these kinds of 
sentiments. But audiences are also capable of subversion. That 
also came out, particularly in the 90s under the military rule, and 
has continued till now. Whereas on the one hand people knew 
what the real stories were through reports carried in the very 
active press, that is print media, they were unimpressed by TV 
reports from stations which were still under the thumb of gov-
ernment. People could see the disconcerted postures of the gov-
ernment, so that while they wanted to be seen in a particular 
light, the print media showed them up in another – audiences 
could see when TV producers were playing the pipers’ tune and 
they could ridicule and resent them.

	   But beyond that, they were making really fascinating readings 
of television; where you �nd that TV is saying something, but the 
audiences are hearing something else. The narrator is saying 
something but audiences are ignoring the verbalised message and 
using the visuals to judge that the situation as something entirely 
different. For instance, there was a case of a woman who seemed 
to be watching the news but revealed her attention was on the 
people within the news item, not on the item itself, when she 
blurted out, “See how fat they’ve grown. They are just growing fat 
on our money”. So, while the government felt that they could 
control the people by having a strong grip on the television news, 
the people were able to subvert the message – they could still use 
clues to help them say, “we see you, we know what you are doing”.

	   There is another dimension to it that has persisted. Because of 
the stress on funding, due to the austerity measures placed by the 
Structural Adjustment Programme, TV had to become more 
commercial. Broadcasters had to devise ways of generating reve-
nue beyond conventional means like advertising and programme 
sponsorship, so the sale of airtime was increased, since there 
were many independent producers who made shows and needed 
space to transmit these in. One of the key features of this era is 
that they’ve also exploited the social diary, where you pay to put 
your event on air. For corporate entities, it could be a report of 
the AGMs [annual general meetings]. Individuals can pay to put 
accounts of celebrations on air for a fee. This practice is so pop-
ular that it’s on just about every station.

ED:	 This is interesting to me because I don’t think we have that in 
South Africa. Maybe just elaborate on that a little bit?
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OE:	 So when you have a celebration, you know how in newspapers 
you could post a little note in announcements, or even a social 
diary section? It is a similar idea but adapted for television, so 
then you can come to the producers with your video, or hire the 
crew to come and cover the event for a fee. In fact, we now have 
quite a number of stations who have developed programmes in 
that format, rather than merely selling airtime to independent 
producers like Bisi Olatilo who seemed to have cornered the 
lucrative niche ahead of most. The NTA Newsline show which 
aired on Sundays was a light-hearted newscast whose format was 
adaptable to the social diary, because it featured news-diary 
events and social events that you paid to have on air. Invariably 
it became a kind of leveller because whereas ordinarily, only 
events concerning those who are deemed newsworthy could be 
featured on the news, with this service so could anyone else who 
could afford to pay. With this service, others could access the 
space to show off  their events, (weddings, funeral parties and 
such) so the thinking becomes, “well, I might not be a newswor-
thy person but I can pay to become newsworthy.”

ED:	 Is that like reality television?
OE:	 Not reality television, going by the features of that genre. It is 

more like an extended news report that was originally classi�ed 
as a social service, which has since been commercialised. Some 
stations actually rely on the remuneration from such activities, 
not necessarily for their entire operations, but as a steady source 
of income. Now, the bit which I �nd interesting is what becomes 
evident when you link this practice to the question, “What do 
audiences see?”

	   The audiences are able to read different things from the typical 
narrative: right the governor’s daughter got married; who was 
there; this is the governor; these are his cronies. Other narrative 
lines: the governor’s daughter got married, so these are the new 
alliances; the governor’s daughter got married, how much did 
they spend? You don’t have to be told, you can estimate based on 
what you see in the reports and you can compare that with your 
own reality.

ED:	 This is very interesting, have you written about it?
OE:	 There’s a chapter I’m working on just now.
ED:	 Fascinating because that’s what you would show is the Nigerian 

imprint on TV.
OE:	 And when you analyse what the audiences are saying, you can see 

how the resentment is building up, because on the one hand the 
narratives in the text are suggesting that these are the people who 
are worthy of coverage, and the viewer may be thinking, “I am 
not worthy of coverage”. Two responses that might then come 
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from there: resent those who undoubtedly have means, or aspire 
to be like them – “When I have my wedding, I will aspire to be like 
so and so”. So, in the past month, within February (2018), we had 
the children of two governors getting married to each other. One 
of them from the South-west and one from the North. When you 
see the nation’s coat of arms in the backdrop, you begin to won-
der, “Is this a state wedding?”, “Have state funds been deployed 
for these ceremonies?” These messages may be unintended, but 
people can read the signs to say, “Right, this is evidence that you 
guys are diverting state funds for private use,” especially when you 
can count and value the cars and props on display. On the social 
front that’s something; there’s a bit of subversion going on, and 
that unwittingly. I think the political elite are unwittingly present-
ing themselves on the altar for revolution when it starts.

ED:	 How does your work show the impact of these military takeovers 
on television, like from some of the things that you are saying 
just now, sort of played a role of exposing those with power, but 
the military times from 1966 [to the 90s] with Abacha, how did it 
impact on this media and how does your work deal with that 
during the military periods?

OE:	 Because they were around for so long, the military culture has a 
strong imprint on the Nigerian cultural context which shaped 
television service. The history of television bears the marks of 
military rulers; the politics informing the establishment of the 
national network service, for instance, was only logical because 
of the unitary command of the military. Similarly, the need for 
creative subversion, whereby the visuals did the talking, must 
have been perfected under restrictive military regimes such as 
Abacha’s. Sometimes the military were seen to be a little more 
benevolent than civilian politicians, who are also used to the tra-
ditional deference to people of stature that is typical of African 
authoritarianism. In personal conversations, some contacts I 
had in television spoke of how the military weren’t so bad, “… 
just do what you need to do, do as you’re told”. Indeed, that’s 
why sometimes when reporters felt hamstrung the response was, 
“we can’t tell the story the way that we want it told, so we will tell 
the story that you want us to tell, but let the pictures do the talk-
ing.” [interrupted]

ED:	 Already there’s a little bit of subversion.
OE:	 Exactly.
ED:	 May I ask a very quick question. What is the diaspora experience 

with television in Nigeria and television about Nigeria?
OE:	 I think Nigeria’s leadership and I say this with a sense of respon-

sibility, Nigeria’s leadership in television in Africa is actually evi-
dent in the diaspora, at least here in Britain and perhaps in 
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America as well. There are stations established in the UK or run 
by Africans – Nigerians and Ghanaians are very visible in such 
ventures. In addition, there are stations which beam their signals 
to audiences in the diaspora. Nigeria is at the front on both scores.

	   In terms of the ethnic minority TV stations we have in the UK, 
BEN Television owned by a Nigerian, Alistair Soyode, has been 
consistently on air in spite of their challenges. Their strap line – 
Bridging the Gap – indicates their mission. Then we have the 
stations beaming from Nigeria such as African Independent 
Television (AIT), where the ability to share the African experi-
ence at home and with the rest of the world had been the vision 
right from its inception. There are others – specialists in religion, 
news and �lms (Nollywood) – which make it possible to experi-
ence programmes that are seen by audiences in Nigeria, Ghana, 
and other parts of Africa and the Caribbean. These stations are 
available through subscription services like Sky. This, plus the 
fact that those stations get moved around quite frequently, being 
on one channel one day and elsewhere another time, may hinder 
their ability to court audiences other than those with sentimental 
attachment or invested loyalties.

ED:	 So it’s dif�cult for them to sustain audiences?
OE:	 I don’t think it’s just about audiences but about sustaining the 

service. I think the audiences are there.
ED:	 So the audiences will follow?
OE:	 The audiences will follow them, but what they’ve been challenged 

with perhaps would be funding to maintain the service. Audiences 
have been quite long suffering in that: “Oh it’s gone off  air 
again?”, “It’s back now”, or “Let’s go look for it.”

ED:	 I know there are some I have been following and now they are 
gone…. Because I have absolutely no knowledge of what goes on 
in that context, does it speak to the Nigerian context in Nigeria 
or does it speak to the Nigerian context in the diaspora?

OE:	 Both. I think it does both in the sense that there are some pro-
grammes that would be designed for those who are here. BEN 
Television is quite good at creating opportunities for people to 
engage with issues about life in the UK or about Nigeria. Some of 
these have actually now gone back to work in Nigeria. There’s an 
association, Central Association of Nigerians in the UK, 
(CANUK), whose meetings are sometimes televised. You’ll �nd 
this particularly during the electioneering season, when the aspir-
ants come to the UK to meet with people in the diaspora. Don’t 
forget there is a lot of remittance going from here, so they’ll come 
to canvas support – presenting information on their accomplish-
ments, or offer promises of services and fare like landed property, 
homes that would interest folks abroad, strengthen their ties with 
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the home country – because they assume folks here wield some 
in�uence. They issue invitations for people to return home to con-
tribute to the nation’s development.

	   Stations which transmit programmes from Nigeria are also 
mindful of the audience in the diaspora. With these, viewers can 
keep in touch with what’s going on at the “home base” especially 
by following the news in real time. So, for instance, you are able 
to follow the issues from Nigerian perspectives by viewing NTA 
International, AIT, and either of the 24-hour news stations, TVC 
News or Channels. That makes it a lot easier to see what your 
folk back home are seeing.

ED:	 We know you have to go to class, so I want to go back to this 
question. In terms of the African media and communication 
research area, what do you think are the major issues that needs 
attention, what is the future of this �eld in the context of digital-
isation, globalisation?

OE:	 Digitalisation, globalisation, I’d say democratisation of access 
and the social networking trends. There’s a big challenge in terms 
of having rational conversations. If  we go back to what Habermas 
was advocating, that we should have a public sphere where we 
can engage, – where we can have rational dialogues without the 
fear of reprisals – we thought the new spaces opened up in the 
media offered this. Right now, there is a convergence of media 
platforms, between the social networking sites – Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp – and mainstream media – news-
papers, TV. How prepared are those of us from Africa, to adopt 
these new opportunities? When you consider the continent or its 
countries in terms of literacy and media literacy, there are chal-
lenges. Some people I know, I mean responsible people who have 
some education, still get caught out believing certain informa-
tion making the rounds. So, there’s a lot of rumour mongering, 
which is not going to help nation building, and with the easy 
access that we now have, there’s a lot of destabilising informa-
tion. If  only we would be more critical of messages coming 
through our personal networks, perhaps as we are with the mes-
sages from mainstream media…

ED:	 So what should we study as researchers, what’s the focus?
OE:	 I think we should continue studying what we studied before – 

looking at media texts, the kind of messages in circulation, the 
way in which we produce – them to see where controls can be. We 
should study audiences as producers of meaning, and of mes-
sages too, especially as the culture of prod-usage continues to 
�ourish. We should be mindful of the peculiar factors in the 
African cultural contexts that impact on media processes, and of 
new cultures evolving within different media sectors.
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	   Essentially, what I’m saying is that in our scholarship, we rec-
ognise that the media have a role to lead, to be the guardian, 
because that’s what we in the media have been trained to do. We 
need to �nd a way to enlighten our people. Maybe it’s about 
media literacy, how do we enlighten our people to use the media 
in a responsible way. One more thing. Now that with digitalisa-
tion we’ve got easier access to a wider range of texts and audi-
ences, it should be easier for us, wherever we are, to work across 
locations. I think also, we should be looking to do more collabo-
rative work, looking for local insights and to see if  there are pat-
terns across the continent. I think there’s a lot of work that we 
need to do in society, even with politicians. I’m not sure at what 
level, whether at national level or at AU level, but we need to get 
them to see the folly in their ways, the reckless way they use the 
media. If  they knew for instance that the kind of control they 
impose would back�re then perhaps they would think differently 
about how to use the media and to use them responsibly.

ED:	 Thank you very much.
OE:	 Thank you.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446



DOI: 10.4324/9781003133483-6

5	� Institutionalising Media Studies 
in Zimbabwe and South Africa

Conversation with Tawana Kupe

Editors’ Note

Professor Tawana Kupe was Vice-Chancellor and Principal at the University 
of Pretoria from January 2019 to July 2023. Prior to this, he served as the Vice-
Principal of the University of the Witwatersrand. He also served as the Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor for Advancement, Human Resources, and Transformation. 
Professor Kupe is currently an Independent Researcher and Higher Education 
Strategy Adviser. Between 2013 and 2014, he was Deputy Vice-Chancellor for 
Finance and Operations. He taught and headed journalism and media depart-
ments at the University of Zimbabwe, Rhodes University and University of 
Witwatersrand in South Africa.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 5 May 2018, Professor 
Kupe talks about his entry into media and communication studies with educa-
tion and work in Zimbabwe, Norway and South Africa. He provides an over-
view, distinguishing between “communication studies, media studies, cultural 
studies, journalism and journalism studies.” Prof Kupe re�ects on how in 1993 
he was part of the English Department at the University of Zimbabwe that 
launched media and communication studies, with the assistance of colleagues 
from the University of Oslo in Norway. At Rhodes University, Professor Kupe 
contributed to new programmes, introducing “African media debates” that 
were not being taught. Professor Kupe was “very instrumental working as a 
consultant in creating the department of journalism and media studies at the 
University of Botswana.” Prof Kupe also talked about how he founded the 
Media Studies Department at the University of Witwatersrand in 2002. He 
talks about his research and publications. For Prof Kupe, one of the big ques-
tions for African media research is “what happens to the voices that are not 
mediated because the media still follows a particular inherited way of telling 
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Institutionalising Media Studies in Zimbabwe and South Africa

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Prof Tawana Kupe thank you for agreeing to talk 

to us. We wanted to start by asking you, what do you consider to 
be the most prominent aspects of your contribution to African 
media and journalism and communications research at 
the moment?

TK: 	 It’s nothing, I work in administration. In my own view, media 
and communication are very recent in many parts of the conti-
nent as standalone academic programmes, even as departments, 
they are relatively new. If  you take Zimbabwe and Botswana and 
Wits where I am, or South Africa in general, excepting Rhodes, 
excepting the Afrikaans, what was originally Afrikaans con-
trolled institutions and here I would like to make a distinction 
between communication studies, media studies, cultural studies, 
journalism and journalism studies, but taken as a whole, all of 
those disciplines are relatively recent. And also, the theoretical 
traditions that are taught in those, whether it’s communication 
studies, journalism studies, journalism, media or cultural studies, 
relatively recent. So, let me just step off  and comment on Rhodes.

	   When I got to Rhodes in 1999, I think they were working 
within the broad theoretical tradition you would call critical 
media studies and cultural studies, but I think that because of 
the isolation of South Africa the texts that were being used, even 
some of the key texts from people like Stuart Hall, were more 
seminal and early 1960s, 1970s readings, and hadn’t caught up 
with what he had been writing in the 1980s or even into the 1990s. 
And as you know, Stuart Hall’s work was dynamic as well, it was 
seminal partly because also he was reading the political eco-
nomic and social environment and moving on with them.

	   So, if  you go back to the University of Zimbabwe, where such 
studies did not exist. There was an English department, it was 
launched in the English department and when we launched 
media and communication studies together with the assistance 
of colleagues from the University of Oslo in Norway, this was 
already in the mid-90s, and we started them at a postgradu-
ate level.

	   So, at Wits, although media studies courses existed, they were 
part of �lm and television studies, inside a drama degree and a 
drama programme, only recently and I got to Wits in 2002, they 
had some postgraduate programmes in journalism and or jour-
nalism studies and a bit of media studies, but not a department. 
So, we only launched a media studies department at Wits in 2002, 
a journalism and media studies department in 2002, and a 
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standalone �lm and television studies programme outside of the 
drama programme also around 2002, 2003. And I think that is 
instructive because if  you take particularly Wits, which is an insti-
tution which is literally 10, 15 minutes away from the major media 
houses and also right in front of the SABC, it’s strange that they 
didn’t have a fully-�edged programme, that the programmes were 
being run down in the Eastern Cape, at Rhodes University. And 
that meant that actually working journalists did not have access.

	   When I got to Rhodes one of the things that they were trying 
to do was to launch a master’s programme. I could only be part 
time because people would be working in Johannesburg or Cape 
Town or Durban and the rest of the continent. Most of those 
people found it very hard to complete their degrees because of 
the commute to Joburg and all of that. So, when Wits started its 
programmes, it does very well in mid-career programmes, people 
who were already working journalists coming to study at four 
o’clock going onwards because the media is located in that con-
text. So, but I think it is important to point out that these pro-
grammes in Africa have grown in strength or been strengthened 
where they existed because of the changes in the broader politi-
cal, social and economic environment. I don’t think these pro-
grammes were possible in Zimbabwe and South Africa for 
example before democracy and independence, i.e. before 1980 or 
1990. And also, I don’t think these programmes were possible 
without a broader movement away from state controlled or state 
repressed media. So, the freeing of the media and the advent of 
political freedom, especially political pluralism and media plu-
ralism also created a space for these programmes, needing an 
intellectual expression, intellectual embedment and also intellec-
tual enrichment and interaction.

	   So, I think it’s interesting that the development of the media in 
Africa is also linked to the development of such academic pro-
grammes and the emergence of standalone academic researchers 
in these �elds. Otherwise, as you know, these programmes were 
always embedded in other disciplines within political science or 
political studies, within sociology, within drama, within broader 
cultural studies, anthropology, and also within English depart-
ments largely. So, I think there’s been an exciting development in 
this regard.

	   So, I’ve been fortunate that at least in two institutions I was 
there as one of the founders as you like of the programmes, that’s 
the University of Zimbabwe and at Wits I created the media 
studies department and taught most of it and created the curric-
ulum, almost single-handedly. At Rhodes I contributed new pro-
grammes, including African media debates – which was not 
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being taught – so students could learn about media in the rest of 
the continent.

	   Then also I was very instrumental working as a consultant in 
creating the department of journalism and media studies at the 
University of Botswana, where I’d been invited also to head the 
department, but I’d already started at Wits so I couldn’t actually 
go there. I also helped colleagues reconceptualise their curricu-
lum at the University of Makerere in Uganda, when I was the 
external examiner for a three-year stint.

ED:	 Okay, with Peter Mwesige?
TK: 	 Mwesige, Monica Chibita, Margaret Juuko and others. So quite 

a number of colleagues at Makerere were also attracted to come 
and attend programmes in South Africa – also to catch up of the 
new wave of how you do this kind of academic discipline when 
embedded in our own context. And some went to Oslo and some 
might have gone to Westminster as well. So, I can say that I’ve 
been extremely privileged that you could in�uence the curricu-
lum in at least four countries and two regions of the continent, 
Southern Africa and East Africa.

ED:	 And I note from what you are saying, Africanisation is very key 
to what you were trying to do? Taking on from the majority rule, 
precolonial, what should we focus on in Africanisation of 
African media studies?

TK: 	 Okay, thanks for that because at Rhodes I was part of the African 
media debates and also we have a similar course at Wits which is 
quite popular with both undergraduates and postgraduates, 
where the big question we always ask is the following, and that’s 
key to answering your question, when we talk about media or 
even forms of journalism in Africa, do we have African media or 
do we have media in Africa? And that is the key question about 
Africanisation because media are all over the world and the ori-
gin of our media and journalism forms in Africa are tied in with 
the colonial experience if  you like and often what you then see 
there is that quite a lot of media, excepting radio, is that often the 
content or output is in English, or French or Portuguese or some 
other colonial language like that. And then also we teach those 
programmes like we teach anything on the continent, in either 
French, English or Portuguese, so there’s never like the direct 
�rst own experience in the languages that are spoken on the 
continent.

	   So, this question is a big one at Wits, is there African media or 
media in Africa. And often then we make a distinction about the 
presence of the BBC, it’s in�uences, CNN, Chinese media or 
whatever other media and what might be practised as a form of 
mimicry or imitation or adaptation into our continent and 
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attempt to really develop a media system that speaks to audi-
ences that are African, that are on the ground. Because the large 
majority of the people on the continent’s �rst language of com-
fort is their mother tongues. But newspapers, if  you take print 
media for example and television, that is not on the continent in 
quantitative terms the language that they use. So that means also 
just generally you have a media that has a huge elite orientation 
and the elite is a minority in Africa, the majority is actually not 
an elite. Then radio is left in a sense to deal with the information 
needs of the masses.

	   But also, radio has a colonial context in which has a colonial 
context in which the colonial authorities used it, so its potential 
and its dangers in giving a voice to the African and also certain 
genres and certain, including radio drama and including radio 
news, was almost like a translation from the English version. I 
have a student who has been doing a study to look at how Zulu 
news is produced at the SABC. And he found out that isiZulu 
news was often a translation of the English bulletin and this was 
very strange, it wasn’t from conception and production and col-
lection done in isiZulu, so it’s often very stunning what you hear 
because someone is trying to translate in�ation from English 
into isiZulu. Or somebody has chosen some experts who are 
speaking on the programme but they revert to English, they actu-
ally do not comment in isiZulu. So, I think that this is titled 
something like Zulu news or isiZulu in the news? Which is the 
same concept of African media or media in Africa.

	   So, I think that what the concept of Africanisation in studying 
media and communication in Africa is to ask the question who 
are the audiences of communication and media and what lan-
guages are they comfortable with and what issues actually affect 
them. Because often if  you look at the print media, the orienta-
tion of the media is that these are people operating in a modern-
ising economy, not in the informal economy and semi-formal 
economy, so the things that are emphasised in the business news 
and economic stories speak to a formal economy which is actu-
ally very small and dominated by multinationals and outward 
looking instead of inward looking. And so, choice of topic and 
issues in the media also seems to be alienated from the issues that 
affect people on a daily basis. One would have assumed that a 
media in any context speaks to the issues that affect the large 
majority of the people, even though there might be an elite fram-
ing of those issues.

	   In our context it’s like the phenomenon is double. Is that the 
issue is chosen because it affects an elite, which has a very exter-
nal orientation, so then that elite frames it as an elite issue, so the 
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masses are doubly removed from actually what the issues are. So 
certain things that ought to be news or ought to be legitimate 
issues that the media should handle and represent aren’t really. 
They almost like peripheral, or they are trivialised or dealt with 
in a comical fashion or dealt with as a tabloid-y or popular sto-
ries or funny things, whereas they are fundamental to what the 
life experience is.

ED:	 Most of them, they go to training which is perhaps still into 
mimicry, but I wanted to ask in terms of textbooks for the 
research and teaching, are there any examples of these textbooks 
that reach out at Africanisation at the moment?

TK: 	 No, well I don’t teach on a daily basis but I’m aware of what’s out 
there. There isn’t. Typically, we still use quite a lot of textbooks 
from elsewhere or texts from elsewhere and then seek to adapt 
them in our own teaching. So, for example, that is why Ufuoma 
and I, you know Ufuoma Akpojivi, him and I, I think Palgrave 
is accepting a book proposal from us, which is where we are 
going to co-write a book called Media Reform Actors in Africa. 
Your names were on the referees list, but they chose the three and 
they didn’t tell us who they are, but they were positive. It could be 
you. But the truth is people were very enthusiastic. I’m mention-
ing this because people say there was a dire need for such a text 
and the reason why we chose this issue is it has to do with 
Africanisation.

	   Whereas in the late 1980s and 90s people were talking a lot 
about reforming the media on the continent, the key driver was 
press freedom of freedom of the media and also there were 
NGOs funded by western donors and actors to push these media 
reforms as part of the broader democratisation theme, but those 
people were not actually talking about some of the issues we are 
talking here this afternoon, about like is there a problem that this 
is an institution that is fundamentally is still colonial in its orien-
tation and its practices and its discourses and the way in which it 
seeks to narrativize the African story? They were not, they were 
talking about the structural reforms around government control, 
repression and domination, as compared to what persists in the 
north or in the west. They weren’t going further down to say 
what kind of media do you need, that speaks to the real issues 
and gives voice to a broader section of the population than the 
elite. And would that perhaps change what we consider is news 
down here and what ought to be in the news and also, would it 
actually create a space or create media genres and forms that you 
don’t �nd elsewhere?

	   Because remember that in the entertainment space we have 
soapies, and South Africa is a good example, Nigeria now has 



Institutionalising Media Studies in Zimbabwe and South Africa  97

got Nollywood and so on and I think each country is trying to 
have its own “wood” of some kind. But again, you are talking 
about a formula. People don’t realise that Hollywood or the way 
in which Hollywood narrates stories is embedded in the American 
self-imagination about where that society came from, what it 
ought to do, what is important in it. So in our book we will seek 
also in a sense to take that angle, to say part of the problem of 
the media reform actors is that contrary to what they thought, 
their agenda was not that radical actually. It was a very narrow 
reformist agenda, which had to do with, you know a genuine 
issue, which is government repression of the media – that is the 
narrow reforms. These reforms would have contributed to the 
imitative media systems, structures, content and way of concep-
tualising what audiences are, remaining intact.

ED:	 The key thing is how to do Africanisation. When we see people 
like Ngugi wa Thiong’o, he is very clear about Africanisation, it 
doesn’t mean we leave the world but it means being comfortable 
with language, with form, with our idioms and all that. In media 
studies, what is Africanisation? What should we be doing in our 
media research, I notice you mentioned the need to make the 
media more relevant and connect to the broader conversation, 
but in terms of, as researchers what questions should they be 
asking, how should they be writing about media so that there’s 
more connection between what those researchers who are using 
public money [interrupted]

TK: 	 Because I think that the media researchers in Africa ought to be 
asking the fundamental question as to whether for example inde-
pendence or democracy, as it’s called in South Africa in 1994, lead 
to any structural change in the nature of the society because the 
structural change in the nature of society will create new political 
and social dynamics and that ought to be mediated in one way or 
another. So, if  you didn’t have that, is the media one of those 
institutions perhaps that is trying to push that agenda to say noth-
ing has really changed here and because nothing has really 
changed here, this is being ignore? What I’m saying is that then 
they ought to question all of the key institutions, including also 
their practices of mediation. Because if  you don’t do that, you 
contribute to a new form of repression and lack of press freedom, 
where people are closed out, you know the space is free but people 
are closed out because the issues don’t really speak to them, but 
they have to pay attention to them because what else is there?

	   And also, I mean if  you take the news as a narrative form, 
news as a narrative form and also the notion of objectivity, is 
very much tied towards a western democracy, where you have an 
opposition and a ruling party, but also even that system has 
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broken up in the west, the UK now and elsewhere, in Italy, or 
even in France you often �nd coalition governments and also 
you want extra-parliamentary forces and voices, but the old 
notion of objectivity legitimises those who have won an election 
and are opposing each other and giving them a voice, and then a 
few experts there who are hangers on around the political elite. 
And so, you think that you have told the story, you haven’t told 
the story because what about unrepresented voices and voices 
that are not being mediated?

	   So, I think that one of the big questions that African media 
research is to say, what happens to the voices that are not medi-
ated because the media still follows a particular inherited way of 
telling the story but also is talking about institutions that have not 
been fundamentally radically reformed. So where do people actu-
ally in a sense beyond the media actually speak and say, and how 
could you get a new media system and new forms of narrative?

ED:	 You are using critical and in the past in your work you have toyed 
with Marxism in the African context, is it the solution to try and 
get African media studies focusing on…

TK: 	 So, when I say critical, clearly here I’m using it in the, to borrow 
a word from Golding and Murdoch, where they say that kind of 
approach is Marxisant, which to say it is not classical Marxism. 
It’s a Marxism that recognises that whether you like it or not, 
capitalism is still the dominant system and it shapes and in�u-
ences media. You have to deal with that reality even as you pro-
pose radical media reforms. And also, as you question whether 
the economic structures, the political structures, the social struc-
tures we have in post-independence, post-democracy Africa are 
appropriate to the societies we have and then the mediating 
institutions like the media are not just simply – we have a popu-
lar phrase here in South Africa – captured by unreformed 
structures.

	   So I still believe that the structural analysis is very important 
but you have to go beyond structural analysis to say, yes struc-
tures constrain but they also enable, they also create some spaces, 
how do you expand this and could that expansion of the spaces 
that are given by this dominant system lead you to have the intel-
lectual media resources and discourse resources to empower 
those who want to fundamentally change the structures?

ED:	 I mean when you look at some of the work that is quite in�uen-
tial in Africa, you look at Nyamnjoh for example, he’s coming in 
from anthropology, then you have others maybe writing from 
other persuasions and texts that are not necessarily written for 
media, like Ngugi wa Thiong’o, maybe decolonising the mind, 
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what should be the role of different disciplines? Because media, 
if  you are saying it’s a �eld, in Africa should we be rethinking 
how media is seen vis-a-vis other �elds?

TK: 	 Yes because I think your point says something that is interesting. 
Here I’m going to be a little controversial. I’ve seen some of our 
colleagues, even in those programmes that have been in�uential 
in creating, now want to move this thing into a discipline of its 
own, whereas you rightly said, it’s a �eld. So, if  you say �eld, you 
have to keep it that open. It’s true that it will have certain ele-
ments, theories, methods and others that are particular to itself, 
but it can’t morph or atrophy into itself  and not be having an 
exchange or a dialogue with other disciplines as they also change. 
Just in general, the notion of disciplines that are clearly de�ned 
and contained collapsed a long time ago and basically should 
never have been. There’s no discipline that can exist in its 
own right.

	   So, I’ve seen some colleagues really like retreat inside and 
almost cordon the area, what is this, it doesn’t work, why are they 
doing that? By so doing in fact, they going to reinforce the colo-
nial heritage and legacy of closing yourself  off  to other things. 
They, the colleagues, should actually be very nervous and sleep-
less at night that they are not having an engagement with African 
languages, they not having an engagement with African litera-
ture, with geography, the computer sciences and digital technol-
ogy studies and all of those things, with arti�cial intelligence, 
animation, all of that. So, for example at Wits now we have a 
degree in digital arts, which is taken by students in the arts and in 
engineering, one degree. Some are interested in the technologies 
behind [interrupted]

ED:	 Digital arts?
TK: 	 Yes, it’s called digital arts, a BA in digital arts.
ED:	 Is it part of a response to arti�cial intelligence. So, you are bring-

ing the arts and the digital together to make things?
TK: 	 Yes, to make things. And so, we have a masters in digital anima-

tion and we are the only university in South Africa that has that. 
Because animation is very important.

ED:	 So is it your emphasis now to make students produce things 
rather than just theorise?

TK: 	 No, no to produce and think at the same time. Because you have 
to think about what you are producing. Because if  you don’t do 
that, that means you are mimicking some production without 
thinking, there is no thought behind it.

ED:	 Because I’m thinking you know, if  that is the answer, what is the 
question? If  you are doing this kind of thing, …
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TK: 	 So our journalism students for example have to do a compulsory 
course. So, I teach the theory course for all of the masters in 
journalism and media studies. So, the journalism is like the prac-
tical courses, media studies is the theoretical courses. The theo-
retical courses are always compulsory. On the practical side, you 
can choose what you want, radio, television, but you are not 
going to choose whether you do theory or not. And the theory 
must speak to the broader societal issues, theoretical issues, what 
is the role of the media in any society, at any time and how is it 
changing?

ED:	 But ideally, what we are trying to do is to come up with students 
with skills, research skills, reading skills, writing skills.

TK: 	 And thinking kills, critical thinking skills.
ED:	 And also when you mentioned that you are teaching theory in a 

very organised fashion, to what extent are you also taking on 
board new works say from China, from Japan, is it still Anglo-
Saxon theories?

TK: 	 Because of this, heavy concept sometimes just tracked around all 
over the place without much thought, but globalisation, is that 
actually if  you go beyond the Anglo-Saxon example, you realise 
that context matters and then your Africanisation is not just an 
add-on or something that you are trying to simply say, ja we are 
African so we want to bring our own angle to it. That is what is 
happening around the world and also, now you have to come at 
it with some critical analytical view around, so what is happening 
around the world and how does context shape it and how are 
contexts, for a lack of a better word, dialoguing with each other, 
or dynamically interacting with each other and so on.

	   So when I started the undergraduate programme at Wits for 
example, some courses in the core weren’t taught from media 
studies, I audited certain courses and then said to students you 
take that course in anthropology, you take that course in drama, 
you take that course in African literature, so I said you can’t come 
out of this degree having taken courses that are inside the media 
studies curriculum, you must actually take courses elsewhere.

	   So, the course they took is African popular media, that was 
also to force them to move away from a certain conception of 
media that it was certain genre’s, news or certain forms, televi-
sion, radio, print and so on. That actually rumour-mongering, 
storytelling, certain forms of drama were media, which might 
have greater communicative impact. We saw this in what Ngugi 
started doing with his plays in Kikuyu, like I’ll marry when I want 
and writing Devil on the Cross – at that point he was arrested – 
when he was just writing in English they let him be. He was a 
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member of the elite talking to the elite. And also, then the con-
tent was itself  radical and questioning the society. In a sense their 
logic was if  he starts using African languages, he must be arrested, 
put him in jail, this guy is dangerous, he’s even more dangerous 
than the newspaper writer who is writing about corruption and 
writing it in English.

ED:	 Do you have any questions you want to ask us? Or maybe some 
stuff  that you think we should have asked you?

TK: 	 Of course I think that the one thing that I just want to add is one 
neglected topic is not just here with us Africans but for us it’s 
even more urgent than in Europe – is that there’s not been proper 
attention to studying audiences. And for a number of reasons. 
One of them is the cost of doing audience research, but it’s 
because our media do not speak to all of the audiences that are 
potentially out there, we don’t know really who’s the audience of 
what. So, we haven’t done reception studies like Ian Ang and 
them did in Australia. That is even more important here because 
it will be interesting to �nd out what really audiences make of all 
of this content and what they think is missing in the content.

	   So, audience studies, if  we could do them on a large scale, both 
scale as well as depth would actually assist our project of 
Africanisation. Because then we would bring forth the views of 
people who are not…. who are audiences of certain things 
because that’s simply what exists. Or people who are not audi-
ences because nothing really reaches them. And also, how audi-
ences are using all of this other media that’s coming forth. How 
do people really interpret news that has nothing to do with their 
everyday and lived realities, how do they use that and what are 
their resources for political information?

	   I mean the standard classical liberal view is that the news will 
help you, with information and analysis, so that will enable you 
to make sensible electoral choices. Since we don’t have media 
that reach people in that fashion or the news simply has no rela-
tionship to reality on the ground, what resources are people 
using to make electoral choices? Is the media actually relevant, if  
it is relevant, in what ways? So, I think that is a huge gap that is 
going to cost all of us, or that is costing all of us.

ED:	 I think it’s a very important thing. And also given how the conti-
nent, after colonialism has different pockets of Anglophone, 
Francophone, that we can’t bridge…

TK: 	 And the very fact that people are just speaking their own African 
languages which are not largely re�ected in some of the output 
of the media.

ED:	 And ICTs, what do you think about ICTs, is it the future?
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TK: 	 I think that they will help but remember that even when I was 
coming here, I was watching before I left home on the TV they 
were saying the cost of data is still very high in Africa. So, some 
people still talk as if  everybody is on Twitter, on Facebook, they 
are not. Even Twitter doesn’t claim that. But for sure, it has cre-
ated other platforms or other spaces where people do [interact]. I 
mean quite a lot of people are clearly on WhatsApp right, even 
on low end phones and they are producing content and they are 
circulating it and I’m not saying that is the same status as profes-
sionalised media, but you might �nd there that that is where 
people … what is interesting is the issues that people are raising 
there, or is that also shaped by, because let’s also not be romantic, 
that might be shaped also by the existing media diet that they 
have. I see the videos that people circulate, they are not too dif-
ferent from the gossip.

ED:	 That’s actually quite an interesting point because I think one of 
the things coming out of research around these issues is that it’s 
not so much audiences or people that are shaping what’s happen-
ing, it’s existing media houses because they have the resources to 
shape the message. So, people are in fact not necessarily creating 
but are following.

	   But thank you very much. We will transcribe and share with 
you. Thank you for talking to us.

TK: 	 Okay, good luck with your project.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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unpacking the media – society relationship in South Africa at a moment, both 
pre-1994 and post-1994, when it was imperative to do it as a push back to 
apartheid. Tomaselli helped provide nuance and alternative theorisations that 
build new thinking on the directions in the �eld. The interview demonstrates 
thinking that was substantiated by his work on the ground. He also recounts 
the background to his research on critical media and �lm studies and how that 
was globally recognised in ways that shaped professional practices in the �eld, 
both for colleagues and his students. Notably, Tomaselli was especially keen on 
constructive dialogue across paradigms. His Kalahari project, for example, was 
motivated with an attempt to grasp African cultural insights that would under-
pin his quest for critical indigenous qualitative research methodologies. The 
overall thrust of his work is fostering alternatives as well as the synthesis of 
scholarship and activism.
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Editors’ Note 
on Conversation:	 Foundational Conversations, as stated in our introduction, was 

driven by the rationale that there needs to be a dialectical rela-
tionship between conversationalists in terms of how the con-
versations evolve, but also in terms of their representation. 
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Respectful of this, we sent all the conversationalists a schedule 
of possible questions ahead of the conversations and Prof 
Tomaselli kindly responded in written form to the interview 
questions. In our conversation with him on 7 May 2018, we 
then picked up on issues we wanted to explore in more depth 
and the interview transcripts for that conversation was sent 
to Prof Tomaselli who then very kindly practised what he 
preaches in terms of dialectical relationships by integrating 
our conversation with his written responses. As a result, this 
interview is structured somewhat differently from the rest, as 
it re�ects the collaborative approach to this form of intellec-
tual “key thinker” type conversations, while being respectful 
to the organisational structure Prof Tomaselli sent in 
response.

	   Below is our conversation with Professor Keyan 
G. Tomaselli, including additional notes from his revision 
of our interview notes.

The Editors 
(ED): 	 For many emerging scholars in the 1990s, their �rst encoun-

ter with your work was through The Cinema of Apartheid. 
Perhaps we could begin by asking you to say something 
about your intellectual and philosophical background at 
the time of writing the book?

KGT:	 The Cinema of Apartheid: Race and Class in South African 
Film (1988) arose via my PhD (1984), researched from my 
professional experiences in the industry between 1974 and 
1981, �rst as a documentarist, then as a co-owner of a 
sound studio, and as a tutor in production in the new 
School of Dramatic Arts, Witwatersrand University (Wits), 
1977–1981. Here, I studied �lm, semiotics and performance 
theory, which followed my BA (Hons) where I �rst encoun-
tered the social justice and social indicators paradigms 
elaborated by David Harvey and David Smith respectively. 
I had while at Wits between 1970 and 1974 shot a Super 8 
�lm about student protests (amongst other topics) and I 
freelanced for the Wits new educational TV studio estab-
lished when the moratorium on TV was lifted in 1971.

ED:	 What was the political situation in South Africa at the time 
of researching and writing this?

KGT:	 Apartheid, introduced in 1948 by the victorious Afrikaner 
National Party government, was at its height, but begin-
ning to signi�cantly unravel from 1976 following the 
Soweto student uprising. Internal resistance was on an 
upward curve and resulted in the formation of the United 
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Democratic Front in 1983, whose 1984 Port Elizabeth con-
gress I videoed. Being employed at successive anti-apartheid 
universities provided a degree of protection from the 
Security Police, thus enabling my and my students’ activ-
ism, and my Durban Centre for Communication Media 
and Society (CCMS) was contracted in the 1990s to work 
on cultural, monuments, broadcasting and �lm policy pro-
posals during the post-1990 transition.

ED:	 How would you characterise the book’s theoretical and 
methodological contributions?

KGT:	 As an urban and economic geographer I had experienced 
in successive waves the positivist, quantitative, social jus-
tice/Marxist and welfare geographical paradigms that buf-
feted the academy, 1968–1974. It was the latter trajectories, 
together with my anti-apartheid documentaries and sur�ng 
movie shot at Cape St Francis that took me on the path to 
cultural and media studies, but which also resulted in me 
appreciating the value of all the above paradigms when 
doing different kinds of research. The Cinema of Apartheid 
was very different to my work as a geographer which ear-
ly-on was partly administrative in nature, but my later 
research developed a strong social justice orientation. 
When I returned from the �lm industry to Wits as a pro-
duction lecturer in 1977 I and my wife, Ruth, developed a 
Marxist political economy of a media industry that 
included discussion of counter-ideological movements.

ED:	 How does the book �t in with other work on �lm and 
media in Africa?

KGT:	 The Cinema of Apartheid was a total departure from pre-
viously published studies, mainly represented by Thelma 
Gutsche’s exhaustive 1946 PhD published in 1972 as The 
Social Signi�cance of South African Cinema and a few arti-
cles published by Pieter Fourie from his PhD. Gutsche’s 
detail-rich tone was concerned with how the nascent indus-
try was consolidating during the chaotic period of emer-
gent early 20th Century modernity. Fourie, working in the 
1970s, was concerned with how the industry could be, and 
was being, shaped within apartheid structures. My own 
PhD on the political economy of the industry, 1895–1980 
also intensely analysed Die Rolprent in Diens van die Volk 
[The bioscope in Service of the Volk, 1942). Written by an 
amateur cultural and �lm critic, activist and director, Hans 
Rompel drew on Soviet and Griersonian theory and prac-
tices, amongst others, to argue for a “people’s-own”, Nazi-
structured Afrikaner pastoralist cinema. I was reading up 
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at the time on African and Latin American �lm, and some 
of my early articles address questions of Third Cinema, 
social documentary and visual methods. Some early num-
bers of Critical Arts did explore the wider African corpus 
and South Africa’s relationship to it (1993 1983).

ED:	 How would you describe the academic contribution of 
your book, within and beyond the South African academic 
context?

KGT:	 The global impact of The Cinema of Apartheid was imme-
diate and sustained, indicated by its 4th printing by 
Routledge in 2014. The book was during the late 1980s 
studied across North America in �lm, communication, 
African and Black studies and in other disciplines. Lectures 
were organized for me by the US publishers at scores of 
universities, black-owned bookshops and seminar groups 
across the US, cleared by the ANC and endorsed by organ-
isations like Amnesty International, the Association of 
Concerned African Scholars and others. Dennis Brutus, 
then in exile, and Nadine Gordimer wrote blurbs for the 
book, and it was reviewed by Patrick O’Meara, Richard 
Collins, Mark Reid, Trevor Brown and others. The book 
won a KWANZAA Award conferred by the Afrika 
Network in Chicago. The book, however, was pilloried by 
one local literary scholar because it did not focus on �lms-
as-texts but rather on ideology and industry structuration 
and how these shaped narratives. The lecture tours together 
with a global recognition of the wider critical research and 
activism done by successive teams at the Centre at 
University of Natal, are what propelled me onto on the 
global academic map.

ED:	 What changed during the decade of writing this and your 
book on Encountering Modernity: 20th Century South 
African Cinemas?

KGT:	 The demise of apartheid from 1990 freed me to consolidate 
and broaden my scope of research into exploring different 
aspects of South African cinema and my experiences 
within it, and to link my own role to its practices and those 
sectors that had shaped its future directions in bringing 
about liberation. Encountering Modernity, suggested by 
Ntongela Masilela, engaged directly also with �lm theory, 
semiotics, African philosophy and textual analysis, all of 
which in The Cinema of Apartheid were overshadowed by 
its narrow political economy approach. Others like Martin 
Botha had begun to also publish on the topic. This wider 
contribution provided academics an opportunity to build a 
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more representative, more nuanced and better textured and 
larger body of more mature, diverse knowledge that went 
beyond my early political economy. Historical work, espe-
cially with regard to new wave Afrikaans cinema is now 
being taken into the future by a new generation of scholars 
such as Anna-Marie Jansen van Vuuren, while Chris 
Broodryk has developed a post-structuralist approach with 
regard to contemporary cinema.

ED:	 Could you say something about the experience of �lm in 
(South) Africa? How did it come to develop? What was the 
political context in which it operated? And what role has 
it played?

KGT:	 First, Afrikaans- language �lm, whether made under the 
auspices of the Schlesinger Organisation (1913–1956), or 
thereafter, helped to grow Afrikaans as a media language, 
especially in the absence of broadcast TV introduced only 
in the mid-1970s. A second thrust was the endorsement in 
�lm and Afrikaans- language literature of the “second 
trek”, when dispossessed and impoverished Boer pastoral-
ists migrated to the cities to labour for the British imperial 
enemy, but also to build strong Afrikaner �nancial institu-
tions that with the Broederbond were to capture the state in 
1948 and much of the lost wealth of Afrikanerdom by the 
mid-1970s. Arising out of the 1980s was a third factor, that 
of a state-supported (based on box of�ce receipts) black-
targeted but white owned production sector which offered 
opportunities to black actors (like Ken Gampu), director 
Simon Sabela and numerous black technicians, employed 
by new entry directors like Tonie van der Merwe. From 
there, with the support offered by the developmentalist 
M- Net New Directions and M-NET EDiT projects and 
later the National Film and Video Foundation (NFVF), 
the national production sector developed rapidly.

ED:	 What do you think are its enduring achievements?
KGT:	 Firstly, The Cinema of Apartheid – along with two other 

books, The Press in South Africa (1987) and Broadcasting 
in South Africa (1989) established critical media and �lm 
studies in South Africa during apartheid, an intervention 
that was globally recognised. Secondly, the books were 
read by many in the industry who recognized themselves as 
role players in one way or another and who could assess the 
overall structures – both ideological and industrial – that 
had shaped their professional practices.

ED:	 We are thinking here speci�cally also of your involvement 
with the Media Cities project and what new insights that 
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have brought to bear on your understanding of the media-
society relationship for example.

KGT:	 “The Media Cities” project (2010ff) represents my return 
to political economy after many years of anthropological 
and public health communication research (see below) but 
in a totally different way. Critique of the apartheid indus-
try had helped us to analyse its ideological underpinnings 
and to develop forms of resistance to them. In contrast, the 
Media Cities project aims to transcend inherited apartheid 
structures, debilitating path dependencies and regressive 
contemporary policies in looking for innovative solutions 
to the provision of leisure and entertainment spaces in 
under-served black townships. The aim is to enable the 
growth of diverse production sectors, linked to �lm friendly 
cities, �lm services, and innovative patterns of distribution 
and exhibition as development strategies that take cinema 
to the people rather than just people to the cinema. The 
other side of the coin, the imaging of cities, offers the tex-
tual analysis dimension, as is indicated in a special issue on 
the topic published in the Journal of African Cinemas (2018).

ED:	 What were the fundamental experiences which brought 
you to media, culture and indigeneity and to the explora-
tion of the relation between these?

	   Is there an African Cultural Studies? What are its theo-
retical and methodological nuances and how is it different 
from the British and American approaches? How does 
your co-edited volume on African Cultural Studies and 
Difference (2011) address these issues?

KGT:	 My co-editor of this volume, Handel Kashope Wright, 
from Sierra Leone, now an education professor in Canada, 
in his 2004 book, A Prescience of African Cultural Studies, 
identi�ed two originary African cultural studies hotspots. 
These were i) the Karimithu Village Theatre intervention in 
Kenya of the 1970s facilitated by Ngugi wa Thiong’o and 
Ngugi wa Miri designed to create grassroots political 
awareness, and ii) my own Centre’s systematic activist cul-
tural and media work begun on its establishment in 1985. 
Those sites were complemented in the 1990s by the 
University of Zimbabwe Diploma in Media Studies part-
nered with the University of Oslo, Natal University and 
Westminster. As pointed out by then ANC exile Ntongela 
Masilela, CCMS (and Zimbabwe/Oslo) had then relied 
strongly on British Cultural Studies for its intellectual and 
activist theories and practices. But CCMS also interweaved 
through its activities South American, Soviet, European 
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and African approaches. The Marxisms of Antonio 
Gramsci, Louis Althusser, Gundar Frank, Nicos 
Poulantzas and EP Thompson, amongst others as inter-
preted by Ruth Teer-Tomaselli into the emergent South 
African cultural and media studies trajectory from her 
base of politics and development studies, was comple-
mented by our adoption of the Mattelarts, Barbiero, 
Volosinov, and participatory approaches like that proposed 
by Bob White and Paulo Freire. Some of us read these texts 
through African philosophers such as Hountondji, 
Mudimbe, Mazrui and Masalo, analysed through the semi-
otic pragmatism offered by CS Peirce.

	   The CCMS approach thus became a cross-roads for the 
synthesis of these international scholars and activists, also 
recontextualised into the South African context through its 
black popular performance trajectories initially opened up 
by Critical Arts and later via the Centre’s 20 year association 
with DramAidE (Drama in AIDS Education). DramAidE 
put Freirean and Boalian performance theories into practice 
via the work of Lynn Dalrymple and Mkhonzeni Gumede, 
and DramAidE facilitators who studied at CCMS. They 
worked across the country in its HIV/AIDS and life skills 
interventions on campuses and especially in Zulu-speaking 
schools. The national project was supported by Johns 
Hopkins University and two decades of theory and analysis 
(production, audience, narrative, promotion) was generated 
by scholar-practitioners like Emma Durden, Eliza Govender, 
Warren Parker, and Richard Delate, amongst others. 
DramAidE staff assessed their community projects via 
Hons, MA and PhD research, placing this corpus at the apex 
of global interventions (see Tomaselli and Chasi, 
Development and Public Health Communication, 2011), 
African Cultural Studies and Difference arose from a special 
session organised by Wright and me at the 2004 Association 
for Cultural Studies Conference (ACS), so the chapters pub-
lished re�ected the eclectic interests of their respective 
authors. These Spotlight sessions, for the �rst time within 
global cultural studies (as opposed to “culture studies” or 
anthropology or African studies), exposed different and 
broader indigenous performative approaches characteristic 
of both Africa and the diaspora. Given that African deriva-
tions of cultural studies, like South American impulses, are 
not automatically linked to the Frankfurt School, British 
cultural studies or discourses of resistance, Wright and I 
wanted to make it clear that cultural studies has many 
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different derivations and legacies and that much of it in 
Africa has to do with everyday life as experienced by ordi-
nary people through religion, ritual and media more gener-
ally. Cosmology, spirituality and non-Western ontologies are 
blind spots in much Western cultural studies deriving from 
the Birmingham paradigm. Wright has played a key role in 
bringing Africa into the global cultural studies spotlight by 
suggesting that the Birmingham dominance should be 
decentered and that the African difference be acknowledged.

ED:	 What role do you think Critical Arts  played/plays in estab-
lishing and/or distributing theories and methodologies 
from and African Cultural Studies perspective?

KGT:	 Critical Arts  in 1980 started without any initial awareness 
of British cultural studies. Its strong pragmatist semiotics 
framework largely legitimated the study of African �lm, 
worker theatre and black popular performance within the 
dominant Eurocentric paradigm that prevailed at the time 
in the Humanities. Critical Arts  in fact set in motion what 
is now called “de-colonisation” as it critiqued prevailing 
Western epistemic hegemony as this corpus was largely 
taught during the 1970s and ‘80s at the four English-
language universities. The journal offered a radical outlet 
for scholars working in media, performance, literature, and 
education, and its early authors included Nadine Gordimer, 
JM Coetzee, Andre Brink, and John Van Zyl (who intro-
duced the study of �lm and theatre semiology to South 
Africa). Overseas scholars like Robert Stam, and later 
Stuart Hall, Hopeton Dunn, Handel Wright, Ien Ang, 
Tom O’Regan, Brenda Dervin and Richard Collins, all 
came on board at different times. The journal’s editorial 
board included other luminaries like Njabulo Ndebele and 
later, Wright, Hall, Marueen Eke, John Hartley, Paddy 
Scannell and Larry Grossberg.

ED:	 Could you talk to us a little bit about the Rethinking 
Indigeneity Project? What was the core issues the project 
wanted to unpack?

KGT:	 My 16 months in the USA, 1989–1991, had exposed me to 
the ways that �lms on Africa were taught at US universi-
ties. The Jamie Uys �lm, The Gods Must be Crazy (1980) 
was the target of anti-apartheid activists and was being 
studied in anthropology, politics, and �lm, amongst others. 
The very differing responses to it globally indicated that 
meaning was not solely to be found in the encoding but 
also in the decoding. The end of the Border War in 1989 
enabled my teams to travel to the Kalahari to meet with its 
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Ju/’hoan actors and conduct focus groups amongst its local 
audiences. This work also interfaced me with John 
Marshall’s 50 year documentary corpus on the Ju/’hoansi 
as Uys’ implacable critic. Appropriating Images: The 
Semiotics of Visual Representation (Tomaselli 1996) 
emerged from this project where for the �rst time �lms on 
Africa, and �lms made by Africans themselves, were exam-
ined through African philosophies read through the princi-
ples of visual anthropology by a multidisciplinary team of 
African scholars based at Michigan State University’s 
Africa Media Program where I was a Fulbright Scholar. 
We examined how the West imaged Africa and how 
Africans viewed the West through their responses to texts; 
and the project also included �lms made by South African 
exiles that were not available to me when I wrote The 
Cinema of Apartheid.

ED:	 What socio-political/political economic/cultural moment(s) 
in the (South) African context gave rise to this project?

KGT:	 In applying for funds from the National Research 
Foundation for the Rethinking Indigeneity (RI) project, 
drew comment that the Ju/’hoansi were amongst the most 
over-researched people anywhere but that little or no bene-
�t had accrued to them. In response, I shifted my focus as 
to why this lack had occurred, to examine the nature of the 
research encounter, and to generate new methodologies 
that would recognise indigenous people as research partic-
ipants and co-creators of their own media images rather 
than simply as subjects/objects/victims. We thus aimed to 
develop appropriate in situ methodologies to which our 
research partners/hosts could relate and identify with.

	   The RI methodology is the linking thread that integrates 
the topics of public health communication, indigeneity and 
cinema studies. This trajectory had brought me into sus-
tained critical engagement with visual anthropology, �lm 
theory, linguistics, structuralist semiology and pragmatist 
semiotics and African philosophies. These intersected with 
my other projects that both produced and examined texts 
(�lm, video, media, research, story-telling) in relation to 
their production contexts (economic, political, institu-
tional, cultural, psychological etc.) and how audiences and 
the researched make sense of them. Overlaid on these stud-
ies is critical analysis of institutional regulation and man-
agement of research and how institutions shape not only 
methodologies and topics, agendas and paradigmatic 
emphases, but outcomes also, and of how the researched 
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themselves engage and manipulate researchers in their 
mutual encounters. This project developed alongside, and 
interacts with, a global movement applying critical indige-
nous qualitative research methodologies [CIQRM]. 
CIQRM explores self-re�exive ways of rethinking research 
relations between observers and observed, and in replacing 
(or at least revising) positivism with liquid relational and 
participative lived methodologies that reposition their 
hosts as co-researchers and as co-creators of knowledge.

ED:	 How does your edited volume speak to this context and the 
new contexts it brings to bear?

KGT:	 Cultural Tourism and Identity (2012) and two earlier books, 
Where Global Contradictions are Sharpest: Research Stories 
from the Kalahari (2005) and Writing in the San/d: 
Autoethnographic Explorations in Southern Africa (2007) 
focus on how to represent observer-observed relations, and 
how to change the conventional “objective” methodological 
relation to account for knowledge-(stories)-from-below and 
to understand what our hosts wanted from the research, 
and the videoed and photographed interactions. In other 
words, how do They make sense of Us, the researchers and 
what is going on during and after the encounter?

ED:	 What is going on in your most recent edited book on 
research methodologies and the political economy of aca-
demia seems to draw on some of the critical indigenous 
qualitative methodologies this project utilised and/or 
developed. Can you speak to this little bit?

KGT:	 Making Sense of Research (2018) ranges from positivist, 
through post-positivist, and post-structuralist, to critical 
indigenous methods. As a collection of essays by different 
researchers working in different contexts and disciplines we 
wanted to expose readers to aspects of research practice 
that rarely get exposure in conventional textbooks. My own 
lived experiences of the academy shaped much of the book’s 
structure and operations while students are usually pro-
tected from the bureaucratic contradictions that govern 
(and often frustrate) their own studies and research. They 
are often alienated from their disciplines, their universities 
and their subjects as a result. Some coping strategies are 
suggested in the context of over-determining administrative 
procedures managed by an often over-bearing but frustrat-
ingly inef�cient bureaucracy. Academic hoaxes perpetrated 
by both students and their supervisors are discussed as 
responses to restrictive forms of research governance but 
also as ways of questioning prevailing paradigms. The basic 
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premise is the condition of “academentia” as innovative 
thought is instrumentalised and sti�ed via performance 
management criteria and inappropriate biomedical ethical 
clearance assumptions that are killing certain kinds of 
immersed CIQRM �eld work. The layers upon layers of 
procedure in just getting a thesis topic registered now can 
take many months, multiple committees and numerous 
divisions processing them. These time-consuming and 
increasingly cumbersome procedures, though often neces-
sary, are delaying commencement, throughput, graduation 
and publication. Why this occurs is explained.

	   Many students and their supervisors are responding by 
simply doing desk-top research that mines already published 
texts written by earlier scholars not subject to frustrating 
ethical clearance regimes as the safest, quickest, cheapest 
route. Interactions with other living humans are thereby 
eliminated. Subject communities or research participants 
who used to be the focus of interactive academic work are 
backgrounded, textualized or numerated in many contem-
porary research projects. Disciplines that conduct lived �eld-
work such as anthropology, oral history and participatory 
action research bear the brunt of the instrumentalisation of 
such practices. So too do the research participants or subject 
communities who cooperate with researchers and who 
expect tangible bene�ts from such partnerships.

	   There is a triple alienation here:

	 a)	 the researcher is alienated from his/her �eld;
	 b)	 the researched are alienated from the researchers; and
	 c)	 both are alienated from the academy.

	 Allied bureaucratisation is the South African Quali�cation 
Authority (SAQA), an of�cial national framework. While 
SAQA requirements are overly bureaucratic, in�exible and 
outcome orientated, they do administer due standards 
across public (and perhaps private) institutions in an envi-
ronment characterised by very uneven playing �elds. But, 
the question is, is this bureaucracy actually working to 
bring about equity and higher educational standards across 
the board?

	   New modules need to be approved through an incredibly 
cumbersome process (departmental, school, faculty, univer-
sity various quality control committees, senate, SAQA and 
then registered by the National Quali�cation Framework). 
This cumbersomeness is intensifying notwithstanding the 
rapidly decreasing half-life of knowledge. This is the fourth 
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alienation. We academics are alienated from breaking 
empirical developments impacting our own disciplines. We 
need to be able to respond immediately to pressing issues 
without being unnecessarily bogged down in bureaucracy. 
We are thus required by SAQA (and even our students – “is 
it for marks?”) to work within closed curricula where over-
seas institutions are more likely to work with open curricula.

	   Where universities used to ask Very Important Questions 
of their students, now everywhere our time is consumed 
doing often meaningless bureaucratic chores (e.g., endless 
form �lling) as we desperately try to evoke due performance 
from social media-led students who rarely read or read deeply.

	   How can students and supervisors negotiate such condi-
tions? Well, this is the subject of Making Sense of Research 
(Van Schaik, 2018) edited by me. While written by supervi-
sors, deans, research coordinators and lecturers, it empa-
thises with faculty, students, and – often satirically – takes 
on bureaucracy, institutional stupidity and of�cious 
obstruction. Its authors offer solutions, cautions and ways 
for everyone to avoid “academentia”. As UKZN Arts 
Research Coordinator Nicky Jones observed, the book 
brings fun back into the student and faculty experience. It 
discusses academic hoaxes, how to fool examiners and how 
to make sense of academic rituals. It’s not a dry book about 
“how to” research as much as it is about “why” do research, 
and how to negotiate the institutional swamps in conduct-
ing it. Jones concludes, “the book has reminded me that as 
both journalist and academic, continuously asking ‘Why?’ 
is an integral part of who I am, and that I should never be 
beaten into silence by the thudding of of�cial stamps next 
to irrelevant tick boxes, or smothered by the sodden blan-
ket of oppressive political correctness.”

ED:	 What do you consider to be the most pertinent emerging 
issues in African media and communication? How does 
your current work speak to it?

KGT:	 It is astonishing that only a single MA on Naspers/tencent, 
a global media behemoth in Asia and Russia especially, has 
been done (by Mphume Dudla, 2017 and supervised by 
Ruth). The shift away from political economy towards tex-
tual analysis, social theorizing and more general questions 
is quite notable. Political economy however remains crucial 
as we need to learn how South Africa now intersects with 
globalising media networks, amongst other sectors. Such 
work on internationalization is being done also by Herman 
Wasserman, amongst others.
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The Centre

ED:	 Most recently, you have spent considerable time researching and cri-
tiquing neoliberalism in tertiary education. We would like to hear 
more about your thoughts in this regard, but before we do, it has to 
be said that you are probably most famous for establishing the CCMS 
and the scholarship that came from that venture shaped (South) 
African understandings about media, culture and politics for genera-
tions of emerging scholars. Could you talk to us a little about 1980s 
context that gave rise to the Centre? What was your thinking about 
the role and place of the centre within the South African political 
sphere? What are the kinds of questions that the Centre originally 
posed? What projects did it tackle? Who are the main scholars that 
contributed to its intellectual shaping of how we do Media Studies in 
Southern Africa today?

KGT:	 The �rst part of your question was answered in the previous section, 
and is directly addressed by many authors in Making Sense of 
Research. The history of the Centre is discussed in various articles, so 
I will here merely summarise the conditions of its genesis (see “Alter-
Egos: Cultural and Media Studies”. Critical Arts . 26(1): 14–38.). The 
Centre was originally proposed by a group of staff  and students at 
the then University Natal and as an af�rmative response to Soweto 
‘76. The centre arose from the need to study the conditions for a suc-
cessful resistance that actually hailed popular culture and media as 
sites of democratic mobilisaton, policy and development as were 
occurring in other parts of the world. Previously, such sites had been 
spurned as the Left and Liberals had mechanistically associated these 
expressive sites with apartheid propaganda (and as non-academic) 
and thus had foolishly ceded the study and practices of “culture” and 
“media” to the ruling hegemony. Why the South African revolution 
had failed for so long was a key question. The lack of an af�rmative 
cultural dimension in internal resistance was a crucial factor. The 
working group found a set of potential theoretical answers and strat-
egies at the Birmingham Centre and had associated the journal I had 
founded and edited, Critical Arts , with aspects of this British trajec-
tory, and had then studied the research and �lms I had made. I was 
headhunted from Rhodes University but I later learned that the post 
was accorded global signi�cance as it had attracted 45 applications, 
including from some top literary and politics scholars, along with a 
few still living members of the Frankfurt School. The establishment 
of the Centre coincided with a change in the University’s new innova-
tive top management which was totally supportive of a project that 
had been 10 years in gestation. Apart from establishing the Centre as 
an internal hub of cultural and media studies in the service of libera-
tion, was the injunction that the Centre create a multi-disciplinary 
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environment, which we did with Honours modules taught by lectur-
ers from Science, Medicine, Social Sciences, Education and Arts (see 
Rethinking Culture, Tomaselli 1988).

Key amongst the early scholars who built CCMS from the ground up were 
Teer-Tomaselli, then a board member of the SABC, now director of the Centre 
and UNESCO Chair for Communications for South Africa. She had come 
through development studies and in the late 1970s had studied all the key 
works upon which British cultural studies was grounded. Her Bachelors degree 
in English and Politics, and then working in PR, publishing and advertising, 
had positioned her well to address Text-Context relationships, and how audi-
ences make sense of media. Many contributed as graduate students and tem-
porary lecturers who made their marks in different projects Eric Louw 
(Marxism, community engagement), Arnold Shepperson (African philosophy 
and semiotics), Lauren Dyll (development and cultural tourism), Lynn 
Dalrymple, Eliza Govender and Mkhonzeni Gumede (public health communi-
cation and entertainment education); Jeanne Prinsloo (feminism and �lm the-
ory), while external supporters included Ntongela Masilela, Stuart Hall, Paddy 
Scannell, Richard Collins, Bob White, and Michael Traber and Pradip Thomas 
of the World Association for Christian Communication (WACC). NORAD 
collaborations were facilitated by Oslo University’s Helge Rønning and one of 
our graduates, NLA University’s Terje Skjerdal via Addis Ababa University 
and subsequently, Uganda Christian University respectively. Systematic fund-
ing was received from Johns Hopkins Health and Education by both CCMS 
and DramAidE, working in concert on public health communication and edu-
cation entertainment in response to the HIV/AIDS crisis.

The Global and Digital Turn

ED:	 What do you consider to be the main impact of your work on public 
service broadcasting?

KGT:	 Ruth’s and my early work on PBS published in Broadcasting in South 
Africa (1989) underpinned her election to the SABC Board. Ruth ran 
with this broadcasting trajectory much more strongly than did I and 
was able to write as an “insider” due to her two-terms as an SABC 
Board member. This book was one of three sponsored by WACC, the 
others being The Press in South Africa (1987) and the Progressive 
Press in South Africa (1991). Three more titles emerged from this 
series, one on media policy, one on broadcasting policy during the 
transition and one on Southern Africa co-edited with Hopeton 
Dunn. My own work concentrated on Southern African video and 
documentary rather than broadcast policy (except as a co-writer for 
the White Paper on Film (1966).

ED:	 How does your work relate to xenophobia and other identity chal-
lenges in the new South Africa?
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KGT: 	 Critical Arts  has published a number of  interventionist essays and 
studies on xenophobia, and we worked internally at UKZN to 
address the issue of  CCMS’s 50% international student enrolment, 
which we considered a key part of  our mandate. Many now senior 
academics working in Rwanda, Kenya, Uganda, Ghana, Lesotho, 
Swaziland, Malawi, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Swaziland and 
Botswana have been CCMS graduates. At the national level we 
addressed issues of  identity, as constructed by media, bureaucracy 
and the polity. South Africans have again been of�cially imprisoned 
into racial categories and have been denied the freedom of  self-
identi�cation. The obsession with identity and who is and who is 
not an African is at the basis of  xenophobic violence unleashed on 
our northern Africans living and working in South Africa. But a 
number of  my UJ colleagues are puncturing the populist ethnicised 
myth that ubuntu is uniquely (black) African, and that other socie-
ties a priori therefore lack this value. Thad Metz, Leyla Taverno-
Haidarian and Lindsay Leslie argue against exceptionalism, and 
their comparative analysis between (Western) altruism, (Chinese) 
Confucianism and (African) ubuntu shows that all societies have 
the capacity for shared humanistic values, justice and social moral-
ity. This broadening of  the discussion is exactly what is needed in 
South Africa today as we head towards reductive and destructive 
interpretations that decide who is “in” and who is “out”, and who is 
African and who is not (see Tomaselli, “Ubuntu and intercultural 
communication: Power, inclusion and exclusion”, Intercultural 
Communication Studies, 25 (2), 1–13). The scholars mentioned 
above provide idealist frameworks to help us to manoeuvre through 
these divisive historical determinations and to free ourselves from 
the curse of  imposed racial and ethnic categories – and therefore of 
xenophobia also.

ED:	 What do you consider the most important way in which ICTs have 
in�uenced the teaching and research of media and communication?

KGT:	 My key concern is that the Internet – being an immediate distributor 
of anything-goes content – has resulted in students being often una-
ble to distinguish between fact and �ction, news and fake news, legit-
imate and illegitimate academic journals and book publishers. They 
thus struggle to understand the difference between empirical, eviden-
tiary, measured and provable conditions from untested claims and 
ruinous moral panics. Few students re�ect on their studies, many lack 
diagnostic skills, and tune out formal learning activities with ear-
phones, social media and narcissistic self-imaging. So-called “blended 
learning” services working students but does not bring them together 
on campus as a socialisation process.

	   Field work that involves people -as-people is losing out to big sur-
veys and data reigns supreme. People no longer feature in our 
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work�– thus we see the loss of humanism/ubuntu, and associated sense 
of meaning, social relations and sense of interpersonal interaction.

	   Moving from paper to electronic means that reading/interpreting of 
data is signi�cantly slowed, with less of a holistic interaction, mean-
ings that it are fragmented rather than integrated. Students thus are 
getting through much less reading though there is now much more to 
be read. Once these challenges are address then ICTs will be a boon.

ED:	 How has your grasp of the local-global changed?
KGT:	 CCMS always located itself  epistemologically in the Southern 

African region, in relation to the rest of the world. The local-glocal 
relationship has always been important to it.

ED:	 How do you see the future of research on African media and commu-
nication, in the context of globalization, globalisation and (of course) 
the decolonial turn?

KGT:	 The two sites are inextricably interlinked. They operate in a yin yang 
relationship indicative of global migrations since time immemorial. 
To address the issue which became in the mid-2010s a strident slogan 
in South Africa I included a chapter on the decolonisation by Pier 
Paulo Frassinelli to Making Sense of Research that recognizes the 
much earlier origins and contemporary contours of the discourse 
and associated practices, but which develops a dialectical argument 
that reveals that knowledge production is a dialogical and interpara-
digmatic historically unfolding process. There is a clear difference 
between analysis and propaganda but that is not always easy to dis-
cern when synchronic monologues like “de-colonizing” replace dia-
logical engagement and historical consciousness.

ED:	 Where are the gaps in teaching and research of media and communi-
cation, both in Africa and in general?

KGT:	 The epistemological maps are still very similar to the Cold War man-
ifestation: positivist/quantitative; administrative, structural function-
alist, with small but expanding pockets of critical studies. The 
paradigm preferred depends on where the lecturer conducted their 
graduate studies, as they then import these back to their own curric-
ula often without much attempt to indigenize or recontextualise them 
into the contexts in which they are working.

ED:	 Does Marxism have a role in the �eld of media and communication 
in Africa?

KGT:	 Yes, in that new class formations have arisen out of post-colonial 
moments, new kinds of elites and new kinds of states (such as cor-
rupt and shadow economies and their comprador bourgeoisies), new 
kinds of modes and relations of production, new forms of dependen-
cies and new forms of ruling family related accumulation/looting 
have emerged in South Africa and everywhere. Marxism as an ever 
dynamic method studying how capital accumulation occurs. 
Reversioned in the age of globalization, information, and elite 
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accumulation (whether of the legitimate or corrupt kinds), Marxism 
is thus needed to explain failures of states, massive corruption, and 
state-run criminal enterprises that have generated new kinds of con-
sumptive classes and class fractions and fractions of capital. These 
have increased capital-labour contradictions that are overlaid on the 
enduring and functioning capitalist structures. Relatedly, are envi-
ronmentally destructive practices of conspicuous hyper-consumption 
and celebrity lust in the endorsing of the psychic bene�ts of capital 
and its indicators enabling hyper individuality. These need to be 
explained in terms of the workings of capital, whether of the Zupta, 
Mugabe, Kenyatta, Trump, Putin, Swati, Dos Santos, Kabila, North 
Korean or other kinds.

ED:	 What we wanted to also know, Keyan in terms of African media 
studies at the moment, is it what it should be, are there things that we 
should be doing that we are not doing at the moment?

KGT:	 The African Council for Communication (ACCE) was highly active 
until the late 1990s, but has shrunk to Nigeria. ACCE was fundamen-
tal in bringing together African scholarship at its regular conferences 
and specialist seminars. Its African Media Review was highly read. 
With the demise of ACCE, that coordinating function disintegrated. 
Out of the resulting vacuum arose the East Africa Communication 
Association which is forging links with the International 
Communication Association (ICA), while IAMCR has organised 
three of its conferences in Africa, twice in Cairo and once in Durban. 
In Southern Africa is SACOMM, a national organisation, now 
attracting conference delegates from Africa as a whole. These inter-
acting regional bodies are now best placed to recover pan-African 
cooperation of the kind that ACCE used to facilitate. African 
Communications Research edited by Bob White and Albert Tibaijuka, 
and the African Journal of Communication published by the East 
African Communication Association are key indicators, but they 
need to develop exposure and capacity. The contours of African 
research topics are often “American”. Those Africans who studied in 
the United States come back with framing theory or agenda setting 
theory, which is �ne but then they try to plant these frameworks into 
their own contexts without recontextualising that theory to assess its 
relevance at the local context. When we’ve taken on scholars at 
UKZN over the last 20 years, other than Zimbabwe who bene�ted 
from the Diploma in Cultural Studies Programme, in a sense we’ve 
had to try to explain to these scholars that they now need to get a 
wider critical education. Coming to UKZN to apply a formula, a 
theory that they had learnt doing their Master’s degree was not really 
education, it was just another study. Topics brought from West and 
East Africa tended to be rather formulaic because students didn’t 
have the time or the support to learn something new. But when 
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students did have the time, resources and commitment the results 
could be dramatic. My exemplar of paradigm change is Abraham 
Mulwo from Moi University in Kenya. He joined CCMS with a very 
strong administrative, quantitative, positivist approach. At CCMS he 
was exposed to critical theory. He shifted quite dramatically, and he 
now is a global scholar working with Thomas Tufte and other lumi-
naries. The point about Abraham is that he has the quantitative expe-
rience that cultural studies scholars lack; the latter tend to be 
anti-survey research, anti-quantitative research even though it might 
be necessary in certain circumstances. Mulwo needs the quantitative 
expertise to do the work of policy and surveys in the areas in which 
he works in Kenya but he also can bring the critical edge to bear 
through cultural and media studies. So, when we graduate a student 
who brings in a set of quantitative skills but leaves also with a set of 
critical skills we think we’ve been successful. Or vice versa.

ED:	 Prof, do you think that there is an African way of doing media or is 
there an African theory of communication or media, or is there pri-
marily African writing?

KGT:	 Look you got 55, 56 countries in Africa give or take a few depending 
on independence struggles. Africa is blessed with thousands of lan-
guages, tens of thousands of cultures, different ontologies, and differ-
ent ways of making sense, so there can’t be an African way. Rather, 
there can be ways in Africa – that’s the distinction. With regard to the 
Journal of African Cinemas, we made the title plural because there’s 
no one cinema, there’s no one South African cinema, there’s no one 
Kenyan cinema, there’s not even West African cinema. Nollywood 
sits in contestation with the high art aesthetic French sponsored-�lm, 
for example. What we should rather be looking at is starting with the 
local situation, what is understood to be media, what is understood 
to be media studies in those situations, and how they have been in�u-
enced by travelling theories and travelling academics. What theories 
do travelling lecturers bring back, how do they integrate those theo-
ries into the curricula at their university? Abraham for example inte-
grated cultural studies into a gender studies class. He had never 
previously taught gender studies, but when I was external examiner at 
Moi about ten years ago I could immediately pick up that this gender 
and media studies class had been in�uenced by what he had learnt at 
Durban. He had created a dialogue between paradigms within his 
department. We all know that we each have our set paradigms and we 
�ght each other to the death over them. We’ve got to get beyond 
these, we got to take what is useful from all of them, and then reinte-
grate, and change the theory in terms of local relevance.

ED:	 So do we have a particularly South African way, globalising like that, 
or political economy or cultural studies, are we doing British cultural 
studies or are we doing something else here?
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KGT:	 Cultural studies in South Africa has become a transdisciplinary mish 
mash like everywhere else. The Centre for Science Development 
sponsored State of Discipline reports that I, Arnold Shepperson and 
Arrie de Beer wrote in the late 90s and early 2000s, showed com-
pletely different cultural studies paradigms at work. But I think the 
broad schisms are still (realist) communication science on one side 
and (interpretivist) critical studies on the other (see Chapter 14 of 
Making Sense of Research). And, they haven't engaged suf�ciently in 
a dialogue yet, because scholars prefer to work within reassuring iso-
lating silos. Learning the languages of other paradigms is dif�cult, 
and always unsettling. Communication science remains more or less 
the same, perhaps with more sophisticated techniques and more 
sophisticated theories, which sometimes draw on social theory, but 
they are still administrative in nature. Cultural studies is fractured – 
with different trajectories in literature, media studies and education. 
Yes, CCMS brought in through my earlier work developed at Rhodes 
and Wits a kind of British cultural studies which was needed at the 
time because we were taking on a repressive hegemony. Cultural 
studies gave us theories and techniques that were very good in oppos-
ing the statist theories justifying apartheid; then, towards the late 80s, 
bringing in issues of policy studies, cultural policy etcetera, creative 
industries. Pieter Fourie, when made HOD, with his colleagues 
reengineered from �rst year upwards the entire UNISA undergradu-
ate curriculum. He did an impossible job, but did it well because it 
was impossible. Many text books used Media Studies terms and the-
ories but it was kind of an agglomerative compilation where the local 
example was inserted into the imported theory, without simultane-
ously rigorously reconstituting the imported theory into the local 
context. That was a job that had to be done, it couldn’t be anything 
else at undergraduate levels. But the real crisis came when the �rst 
Minister of Education of the �rst elected government, made that 
ridiculous public statement about teaching no longer being a viable 
profession. This had a catastrophic effect at English language univer-
sities especially because students who had been attracted to literature 
courses migrated into commerce. Then the English departments 
introduced what they called “media and communication” as a means 
to entice students to return. Students had an intuitive sense that with 
South Africa being integrated now into the global information age, 
that out of this moribund national analogue isolation that media was 
going to an industry in which they could get employed. Communication 
departments that were staffed by literary migrants became the mid-
wife to English departments. These departments were teaching “read-
ing media” topics rather than actual subjects. The Oxford Dictionary 
on media, published about 10 years ago, does not list “media and 
communication”. There’s always a quali�er added to that term. 
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Basically, what media and communication means to literary scholars 
is editing, reading, analysis, but not necessarily writing, production, 
design, law media management, audience analysis or economics (see 
Tomaselli (Un-)Disciplined indiscipline. The langue and parole of 
�lm studies in a post-disciplinary world, South African Theatre 
Journal, 28:2, 2015, 171–179).

ED:	 We are at a place where there is a digital turn, as it were, what we want 
to know is what do you think should be the position of media and 
communication studies? How should we teach it within this period 
where there is concern with technology? What should we be empha-
sising in the classroom and in research.

	   KGT At UKZN in 1985 a bridging programme was proposed to 
assist black high school graduates into �rst year studies who had lim-
ited experience with critical thinking. The proposal was to show and 
discuss the TV series, Bronowki’s Ascent of Man. The literature 
departments were sceptical as they associated knowledge ONLY with 
the “printed word”. Some literature academics could not accept that 
learning occurs through multiple senses via multiple ontologies and 
diverse cosmologies. Coming from a struggle and impoverished envi-
ronment black students had very different experiences and interpre-
tations of texts studied from white students. The point was that that 
faculty meeting suggested that media had nothing to do with educa-
tion despite the fact that people interpret media in different kinds of 
ways. Now, we jump forward thirty years or so, we now have tech 
savvy students who have smartphones but who don’t know how to 
use them diagnostically. They know what buttons to press but they 
don’t know why they are pressing the buttons. They don’t have the 
diagnostic skills because they are not thinking critically, they are 
coming through undergraduate programmes where we over-teach 
students who have come from rote learning environments. A chapter 
in Making Sense of Research by Nyasha Mboti is offered on how to 
use smart phones smartly. His other point is how students should 
make their lecturers redundant and take responsibility for their own 
learning.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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In the conversation that follows, which took place on 11 May 2018, Prof 
Teer-Tomaselli draws out a number of threads central to her intellectual 
engagements. Some of these threads cluster around reoccurring issues central 
to media and cultural studies, political economy, semiotics, history and iden-
tity. Other threads tangle around the subject of Africanisation and the place of 
Africa in a global context. Teer-Tomaselli stresses the importance of theory 
and the dialectic relationship between theory and empiricism. She stresses at 
various points in our conversation the need for internationalisation and for 
ensuring an intellectual project that remains rooted in its relationship to global 
contexts even as it seeks to �nd its footing locally. She is quite emphatic in her 
resolution that “in making something that is African, we have to make sure 
that it is also global.” Teer-Tomaselli also places her �nger on the different 
trajectories of media and communication studies in especially Anglophone 
contexts. Here, she reminds us that while Africa is a continent, it has different 
histories of colonisation and therefore different paradigms and pedagogies 
prevail in different settings. Therefore, there may be a need for a more thorough 
interrogation of what is meant by the “African” in African media and 
communication.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Political Economy and Semiotics: Television Studies in South Africa

Interview transcript: Prof Ruth Teer-Tomaselli

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Prof. We are very grateful that you afford us time, 

we know it’s a busy time for you. We have a number of questions 
that we wanted to cover with you because we feel that you are 
one of those who have made a very important contribution to 
the �eld of African media studies. So maybe we want to begin by 
asking you to talk to us a bit about your entry into academic life, 
your formative years of media culture and political economy in 
the South African context. What was your route into this �eld of 
media studies?

RTT: 	 Well strangely enough my undergraduate work was not in media 
or in culture at all. So my �rst degree at the University of the 
Witwatersrand was a Bachelor of Arts in English and Political 
Science and at that time my aspiration was to enter journalism and 
this was in the early 1970s and the only journalism department in 
English was at Rhodes and my parents were not going to send me 
to Rhodes, they were adamant that that was not going to happen, 
that I was going to go to Wits and I must just make a plan and do 
it. So, I completed my degree in English and Politics and then I 
presented myself at the Rand Daily Mail for their cadet course and 
failed the �rst day because I couldn’t spell. I’m dyslexic, I’m 
severely, chronically and certi�ably dyslexic. Lots of people claim 
to be dyslexic, some people actually are. So, spelling is not my 
strong suit and in fact it was Raymond Lowe who said to me you 
have to leave right now. So that was a bit of a blow and then I kind 
of worked in public relations for a bit and what have you and then 
my �rst substantive job, that was for about two years and I did a 
course, secretarial course, the only thing that I ever learnt was 
shorthand and I learnt to type very quickly, both of which came in 
very useful later. And then my �rst substantive job was in publish-
ing for four years and then at the end of that for various personal 
reasons I left that job and went to Wits, back again to Wits and I 
did an Honours degree in development studies, followed by a stint 
in advertising for J. Walter Thompson, followed back again by a 
Master’s degree in development studies by which time I was mar-
ried and had one child. So, for the �rst ten years of my life I didn’t 
even work in media. But I think that working in advertising really 
wet my appetite for kind of both in terms of signi�cation and in 
audiences and all those things, you know on the ground things. 
And I was still extremely interested in politics and economics, 
which was the master’s degree that I did in development studies.
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	   So, when I decided to do a PhD – by that time I had two small 
children – when I decided to do a PhD, it was in the early 1980s, 
which was just the beginning of the State of Emergency and it 
was quite clear that something very very signi�cant was about to 
happen. So, this was just before 1984, just before the declaration 
of the State of Emergency. And I thought it would be very inter-
esting to record and we still had VCRs in those days so recording 
was possible, so I thought it would be very interesting to record 
a couple of episodes of the SABC news and examine the way in 
which signi�cation was happening in terms of the political 
changes. And what I didn’t anticipate was that the State of 
Emergency would last �ve years, so the �rst state of emergency 
was six months and then there was a break of a couple of months 
and then there was a second state of emergency which was kind 
of interminable and only completed in 1989. So, my study period 
was about eighteen months and I recorded every single episode 
of the eight o’clock news for eighteen months. And I also went to 
the SABC and the SABC at that stage was a very very schizo-
phrenic organisation. They were deeply supportive of the apart-
heid regime, especially in terms of the news and you had people 
like Chris Saunders who were very very prominent at the time.

	   But you also had people like Andre Le Roux who were very 
aggressively reformist and it’s not widely known but Le Roux 
was at Kitekonavara [name? 00:06:43] and he photographed the 
whole of Kitekonavara, now all of those tapes were later 
destroyed and they were never broadcast. So that is kind of 
unfortunate and was very very angry about that. As a news per-
son and in terms of what he considered to be a huge abuse of 
human rights and he said that that was probably the most signif-
icant event that ever happened to him in his life. So, his reporting 
was very very aggressive. I mean there’s interviews of him with 
PW Botha where he’s positively aggressive towards Botha. So 
that was a very interesting period and I mean in terms of the 
SABC itself  and in terms of news values etcetera etcetera.

	   Now you must remember I knew nothing about theory of 
news values, so at the same time and quite serendipitously I 
wasn’t working full time and I needed to support, I needed to 
make some support to the family so I was teaching part time. I 
taught at Damelin, I taught public relations for three years at 
Damelin and so I had to master the syllabus and there’s nothing 
like teaching somebody else and being there on a Thursday after-
noon and having to go through so you know the stuff  inside out, 
better than the students do. I taught sociology at various colleges 
and at Varsity College and I taught the UNISA syllabus to 
Varsity College and I taught �rst year having never studied that 
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but they �gured you have a master’s degree you can teach �rst 
year. And you think well you know I have a master’s degree I can 
teach �rst year. So, I taught �rst year and then I taught second 
year, then I taught third year and I taught at Varsity College in 
total for �ve years over those three, so I got a second undergrad-
uate degree but backwards as it were. And so, I did have that 
theoretical grounding and then the rest of it was reading.

	   Now Doctoral degree was an experience in how not to get a 
doctoral degree. First of all, I had no supervisor for the majority 
of the time. Secondly, I was doing it very much part time because 
I was teaching and I had two young children…

ED:	 This was at Wits?
RTT: 	 No, here [Durban]. And thirdly, there was no structure of how to 

do doctorates at the time, you just did them. So it was very much 
a kind of makeshift situation but �nally I did that so at the end 
of that I got my PhD and then within a single year, the year of 
my fortieth birthday, so I was a fairly late entrant because I had 
done so much else in between time, so in my fortieth year I was 
appointed to the SABC board, mainly on the grounds of the 
work that I had done in my doctorate because I knew the SABC 
inside out and I knew the newsroom inside out.

ED:	 It was ground-breaking work
RTT: 	 It was, it was and it was very timeous work, very very timeous 

work. It was just one of those lucky things of doing the right thing 
at the right time. And I also got a job here as a lecturer. And then 
within ten years I moved from being a lecturer to a full professor 
so that was very rapid, but it also a period of huge productivity.

ED:	 And by this time your focus it was not public relations, it was 
more [interrupted]

RTT: 	 Oh no, the public relations I only ever did for money. Let me be 
perfectly clear, the thing is that they paid and working for 
Damelin is one of those things. When students tell me that they 
have to do terrible things to earn their pennies, I say to them you 
know what I worked for Damelin, please don’t tell me about that. 
And working for Varsity College was also, it’s really slave wage, 
but the fact of the matter is that it did give me the opportunity to 
go through that syllabus and learn that syllabus, so you take what 
you can and you forget the bad stuff.

ED:	 And what were your major intellectual philosophical in�uences 
when you started out?

RTT: 	 I was very very in�uenced by John Fiske, John Hartley, Stuart 
Hall, Graham Murdock. From the beginning I was very much 
drawn between two poles. The one pole would have been the pole 
of semiotics, of meaning and signi�cation, which was extremely 
important to me.
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ED:	 It was big at UNISA, isn’t it at that time?
RTT: 	 Yes, but strangely I did not, I mean I read Fourie but I never met 

him. I read him but I never met him and strangely enough Pieter 
Fourie and my work have been parallel for a long time, but it was 
only much later that we actually met each other. So, Fourie 
wasn’t a direct in�uence on me, but I began to read him later 
when I knew a bit more about it. So, I was very in�uenced by the 
kind of cultural studies approach, particularly not only Stuart 
Hall and Paul du Gay etcetera etcetera, I was very lucky, Keyan 
went on sabbatical in 1991 and I was with him and I went to a 
conference, a cultural studies conference at Champaign Urbana 
and everybody of any consequence was at that conference. I 
don’t think Hall was there, but everybody else was, people like 
Paul du Gay was there, the feminist writer, my mind has gone 
blank, the black feminist writer from America …

ED:	 The one that did the work on the public sphere? Not Fraser?
RTT: 	 No. It will come to me. So that was one line of in�uence, the 

other line of in�uence was very much political economy because 
at heart that’s still my interest and I think that having done that 
early work on politics and always being interested in politics very 
much and the economics, the sort of hard edge of politics, not 
simply the rhetorical part of it but the kind of political economy 
has been very very important to me. And then �nally the issue of 
news. I would have said that if  you had said … we were just asked 
the other day to write down our �ve areas of expertise and I 
didn’t put news in and I thought that’s strange because it’s no 
longer in the top �ve but it had been for a long time it had been 
absolutely crucial. And what’s really interesting to me is the way, 
and has always been interesting, is the way that signi�cation and 
political economy merge. And that’s why for instance there’s a 
brand-new debate at the moment between Graham Murdock on 
the one side and with people on the other side in more cultural 
studies approach, and there’s still this disparity between the idea 
that these are two different streams and they are irreconcilable. 
And I don’t believe that they are.

ED:	 I was actually just going to ask you how do you marry these two 
because any time anybody tries to that there’s a huge outcry.

RTT: 	 And you know well that’s �ne. I think the great thing about being 
sixty-�ve is you don’t really care about the outcry anymore. I 
think that that’s what news is about. I think that’s also what tele-
vision is about, it’s a �nal product between what makes money, 
what is politically acceptable and the notions of value that go 
into it. So that if  you look at the, I don’t know if  you’ve had a 
chance to look at the chapter that I wrote in Bruce’s book recently 
where I talk about, it’s out electronically, but I talk there about 
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the four-leafed clover of political economy in which we have ide-
ology and representation as being co-equally important with 
technology, politics and regulation and economics. So, I don’t 
think that you can divide those four. They always overlap and I 
think that what’s really interesting and this is taking me away 
from the genesis, I think what’s really interesting is the way at 
different periods how those four intersect. So I mean if  you look 
at the early work for instance on television, both the methodol-
ogy of being able to record on a VCR, which is not available to 
anybody anymore, you can’t do that, and that gave us an enor-
mous amount of �exibility, but then on the other hand of course 
we didn’t have YouTube and politically and ideologically we were 
not able to access the SABC’s archive at that stage, whereas now 
if  you want … my students for instance, one of my Masters stu-
dents has just done an analysis of the isiZulu language radio pro-
gramme, news programme and it was really easy. All we had to 
do was to buy six weeks’ worth of tapes and we’ve got them. And 
they actually come with written transcripts and prompts.

ED:	 From the broadcaster?
RTT: 	 Ja. You just buy them.
ED:	 So it’s different now.
RTT: 	 Ja, you know the methodologies change according to the tech-

nologies that we have available to us and I think that that’s really 
interesting, apart from the fact that the technologies themselves 
open up possibilities and close other possibilities.

ED:	 So things have moved on. I think you have answered some of the 
questions that related to this, but we want to move on to your 
role as a UNESCO chair in communications for South Africa for 
several years now, and also you have served on editorial boards 
of various national and international journals. For you, what 
does the �eld of media and cultural studies look like from the 
vantage point of these positions? How would you situate African 
or South African scholarship in relation to the broad scholarly 
universe in which we … [interrupted]?

RTT: 	 I think one of the most important things and of course this is to 
be expected, but it’s also reassuring that it is the case, is the enor-
mous level of internationalisation of South African scholarship. 
That twenty years ago the �rst international conference I went to 
was in Slovenia and there had been one South African previously. 
And twenty years ago, it was basically Pieter, myself, occasionally 
Arrie and we were the only people who were going to interna-
tional conferences. Now if  you go to IAMCR, which I’m not 
going to this year unfortunately, it’s just too expensive and it’s just 
too much I can’t do it, but now there are twenty South Africans 
and at ICA for instance we are well represented. You know the 
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recent conference that we went to in Cape Town, not only are we 
going out to conference, but we are hosting international confer-
ences. We hosted IAMCR here. So, I think that there is a de�nite 
move of meeting more international kind of standards. I think 
that South Africans are publishing more widely in international 
journals than they did previously. Which again is both to be 
expected but to be lauded. I think that our South African journals 
per se have improved vastly. I mean there are �ve journals and you 
know who they are. Of those �ve journals I would say three are 
top class, three are…. The ex-Equid Novi which now African 
Journalism Studies. And of course, JAMS, what is JAMS, is 
JAMS in London or is JAMS here, you know.

ED:	 Situated in London but its heart is here.
RTT: 	 But increasingly South Africans are putting their mark on it. 

There was a lot, I suppose you know, you closer to that saga than 
I will ever be, but you know there was a lot of resentment about 
that and it’s a case well don’t get mad, get even. In many ways the 
South Africans have recolonised that. So, it’s a pity that two of 
the journals seem to have fallen off  of the radar completely, they 
�ne for doctoral students to put their �rst publication in but you 
can’t take them seriously. But I think that that’s also a mark of 
excellence. You know publication of top class books, not all the 
books that come out of South Africa are in that category but 
there are a lot of books that can really do…. And when you go 
to these conferences what is really nice is that the presentations 
given by South Africans, even middle level South Africans, or 
even entry level, you know recent graduates, they really are up 
there with the best. There’s no cultural cringe here.

ED:	 There is serious scholarship here.
RTT: 	 And I think that’s very good. I think one of the things that we 

should also say, it’s not in your question but just to put it on 
record is the South African media studies communities owes an 
enormous debt to the Zimbabweans. And I think in a way it’s sad 
because our gain is their loss. The fact of the matter is that those 
scholars should be in Zimbabwe. I mean Zimbabwe bats above 
its weight and we have been the bene�ciaries of that and that to 
me is incredibly sad in some ways for Zim. It’s good for us and it’s 
good for Britain. And I think that for instance my colleagues 
who are outside Bulawayo and in Harare, I think they sometimes 
feel quite lonely.

ED:	 We were actually going to ask Prof, especially because of your 
involvement, I mean if  I remember correctly, you were the �rst 
female president of SACOMM, is that correct?

RTT: 	 I’m not sure. I think Rabie was.
ED:	 Oh, she was part of SACOMM to that extent?
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RTT: 	 Ja. I think Rabie was at one stage but I’m not…. And I think that 
when SACOMM and I think there was somebody else from 
UNISA but who’s a generation older than me, I can’t remember 
her name.

ED:	 Okay, let me put it differently. As a female president of SACOMM 
who made a really huge impact on the way in which the organisa-
tion formed and shaped emerging scholars, I was wondering given 
the particular time that we are in now, we are in a time of 
Africanisation, we’ve always been in a time of Africanisation, but 
now speci�cally and so how do we, you’ve talked a little bit about 
the Zimbabwean in�uence on media in South Africa, but how do 
we work with our colleagues in other contexts, what do we do?

RTT: 	 Do you mean in the African context?
ED:	 Within the broader African context? I mean CCMS has done a 

really good job in terms of attracting [interrupted]
RTT: 	 I think that’s important. You see for us it’s a double-edged sword 

because we quite early on decided that we were African as 
opposed to simply South African and that we would really push 
for that kind of continental globalisation. So, we’ve had students 
from Eritrea very early on, I would say �fteen years ago, almost 
twenty years ago we had an organised group from Eritrea, we 
had �ve students. We’ve had students from Ethiopia. We’ve had 
a long contact and MOU with Ethiopia. We had an MOU with 
Kenya. At any one stage, I think at the moment more than a 
third of our students are African students from the diaspora. I 
think that has always been extremely important to us and we’ve 
tried to do that both in an ad hoc way of attracting students but 
also in terms of a structured way of signing MOUs and I think 
that’s great, and it’s been important to us.

	   The other side to that, let’s talk about the good side. First of 
all, the good side is not only that perhaps we doing something for 
other countries, which we probably are. I mean I know that in 
Zambia and in Malawi and Uganda now we’ve just had seven 
students graduate, seven with PhDs in the last four years, seven 
Ugandan students. And that was a very structured intervention. 
That was a structured intervention that didn’t happen serendipi-
tously. And they are all in full employment in Uganda. Our stu-
dents learn a great deal about, we like a little AU here, so we have 
Ghanaian students, we have Nigerian students. And it’s very 
enriching. I think the South African students learn a huge 
amount and it’s very valuable to the South African students, not 
to say only to ourselves. The downside is that we then battle for 
continuity here. All our graduates go elsewhere, they disperse 
immediately they come here, so they either go back home or they 
go somewhere else. So, for instance, we now have a call for 
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postdocs within the college but it’s only for South Africans and 
we don’t have any South African graduates. Because the South 
African graduates that we do get, because they are so rare and 
because there’s such a huge demand for them, they immediately 
in employment. I think that’s across the… [interrupted]

ED:	 They go into the civil service.
RTT: 	 They go into the civil service or they go into … I mean there are 

21 universities in this country and you know we always very shy 
to talk about race as if  it’s a huge taboo subject but frankly I’m 
a �fth generation South African so I don’t actually subscribe to 
the notion that because I’m white I necessarily need to carry 
white guilt until the day I die. I’m a South African, I’ve done 
what I can for this country from day one. So that’s �ne with me, 
so I don’t mind talking about race but the issue is that if  you are 
a black South African of consequence and you have a good 
quality education you are immediately employable. So, what 
happens is that attracting and retaining good black South 
African academics is very dif�cult not because there are too few 
of them or because they are not capable or because of all those 
other mythologies but simply because the demand is so high 
that we can’t keep up with that demand. And I think that that’s 
going to be two generations before we are able to put that right. 
And the only thing that we can do about it is just roll up our 
sleeves and just keep going. Admit more students, support more 
students, do what we can to bring students up to the level where 
they can really thrive and then open up opportunities that we 
can. And that’s always been our philosophy. I mean for instance 
at the conference that we went to the other day, probably putting 
Mpumi in that spot was probably in some ways not the wisest 
thing to do, he’s a little bit naive, he was a little bit under pre-
pared but next time he won’t be. So, you just got to take a chance, 
you just got to promote other people and get your own promo-
tion through fostering other people and that’s what we’ve 
always done.

ED:	 I was telling Winston on the �ight over that I think that one of 
the things that the centre does really well is bring these emerging 
scholars to these different conferences, giving them the opportu-
nity to see what it’s like, to feel what it’s like, to do so in contexts 
that are not necessarily as hostile as conference contexts can be.

RTT: 	 You’ve got to start somewhere and we start here, we start in our 
own centre. We have colloquia, we have weekly colloquia. This 
year Eliza is running it. Students have to defend their proposals 
which is part of the quality assurance, but we also use it as an 
opportunity to introduce. Doctoral and master’s students have to 
present on a quarterly or semester basis, they have to present 
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parts of their chapters publicly. Those are quite rough, they do 
not necessarily get away with murder, we demand a lot.

ED:	 It’s very similar to the American system for doing MA and PhD.
RTT: 	 So we do a lot of that. And we �nd that that’s very supportive and 

because we are a residential university we battle to �nd ways for 
students in supervision, which is a long period, I mean a doctor-
ate is three years, I mean our average throughput in the centre is 
3.5 years for a doctorate, which is quick. So, we have to support 
the students in that time, make it worth their while to stay here.

ED:	 The other thing that the centre is quite well known for is the level 
of intellectual maturity that students train out of here with. So, 
I was wondering, if  you think back, because you’ve been very 
involved both in how the centre was shaped and especially now 
still being shaped, you’ve been quite involved in how SACOMM 
eventually evolved and is structured. How would you say did 
your leadership in these contexts shape scholarship within the 
South African and maybe broader African context as well? You 
spoke a little bit about how people go out into their different 
contexts, which means they take a little bit of this and put it in 
there, but if  you think now in terms of theoretical and methodo-
logical contributions. I know for example we spoke at one time 
about the ground-breaking methodologies that you’ve used 
within your PHD and so on…

RTT: 	 Well we do try, I think we’ve just had to write an operational plan 
and so we’ve had to re�ect on this over a period of weeks and 
kind of brainstorm and I think that what we do try is we try to 
lead by theory and we always … my particular philosophy and I 
think that this is kind of become embedded in quite a few people 
is that the empirical work must illustrate and expand the theory, 
it must also test the theory, is the theory rigorous enough to with-
stand the empirical evidence. So, I tend to work from theory to 
empiricism and not the other way around. Whereas I think that 
American positivism for instance usually starts with the empiri-
cal stuff  and then �nds a theory that can explain it. Whereas I 
tend to work the other way around. And I think that that’s 
important. And I tend to believe that methodological thorough-
ness is also very important.

	   So it seems to me that if  you were a student and you were 
doing a Masters, let’s not worry about the doctorate at the 
moment, but let’s do the masters and your question is what is my 
topic and then very often students come up with something and 
then they want to write a master’s degree for instance on broad-
casting in Swaziland and I will say well what about broadcasting 
in Swaziland, oh no I just want to explain how broadcasting in 
Swaziland works. And to me that isn’t a topic. The topic is the 
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other way around. Are you interested in the structure, are you 
interested audience, are you interested in the regulation, are you 
interested in the content? Choose what it is and then your theory 
will guide the kind of empirical evidence that you need to collect 
to support or change that theory. I don’t mean theory as a struc-
ture, I mean theoretical expansion happens when the theory 
doesn’t �t the evidence and you need to make adjustments on 
both sides, so there’s always that symbiotic dialectical response. 
And I think that that’s really important.

ED:	 Connected to that, your work on television and broadcasting of 
course is something that you are very well known for in the �eld, 
it’s the one space that many of us with an interest in public ser-
vice broadcasting found our inspiration from.

RTT: 	 That’s kind of you. That’s really reassuring.
ED:	 So I was wondering in light of your years of engagement in this 

context and also the current projects that you busy with, all these 
history projects, television history, your writing up of that and 
you still need to tell me how you do that within the South African 
context, but how would you characterise your theoretical and 
methodological contributions to the �elds of television studies?

RTT: 	 Well I think again it’s driven by notions of political economy and 
of normative notions of … I mean I think the public sphere is a 
very useful normative notion. But it is one that is increasingly 
coming under pressure. I think that for writers like myself  and 
Pieter Fourie and John Thompson and people like that, we really, 
Craig Calhoun, People like Mark Raboy for instance, and it’s 
really interesting that if  you look at Mark Raboy’s recent work, 
he’s really abandoned the notion of the public sphere all together. 
He just feels, and even Paddy Scannell when I was talking to him 
in Puerto Rico, he says he really doesn’t think there is anything 
to be squeezed out of it any longer. Which I think is kind of a sad 
indictment of the way in which media is going. So, Mark’s 
response to that is to go back into history and he’s just written 
that long biography of Marconi. Paddy Scannell is working in 
other areas. A lot people have either become futurists and are 
working in the area of what is the impact of new media on broad-
casting and on news, which of course is crucial. And some of us 
have kind of retreated and gone back and sort of doing histori-
cal, archival stuff. The reason that I wanted to do the historical, 
archival is that it is my ambition before I die to write an entire 
history of the SABC, so I wanted to do it chronologically. I’ve 
got up until the middle of the 1950s now and I’ve done some 
work on the 1970s and 1980s, but I would like to revisit that. And 
I’m also doing current work at the same time. So, my periodisa-
tion is kind of a bit mixed, which is not very satisfactory for me. 



134  African Media and Communication

I still think that we have to have some normative clutch. If  we not 
in media for some normative reason, then why are we there. It’s 
not only about making money.

ED:	 Are you going to write the history Asa Briggs-style, what Asa 
Briggs did in the UK?

RTT: 	 Well of course his work is superb, but doing it in the South 
African context, �nding access to the archives is…. I was speak-
ing to Phil Molefe the other day and he says he agrees with me 
that all that stuff is in that safe on the 27th �oor. But, I for a long 
time I was under the impression that part of their reluctance, 
especially Hlaudi just would not let me anywhere. I went �ve, six 
times to his of�ce, he would say to me in writing yes you can come 
and I would get on a plane, get there and he would say no it has 
to go to the chairman of the board and the chairman of the board 
would say no, we went through three chairmen. So, I don’t know, 
I’m going to make one last push now. Well if  I don’t know, I’m 
going to be too old. But anyway, the point is I’ve done it partly 
chronologically and partly kind of episodically, so that I’ve done 
work say for instance on Radio Bantu, I did the article the Scholls 
Commission and Springbok Radio. I’m working now on Piet 
Meyer and I’ve got all the Piet Meyer documents, which are scary.

	   And the work that you and Eric wrote I thought was very 
insightful. I read that with interest.

ED:	 I wanted to ask your perception of the trajectory of media 
research over the last 50 years, from as long as you can remem-
ber, where we are in your view. I mean I’m not saying go through 
every year or whatever, but from your perspective the existing 
focus in media and communication research in Africa, are people 
doing what [interrupted]

RTT: 	 In Africa?
ED:	 In Africa. Is there something that is missing?
RTT: 	 Ja, there’s a lot missing. I think the African context, what is really 

interesting is the kind of clash of paradigms that you see where 
many scholars in Africa, in anglophone Africa, let me qualify 
that, I know nothing about what is happening in the Arab world. 
I’m in a particular network where we have Arab scholars, luso-
phone scholars, francophone scholars and anglophone scholars 
and I have to tell you, Africa is not a continent, it is four conti-
nents. It is four continents. And any idea of African unity, is a 
lovely idea but it is not the case.

	   And the other thing that is very clear is that as much as we put 
our minds to the decolonial project, the colonial imprint is as 
strong now as it was forever. We can literally break up scholar-
ship in Africa according to colonial languages and colonial in�u-
ences. The francophone scholarship is entirely different to 
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anglophone scholarship or Arab scholarship. And what happens 
in the lusophone countries, in both Angola and Mozambique is 
very interesting because it’s right off  the wall, it’s quite different.

	   So, let me just speak about anglophone Africa and here again 
I think there is a huge schism and clash of paradigms between 
the American paradigms and many many of their younger schol-
ars in the last �fteen years particularly have gone to elite 
American universities and have received their masters and in 
some cases their doctorates from those universities and have 
come back and imported those curricula. I think that the 
American state department has also been very important in 
establishing and supporting programmes across the anglophone 
world, especially in the central African countries. And that 
clashes with the more kind of Eurocentric, British tradition that 
is still very evident, you can see sort of shades of Soas and 
Westminster all over, and then the more positivist views.

	   So, the positivist views, their obsession is around elections, 
around framing, quantitative studies, which are quite dif�cult to 
follow and they are not terribly helpful in many ways because 
although they have massive amounts of information, the inter-
pretation is sometimes quite literal and not terribly helpful. But 
it’s interesting work because it’s there.

	   And then the qualitative studies, I think that there’s a huge 
shift and a kind of catch up realisation that Africa is not neces-
sarily on the back end of the digital divide. Because what’s not 
been acknowledged until quite recently is the huge amount of 
leap frogging that has happened and the enormous in�uence of 
mobile telephony and mobile broadcasting that has happened 
with that, plus the huge amount of in�uence of community 
radio. So, a lot of the scholarship still assumes a sort of static 
1980s world where there was one government run newspaper and 
one government run television station and that’s not the case.

	   So, I think it’s quite exciting that there is this burgeoning of 
alternative views, both grassroots in terms of the community 
stuff  as well as more futuristic stuff  of a digitalised world. And 
if  you think about the fact that most African countries are far 
further with their digitisation project than South Africa is, it’s 
really interesting and we don’t give that credit. So that’s kind of 
really important to me. I think that there is still more self-
censorship, not only government censorship but self-censorship 
in African countries and in African academia than you would 
imagine. I wrote an article for JAMS – I don’t know if  you read 
that – on syllabuses in anglophone African countries. I’ll send 
that to you, you might be interested in that because that kind of 
looks at some of the stuff  here and it was a kind of a two piece, 
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a conversation between what is happening in African media and 
what is happening in African universities teaching media and the 
way in which they kind of intersect and don’t intersect.

ED:	 And that still continues in your view? What was your conclu-
sion prof?

RTT: 	 Basically I think that the media is evolving much more quickly 
than African academia is. That there’s still a kind of a lag system 
but that is catching up fairly rapidly. And there’s de�nitely a 
move towards bridging those kind of divides. And that there’s 
an understanding both in South Africa as well as other parts of 
anglophone Africa that training, academic training must be 
both technical on the how to do it side, as well as academically 
rigorous on the theoretical side. And it’s still very uneasy. One of 
the things you haven’t touched on which I think is maybe you 
want to think about, which still bothers me, is the divide between 
technical training and academic training. And how the 
Technikons, although they are purportedly becoming universi-
ties of technology are more technology than universities. And 
how the universities, in order to become relevant and consumer 
friendly and client-oriented and all of  that stuff  are making kind 
of half  arsed stabs at becoming more applied, but with some 
exceptions, obviously Rhodes, Stellenbosch, to some extent 
Cape Town, they doing so without the real back up of having 
the technical expertise.

ED:	 I think that’s what killed for example the project at UP – the 
journalism programme at UP – was the fact that there was just a 
lack of technical…

RTT: 	 Exactly and because there’s a feeling like if  you read a newspaper 
you can teach journalism. I go to movies, I can teach you how to 
make them. Nobody would say that I’ve had an operation, I’ll be 
a surgeon.

ED:	 My last question is about the decoloniality in South Africa which 
is a major moment at the moment with Rhodesmustfall and into 
other areas and in media studies we have had this continuous 
debate over media in Africa or African media studies. Is it 
African media studies or media studies in Africa? So, I wanted to 
�nd out, what is your view about decoloniality, how should that 
be framed in terms of what we do in media, how should it 
inform our…

RTT: 	 I tend to take a more global view. I think that if  you … there’s 
certain kind of global levels of excellence and global kind of peer 
standards and I think that we have to keep that in mind. So, in 
making something that is African, we have to make sure that it is 
also global. I don’t know how to quite phrase that. Let me try the 
other way around.
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	   I’ve said to you let’s start with theory and then go into empiri-
cal. Let’s try it this way, let’s talk about the empirical and then see 
how that goes. So, if  you think about what you get on television, 
so television, South African television despite the fact that all of 
us sitting here depend on DSTV more than we would like to 
admit or Net�ix or whatever it is, 87% of people in this country 
are dependent on free to air television, so basically, they have 
four channels. So, what are those four channels showing? Those 
four channels are all heavily regulated by local content require-
ments. If  you look at the local content requirements and you 
look at what’s actually being produced you �nd that what’s actu-
ally being produced is way in excess of their minimum require-
ments, in fact they producing more local content then they ever 
need to do, so why are they doing it? They doing that because it’s 
pro�table and because it ful�ls the requirements of their audi-
ences. That makes them in some ways less competitive on the 
global scale because you can’t on-sell that material. If  you exam-
ine, and I’m sure you’ve done this yourself, if  you examine the 
content of local content you’ll �nd that twenty years ago when 
local content regulations were introduced the sort of exemplar 
genre of local content was multi-lingual, all those early ones like 
Going up etcetera etcetera, rainbow nation stuff, that’s no longer 
the case. Most of them are monolingual with subtitles…

ED:	 They are sometimes very weird, the subtitles.
RTT: 	 I know. They do them in a hurry, they’ve got to do �ve a week, so 

they just sit there and type. Quality control isn’t high on the 
agenda. It’s absolutely true. And I think that … I think that 
Africanisation of media is happening whether we like it or not. 
And at the same time internationalisation of media is happening 
at the same time. If  you think about who the hottest celebrities 
are, they are very often copies of American and it’s not necessar-
ily for me a bad thing, I think it’s a �rst step of a kind of creoli-
sation. That if  you think of something like hip-hop or whatever, 
it’s a highly creolised form. I don’t think that in many genera-
tions from now we going to have any pristine notion of what to 
be African is. I think it will be a kind of creolisation, hopefully.

ED:	 Everybody will be coloured. I’m kidding.
RTT: 	 Somebody said that to me the other … a couple of years ago we 

had a conference on hybridisation and creolisation and this guy 
from South America, Martin Babero, he was saying I don’t under-
stand you South Africans, why are you so upset about race, you 
just got to understand that in two generations you going all to 
look like me. And I’m thinking I don’t think so, you don’t know 
South Africans. They kind of stand-of�sh. I don’t think that 
that’s going to happen any time really soon. But I mean, that’s one 
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scenario, but on the other hand you get this kind of increased 
nationalism, increased localism, increased sense of ethnic separa-
tion. Not only do we speak isiZulu here but we speak a proper 
isiZulu, it’s an ngoma’s isiZulu and you lot speak this bastardised, 
urbanised isiZulu. So, it happens all at the same time.

	   So, I think that decolonisation by any other name is going to 
be a very interesting situation because it’s in the ambit, it’s got to 
play into the ambit of hybridisation and creolisation on the one 
side and also on the kind of breakaway separatists and strongly 
group identity and ethnicity on the other side. And I think that 
that’s true internationally. I think Brexit is a very good example 
of that. I think that Trump is a very good example of that. I 
don’t think that there’s a single answer, I really don’t. And I also 
think that the notion of decolonialism is also used quite oppor-
tunistically by groups and interests who are not terribly sure 
what they mean by it. Just like the notion of Ubuntu is. I mean 
some people you hear talk about Ubuntu and you think have you 
ever read a book about Ubuntu.

ED:	 Nyasha has a very interesting title for one of his papers, Will the 
real Ubuntu please stand up?

RTT: 	 Exactly. Like Ubuntu has just been co-opted for everything from 
selling jeans.

ED:	 And we tend to use decolonial theory in the same way. Talking 
about the decolonial turn as if  there is only one. But as you’ve 
just said people use it in many different ways, never mind if  they 
read the same theory they don’t get the same thing out of it.

RTT: 	 Or they just completely de-theorised, that is completely a-theo-
retical, that it is just becomes a political slogan. But I think that 
that will happen in any case, I think that contextualisation is 
more important to me. What is contextually useful. That’s why I 
say that isiZulu programming happens not only because there is 
a thrust towards the regulation of local content but because 
that’s what people want. If  they newspapers … what newspapers 
are thriving are the indigenous language newspapers. Why, 
because they better run? I don’t think so. Because they better 
capitalised? Not always. Because people want to read them.

ED:	 On that note but maybe a little bit away from this. I had an inter-
esting conversation with Professor Kwame Karikari about local 
languages on Ghanaian radio and then I had a conversation with 
someone on the �ight back from Ghana to South Africa who’s a 
Zulu speaker and in Ghana he was saying yes, it’s local languages 
but actually they produce everything in English but they trans-
late in the moment, so what you get is actually English, it’s not 
whatever the local language is. The person on the plane said the 
exact same thing to me about Zulu news.
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RTT: 	 The news, but that’s news, but that’s the kind of policing and the 
surveillance of news. There is only one news bulletin on SABC. It’s 
an SABC news bulletin that happens to be delivered in eleven 
different languages, it’s not eleven different language news. But 
that’s different say for instance to soap operas because the soap 
operas … that’s not true. The script in Uzalo are all written in 
English, they given to the actors, the actors translate them them-
selves in terms of their own understanding of that character. So, 
they put a spin on that. So, one character would use very formal 
Zulu because they believe that’s what their character does. So, 
when I say they not translated by their actors, they translated by 
their characters, what I’m obviously saying is that the actor in the 
moment of the character translates them. They are written partly 
in isiZulu because they are written by isiZulu writers and partly 
in English. And there’s a team of writers, and then the scripts are 
given and they are literally done on the turn.

	   But it’s not clear, it’s not sort of Radio Bantu 1950s where it 
was written in English and then given to somebody to translate 
and then vetted, there’s not that level of surveillance, but that is 
the level of surveillance in the news. And I use surveillance in 
inverted commas here because there is one of�cial voice of the 
SABC and whether you listen to the bulletin in English or you 
listen to it in Afrikaans, you could do that quite easily because 
you would have immediate access to both and you would see that 
it would be the identical. Now the nuance of the translation is 
obviously something that you could argue about because how do 
you translate particular concepts or particular words? You know 
that English, Afrikaans thing, we had those �ghts in the 1930s 
and 1940s, we’ve come to some sort of agreement about compat-
ibilities but you know that’s how they do the news. And they still 
have a single news, although they divided up their news rooms, 
they still have a single feed.

ED:	 My last question is your role in forming CCMS, the centre, you 
were quite instrumental in forming this centre although you are 
modest about it. I want to know what vision did you have of this 
and has it achieved, has it lived up to [interrupted]

RTT: 	 I think that’s a tricky question because if  you probably ask Keyan 
he’d probably give you a different answer. I mean that the origi-
nal impetus was what Keyan wanted and Keyan saw this very 
much as a kind of anti-apartheid kind of thrust. I was much 
more interested in the kind of social justice, media for social jus-
tice. So, there were overlaps, but I think that whatever it was 
thirty years ago, it’s a different animal now. I think that we still, 
we’ve been very lucky, we’ve been able to be a real power house 
of graduate studies. It’s a position that we have to �ght for in the 
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university, any university where resources are very scarce, we 
seem to be a luxury. We have to justify our relatively low teaching 
norms. We only teach 1200 hours a year as compared to up to 
2000 hours a year, whereas the norm is 800 hours a year. So, we 
still teaching above the norms. But we really see ourselves as a 
kind of pan-African producer of high quality graduates and 
high-quality research and that’s not necessarily what we started 
out as. I think we were a child of the 1980s, of NGOs and that 
world is gone. I think that you have to be adaptable and you have 
to learn to play the game in many ways.

ED:	 And do you think it’s sustainable after you and Keyan?
RTT: 	 De�nitely. We’ve got four senior lecturers and two senior profes-

sors. We, Donal McCrackle and I will retire either at the end of 
next year or when we are super-annuated. But if  I went on leave 
for six weeks, they carry on, they expand into areas of health 
promotion etcetera that I don’t do. I think we have a very �at 
structure. I think that, certainly my leadership style is to devolve 
responsibility to create portfolios, you are in charge of commu-
nity outreach, go for it. You are in charge of higher degrees, I’m 
not going to interfere with that. You are in charge of teaching 
and learning or mentorship. And what we’ve done is really taken 
responsibility also across the school. But de�nitely, ja. Lauren 
has won awards at the university, she won two years ago the uni-
versity’s best lecturer in teaching and learning. Eliza has done the 
same thing. Both Lauren and Eliza have won, two years running 
the best research award, the best emerging scholars’ researchers. 
Sarah has just joined us recently, she is an outstanding scholar.

ED:	 She is from the US?
RTT: 	 No, from the UK. She does have South African citizenship 

because she’s been here a while. Given Mutinta is a graduate 
from us but he went to management and he did corporate com-
munications and now he’s back with us. If  I decided to retire in 
July, I wouldn’t worry about CCMS.

ED:	 Prof, this was really useful and quite interesting. Thank you 
so much.

RTT: 	 Thank you very much.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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8	� Doing Media Studies in Kenya

Conversation with Levi Obonyo

Editors’ Notes

Levi Obonyo is a Professor of  Media and Communication at Daystar 
University in Kenya, where he is the Dean of  the School of  Communication. 
He is a past Chairman of  the Media Council of  Kenya, a former member of 
Kenya’s Communication Appeals Tribunal, and a former member of  the 
Board of  the Communications Authority of  Kenya. He is Vice President of 
the Global Communication Research Association (GCRA) and was a found-
ing member and former President of  the East African Communication 
Association.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 7 May 2018, the 
relation between academic research and public policy as well as contempo-
rary contestations about the epistemology of  social science research takes 
centre stage. Prof  Obonyo for example highlights experiences in Kenya that 
demonstrates how policies formulated elsewhere – while seemingly harmless�– 
might end up hurting communities in African contexts if  local conditions 
and contingencies are not adequately accounted for. For this reason, he con-
siders the possibility of  synergy between the research that we do and its 
impact on lived experiences to be a key determinant of  how “successful” our 
pedagogical and research initiatives are. He also challenges us to ask what we 
are doing in order to advance more African centred epistemologies and 
approaches that can walk in tandem with epistemologies approaches in 
global South and global North contexts. This conversation signi�cantly 
advances our understanding of  what a convivial epistemological approach, 
which centres African knowledges, might look like. At the same time, it forces 
us to think through some of  the questions and contestations raised by 
Africanisation and decoloniality.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Doing Media Studies in Kenya

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Thank you very much Professor Levi Obonyo for agreeing to this 

conversation. So, Professor, you were a practising journalist and 
worked within the Kenyan environment and in 2011 you co-
authored a book on journalists and the rule of law which was a 
really sort of handbook which started with what is a journalist 
and then talks about the ethics of journalism and something that 
would excite my colleague here especially within a changing tech-
nological environment. You also wrote a lot on the African con-
text, communication within the African context, universities in the 
African context and so on. So I would like for you to just talk a 
little bit about your different roles, we will get to your more admin-
istrative roles a little bit later. So, your roles as a practising journal-
ist, your role as an academic that is commenting on and trying to 
critique while at the same time being embedded within a system?

ED:	 And what do you think was the major contribution in those roles?
LO: 	 Oh, a major contribution? I wouldn’t look at myself as making a 

major contribution, but more of participating in the ongoing con-
versation in the �eld and seeing the direction that the �eld is tak-
ing. The talk about where the industry should be gets me a bit 
excited because the divide between the academy and the industry 
is wide in Africa. The academy, from an East African point of 
view, has stepped back from active engagement with the industry. 
The academy could critically actively contribute to the industry in 
terms of feeding into the policy debate, and into research by pro-
viding data that the industry can draw from in developing their 
strategies for moving forward. As academic institutions, from an 
East African point of view, we should be doing much more than 
we are doing at the moment. The academic institutions should 
contribute to policy formulation at government level which we are 
not exactly contributing to as much as we can. We should �nd 
fault with ourselves as academic institutions that when govern-
ment is developing policies that relate to media and communica-
tion, that too often they have been guided by the experiences and 
the exigencies of their own time and needs as government. They 
should however be able to draw from scholarship in the academy 
to in�uence formulation of policies that would serve the nation in 
the long term, beyond the life of speci�c administrations.

	   A quick example to my mind is the case of Kenya where in 
1998 the Kenya Information and Communications Act provided 
for government in a state of emergency to take over the media, 
particularly electronic media. This was borrowed from the West. 
This piece of legislation may generally be harmless because it 
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basically says that should there be a state of emergency, then the 
government should take over the control of the media to help 
address the challenges caused by the emergency and once that is 
over then return the equipment. But in our case it ended up being 
used for the bene�t of government in 2007 when the government 
simply banned live broadcast and later shut down TV stations. 
Now, if  the academy had an input into this, a better way would 
have been found to frame the Act so that in situations of famine 
or �ood, the media can come into service for the needs of society.

	   Take an example, given the terrain of Africa where you may 
cross to the next bridge in the morning without any challenges 
but then it rains in the course of the day and a river begins to 
�ow in the valley that was dry earlier on. The new “river” may 
not only be over�owing but could have crocodiles as well. There 
is necessity for government to take charge in such a situation and 
broadcast information that safeguards the population. This 
would make a big difference in the lives of the people. But 
because we have not had a proper input in the conversation when 
the laws are being formulated, the potential of foreseeing such 
eventuality is limited and therefore when it eventually occurs, 
there’s no provision in the way in which we can deal with it.

	   At Daystar University, we have since 2007 when I started to 
chair the Department of Communication we have been hosting 
conferences every year to provide talking shop, nurture new 
scholars, provide opportunity that would encourage people to 
build the stamina to speak at conferences elsewhere, which I 
think has been fairly successful because out of that grew the East 
African Communication Association, which has continued hold-
ing conferences. There’s been growth in that area and the associ-
ation eventually was able to publish a journal.

ED:	 How frequent? Twice a year?
LO: 	 It’s supposed to be twice a year, but we’ve only had three issues.
ED:	 What is it called?
LO: 	 The East African Journal of Communication.
ED:	 What do you think of the opportunities for collaboration 

between the different communication associations within the 
African context?

LO: 	 We haven’t exploited them. There is SACOMM in Southern 
Africa, and now the East African Communication Association 
now in East Africa. The African Council of Communication 
Education sort of withdrew to West Africa, but these bodies don’t 
speak to each other which is a lost opportunity. Some conversa-
tion has been going on within the East African Communication 
Association on collaboration with SACOMM but it hasn’t been 
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realised. South Africa has a very strong culture of publication 
and research that the rest of the continent can learn from and that 
would result in growth.

ED:	 I’m going to circle back a little bit. Is there an African journalism 
in your opinion?

LO: 	 There isn’t but there should.
ED:	 What would be the shape of such a thing?
LO: 	 Journalism should take the shape of the society in which it’s 

operating. Take, for example the breaking of the story, the stated 
format of Western approach, what we learnt in school of the 
5-W’s and the H, is not the African way to start by saying so and 
so is dead. Africans would go around the story before eventually 
coming round to it. Journalism simply is storytelling. We proba-
bly are getting too engaged with the story of management mod-
els of the media when we in the academy should be focused on 
how to tell stories well. Because once we are able to tell a good 
story, the platform on which that story is plays out will somehow 
show up. The idea of a good media business model is probably 
for MBA guys to sort out.

	   There should be such a thing as African journalism. Now, to 
throw the burden at us: What are we doing in helping nurture that 
African journalism? Unfortunately, I don’t think much is happen-
ing. In 1989 there was a coming together of the minds that 
resulted in Reporting Africa but there was no follow up. Today 
you pick a newspaper such as The Nation from Nairobi and you 
will �nd that out of the 72 pages, maybe international news is six 
pages or less and then there’s provincial pages that cover the 
entire country. Majority of the stories emanate from the urban, 
the centre as opposed to the periphery. African journalism should 
give importance to the rural. Not from the GDP point of view, 
but balance GPD with human interest and other stories.

ED:	 What would be the implications for professionalism, which is 
what is always being cited, what would be the implications for 
journalism ethics?

LO: 	 Ethics is certainly interesting particularly the question of copy-
right. In the traditional African society if  you composed a beau-
tiful song, you didn’t commodify it, you didn’t keep it to yourself, 
you sang it in the public square. To what extent is that still deeply 
rooted in the African DNA? How does this orientation affect the 
practice of ethics in Africa? What are the peculiarities of Africans 
that do �nd their way or should �nd their way into the practice 
of journalism? To what extent does the collective mindset �lter 
into the thinking of the African journalist that subconsciously 
informs how they report and should we not acknowledge that as 
informing the kind of approach that they bring to journalism? In 
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a discussion on ethics amongst Kenyan cartoonists they were 
asked to explain frameworks of making decisions. They said they 
apply the mother-in-law standard – i.e. if  it’s �ne with the mother-
in-law then it’s okay. This could be expanded to include, my 
father, the elderly, that whatever the caricature, so long as it’s 
acceptable before the eyes of the elderly. In this case the standard 
becomes really easy to deal with. How can we bring this into the 
conversations?

ED:	 In 2011 you attended the SACOMM conference where you pre-
sented a paper on African theory which was later published in 
Communicatio. Have we arrived?

LO: 	 No. We haven’t arrived. It’s not a conversation that is actively 
ongoing. If  you look at for example Paul Ansah, in the 1980s, 
people like Ugboaja, we do not sustain conversations. It seems 
our approach is very episodic. It seems it has a lot to do with 
what conference is going on, what donor funding is directed 
towards an issue at that particular time that limit a more robust 
conversation on some of those issues. It’s something that we need 
to be focusing on. Good partnerships could help address this. 
The industry too could contribute into this area.

	   For example, to what extent can media organisation and we 
have some successful ones, The Nation Media Group in Kenya, 
M24 in South Africa and media organisations in other places 
could invest in endowing chairs that would enable a scholar to 
focus, maybe for a time just thinking around certain speci�c 
issues that would then start the conversation around a body of 
knowledge that would lead to this. I think even if  loosely, there is 
precedent in the case of ACCE, the African Media Review, that 
published several sets of articles around a theme, that could be 
reviewed and view a common thread that is running through. 
This could enhance our scholarship.

ED:	 As the Dean of the School of Communications, what are you 
doing actively to try to realise some of these things that you are 
pointing out should happen.

LO: 	 At the moment, what we are engaged with is revising our pro-
grammes to address changes in society, particularly from a tech-
nology point of view. Our program was previously designed to 
prepare workforce for print and electronic media divisions that 
no longer exist in the same way. So we are working on that. But 
we are also setting up an institute of communication to focus on 
research and partnerships. Thirdly we are looking at publishing 
a journal. In this area we are moving but with halting steps given 
the history of journals in the continent. I don’t think that we 
should just start a journal for prestige purposes or because every-
body is starting. I think it would be worthwhile pooling our 



146  African Media and Communication

resources to ensure that those that are in place are strengthened. 
But we are also recognising that particularly in the East African 
region we haven’t had a strong show in journal publication. 
Professor White in Tanzania and then now in Nairobi has done 
a tremendous job in journal publication.

ED:	 Is he teaching for you?
LO: 	 No, he has moved to Tangaza College still in Nairobi.
ED:	 You mentioned the issue of policy earlier, I’m wondering and 

you talked a little bit about media development and how media 
development agencies tend to set the agenda. What can the role 
of the university be. What could be the role of departments of 
communication in our various contexts be in helping media 
development agencies to target their messages and their money 
differently so that the context takes precedent and not necessar-
ily, for lack of a better way to put this, not necessarily the idea 
from the west but the context in which the money is supposed to 
be spent take precedent. Is there a case for something like that?

LO: 	 We are doing a book on media regulation in East Africa, com-
paring statutory and non-statutory approaches and the hybrid 
one. Non-statutory approaches have been hailed particularly by 
western agencies for providing independent regulation of the 
media. But they have some weaknesses and particularly in our 
region. For example, today this media agency gets funding from 
organisation X, whose priorities are ABCD and who’s account-
ing approaches are equally different, so they give the media 
council support but directed towards a speci�c project. So for 
months the Agency will be learning the ropes of the accounting 
processes of the donor, who seconds an expert to train the 
accountant on accounting approaches and then may have 
another expert to advise the agency on how to implement the 
programme, and then an expert on the nature of the project itself. 
Now, with the �rst six months or so there is training and struc-
turing etcetera, the remaining six months is reporting. Then at 
the end of the day you wonder what have we done? The following 
year it might be a different organisation and the process is 
repeated, on and on. At the end you have this project that was 
sponsored halfway and funded halfway. And then you have this 
other project that was also funded halfway and so you have all 
these programmes that are hanging in the middle and so you 
ask … and if  it’s the question of media regulation in the country, 
nobody is actually doing that.

	   I’m a strong proponent for the hybrid system, say for example 
like the one in Kenya where the government funds the agency, 
but leaves it alone to regulate the media. To speak directly to the 
question you raised – I wonder how we can go around the need 
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for �nancial support to develop independent thinking that would 
be able to contribute to the growth of the �eld. Say for example, 
are there certain studies, certain research that we can do without 
�nancial support? Our universities sometimes have got research 
funding. For example, the Commission for University Education 
in Kenya demands that every university set aside some funding 
for research. To what extent can that research be utilised to be 
able to formulate policies and thoughts, to be able to allow for 
independent thinking that is not directed by external funding 
agencies. Maybe we haven’t explored those opportunities as�much 
as we should.

	   But I think with all that said, the recognition that the �eld is 
fairly young on the continent, and I’m particularly thinking 
about the East African region because the number of PhDs that 
we have is fairly limited. Then we have another problem: most 
faculty at the university spend inordinate amount of time on. 
teaching part time at other universities sometimes across the 
country. They are thus thinly spread. Then the promotion system 
previously depended on politics, the institutional politics, than it 
did on scholarship. There is lack of strong journal traditions and 
strong conference traditions, that have inhibited the evolution of 
independent thinking.

ED:	 I wasn’t necessarily speci�cally thinking of the agency support-
ing academic work, but the inverse, academic work allowing the 
agencies to tailor their programmes better because it’s primarily 
your NGOs and so that’s working in the media space that uti-
lises…. But the things that you say apply nonetheless in that con-
text also. You mentioned something around the issue of how 
technology is changing the way in which we need to do and teach 
journalism, and I know Winston will have a couple of questions 
for you around that, so I will let him pose them.

ED:	 Being also at a conference where people are talking of you know 
tech giants as if  we all know what they mean and what they do to 
us, it’s as if  it’s all agreed. But anyway, the question is to what 
extent, what is the role of technology in this �eld of ours and 
how does it in�uence what we want for media and communica-
tion research, what is the role of technology, ICTs? Is there a 
digital Africa that is shaping up and what implications does it 
have for media and communication research?

LO: 	 I don’t know how digital Africa is going to invent itself. We have 
to look at technology as part of culture. It’s really where people 
are. The adoption of technology is making a big difference. 
Digital migration in 2015 in Kenya made a big difference; almost 
overnight it opened up a huge part of the country to television 
broadcast Some areas that were not too far away from Nairobi, 
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that were either in the valley or behind hills and mountains that 
previously were not receiving signals were now within reach of 
signal. Then there is a huge section of the population that has 
adopted cell phones and using it for almost everyday activity and 
breaking news. So how do you teach journalism in that context, 
where you are not breaking the story. When we were growing up 
we used to have, occasional special edition of a newspaper. So 
today who would issue a special edition of a newspaper? It’s just 
not going to be there.

	   I still think that journalism is about being a good storyteller 
and telling the stories well and then looking for a platform that 
you can be able to tell that story on. How then do we tell stories, 
structure storytelling in a manner that resonates with the audi-
ence that is exposed to this new reality?. So to the extent that this 
is part of the culture, then how do we infuse this into our story-
telling habits and how do these in�uence the structure of the 
story? I think that’s where we really need to focus our attention, 
in terms of curriculum development, in terms of approaches to 
teaching.

ED:	 In terms of African media research in a globalising environment, 
what should be the appropriate relationship between us as 
Africans and in the south-south context and the global context, 
how should African media research position itself  vis-a-vis these?

LO: 	 When I was a student, which is now a long time ago, one of my 
professors was a specialist on the effect of  camera angle on pro-
duction and I was thinking, camera angle? Because back at 
home, everything was virgin territory and I don’t think that 
sense of virgin territory has changed much. Maybe for South 
Africa, but when you look at elsewhere in the continent … I 
mean we talk about the traditional media, whether you are talk-
ing about the drum, smoke, whatever, they are receding into his-
tory without assessment of  their impact. So, when you look at 
areas of research, there are no shortage of topics. There is tradi-
tional means of communication, various aspects of  develop-
ment etc. We need to research technology, its applications and 
impact among others. Cambridge Analytica was a problem in 
the US elections, a problem in the British elections, but it was 
also a problem in the Kenyan elections as well. And so it’s not 
exclusively a western problem and just as the British and the 
Americans would be looking at the ethics of  it, I think Kenyans 
will also be worrying about the same. So there are areas of com-
monality, but there are also areas of virgin territory that need 
exploration. And sometimes my fear is that we all plug into 
these areas of commonality without being alive to what are 
uniquely unexplored areas that we still need to capture.
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ED:	 We have shared experiences and we all underwent colonialism and 
things like that that left us in ways that brings the sharedness, you 
are quite right. in terms of the books that inspire you at the moment 
on African media research, do you have any titles or authors that 
you believe are doing what you would like to see in the �eld?

LO: 	 Zimbabwe is probably pulling its weight heavily in this direction; 
in terms of publications. But then when you look at most of the 
authors, they are not in Africa. I read an interesting book on 
media policy by a Nigerian and a Sudanese, but they are teaching 
in the US. So you have the diaspora doing a lot of work. But 
there is very little work within our own continent…

ED:	 Who are these colleagues?
LO: 	 One of them is sitting here. You have Charles Okigbo, I’m a big 

fan of Charles. But there are many more others.
ED:	 Why do you think the diaspora is having so much more success 

in publishing?
LO: 	 Because of the context in which they are operating. Most of 

them have to publish to survive, we can survive without publish-
ing. And then also the environment. In the west, a lot of these 
resources are easily accessible. So the access to textbooks, the 
access to journals, access to material makes a difference.

ED:	 So there’s an intellectuality if  one could call it that’s sort of 
embedded within, not the diaspora per se but the context in 
which the diaspora operates.

LO: 	 Certainly. We have our social life side which we take seriously in 
the continent and it could be a distraction.

ED:	 Is communication a gendered space?
LO: 	 I was interested in the question you asked in this sense, my 

school, I mean Daystar has about 5500 students, 2000 are in 
communication. Of those 2000 in communication, only 1 out of 
4 is male.

ED:	 But look at what happens when people go into the workspace.
LO: 	 Which is very interesting and I think is worth exploring because 

when we turn out these graduates, majority of those who �nd 
their way to the media, I would almost say it’s more females than 
males, because the number is just in their favour.

ED:	 Where do they get jobs?
LO: 	 Across the board. However, go down a couple of years, maybe 4, 

5 years and either the number is tying up or there now more 
males in the higher positions than there are…

ED:	 Because the UNESCO study on journalists in the newsroom 
showed that it’s very much a gendered space, and still very much 
predominantly male.

LO: 	 I get surprised. In the case of Kenya there are �ve major media 
houses. None of them is headed by a traditional journalist and 
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two; none of them is led by a female. Then you come to the sec-
ond level of management, and again no females. I’m not refer-
ring to a speci�c media house, but generally across the board, 
you �nd probably one or two in the entire industry in the higher 
echelons of management.

ED:	 I know when I was studying they used to say that oh don’t get all 
worked up about that, studies have shown that the male voice is 
most trustworthy, people trust the male voice more than they 
trust a female voice when reading the news, in advertising, you 
know if  it a male voice is saying this, that and the other thing 
about the product people trust that more than they do if  it’s a 
female. And I wonder if  there’s any change in terms of how…

LO: 	 I would almost think there is some truth in that, in this sense, a 
colleague of mine was doing a study on source credibility from 
an African point of view. What she did was to look at the source 
credibility literature and look at those elements and compare 
what would an African be looking at and the �nding was very 
interesting. The study found that not every element that is con-
sidered in the west would qualify as a creditable element in 
Africa. I would imagine an elderly African sitting somewhere 
and seeing this little girl all made up and trying to read news. 
Probably a much more solid faced male announcing so and so is 
dead sounds more credible than this little girl although they are 
reading the same thing. So I would say there is a certain sense to 
which that could be true. Or probably not so, because there’s no 
study. There would be need for a study.

ED:	 I wondered whether it may have something to do with how, I 
mean we spoke earlier, you mentioned that when these cartoon-
ists do stuff  they think, oh what would my mother-in-law think, 
what would my father-in-law and so and so.

LO: 	 Not father- in-law but mother-in-law but I guess both are one and 
the same.

ED:	 Yes, so there is this issue of respect and who should give respect 
to whom. So, I wonder if  that may come into play also in relation 
to issues of credibility and then also how people relate to com-
munication messages?

LO: 	 I think so.
ED:	 Because it has a very gendered aspect to it in the African context 

speci�cally.
LO: 	 I think it needs a lot more thinking, but I wouldn’t dismiss it. I 

think there is. There is this story by a colleague. They were serv-
ing on the board, males and females and then the chairman of 
the board of course was male. They took a tea break in the 
course of a meeting and they all sat down and chatted. Then 
somebody turned to the ladies and asked why they were not 
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serving them tea? The ladies protested saying that they were 
equal members of the team. The men pointed out that the women 
should serve tea after all they are women. There’s a certain sense 
in which that would feed into communication. How do male 
sources treat female journalists for example, are they serious 
reporters or are they patronising “my daughter” kind of non-
sense. Are they treated as professionals? It is possible that there 
is a sense in which some sources would look at female reporters 
as this girl, rather than this reporter, whereas the men would be 
treated as this reporter. So yes, I think it’s actually a gen-
dered space.

ED:	 So that’s maybe a little rich area for research. Thank you very 
much Levi. Is there anything that we should have asked you that 
we didn’t that you would like to talk about.

LO: 	 No, I think it’s just important that you make this available 
in Africa.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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9	� Doing Media Studies in Uganda

Conversation with Monica B. Chibita

Editors’ Introduction

Monica Balya Chibita is a full Professor and Dean Faculty of Journalism, Media 
and Communication at Uganda Christian University (UCU). She is a 
Coordinator of the Norwegian Programme for Capacity Development in Higher 
Education and Research for Development (NORHED) “Building capacity for 
a�changing media environment” project. She served at Makerere University for 
17 years between 1994 and 2011, leaving as Associate Professor and Head of 
Department, Mass Communication Department. Professor Chibita has also 
served on several Boards, including Uganda’s Broadcasting Council, the New 
Vision Printing and Publishing Corporation, the African Centre for Media 
Excellence, the East Africa Communication Association, World Vision Uganda 
and World Vision International. Notably, she is only the second Professor of 
Journalism in Uganda. Her research interests are in the broad area of media and 
democracy with speci�c interest in regulation, diversity and participation. She 
has published on the subjects of indigenous language media, media history, 
media regulation and new media and participation.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 15 December 2020, 
Prof Chibita talks about the start of her career after she joined the University 
of Makerere’s journalism, media and communication programme on a staff  
development programme. Her background in literature in�uenced her focus on 
media and language and language policy in the African context. Major in�u-
ences came from the University of Iowa’s Professor Hanno Hadt, Fishman’s 
sociolinguistics, Golding and Murdock’s critical political economy, the 
Glasgow Media Group, Folker Hanusch, James Curran, Stuart Hall and, later 
on, Pieter Fourie who was her PhD supervisor/promoter – drawing from his 
four Media Studies volumes. Fourie “had a very strong in�uence” on her think-
ing at graduate stage. In her role as president of the East Africa Communication 
Association she prioritised language and media identity.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Doing Media Studies in Uganda

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Monica Chibita, we are very happy to 

have you here. We would appreciate it if  you could talk to us 
about your academic background and also how you entered the 
area of media and communication?

MBC: 	 So, my �rst degree was in literature with education and my pas-
sion was really teaching. But somewhere along the way as I was 
considering doing graduate studies, they started a department of 
mass communication at Makerere University. After an interview, 
I got invited onto the staff  development programme for the new 
Department. So, that’s how I got in. And, I didn’t have any back-
ground at all in journalism when I started doing my Masters in 
journalism, no background whatsoever, never been to a news-
room. So, it was a very steep learning curve but that was helpful 
for me because then I entered it with an open mind and my liter-
ature was a bit of an advantage. And I was exposed broadly to 
two schools of thought which I’m sure we’ll talk about later, the 
administrative kind of paradigm which is very prominent in the 
US and the critical, we happen to have a professor who was very 
strong on the critical, and I’ll talk about him later.

ED:	 So, you’ve been involved in this process of trying to infuse Africa 
into media studies for a very long time. Could you elaborate on 
the major intellectual and philosophical in�uences that guided 
your thinking from those early days and the formative years?

MBC: 	 So, like I mentioned, I went to the University of Iowa for my 
Masters degree and a very large section of the faculty were doing 
it. I want to �nd another way of putting it, but I’ll call it admin -
istrative research, as opposed to critical research. That was the 
dominant paradigm in the faculty. So, my earlier research was 
informed by this. I kind of got the impression that if  you did not 
have facts and �gures and you didn’t crunch numbers and so on, 
it was not worthwhile. But there was also a professor called 
Professor Hanno Hardt, who you may know, unfortunately he’s 
since died. So, Professor Hardt was almost a lone voice in critical 
studies in the faculty and I attended one of his classes. I have to 
say it was extremely dif�cult. I didn’t know what they were talk-
ing about at all because I didn’t have a political science back-
ground even though I had some background in literature. So I 
could make sense of issues of identity and representation, but no 
political economy of the media, for instance.

	   But a lot of things that they said resonated with our context 
here. They didn’t fully make sense at the time but they resonated 
with what I was experiencing here, things about power, 
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ownership and so on. When I returned, I sat on the Broadcast 
Council, the broadcast regulator here in Uganda for four years, 
and then I started really understanding, really seeing what the 
dynamics were and how the power played out and how regula-
tion took place and all the politics behind the scenes, etcetera. 
And I began to relate it to the little thesis I had done on language 
policy and things became clearer. I went on to read Fishman in 
social linguistics, he’s one of the gurus in social linguistics and he 
was very interested in language policy.

	   Later on, as I delved deeper into policy, I read other people 
like Van Cuilenberg and so on. I also read a lot of  work, either 
written by or edited by somebody called Kathryn A. Woolard, 
then from the University of  San Diego, California. Her main 
argument was that ideology was language in the service of 
power. So that language was a very key factor in that. Then, 
because of my background with Professor Hardt, I couldn’t 
make sense of classical political economy as such, but I came 
across critical political economy and I found that it broke down 
the relationship between the media and society and audiences 
and policy and power very well. So, I got interested in critical 
political economy and the things they said about inclusion, rep-
resentation, etcetera. And so, I started reading further into 
these, so Murdoch and Golding, McChesney, the Glasgow 
Media Group, Peter Dahlgren, James Curran. As I discussed 
language and enquired into language, I found that critical polit-
ical economy didn’t pay that much attention to language and 
certainly not to language in the way it is deployed in the media 
in the “third world”/developing world context. So, I went a little 
bit into cultural studies but then I found cultural studies opaque 
in its own way, but I found a few nuggets there with Stuart Hall 
and all which helped me.

	   Later on, then Folker Hanusch, who is speci�cally about indig-
enous, not just indigenous language media, but indigenous media 
and he draws a difference between the two. And then Professor 
Fourie of course who was my doctoral advisor (they call them 
“promoters” in South Africa). So I was saying there is Professor 
Fourie who has kind of assembled everything in the four Media 
Studies volumes so you basically can pick and choose whatever 
you need and I found that very helpful. But also, because he 
guided me through my doctorate, he had a very strong in�uence 
on my thinking at that stage. The last person, and I’ll talk about 
some more later, is Professor Salawu, Abiodun Salawu. I found 
that he was very passionate about the role of language, especially 
indigenous languages in the media. I published a paper with him 
and we became friends and we’ve done work together and so on 
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and he has also been very in�uential. There are other people but 
I can talk about them later.

ED:	 Thank you Monica for the response to the intellectual in�uences. 
It shows that you have western and African and broader in�u-
ences. We want to also ask you about your involvement in theo-
ries from an African perspective. We would like you to talk more 
about how your experience as a researcher in America, in Africa 
has shaped this kind of passion and interest?

MBC: 	 I told you about Hanno Hardt and the critical studies and the 
fact that it didn’t seem to kind of click at that time but it came to 
life later. I also was involved in a workshop in South Africa, I 
think it was at Rhodes, where the main thing was dewesternising 
media studies, Fackson Banda I think was leading that and I 
think that was a very in�uential moment for me. And I did pres-
ent a paper; I went on to attempt to publish a paper but never got 
it published. But from that point onwards, I felt like there was 
something, some kind of a mission in not just teaching media 
studies but teaching it in a contextual way. So, the edited book 
that I did with Professor Salawu was an effort towards that.

	   Also coming out of that workshop I was asked to write a 
course on indigenous language media for UNESCO, where it 
would be available to all of UNESCO’s partners. And I wrote 
that course. And I thought that that would set people off  think-
ing. I also was very deliberate in our curriculum to include either 
courses or modules that kind of made people look in that direc-
tion. I also was president of the East Africa Communication 
Association until recently. And during that time, I made an effort 
to have indigenous language media as a thematic area whenever 
we had a conference and we had a conference every year. As a 
result, I think that there’s been a little bit of interest picking up 
in this subject area. Ironically, much more in Kenya than in 
Uganda. We have a lot more scholars working in this area in 
Kenya particularly because of their ethnic tensions and violence, 
I’ve seen a lot of scholarship coming out of there and I think that 
is a wonderful thing.

ED:	 In terms of your interest in indigenous language, why there, what 
are you hoping for, what gap did you see in this area so that we 
can be more interested in indigenous language media? And what 
do you mean by indigenous language?

MBC: 	 I’ll start with what I mean. Of course, as I was doing my thesis, I 
had to battle with the issue of what do you mean by indigenous 
languages and I think for me, the indigenous languages would be, 
very strange way to de�ne them, but in our context, languages of 
the people that were the original occupants of that area. In our 
case, that would be languages other than English, Kiswahili and 
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other international languages. And so, in our constitution, we 
have a list of those languages and it’s a speci�c list of “these are 
the indigenous languages of Uganda.” My interest in the indige-
nous languages was that language is very closely tied with iden-
tity, it’s very closely tied with access, it can be closely tied with 
privilege and so on. And therefore, it can be used in favour of or 
against a people. And in the context of the media, because the 
media are so central in people expressing themselves, representing 
their cultures, their religious beliefs, participating in debate and so 
on, if  the language question is not addressed, then it’s very easy 
for one or two groups, or one or two languages which represent a 
group, to ride rough shod over the majority of the people. 
Recently of course, I’ve come across literature that distinguishes 
between indigenous language media and indigenous media.

	   And in terms of indigenous media, they are talking about 
maybe some kind of customisation of media by people, like 
maybe they are indigenous Americans who create media that 
speak to their culture but it’s still around the idea of protecting 
themselves against being abused or being oppressed or being dis-
enfranchised. So, that’s where my interest comes from and links 
to. I’m thinking, if  you give people a chance to express them-
selves then they can participate. If  you give them a chance to use 
their own language rather than languages foreign to them, they 
are more likely to participate in debate and to in�uence things 
that affect them.

ED:	 Am I right that your approach to indigenous language is one that 
you’ve also juxtaposed to the colonial languages, so it is a 
response to the situation? And so, you are interested in the poli-
tics of language as well in terms of the coloniality or the post-
coloniality thereof?

MBC: 	 Yes. In fact, probably primarily interested in the politics of lan-
guage rather than the aesthetics. I am interested in the coloniality 
and the postcoloniality of language because the Ugandan colo-
nial experience created a hierarchy of languages, and the indige-
nous languages were not at the top of that hierarchy. As a result, 
the majority of people have been and continue to be closed out 
of important discourse.

ED:	 What does the �eld of media and communication studies or cul-
tural studies look like when it’s looked at from the position of 
these indigenous languages as you say? And to what extent can 
you say other scholarships can be related to this? I think you 
talked about political economy, but I would like to hear more 
about your entry via the prism of indigenous languages into the 
�eld of media and communication, to what extent does it give a 
vantage point to look at what else is happening within there?
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MBC: 	 So, as I mentioned earlier, I actually entered the whole discussion 
of the indigenous languages through sociolinguistics, which is 
concerned more with, now we have multiple languages, how do 
we deploy them so that nobody is disadvantaged? And there are 
different solutions, have one national language and silence all the 
others, allow all of them to �ourish, select regional languages, do 
it by percentage population and so on and so forth. So that’s 
where I entered from and undergirding this, we want to be prac-
tical but we also want to be equitable. Social linguistics was one 
of the theoretical standpoints that informed my work; oh, and 
language ideology, which is very closely linked to critical political 
economy, except that language ideology focuses primarily on 
language only, rather than on the media. Language ideology 
talks about how language can be manipulated by people in 
power. I haven’t really delved a lot into colonial studies, post-
colonial studies except by accident.

ED:	 What do you mean by accident?
MBC: 	 By accident, if  somebody cites something and I want to follow it 

up, I’ll read it. I know about Mudimbe, I know about Achille 
Mbembe, but I can’t say that I’ve studied them thoroughly. And 
I know Wendy (Willems) of course.

ED:	 I want to return to the issue of language and media within your 
context in East Africa. You have Swahili which is a lingua franca 
for the region and you have also other local languages used by 
groups within the region. You say there is politics of language, I 
thought Swahili actually provides a lingua franca and it’s an 
advantage for the region, it has meant that the media target more 
widely than narrow, can you say more about that. Because 
Swahili is now touted as perhaps one of those languages that can 
be promoted across Africa?

MBC: 	 Swahili is our second of�cial language; we don’t have a national 
language. We had English as the of�cial language for a long 
time and a few years ago Swahili was made the second of�cial 
language. But Swahili in Uganda has a lot of  baggage histori-
cally. We have a very powerful language called Luganda. It’s 
spoken by about 20, maybe now 25% of  the population as a 
�rst language. Perhaps 60% would say they are pro�cient in it 
even if  it is not their native language. A large section of  the 
country have to learn Luganda to survive because they are the 
most economically powerful, they are the most numerous and 
they were politically powerful for a while. Kiswahili was seen as 
the language of  the security forces who were very powerful in 
the colonial and immediate post-colonial period and has been 
well accepted as a lingua franca for most spheres except the 
military.
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	   Kiswahili was seen as a rival to Luganda, which is the majority 
language. And so, the people of Buganda, that region, who were 
politically powerful and culturally very well grounded, did 
everything they could to undermine the development of Kiswahili 
as the national language. But also, when Idi Amin took over 
power in 1971, he designated or promoted Kiswahili as the lan-
guage of the military and his military was brutal, so people have 
memories of torture and even looting and so on tied to members 
of the army speaking Kiswahili.

ED:	 Like Afrikaans in South Africa.
MBC: 	 Afrikaans, yes, exactly the same scenario. So, people kind of 

instinctively resisted it; government has done all kinds of things, 
included it on the syllabus, tried to make it compulsory at pri-
mary school but it hasn’t picked up at all. And in terms of ef�-
ciency, I think we would reap a lot of ef�ciency from it but the 
sentiments are not there for it.

ED:	 What does your media speak, broadcasting, newspapers?
MBC: 	 The newspapers are, the two major national newspapers are in 

English. Then, until recently, we had regional papers because we 
have �ve of�cial regional languages. They don’t cover everybody 
but they have enough people who understand them to cover a 
region. And we had a newspaper in each of those regions af�li-
ated to the Vision Group, which is 53% government-owned. But 
with the challenges of COVID, all those papers have been closed 
except one. They just weren’t �nancially viable, so they have been 
closed. They were there to serve a political role and for as long as 
government could sort of quietly subsidise it, it was okay. But 
when the economics got really tight, they were closed. But we do 
have regional radio stations and they broadcast in the most com-
mercially viable language of each region. And we have a couple 
of TV stations also that broadcast in two of the biggest local 
languages: Luganda and Runyakitara, but English is dominant.

ED:	 This is perhaps pre-empting a comment that will follow a little 
bit later but since we are talking about language and media now, 
do you have local content policies that prescribe linguistic…

MBC: 	 We do, we do and we picked this up from South Africa. So, we 
have for television, I don’t know what the percentage is for radio 
off  the top of my head but for television it’s supposed to be 70%.

ED:	 And is that prescriptive in terms of language also? For example, 
South Africa’s SABC must produce content in all 11 of�cial 
languages.

MBC: 	 No, this is not prescriptive at all, it’s very broad. They just de�ne 
local content, exactly the same way as you de�ne it in South 
Africa, content produced by creative minds in the country and so 
on, but they are not speci�c about what language it must be in.
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ED:	 I want to just very quickly return to the issue of media political 
economy and language. How did you tie all of these together in 
your work?

MBC: 	 So in theorising my work, I started off  with the notion of the 
public sphere and situated the media in the public sphere. I talked 
about the commercialisation of the media and what that has 
done to the media and then I moved into critical political econ-
omy which breaks this down further and points out very speci�c 
things, especially about regulation, the status of, if  you want, the 
dilution of journalism. I also looked at the in�uence of owner-
ship on content. And then I went into cultural studies. I linked it 
to cultural studies by pointing out that even though critical polit-
ical economy is very good in explaining the structures within 
which the media operate and content is produced, you need cul-
tural studies to explain what people actually do with this con-
tent. Otherwise, you end up depicting them as victims and they 
don’t have any agency at all. That’s how I theorised it.

ED:	 And you mentioned that there’s been a high mortality rate of 
indigenous language media in Uganda, I suppose this is because 
of English language media perhaps and Kiswahili language 
media, they survive more. Why is it, is it economics of advertisers 
that they chose English and they force the nation into English?

MBC: 	 Yes, it’s economics. English is dominant. Even though Kiswahili 
is the major media language, say in Kenya and Tanzania, we 
don’t have any Kiswahili media at all. We don’t have any outlet 
that publishes or broadcasts exclusively in Kiswahili. You will 
have snippets of Kiswahili being spoken on a broadcast station, 
usually more in jest than anything else and I think there may be 
one bulletin in Kiswahili on the public/state broadcaster. But 
otherwise, Kiswahili media don’t have any traction at all. But 
English is very closely tied with economics because English usu-
ally is associated with who has been to formal school, which 
means you probably have better chances of being employed and 
therefore have a decent income. And generally speaking, a per-
son who speaks English is equated with a person of means. 
Except during these very hard times when everybody is out of a 
job, of course. Therefore, in terms of advertising, if  you want to 
reach the deep pockets, you use English.

ED:	 That’s something shared with other contexts in Africa whereby 
because you need a job, you need to survive economically, you 
have to use English…

MBC: 	 The only other language that would compete in terms of numbers 
because of cultural loyalty is Luganda. Luganda is the language … 
I wish I had time to speak about that … but Luganda is the lan-
guage of the largest kingdom (in Uganda we had kingdoms, we 
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still have kingdoms). Luganda is the language of the largest king-
dom in Uganda and has the largest concentration of educated 
people. The capital city is a sub-set of Buganda actually and they 
control a lot of the economy. So, if advertising is not in English, 
typically it is in Luganda. You have advertising in other languages 
as well but it’s not considered as commercially viable.

ED:	 When they want to reach a mass market they sometimes go for 
Luganda. We want to also talk about your publications and how 
your research has been impacted or in�uenced by this orienta-
tion towards language and other kind of topics. We want to 
know your impact with this kind of approach within the �eld 
and also you have patterned your research around these issues of 
interest, language, PSB, freedom, indigenous language, and 
other issues. Can you talk more about that?

MBC: 	 This was the hardest question for me to think about because you 
kind of put it out there and you hope its having impact. I don’t 
know how to tell if  it is.

ED:	 Maybe before you get to the issue of impact, maybe talk a little 
bit about the intellectual and philosophical underpinnings of the 
work. I mean you’ve talked in broad strokes about where you see 
your scholarship �t in and then you have this co-edited book 
with Abiodun and it is on media and indigenous languages, and 
from what I can see, it’s becoming a key text for people that are 
working within that context…

MBC: 	 That’s a pleasant surprise for me because I don’t usually feel as 
good about my work as other people do. But maybe if  I go … I 
have a list in front of me of my publications so that I can draw the 
thread among them and I won’t take too long over this…. One of 
the earliest things I did was a paper in a book that Abiodun 
Salawu edited in Our Languages Matters. And it was really mostly 
about the media in Uganda and making a case for policy on lan-
guage use in the media needing to take cognisance of the impor-
tant role the media play in enabling political participation. At 
that time, there was a big policy debate going on here and it wasn’t 
clear whether there would be any provision for the indigenous 
languages. So, it was almost in campaign mode that particular 
publication. Other important papers for me include for example 
Language Policy in Uganda and Tanzania: Public sphere or public 
sphericules?, which I co-authored with my Master’s student, A 
social history of the media and participation in Uganda co-authored 
with Pieter Fourie, The Evolution of media policy in Uganda with 
the well-known Robert White and the single-authored The Politics 
of broadcasting, language, policy and democracy in Uganda. There 
are other’s also, but readers can look them up.
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MBC: 	 So here, we were just looking at how that things have kind of 
shifted online; what does regulation look like across Africa in the 
new context? And then the book with Prof. Abiodun Salawu. I 
had a chapter in there, Indigenous language media and freedom of 
expression in Uganda. I think the focus of this is self-explanatory. 
And, oh, I also did the introduction. I think the introduction was 
more interesting than the chapter, so it was “Language, struc-
ture, and agency: optimising media diversity in Africa” using the 
indigenous languages.

	   Again, I was going back to the old argument that we shouldn’t 
see the multiple languages as a liability but as a positive thing 
and see how we can optimise them. And then I did a paper, in a 
book edited by Liz Gunner, Dina Ligaga and Dumisani Moyo. 
Multiple publics, multiple language, and the contestations. Similar 
arguments really, I can’t say it was radically different.

	   In 2011 I did a paper in a book edited by Herman Wasserman 
and it was titled Policing popular media in Africa. And this was 
for me one of my most exciting papers. I was looking at the fact 
that popular media tend to be dismissed as you know “they are 
for entertainment, they are not anything to be worried about” 
and so on. But this paper looks more closely at power and the 
potency of popular media especially when voices are silenced in 
other places. I think those are the main ones of relevance.

	   So, how do I see them having an in�uence? I think for me the 
main thing is the fact that I have worked on the same related 
topic over a period of time and sought to understand and explain 
the nexus between language, policy and democracy. This, I hope, 
is likely cumulatively to in�uence thinking; that is my goal. If  I 
can keep that thread running, even if  I veer off  and do something 
else for a while, I come back to it. I think this kind of concerted 
effort in a speci�c are is what is likely to in�uence discourse 
because you present at conferences, you get in touch with other 
scholars and so on, you re�ne and broaden your thinking, and 
I’m beginning to hear more people talk about these things in 
East Africa and interrogate them in the context of their own 
countries, especially in Kenya. For me, this is key.

ED:	 In 2020 you delivered your professorial inaugural lecture where 
you amplify your contribution and look at the �eld from your 
vantage point. Can you talk a bit more about what the theme of 
that inaugural was and how you connected your intellec-
tual work?

MBC: 	 My focus was on media regulation. My lecture focused on the 
changing communication landscape in Uganda and the impli-
cations of  these changes for regulation. That was the focus and 
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I�was just drawing that thread from the beginning of  my aca-
demic career to the present, because when you do an inaugural 
lecture, you are talking to a non-academic audience largely. So, 
I was trying to bring these issues to their attention and say look 
we take these things for granted but this is where our media is 
coming from, and this is what the landscape looks like, and this 
is what it implies for regulation. I spent some time on the key 
distinctive of  democracy (competition, participation, account-
ability etc.) and talked about the role of  the media in enabling 
these and then the role of  language in the media in enabling 
these. And then I talked about how the landscape has changed 
and how we cannot use the same regulation to regulate this new 
landscape with the new media as we did in the past. I concluded 
by proposing that we must re-think the state-dominated regula-
tion model completely and consider co-regulation to ensure, 
for instance, that even if  people are online, they are not outside 
the ambit of  regulation, but at the same time, they take respon-
sibility for a truly democratic, safe and inclusive communica-
tion space.

ED:	 It is interesting that you are talking about the issue of regulation. 
You served on the regulatory board for PSB in Uganda, 
didn’t you?

MBC: 	 Yes, actually it was the regulatory board for broadcasting gener-
ally – The Broadcasting Council as it was then.

ED:	 I would be interested to hear from you, what value added you 
think is brought to the policy contexts when you have an academic 
with the type of background you described above sitting on those 
boards. And then also, on the �ip side, what value does being a 
board member bring to the classroom and to your research?

MBC: 	 Okay, so the �rst one. When I joined the Broadcasting Council I 
found that they had already developed a draft broadcast policy 
but there was no research guiding this policy; actually it was bits 
and pieces from policies from elsewhere. So the Council pre-
sented it to the media industry and the media industry rejected it 
outright, saying it was not contextualised. They said “this policy 
doesn’t speak to our realities.” So, I was assigned to lead a 
national study that enquired into media performance in Uganda. 
So that was in 2004. We did a national study, a fairly large sam-
ple, it was both qualitative and quantitative and we came up with 
recommendations and we also benchmarked against other poli-
cies, very much the South African one but also some others. And 
we drafted a policy and then presented it to the public and it was 
very well received because people could see themselves in it. 
[interrupted]

ED:	 You had a participatory policy making process?
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MBC: 	 Yes. It was very exciting actually. And the positive reception was 
because people could see themselves in it, they could see their 
realities, even the media owners that had initially been very com-
bative actually thought the policy was a good idea to bring order 
to the industry. And so that research formed the background for 
the broadcast policy, our �rst ever national broadcast policy. 
That study was repeated 10 years later in order to inform a revi-
sion of that policy. The new study was completed in 2014 and I 
was the Principal Investigator. But by that time I had left the 
Council. In terms of what the economists call backward and for-
ward linkages between my involvement with regulation and my 
teaching and research, one key area has been the discussion 
around local content: because of my research, I had been very 
involved in debates around local content from the early 2000s.

	   Strangely, as far on as 2004 when we did the �rst National 
Electronic Media Performance Study, the debate around local 
content was brand new in Uganda. So, I was asked to write a 
position paper on it which was published in the national media 
and it triggered a very vigorous debate on local content. And one 
of the issues was we had a lot of music coming to us from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. True this was African music, but 
it dominated the airwaves, we hardly had any music produced 
here. And the radio stations were arguing that we could never 
produce quality as good as the DRC, so they would rather buy 
ready-made music. And I remember we had a heated debate at a 
workshop one time over this with one of the radio stations. But 
from that year, that was around 2006 onwards, the production of 
local content went up signi�cantly. I mean the government didn’t 
do anything major, except to put it in the policy and say we shall 
promote local content; they didn’t put in any money or anything, 
hardly trained anybody, but I think it opened people’s eyes up. 
And now, our airwaves are full of Ugandan music.

	   Again, it’s not just me, but I do think that my academic back-
ground enabled the Council to crystallise the importance of local 
content and sell its importance to the public, and let them know 
that the Ugandan local content industry was the ultimate bene�-
ciary. Once this was clear, the rest was easy.

ED:	 And so, on the �ip side?
MBC: 	 It makes a huge difference for you to be in the kitchen when a 

policy is being formulated and it makes your delivery in class so 
much more authoritative. I’ve actually taught media law and 
media policy and regulation every year since I sat on the broad-
casting council because it’s very clear, I know what goes on, I 
know who the players are, I know the dynamics, I know what is 
just PR in the policy and so on. So, it’s been very helpful.



164  African Media and Communication

ED:	 In terms of your engagement with projects that are designed else-
where and implemented in Uganda, what is your view about this, 
do we have real control? In other words, does our participation 
make a difference or are we just playing along, what is your view?

MBC: 	 I think that it depends on several things. Recently I was invited to 
participate in a policy debate about the regulation of the inter-
net. You probably were invited as well, I don’t know, it was one 
of those big amorphous things and at �rst I said yes I’ll partici-
pate. But as I read around it and saw what my role was, it seemed 
like they just needed a rubber stamp and I said no, I’m not going 
to be part of this. So, there are times when you are just invited to 
rubber stamp either because of a constituency [audio interrupted 
00:54:08] you represent (academic, African, female, 50+, name 
it) or your rank in academia or something like that and usually I 
don’t want to really be part of that but there are times when you 
are invited, and I can’t think of a speci�c example, but you feel 
like your contribution is going to be genuine, it’s going to be real. 
Like the UNESCO one. I felt like yeah, my contribution is going 
to count for something. Perhaps I could be more active in the 
policy arena. I have, unfortunately, taken the back seat lately.

ED:	 Do you have a sense, Monica, of how the UNESCO consultation 
on the indigenous language course played out? To what extent is 
it used?

MBC: 	 I don’t know how it played out in detail. What I know is that the 
course was accepted and was on the UNESCO website, I think 
still is actually, I haven’t checked lately. And it was made availa-
ble for anybody who wanted to use it to incorporate it into their 
curriculum. I also was invited to design curricula for mid-career 
training, journalism training in South Sudan, just before South 
Sudan broke away from the big Sudan. And, they had serious 
issues of freedom of expression and so on and very poor journal-
istic standards. So, I spent two weeks in Juba and worked with 
UNESCO and we did interviews and so on and I designed a cur-
riculum which they were supposed to use to roll out mid-career 
training across South Sudan. Again, I haven’t checked because 
the personalities change, I haven’t checked to see if  they actually 
implemented it but I was involved in that as well.

ED:	 Do you think that UNESCO could do more in terms of these 
curricula that they are consulting people on to develop, more 
than just placing it on a space somewhere and saying here’s to use 
should you so wish? How does one make sure that these things 
matter or make a difference?

MBC: 	 I think UNESCO has one entry point that they could utilise, 
they have their Centres of Excellence, I think 11 or 12 across the 
continent. Makerere is one of them. And their curriculum is 
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usually very well thought through. I think that they could 
encourage, maybe not require, but encourage those centres of 
excellence to adopt that curriculum and customise it where nec-
essary for starters. I think that would be helpful. The other thing 
of course would be to … they used to do this … to bring together 
as many journalism education centres as possible and see how 
they can get them to buy into this curriculum.

	   I see something else that the Fojo Institute is doing with Wits 
right now, which is they have conducted interviews with academics 
and with people who do mid-career training and so on about the 
needs of journalism education in Africa. Their main focus is to 
bridge the gap between the academe and the newsroom but they 
are going ahead to work with those people, they have formed a 
WhatsApp group, they have called them for seminars, they’ve basi-
cally created some kind of family of journalism educators that 
they can follow up, that they can monitor and they can also build 
capacity for. And UNESCO has the resources I think to do this. 
Associations like the East Africa Communications Association 
and the South African Communication Association, both of 
which I have belonged to, also have an opportunity to periodically 
“re-set” media education curricula in Africa to suit our realities.

ED:	 Do you think that these centres of excellence, are they engender-
ing African ways of teaching?

MBC: 	 I have to say with a lot of pain that the answer to that would be 
no for the most part. At least not nearly enough. I know some of 
them, I’m in touch with some of them, I think that a lot of peo-
ple, especially outside South Africa, let me speak for our region, 
a lot of people in our region are not paying attention to that, 
they really are happy to teach with the materials we have, with 
the philosophical underpinnings we have and so on without 
questioning. That seems to be the norm.

ED:	 And is there a way that we can intervene in such a space or rather, 
is there a need do you think to intervene and to create more 
awareness of models that are outside the framework of the 
UNESCO model curricula?

MBC: 	 I think that there’s de�nitely a need. There is a need because for 
as long as we don’t own the theories that inform our teaching 
and research, we can only go so far in changing things in our 
context. So, I think there is a need to intervene.

ED:	 We would like to segue into the role that you played in changing 
things up. You’ve been in many administrative positions, you 
have shaped the faculty of journalism, media, and mass commu-
nication at your university in ways that speak more to your con-
text. Could you maybe walk us through this transition from mass 
communication to what you have today?
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MBC: 	 So, when I was at Makerere, it is your typical bureaucratic collec-
tion of intellectuals, so it takes a very long time to get a decision 
through. So, when I was at Makerere, we embarked on a process 
to �rst of all rename our department and I will explain why and 
then revise the curriculum. And this was in�uenced ironically by 
Tawana Kupe who was our external examiner then. He came to 
Makerere and said but how can you still call yourselves – you 
know how he is -point blank, he said how can you still call your-
selves “mass communication”, that’s archaic, you cannot use 
that. And he kind of challenged us to think through what does 
this mean?, is this what you really want to be offering? and so on. 
So, after he left, we said no we need to do something about this 
and we decided that we would �rst of all, change the name or our 
Department. We debated the name for about a year. Either it was 
going to be journalism and media studies or journalism and 
communication, or journalism, media and communication and 
so on. We kind of never got round to agreeing on a name.

	   Then we set about revising the curriculum so that we could 
make it more relevant. And this came from him but it came from 
subsequent external examiners as well. They were saying there is 
not much that is African in this curriculum. Our initial in�uences 
had been American, particularly through the Fulbright Exchange 
programme. We were also in�uenced by the Scandinavian tradi-
tion, through the Norwegian Quota programme through which 
many of our staff had been educated. We set about revising that 
curriculum; it took more than four years and I left Makerere 
before it actually went to the Senate. As I speak, I believe it still 
has not been approved. Then I came to the Uganda Christian 
University (UCU) and I came with the same ambition: to re-work 
the curriculum and make it more relevant to African realities.

	   UCU is much smaller so you can get decisions through much 
faster. So, the �rst thing we did is I explained to my colleagues 
that you know “mass communication” has connotations of this 
mass of people that are ready to be manipulated by the media, 
have no choices of their own and so on, can we change the name? 
And they were agreeable. So we decided to call the Faculty jour-
nalism, media and communication because that would encom-
pass the whole �eld of our interests. And we wanted journalism, 
we could have said media and communication but we wanted 
journalism to stand out because there is a very big journalism 
training in the industry. I know there is a debate around the 
terms “training” and “education” but there still is an important 
need for skilled journalists who also can be critical in their think-
ing. We thought that that name would capture that. So, we got 
that through and we revised our curriculum.
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	   Unfortunately, we wanted to include indigenous languages on 
the curriculum so that we can have people coming out of the 
university who can then go and be employed by the media that 
used these languages. But there were so many courses that we 
had to include because UCU has a set of six or eight foundation 
courses which every graduate of UCU must do. In the end there 
was no room for the indigenous languages. Eventually they were 
the ones that dropped off. I still intend when we revise our curric-
ulum the next time to �nd a way to squeeze them in. So, it was 
about the name change and sensitising people about what this 
means and the parameters of the name as well as revising the 
curriculum. We also had Professor de Beer as external examiner 
for a very short time and the �rst thing he pointed out was “you 
don’t have African scholars in your bibliographies or in your 
library; you don’t have enough African in your curriculum. And 
so, we went ahead to address that. We banked the name for �ve 
as we worked towards moving from Department to Faculty. We 
�nally adopted the new name in 2018 when we were elevated to a 
Faculty.

ED:	 Thank you for that explanation. Clearly you have been in a lead-
ing role in building journalism and mass communication. How 
big is your programme at the Uganda Christian University and 
is it just for Christians?

MBC: 	 So, it is not just for Christians. Everybody is free to come in but 
you must sign onto our values. We do have a few essentials that 
you have to sign onto. That’s for staff  and students, but we have 
Muslims, we have atheists, etcetera. In terms of size, our average 
First year undergraduate class is 120. We run a three-year pro-
gramme. We also have two MA programmes: one in Journalism 
and Media Studies and another in Communication. The num-
bers per year on the MA programmes range from 8 to 25.

ED:	 And how does that focus on faith in�uence your approach to 
media and communication?

MBC: 	 We have a phrase, “integrating faith in learning and service”, we 
actually have an of�ce whose role it is to ensure that faith is inte-
grated in the curriculum, in the teaching and so on. The fact is it 
is not easy at all. If  you are lucky, somebody will quote a verse at 
the beginning of a class or something like that but it is not an 
easy thing to do deliberately. What we try to do is bring it out 
more during tutorials by provoking discussion of ethical issues. 
When you are discussing ethical issues, ethical dilemmas, etcet-
era, we make the biblical perspective one of the perspectives for 
them to consider. This may sound trite, but the biblical perspec-
tive is considered “second class” in many academic environ-
ments, and we want to change this. And then of course, in our 
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own academic discussions, that usually comes up. The pro-
gramme is between 450 to 500 students altogether.

ED:	 That is massive. And it goes from BA, MA to PhD?
MBC: 	 We have a BA in journalism and communication. Then we have 

two Masters degrees, one in strategic communication and one in 
journalism and media studies. And we are planning to start a 
PhD in 2022.

ED:	 Where do they go, most of your products?
MBC: 	 A lot of them are employed by the mainstream media. We have a 

healthy balance between the practical and the theoretical. So, 
our students go out fairly studio-ready, fairly newspaper-ready 
and that makes them quite attractive. They end up being hired, 
sometimes even before they �nish, by the mainstream media. But 
half  the class, half  the third year class, sometimes more, opt for 
communication or public relations. And they end up working for 
NGOs, for government departments and so on. A few become 
entrepreneurs but very few.

ED:	 I was surprised to read that you are only the second professor of 
journalism in Uganda. Can you explain to me how that is 
possible?

MBC: 	 We did not start offering journalism at degree level until 1988 in 
Uganda. So that’s part of it. So, that group of people haven’t 
really been around long enough, or maybe they have, but not too 
many of them have stayed in education. So, those of us, the two 
of us who are professors (Professor Goretti Nassanga and 
myself) did our MAs, and in my case PhD, from outside Uganda. 
We do not yet have an accredited PhD programme in our �eld in 
Uganda. Makerere has awarded two PhDs, and UCU plans to 
start a taught PhD programme in 2022.

ED:	 It’s a very constrained environment?
MBC: 	 Yes it is, and also not many people see a career in this area of 

academia. It is much more lucrative, much more attractive to go 
out and work for NGOs. The remuneration in academia has 
remained woefully low in most universities, so even when univer-
sities have attracted good researchers, they have not retained that 
many of them. A lot of our most brilliant people, Dr. Peter 
Mwesige, Dr. George Lugalambi and others have left because 
they can be better paid and looked after elsewhere. So, it is only 
the dogged ones that stuck with it.

ED:	 That same article mentioned that you are only the second black 
African woman to be appointed to Journalism Studies. Can you 
talk a little bit about the journey that brought you to these 
important roles that you are ful�lling as a role model?

MBC: 	 Sitting on boards, especially editorial boards. JAMS is the �rst 
editorial board I sat on. And after that, people maybe talk to one 
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another and are looking for particular things that I happen to 
have. I’ve never known why I was invited to sit on any board so I 
claim no credit for it. But, in terms of gender and advancement, 
I don’t know what to say. There’s a time, a block of about 10 
years, when I did nothing academic, I was in academia but I 
wasn’t attending conferences, I wasn’t publishing, because I was 
busy with babies. Now that the kids are out of the house, I guess 
I have a little bit more time even though I’m swallowed up in 
administration. I have a little bit more time to do some of these 
things and most of them I have started participating in after the 
kid’s phase.

ED:	 It occurs to me that we have spoken of centres of excellence and 
what they can do but you were also the chairperson of the 
African Centre for Media Excellence? What is the centre about 
and what is the role you had ful�lled there? And how does the 
centre then relate to African media and communication?

MBC: 	 The Centre is headed by Dr Peter Mwesige. He set it up because 
he was very frustrated with the quality of journalism in Uganda. 
And he felt like he wanted to set up a centre whose primary goal 
was to promote excellence in journalism. But he realised also that 
to be able to do that, you also need to ensure that the regulatory 
environment is secured. And so, the African Centre for Media 
Excellence trains journalists, mid-career largely, but does it in a 
way that focuses on particular areas of technical expertise. So, 
there will be training in investigative journalism, in election 
reporting, media, peace and con�ict, public affairs reporting, 
reporting the extraction industries etc. They also train govern-
ment communications people, in how to be strategic in the way 
they do their communication. But ACME also spends a lot of 
time advocating for media freedom. They make a statement on 
just about any infraction on media freedom that there is in 
Uganda. Right now we have presidential and parliamentary elec-
tions scheduled for 14th January. Government has just ruled that 
after 21st of December, nobody will be allowed to cover any 
campaign unless they are accredited. So, the media are up in 
arms and the Africa Centre for Media Excellence was one of the 
�rst groups to make a statement and say look, this is completely 
out of line, the timing is wrong.

ED:	 Doesn’t it have something to do with the rise of citizen journal-
ism or is it just government doing business the way they do 
business?

MBC: 	 I think its government is getting extremely insecure as we 
approach elections. I’ve never seen a government as insecure as 
they are this time around. There is one candidate that seems to be 
very popular and he’s pulling the youth. This has attracted a very 
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strong reaction from the security forces. There have been many 
cases of assault on journalists and supporters of the opposition.

ED:	 In terms of your roles, you also were head of the East African 
Communication Association. That is a mark of your contribu-
tion, so can you talk more about that and what vision you left or 
what sort of building work you did within that role?

MBC: 	 So, I joined the East African Communication Association 
(EACA) about 7 years ago, around 2014, and became president 
soon thereafter. At the time it was really a �edgling organisation. 
There was a lot of passion but there were no structures. So, we 
may have been the second Board. The board wasn’t clearly 
de�ned, there was little administrative support and not much 
documentation. There was a draft constitution that has not been 
passed by the General Assembly. So, to cut a long story short, 
one of the things I focused on was putting in place some struc-
tures and building up a Board schedule and ensuring we meet, we 
have minutes, we have resolutions, etcetera. It was not easy 
because people had not embraced virtual meetings the way they 
have today. We had many failed meetings for every successful 
one. We had two activities that we focused on. One was an annual 
conference. We decided that we put all our energies in that 
because that way we would build networks and support one 
another, and we could begin to generate knowledge about the 
media and our society in a coordinated way.

	   The second activity we focused on was a natural outcome of 
the �rst, and this was the Africa Journal of Communication. 
While the conference has done very well, gathering on average 
one hundred participants per year from in and outside Africa, the 
journal has struggled. We have had two hard copy issues, but their 
distribution has been a challenge. We now have a hybrid issue 
(both hard and electronic copy) out. That will be probably our 
third issue in six years. We are completing our website design and 
the journal will be on there, hopefully by August this year when 
we have the conference. There was a lot of pressure from the 
membership for us to have many other activities in between 
annual conferences. They kept saying “but what do we do between 
conferences.” But we were scattered across East Africa and it was 
very hard to even meet. Right now virtual meetings have become 
normalised but at that time it was like pulling a tooth to get an 
electronic meeting or a virtual meeting going. So, we put systems 
in place, we now have a functional board that meets regularly, we 
have actually hired somebody for the �rst time in the secretariat.

	   I retired as President in 2019 but I am still on the Board ex-
of�cio until August this year. We’ve hired somebody on the secre-
tariat, we have the who is overseeing the website’s development 
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and working on our visibility. We have a critical mass of scholars 
that regularly attend the conference, some of them every year 
since 2014, and they are beginning to form research groups at 
their respective universities. It’s beginning to happen and I’m very 
excited about it. Our dream is to have a SACOMM in East Africa.

	   We would like to generate knowledge and discourse that speaks 
to our context, enriches knowledge and discourse in other parts 
of the world. We also would like to hold each other accountable 
for standards in journalism, media and communication education.

ED:	 You talk about participation a lot in your narrative and I think 
this idea of having participation across regions in terms of estab-
lishing scholarship would be a very good thing.

MBC: 	 We’ve actually had conversations with SACOMM. Wilson 
Ugangu is the current EACA president and I think he has ongo-
ing conversations with SACOMM about doing some things 
together. We even talked about a joint conference one time, but 
that has not happened yet.

ED:	 What do you consider to be the most pertinent, emerging issues 
in African media and communication? Is there an African media 
and communication before you jump to this one? Do you think 
Monica that we have African media and communication studies, 
are there African theories of media and communication studies, 
or do we have media studies in Africa?

MBC: 	 I’m inclined to think that we have media studies in Africa. Having 
said that though, I attended SACOMM a few times and I felt as 
if  there was a coalescing of some African theory in some of the 
discussions. I acknowledge the recent work of people like Martin 
Nkosi Ndela, Chris Atton and Hayes Mabwaezara, Winston 
Mano, Keyan Tomaselli, Facksons Banda, and others on this 
subject. In the past, the debate has rotated around themes like 
what is African, or African Media and therefore African Media 
research, plus what are the priority research areas. But I haven’t 
followed closely enough to be able to say where that is right now.

ED:	 You are probably thinking of the one for which Communicatio 
then did a themed issue on African media theory, that was guest 
edited by Danie du Plessis.

MBC: 	 Yes. So, I still don’t know that we can point to media theory that 
is indigenously African, but it is a process, and we have started 
on it. And again, it’s the politics of academia and the politics of 
theory development. I don’t know what it will take to say this is 
an African theory or theories. I don’t know who (if  anyone) 
should make that declaration.

ED:	 When you look ahead, what do you think are the most pertinent 
issues for African media and communication? I know you’re pas-
sionate about language but what else apart from that?
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MBC: 	 I think that there are efforts but I don’t know if  we’ve articulated 
clearly enough to the point that…. I mean I’d like to see a situa-
tion where we’ve articulated African theory or theories enough 
to displace some of the existing ones.

ED:	 We were asking about your ideas around what could be emerging 
issues in African media and communication? Aside from the lan-
guage issue, you also mentioned the digital turn earlier?

MBC: 	 Yes, the digital was what I was going to mention. I think if  there 
is any theorising that is needed, probably that would be the area 
because that’s a space that has been conceptualised through 
global, “universalist” lenses. Research on it could happily go on 
without any acknowledgement of Africa yet there are peculiari-
ties with the way that space is appropriated in African contexts. 
There is interesting work going on, for instance not just about 
speci�c language communities, but the role of diasporic commu-
nities in democratic discourse about governance in their coun-
tries of origin and their use of the digital space. So that would be 
one of the areas I think, one of the big areas. The other for me is 
media education because I think our media scholarship is tied to 
our media education. So, I think that’s an area that is still in need 
of interrogation.

ED:	 Because we assume that people come in with a level of literacy 
that they do not necessarily have. The last question is in relation 
to the decolonial turn. How do you see the future of research on 
African media and communication in the context of globalisa-
tion, digitalisation and the decolonial turn?

MBC: 	 I don’t know if  I feel authoritative enough to speak about it 
because that’s not an area that I’ve read a lot into, the decolonial 
aspect. In terms of the future in terms of globalisation, I think of 
Ngugi’s idea that it is ironic that we have to master the things that 
we want to resist. It is dif�cult to think of Africa without the 
globe and yet I don’t know how Africa remains unique and rele-
vant without getting swallowed up. Because the general tendency, 
the general wave is towards swallowing up. I don’t have answers 
on this one, unfortunately. I guess sometimes I feel like the pro-
verbial �sh in water, too immersed to feel wet.

ED:	 Are we poised to be perpetual victims? Is that what you are saying?
MBC: 	 I struggle. Unless we do something about it, unless we are more 

aggressive about the things we are talking about today, I think we 
are poised to be perpetual victims. If  we don’t do anything about 
the way we teach people about the media, about journalism, 
about communication and the way it is practised, the questions 
we ask, if  we don’t do anything about the languages and the way 
they are deployed for content … it’s much easier to keep swim-
ming with the tide than against the tide.
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ED:	 That is much better than calling us victims.
MBC: 	 I don’t wish for us to be, but we risk being.
ED:	 When you are teaching emerging scholars, are they engines 

of change?
MBC: 	 I can say that for many reasons, our main text at the undergrad-

uate level is Professor Fourie’s volume one. We use that text and 
that text is fairly deliberate about reminding us that we are 
African even though it draws from many sources. So that helps. 
The second thing is that I teach media theory at the Masters level 
and I am extremely deliberate about bringing up this debate 
before the course ends, I’m very deliberate about it and the stu-
dents know that we don’t just talk about media studies but we 
talk about what does that mean in an African context? We have 
also been intentional about enriching our library holdings with 
resources that speak to our African contexts. It is not easy, 
because there are not that many materials out there.

ED:	 And I think there’s a lot more that’s happening. By the way 
Monica, I just wanted to also add that Bruce’s work on the digi-
tal and the social media is also out there.

MBC: 	 That’s true. In fact, I published a chapter with him on digital 
activism in Uganda. So, he is doing a lot of work on this. But I 
think the people that are doing this are lonely, I don’t think there 
are enough of us supporting one another in this project.

ED:	 I think you are correct in saying that we’re not doing enough but 
I would just rephrase that to say that we’re not doing enough to 
mainstream or foreground the work that we are doing. Because 
people are doing the work.

MBC: 	 It is the organising, I think.
ED:	 Your articulations are very thought-provoking. We may want to 

be optimistic but you are sounding a note of caution. It has been 
a real pleasure talking to you. Do you have any questions for us 
or any other areas you wanted us to add?

MBC: 	 Not right now, but I just want to say that it’s been very enjoya-
ble for me.

ED:	 Thank you so much.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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10	� Challenging the Single Story
Digital Media and Innovative 
Storytelling on Africa

Conversation with Sean Jacobs

Editors’ Introduction

Sean Jacobs is Professor of International Affairs and Chair of the Graduate 
Programs in International Affairs at The New School. He has also worked as a 
journalist and as a political researcher. Jacob’s is arguably most recognised as 
the founder and editor of Africa Is a Country, a site of criticism, analysis and 
new writing geared towards expanding and amplifying the voice of African 
writers and challenging global narratives about the African continent. His 
research interests revolve around left-wing politics in Africa, media and the 
politics of sports.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 29 August 2019, 
Jacobs describes his early experiences of news on the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation [SABC], which, during the State of Emergency – 
1980s, were unashamedly pro-government and how he would read “Rapport 
Ekstra” to �nd and engage with news from his own community. His interest in 
media stems from these experiences of growing up in a world where media were 
as segregated as the country (South Africa). Listening to Jacobs’ account of his 
experiences at University during apartheid-era South Africa is tantamount to 
getting a �rst- hand experience into the value of news, and especially the alter-
native press and its shaping of understandings of the lived experiences of 
South Africans under apartheid. Jacobs recalls an impressive portfolio of 
alternative news sources he was able to access as a student. His recount of his 
experiences when trying to join the student newspaper Varsity at UCT is espe-
cially telling in terms of how the apartheid machinery in�ltrated and regulated 
media – even on student campuses. Jacobs also elaborates on his entry points 
into cultural studies and formal media theories training through his experi-
ences with labour movements. Thus, Jacobs notes that “Studying politics at 
that time was like studying in a real live laboratory.”

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Challenging the Single Story: Digital Media and Innovative 
Storytelling on Africa

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good afternoon Professor Sean Jacobs and thank you for agree-

ing to talk with us. We want to ask about your life before and as 
it evolved into academia. So, we would like you to talk to us 
about your life as a journalist in South Africa, which was right 
around the time of the transition, and your entry into academic 
life came from that background. And I’m assuming you were 
involved in student politics?

Sean Jacobs 
(SJ): 	 For me, aspects of my childhood are actually decisive in shaping 

my relationship and fascination with media and, I think, my 
career choice.

	   The story of my relationship with media begins with my father. 
I was born in Cape Town in 1969 and grew up in the city. I am 
from a working-class background. Until I was �ve years old, my 
parents, four sisters, and I lived in a two-room house with no 
indoor plumbing and electricity in Lotus River, a coloured 
working-class neighborhood. In 1975, we moved about seven kilo-
meters down the road to a new working-class government housing 
scheme in Ottery. We now had indoor plumbing and electricity.

	   I have two brothers and �ve sisters. I’m the fourth eldest. My 
childhood was mostly unremarkable.

	   My mother was a maid. She worked as a “char,” meaning she 
did not have one employer, but cleaned various white people’s 
houses, mainly in Cape Town’s southern suburbs, in areas like 
Plumstead, Newlands, Kenilworth, and Claremont. My mother, 
who died in August 2020, was from the Klein (small) Karoo and 
migrated to Cape Town when she was seventeen.

	   My father, born in 1942, was from Protea Village in 
Kirstenbosch, inhabited mainly by descendants of enslaved 
Mozambicans. While still in Kirstenbosch in the early 1960s, he 
started working for a liberal lawyer, H.E.P. Watermeyer, who 
later became a judge, in one of Cape Town’s most wealthy areas, 
in Bishopscourt. Displaced by the Group Areas Act, my father’s 
family resettled on the Cape Flats. From when I was very young, 
I often joined my father at work (he invited me along on Saturdays 
and during school holidays), witnessing the dynamics of racial 
hierarchy, where my father and the Xhosa-speaking domestic 
worker addressed the judge as “Master.” Bishopscourt was white, 
and primarily still is, with Black residents mainly employed as 
domestic staff. Workers’ quarters, called servants’ quarters, were 
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small. In my father’s servants’ quarters were piles of newspapers 
that the judge would hand to my father after he �nished reading it.

	   When I visited Bishopscourt, these newspapers—The Cape 
Times, The Burger, and The Argus—�lled my days. They catered 
primarily to white readers, offering me a unique insight into that 
world. Crucially, they also began my fascination with news media.

	   There were also media geared at coloured and or black read-
ers. I didn’t get these from Watermeyer’s house but from neigh-
bors or when I bought the Sunday papers myself. For example, 
the Sunday Times sold an “Extra” issue to coloureds and the 
Afrikaans Sunday paper, Rapport. Rapport’s editorials were 
rightwing and reactionary, but its “Ekstra” edition for coloured 
readers covered politics, social life, and sports from the town-
ships. Ironically, Rapport Ekstra had a better sense of Black, 
especially coloured, politics than the Sunday Times, which was 
associated with a branch of South African liberalism. It may 
have been because Rapport Ekstra had some brave journalists 
like Zelda Jongbloed and Melvin Whitebooi. It also covered the 
leagues of SACOS, the non-racial sports union which openly 
opposed apartheid. If  someone played competitive sports in my 
township, you’d most likely read about their exploits in Rapport 
Ekstra or Sunday Times Extra if  they did well.

	   Then, there was City Press, the largest black newspaper in the 
country. City Press’s politics mixed black consciousness and 
black capitalism.

	   From around thirteen, my parents allowed me to walk about 
10 kilometers to two libraries in adjacent townships, as we had 
no library in ours. This is how I checked out the �rst novels I read 
on my own initiative like James Baldwin’s “Go Tell It On The 
Mountain.” I also took a keen interest in Black politics and soci-
ety, especially sports, in Britain and the US. I took out books 
about South African and African history and politics, but these 
were mostly written by whites, who I later realized were 
reactionaries.

	   My obsession with reading got me �red from a summer job 
when I was seventeen. I was working as a “laborer” for a painting 
company. I had just gotten into the University of Cape Town. I 
discovered a pile of American news magazines – Time and 
Newsweek – from 1966 and neglected my work. I looked forward 
to work to go to work – to read the magazines. After a week, the 
foreman, a family friend, had no choice but to �re me.

	   TV was less pretentious. The state controlled TV. Most people 
watched the three channels of the SABC, the state broadcaster. 
Every night on the TV news, it was either the announcement of 
another state of emergency, more restrictions, or “we found and 
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killed more terrorists.” TV was introduced in 1976. Until 1982, 
there was only one channel, broadcasting in English and 
Afrikaans, before the government introduced two regionally-
based channels broadcasting in African languages. I spoke and 
read Afrikaans, my �rst language, and English, so I mostly 
watched the English-Afrikaans channel – vigorously pro-
government and very white – to catch up on the news and TV 
dramas. The African language channels were to watch sports, 
mainly soccer. M-Net, a local pay-TV channel we couldn’t afford, 
became available in the late 1980s. M-Net didn’t show any news 
but a mix of soap operas, low-grade American sitcoms, and �lms. 
Some of M-Net’s programming was publicly available on terres-
trial TV for two hours daily.

ED:	 What about alternative media?
SJ:	 In high school, I was exposed to alternative media, such as the 

“Upbeat” magazine and the newspaper “Grassroots.” These 
were distributed free of charge at schools and community centers. 
The Weekly Mail and New Nation were �rst published in the 
early 1980s, but I only read these consistently once I got to UCT 
in 1988. The same goes for Vrye Weekblad, launched in 1988, 
and Die Suid-Afrikaan, which had been operating since the early 
1980s. Two of my UCT political studies professors, Herman 
Giliomee and Andre du Toit, founded Die Suid-Afrikaan. There 
was one alternative newspaper I read occasionally as a teenager: 
“South.” I also worked for the UCT student newspaper, Varsity, 
in my second and �nal years, in 1989 and 1990. Varsity saw itself  
as part of the alternative press, so I not only did stories about 
on-campus news but also went to do stories off-campus.

	   A merit scholarship funded my studies at UCT. It was endowed 
by Yvonne Par�tt, a liberal philanthropist and extended family 
member of those who owned the SAB brewery, which has a 
monopoly on the South African beer market. It is funny, but I 
include a chapter organized around an analysis of SAB’s televi-
sion ad campaigns in my book about South African media.

	   At UCT, I majored in political studies and Afrikaans-
Nederlands and took courses in anthropology, history, and 
Xhosa. I was a very good student. I won several prizes, received 
class medals for political studies and Afrikaans-Nederlands, and 
made the Dean’s Merit List for Humanities every year until I 
graduated with a BA in 1990.

	   I didn’t really do media studies courses as an undergraduate. 
In the 1980s, except for the University of Natal (now the 
University of Kwazulu- Natal), where Keyan and Ruth Tomaselli 
had pioneered the South African variant of media studies and 
had interacted with Stuart Hall, media studies wasn’t really a 
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subject or �eld of study in South Africa. Afrikaans universities 
did “communication studies,” focusing on media effects, public 
relations, or training journalists. Stellenbosch and Rhodes had 
journalism schools. The closest thing to media studies I did was 
in Afrikaans-Nederlands when I researched the cultural politics 
of a movement of Black or coloured Afrikaans poets called 
“swart Afrikaans skrywers.” In 2014, I wrote a blog post for 
“Social Theory” on Stuart Hall’s impact on my academic jour-
ney. In that article, I credited my studies of Black Afrikaans writ-
ers as perhaps my �rst, unknowing, attempt at media and cultural 
studies. There’s a lot of revisionism about cultural studies in 
South Africa; now, people are reading history backward into 
mainstream histories of cultural studies in the West.

	   As an undergraduate, the main approaches to studying media 
and culture in South Africa were Marxist at liberal campuses like 
UCT or functionalist at Afrikaans universities. So, I’m my case, 
I studied the media when I read the work of Antonio Gramsci on 
hegemony or the war of position, Marx, Ralph Miliband, or 
Louis Althusser. I only encountered Stuart Hall and other media 
theories and studies much later when I went to study in the US 
in 1995.

	   At UCT, when I was not studying, working at the student 
newspaper, or socializing, my favorite places were the African 
Studies Library – where you could read newspapers not just from 
elsewhere in South Africa but also from the rest of the region – 
and SALDRU — or the South African Labour Development 
Research Unit — which stacked newspapers, political magazines, 
and some trade union media.

	   For non-South Africans or younger people, my description of 
what seems like an abundance of media in the late 1980s may be 
at odds with the fact that censorship was rife and that alternative 
newspapers were subject to harassment and periodically banned. 
This is one of the ironies of late apartheid: amidst the violence, 
repression, and censorship, there was this explosion of alterna-
tive media writing and exposing the rot of apartheid.

	  	  It is worth re�ecting, for a moment, on student journalism’s 
identity and ideological politics on a white liberal campus in 
South Africa by telling the story of how I got to work at Varsity 
newspaper at UCT. The paper was set up for white students. 
UCT was a mostly white campus, and NUSAS – the leftwing 
white student movement – saw the student newspaper as a way to 
conscientize white students to the struggle. In the process, white 
students also got journalism skills. When I approached Varsity 
about joining in 1989, for some reason, I was told I needed to 
consult with NUSAS and then with the South African National 
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Students’ Congress, which was banned at the time and operated 
as the Black Students’ Society, if  I remember. The initial advice 
to me was that I needed to work on media for the Black Students’ 
Society or BSS. The problem was BSS didn’t have the capacity or 
resources of Varsity and NUSAS. So, after this “consultation,” I 
joined the Varsity editorial team.

	   Ultimately, I learned a lot of basics about journalism at 
Varsity: writing stories and editorials, doing old-school newspa-
per layouts, and even drawing political cartoons.

	   After graduating with my BA, I wanted to continue to an 
“honours” degree – a fourth year after the BA, which is three 
years – and then, hopefully, a master’s degree in political studies 
— I wanted to become an academic — but felt pressured by my 
family to contribute �nancially, I started to look for journalist 
jobs. One downside of Varsity was that it did not assign bylines 
to stories. As a result, it wasn’t ideal when you wanted to show a 
portfolio of stories to editors. I didn’t want to leave Cape Town 
for work, so I secured two meetings with editors at The Argus 
and Weekend Argus, but no job was forthcoming. I remember 
Steve Wrottesley and Shaun Johnson agreeing to meet me sepa-
rately. Instead, they encouraged me to study journalism at 
Rhodes University in Grahamstown. That wasn’t a possibility, as 
I had already explained, given my family situation. This is when 
one of my Afrikaans professors at UCT, Henning Snyman, sug-
gested I see his friend Jacques van Wyk at Naspers. Van Wyk 
edited the Die Burger Ekstra, the paper’s edition aimed at 
coloured readers.

	   I wasn’t keen to take the meeting. As I explained, I read Die 
Burger throughout childhood and adolescence. Editorially, it 
was the house organ of the National Party, the party of Afrikaner 
nationalism and apartheid. Also, I can’t remember if  I was upset 
or confused at Snyman for recommending I work for the coloured 
section of Die Burger. After all, I was one of Snyman’s best stu-
dents, black or white.

	   Jacques Van Wyk was white, but the journalists on Burger 
Ekstra, with one or two exceptions, were all coloured. Van Wyk 
was primarily hands-off  as an editorial manager, and the report-
ers and copy editors were hard-working and dedicated reporters. 
Most of these reporters had formal training from the then-
Peninsula Technikon’s journalism program. However, they were 
second-class citizens in the paper’s white editorial hierarchy. I 
worked at Burger Ekstra for one year as a freelancer. Then, in 
1992, I joined the main newsroom. For a while, I was the only 
black journalist there. I was 22 years old. Obviously, I stood out 
because of my race, and I was con�dent in my abilities. After a 
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few weeks of being there, I put up a Steve Biko poster in my cubi-
cle. I don’t remember getting any pushback for it. I covered city 
politics and the social movements allied to the unions and the 
ANC. I was generally sympathetic to the liberation struggle, and 
I had a few friends who worked in the ANC, so I enjoyed cover-
ing extra-parliamentary politics at the time. But overall, I was 
really junior and had little power or in�uence in the paper.

	   I am still friendly with a small group of people I worked with 
at Die Burger. The truth is, I retained only one close friend from 
my time there: Herman Wasserman. He arrived in the newsroom 
around 1993 or 1994. We are the same age…

ED:	 And Herman had also just came from his �rst degree?
SJ:	 Herman came to Die Burger after completing a master’s degree 

in journalism at Stellenbosch University. I think he had studied 
literature and theology before that. It wasn’t unusual for journal-
ism students from Stellenbosch to join Die Burger’s newsroom. 
In fact, most of my colleagues studied at Stellenbosch at the time.

	   Most of my colleagues were white, but given the mood of the 
time – the NP was negotiating with the ANC – it started to hire 
reporters who didn’t necessarily agree with their editorial line or 
who weren’t white.

	   One thing I did enjoy during that time was brie�y working as 
a freelance reporter for City Press. Naspers had bought out City 
Press’s original owners in the 1980s. One of City Press’s assistant 
editors was Sekolo Sello. He would come down for meetings at 
headquarters, which is how I met him. We got along, and he 
convinced me to write stories for them.

	   Not long after the 1994 elections won by the ANC – I voted 
for them – I grew disillusioned with journalism and the profes-
sion’s limitations in analyzing politics, so I resolved to study full-
time again. That is how I applied for a Fulbright scholarship. I 
got into Northwestern University in Evanston, north of Chicago, 
to study for an MA in political science. By then, I had decided to 
study aspects of media politics closely.

	   My time at Northwestern, in 1995 and 1996, laid the ground-
work for how I still, to a large degree, approach the study of 
media. My key in�uences as a media scholar come from that 
period. The �rst is the political scientist Benjamin Page. I took a 
class in political communication with him and wrote a media 
analysis for the class on the media coverage of the Million Man 
March. Page encouraged my work, and I took heart from it. 
More than that, I was particularly in�uenced by Page’s work on 
“mediated deliberation.” During this time he was completing the 
book, “Who Deliberates? Mass Media and Modern Democracy.” 
Page was interested in how the media structures political 
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discussion. He was mainly concerned with the press. They had 
become political actors and were actively shaping and prescrib-
ing the ideas and information available to the public.

	   Page’s ideas in�uenced my Ph.D. and my �rst single-authored 
book on “Media in Postapartheid South Africa.” Although, at 
the time, I was exposed to other ideas about the ideological poli-
tics of media, such as Herman and Chomsky, Michael Parenti, 
Robert McChesney, and others, I was more drawn to Page’s work.

	   My second key in�uence was Manjunath Pendakur, the chair 
of �lm and media studies at Northwestern. Manju was a �lm 
professor interested in the �lm industry and television. He had 
written books about the political economy of the �lm industries 
in India and Canada. His approach to media drew on political 
economy and world systems theory.

	   Finally, I was drawn to another political scientist, Adolph 
Reed Jnr. He was one of two Black political scientists – the 
other was Michael Hanchard, who worked on Black political 
movements in Brazil – who were in the political science faculty. 
Michael was more of a political anthropologist. I was especially 
drawn to Adolph. He is a proper public intellectual. He is a 
Marxist political theorist. Adolph was also active in the trade 
union movement and in moves to establish a workers’ party, the 
Labor Party Advocates, in the US. Adolph wrote for the Village 
Voice and leftist magazines like The Progressive, In These Times, 
and The Nation. Adolph was ahead of his time analyzing the 
emergence of a new post-civil rights black leadership whose pol-
icy proposals mirrored those of their conservative white col-
leagues. Adolph predicted Barack Obama’s rise as early as 1996. 
He characterized Obama’s politics as “foundation-hatched 
black communitarian.” Instead, Adolph emphasized the need to 
address issues like drugs and crime alongside decent jobs, hous-
ing, and education. Most of  the opposition to the ANC’s mis-
rule of  the last decade or so sounds like the people Adolph was 
describing then in the United States, with their scapegoating of 
immigrants and the poor and their prescription to privatize 
every public service, so you can understand why I am drawn to 
his work.

	   Halfway through my time at Northwestern, I decided to write 
my thesis on the emerging politics of satellite television in South 
Africa. My arrival at Northwestern at the end of the summer of 
1995 coincided with satellite television back home when M-Net 
introduced the MultiChoice service. We had been studying the 
politics of satellite TV systems in Manju’s classes, and I decided 
to research the South African experience. In hindsight, this was 
an ambitious research project, as the industry was still in its 
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infancy in South Africa. As a result, the thesis was mostly 
descriptive, and the research was primarily based on secondary 
data. In a delicious coincidence, Naspers is the majority share-
holder in M- Net and MultiChoice.

ED:	 You returned to South Africa by the end of 1996?
	 Fulbright requires that you return to your home country for two 

years at the end of your studies, so in the Fall of 1996, I returned 
to Cape Town. Once I had settled back, I contacted Giliomee, my 
former professor at UCT. He hired me as a research assistant. 
Giliomee later developed a reputation as a neoconservative and 
somewhat of a reactionary on identity politics, but at the time, he 
was a left-liberal. One of my jobs for Giliomee involved helping 
at a conference on “one-party dominant political systems.” This 
conference was instrumental in my next career move because 
Richard Calland and Bob Mattes were among those attending. 
Both worked at IDASA, the Institute for Democracy in South 
Africa. Bob worked for IDASA’s public opinion research unit, 
and Richard ran Idasa’s PIMS or Political Information and 
Monitoring Service. Not long after, Richard offered me a job, 
and I started working at IDASA in January 1997.

	   PIMS produced political and media analysis and published it 
in a small print newspaper. We also produced “E-politics,” one 
of the �rst electronic newsletters in South Africa that I know of. 
I edited the newsletter, which was emailed to subscribers. My job 
at PIMS also included providing media commentary and news 
analysis to local and foreign media. I basically became a pundit. 
I also began to write regular op-eds in South African newspa-
pers. At IDASA, I also co-edited a book with Richard on Thabo 
Mbeki’s politics and ideology. The book was quite in�uential at 
the time in making sense of Mbeki’s style of rule.

	   Because of my work at IDASA, I met several visiting academ-
ics and researchers, particularly those researching South African 
and African media, which is how I met people like Norwegian 
media scholar Helge Ronning and Ron Krabill, the latter who 
later published a book on the racial politics of  1980s television 
in South Africa I also attended and gave presentations at places 
like the Center for Media and Cultural Studies at the University 
of  Natal, as well as the European Consortium on Political 
Research, and the annual meetings of  the American Political 
Science Association as well as the African Studies Associations. 
I got myself  invited to conferences in Zimbabwe, Botswana, 
Namibia, Britain, and the Netherlands. I also built relationships 
with local scholars who studied media: Suren Pillay, Gabeba 
Baderoon, Farzanah Badsha, Rene Smith, and Lene Øverland, 
among others.
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ED:	 So, you just traveled?
SJ:	 As mentioned earlier, I’d go to the EPSR, ICA, IAMCR, the 

ASA, and APSA. At these conferences, I’d often sign up to pres-
ent or listen to presentations in the “media” or political commu-
nication sections. IDASA was very generous and funded 
these trips.

	   While at IDASA, my travels also included a fellowship at 
Harvard University’s Shorenstein Center for the Press, Politics, 
and Public Policy. I took leave from IDASA and spent September 
to December in Cambridge, Massachusetts. This environment 
also proved in�uential in my growth as a media scholar. Because 
of Harvard’s reputation, many scholars visited to give talks and 
seminars. The political communication scholars Richard Parker 
and Pippa Norris were on the staff  of the Shorenstein Center 
and were down the hall from me. Thom Patterson was there. 
Harvard also had an excellent library. One of the requirements 
of the fellowship was to write a research paper. Mine was on 
“Tensions of a Free Press: South Africa After Apartheid.” I 
focused on how South African media wrote and debated arm 
sales by a state-run corporation, Denel, to Saudi Arabia in 1997. 
The paper explored the racially coded debates about press free-
dom and government secrecy.

	   One outcome of that trip was it became clear to me that I was 
itching to do a Ph.D. on some aspect of media politics in South 
Africa, but I was reluctant to return to the United States. So, in 
2000, I began my Ph.D. in Politics at Birkbeck College in London. 
In Britain, there was more �exibility about being physically pres-
ent for classes. So, much of my time as a PhD student was spent 
researching. My Ph.D. research delved into how media in�u-
enced South Africa’s political transition, particularly shaping 
economic and social policy discussions.

	   Unlike traditional universities, Birkbeck lacked the typical 
student body atmosphere; it catered more to mature learners. 
However, the absence of a sprawling campus was compensated 
by its proximity to institutions like SOAS and UCL, which had a 
vibrant student population. I also knew a few students at both 
places. Despite lacking a conventional campus experience, the 
research seminars for Ph.D. students at Birkbeck offered valua-
ble insights across diverse disciplines, ranging from discussions 
on health policy in very neoliberal Chile to the mechanics of 
authoritarian regimes.

	   Predictably, I relied heavily on Ben Page’s work to formulate 
my approach to studying South African media.

	   Interestingly, a media studies specialist didn’t supervise my 
Ph.D. Initially, Anthony Butler served as my advisor, but he 
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relocated to South Africa for a professorship at UCT during my 
�rst year. Consequently, David Styan became my advisor. David, a 
development scholar focusing on the Horn of Africa, had ties to 
Ethiopia and was a student of the Irish international relations 
scholar Fred Halliday from the LSE. David’s detachment from 
South African scholarly debates proved advantageous, as he prior-
itized aiding my theoretical comprehension of media’s role in 
political transitions rather than getting bogged in small differences. 
My dissertation employed interdisciplinary methods from political 
science, sociology, media studies, and history. My dissertation 
committee or viva consisted of David, the media scholar Jean 
Seaton, and Ben Fine, an economist specializing in South Africa.

	   One key connection from that time is the media scholar Wendy 
Willems. We �rst crossed paths in 1999 at a conference on politi-
cal culture in Harare, Zimbabwe, organized by political scientist 
Thandeka Nkiwane. Wendy studied radio in Zimbabwe, and we 
kept in contact. When we saw each other again in London, we 
continued earlier conversations.

	   However, my longest and most rewarding collaboration as a 
media scholar has been with Herman. We became friends at Die 
Burger. Shortly after I left for the US, Herman returned to uni-
versity for a Ph.D. in literature studies. In 2002, we co-edited the 
book, “Shifting Selves,” which explored the workings of post-
apartheid culture and media. At its core, the book responded to 
Sarah Nuttall and Cheryl-Ann Michael’s edited volume, “Sense 
of Culture.” Our intention was not to criticize their work but to 
offer an alternative perspective on the discourse surrounding cul-
ture. We believed that there were other voices and viewpoints, 
particularly from younger scholars like ourselves, mostly gradu-
ate students in our late 20s or early 30s, that could contribute 
uniquely to the conversation. Some of those who contributed to 
the book were the anthropologist Suren Pillay, visual historian 
Farzanah Badsha, philosopher Jools Jonker, media scholar René 
Smith, linguist Patrice Kabeya-Mwepu, novelist Phaswane 
Mphe, and feminist scholar Gabeba Baderoon.

	   During this time, I met my wife, and in 2003, I got married and 
relocated to New York City. After completing my degree, I 
obtained a postdoctoral fellowship at NYU’s International 
Centre on Advanced Studies.

ED:	 This is a good place to ask the next question. How did your inter-
disciplinary, trans-disciplinary, and diaspora experiences impact 
your understanding of media and cultural studies, and how did 
that, in turn, in�uence your writings on it? Maybe we can segue 
into the blog in this way…
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SJ:	 I still saw myself  as a political scientist while researching and 
writing my Ph.D. as a political communication scholar. But I 
wasn’t committed to political communication as a �eld. Much of 
the work was quantitative, which I wasn’t excited by. After I �n-
ished my Ph.D. and started working as an assistant professor of 
communication studies and African and African-American 
Studies at the University of Michigan in 2005, I began to think 
about my �rst single-authored book project. I wanted to take a 
break from studying formal political processes like elections or 
parliamentary proceedings, the kind of work I did at IDASA, 
but media and popular culture and the relationship between pol-
itics and popular culture, on what kinds of “new” South African 
politics were being produced by things like advertising, soap 
operas, reality television and the internet in South Africa.

	   Of course, what I wanted to do wasn’t entirely new or novel. 
South African media scholars had already done this work on 
popular culture and politics. In fact, in my research I would do 
on advertising or soap operas, there had been people who had 
been paying close attention to it for a while, scholars coming 
from media studies or English literature, for example. Let’s take 
advertising. I can think of Eve Bertelson, Alexander Holt, Lee 
Watkins, Anne Mager, and Gugu Hlongwane doing some of this 
work. If  you think about the politics of soap operas, there’s Muff 
Anderson, Micki Flockerman, Rene Smith, Ruth Teer-Tomaselli, 
and Litheko Modisane. I think I contributed by exploring the 
connection between the reproduction of certain kinds of politi-
cal power and these media. How the “rainbow nation” myth had 
morphed into “one nation viewing” and the desire on the part of 
the public broadcaster for an “aspirational viewer” for its soap 
operas. Basically, these kinds of popular media promoted a cer-
tain vision: a multiracial, capitalist vision. I also argued that that 
vision was being exported to other African countries via reality 
television on MultiChoice or DStv.

	   Overall, my moving between South Africa, the UK, and the 
US during this time and living in these countries for extended 
periods allowed me to observe how important media became in 
constructing and reproducing political identities and how enter-
tainment became more central to politics since mass parties and 
social movements declined.

	   During visits to South Africa, I would observe the various 
branding exercises of SABC TV stations, from campaigns like 
“Simunye” with its emphasis on “many cultures, one nation,” the 
more gritty “Ya Mamphela” (The Real Thing) to the more aspi-
rational “Mzansi fo sho” (South Africa for sure).



186  African Media and Communication

	   I also noticed the prime-time success of locally-produced TV 
soap operas like “Generations” and “Isidingo” for the SABC. What 
stood out about them was that both explored aspects of posta-
partheid politics in between the bed-hopping, romantic intrigue 
and backstabbing that we usually associate with the genre.

	   Before one of my regular trips to South Africa, I set up inter-
views with SABC commissioning editors, the producers of these 
soap operas, and some of the production staff, including an 
actor-director and two screenwriters. The commissioning editors 
included Khetiwe Ngcobo and Rosa Keet; the actor-director was 
Akin Omotoso, who starred in “Generations” and directed some 
episodes of “Isidingo;” and the screenwriters were Sean 
McCarthy, the lead writer on “Isidingo,” and Erica Anyadike, 
who also wrote for “Isidingo.” I was surprised when Mfundi 
Vundla, who created “Generations” and several TV hits, 
answered the phone when I called him. The commissioning edi-
tors of the SABC’s drama division invited me to a meeting and 
agreed to be interviewed.

ED:	 And when did you conduct these interviews?
SJ:	 In 2007. In my book, in the chapter on soap operas, I argue that 

this represented an interesting moment at the SABC – a time of 
possibility for quality politically engaged television. However, 
not long after this, the SABC had a budget crisis. It cut budgets 
for original programming, was pressured to experiment with 
more market-driven models for managing its business, and 
became subject to overt political interference by the ANC.

ED:	 That’s interesting because I conducted interviews at the SABC 
from 2004 to 2005, with commissioning editors as well. I tried to 
do it again several years later but with no success.

SJ:	 I agree. I don’t think access to these people would be possible 
now. I don’t know whether they would be that forthcoming 
about how the TV business works in South Africa. I remember 
I got Vundla’s phone number from a friend. Vundla invited me 
to his of�ce. I knew some of the others. Akin Omotoso was a 
friend and introduced me to Khethiwe, Erika, and Sean. The 
meeting with the SABC commissioning editors was the most 
remarkable because of its openness and the hospitality the 
group afforded me. There were seven or seven commissioning 
editors happy to talk about their work, their process, and some 
of the politics. I don’t think that kind of  access would 
happen now.

ED:	 I think my MA was one of the �rst that focused on soap operas in 
South Africa. We have similar experiences. I also ended up in the 
US. So, would you say then, is there something like “Media Studies 
in Africa” or is it more “African Media Studies”?
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SJ:	 There is de�nitely “Media Studies in Africa.” Scholars based at 
universities and research centers on the continent, especially in 
South Africa, do media studies. They publish in accredited jour-
nals based in the US and Europe, they get papers accepted into 
conferences, and African graduate students study at northern 
institutions. Winston, you, and I all have this in common. 
Crucially, we derive our theoretical models from this Western-
centric scholarship. And while there have been calls to ‘de-
westernize” media scholars, I think, to a large extent, we still 
replicate and duplicate Western scholarship. If  you listen to some 
speakers at the SACOMM conference, especially the graduate 
students, you can hear the explicit in�uence of American cul-
tural studies. To some extent, it may not be their fault. This is the 
dominant framework their professors steer them towards, or this 
is how you get ahead, get published in journals, and get papers or 
panels accepted at the big Euro-American conferences.

	   At the same time, there are de�nitely attempts to create an 
African media studies. Some journal projects, like JAMS, the 
Journal of African Media Studies, which Winston and Wendy 
Willems had a hand in founding, or African Journalism Studies, 
which Herman edits, try to do that. So do some of the contribu-
tions at SACOMM. UKZN’s Center for Cultural and Media 
Studies, associated with the Tomasellis, is remembered for its 
Marxist orientation. But by attracting graduate students from else-
where in the continent who ground their work from the bottom up, 
they’ve actually helped contribute to an African Media Studies. I 
think it was social theorist Achille Mbembe, who once said, “We 
now feel we know nearly everything that African states, societies, 
and economies are not, we still know absolutely nothing about what 
they actually are.” Some of the push to decolonize the continent’s 
social sciences and the humanities is also part of this attempt to 
design an African Media Studies. Much of the work is still descrip-
tion, but that is �ne. I sense that over time a distinct approach to 
media will catch on for African Media Studies scholars.

ED:	 What is your version of Media Studies?
SJ:	 For me, it is all my in�uences: Marx, Gramsci, historical materi-

alism, the New Left Review, my experiences as a journalist, as 
editor and publisher of Africa Is a Country, writing op-eds for a 
wide variety of Euro-American and South African newspapers, 
Stuart Hall, Ben Page, Manjunath Pendakur, Edward Said, 
social movement studies, Helge Ronning, Wendy Willems, 
Winston Mano, Herman Wasserman, Suren Pillay…

ED:	 It could be considered somewhat schizophrenic, but it’s not really 
because it makes a whole lot of sense when you take a closer look 
at it. Are you drawing on all of these forces and in�uences?
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SJ:	 I am a product of all my experiences, and that feeds into my 
scholarship. I am from Cape Town, with its own violent history of 
slavery, colonialism, apartheid, and the hypocrisies of white liber-
alism. But I am also a product of a creole culture, of leftist resist-
ance and intellectual politics, and also from the one place in South 
Africa where projects like “Chimurenga,” of which I was part of 
brie�y, could emerge and thrive. I also have a very working-class 
sensibility to politics. I have some history in activist circles, I am a 
former journalist and a researcher at a think tank. My foray into 
media came via political science, via political communication 
studies. I became a media scholar by accident or curiosity. But 
that may be the best way to become or be a media scholar.

ED:	 Your experience speaks a bit to the current turn in South African 
Studies and within Communication Studies, which is captured as 
the “decolonial turn.” It is very much about how our lived experi-
ences bring the theory to the fore, instead of the other way around. 
So, you’ve actually lived that, and your work embodies that in ways 
that are not necessarily named as such, but that is it.

SJ:	 I agree to some extent with your observation, but the idea that 
lived experience brings the theory to the fore instead of the other 
way around may have gone too far in one direction. I’d appreci-
ate more critical distance as scholars so that the next generation 
develops healthy skepticism and critical distance. I would like to 
see this attitude and approach combined with more political 
economy and class analysis.

	   For example, one of the papers at SACOMM looked at “The 
Podcast as a Method for Memorialising the Millennial African 
Woman in South Africa’s Black Archive.” On the face of it, this 
seemed interesting. And it is. But it soon became clear that the 
presenter had worked for PRIMEDIA, the company producing 
the podcast she was studying. Then she said that she identi�ed as 
a millennial black woman. At no point did she unpack the fact of 
her working at the company she was studying or her self-
identi�cation. As a result, we got an uncritical paper. There are 
many explanations for her positionality. One is the uncritical 
acceptance of a capitalist, aspirational ethos in South Africa 
among a new generation of black people. Another may be how 
American, especially Black American, approaches – including 
uncritical engagements with capitalism – �lter down to places 
like South Africa.

ED:	 Part of our motivation for writing this book of interviews is the sense 
that, on the continent, we are still being de�ned from the outside.

SJ:	 Another paper – this time the presenter was white, I think she is 
a lecturer here at UCT – was on “Reclaiming the Kitchen: The 
Emergence of black domestic divas in South Africa.” She argued 
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that we needed to decolonize the kitchen because black women 
are always the maids. On the face it, this feels right. But when she 
elaborated on decolonizing the kitchen, it was about promoting 
black women dressed like Nigella Lawson. Decolonization 
amounted to creating “Black Nigellas” in her words. For me, 
that’s not decolonization.

ED:	 Let’s try to relate this to your work. I assumed your book comes 
from your Ph.D.

SJ:	 Most scholars turn their Ph.D. into a book when they �nish it. I 
chose the more dif�cult path. It took me a while to formulate the 
topic and do the research. In between, I started Africa Is a 
Country and had another child. At some point, I put my head 
down and �nished the book when The New School reminded me 
of the tenure clock. The book will come out this year, 2019.

ED:	 Your work says things about nation and identity in South African 
media, on South African television; during apartheid, in the transi-
tion, and after apartheid. My question is, what is nation to you? 
What does nation and identity mean to you? Are we “post” any-
thing? Is South Africa post-apartheid or post-colonial?

SJ:	 The book actually has the term post-colonial in the title. When 
researchers and scholars write about media, national identity, 
and post-apartheid South Africa, they usually write about 
Nelson Mandela as a symbolic �gure or the impacts of the 1995 
Rugby World Cup and the Truth Commission, the latter of 
which operated between 1996 and 1998. In my book, I wanted to 
write about what happened after these heavily mediated and 
studied media events. My book starts with the period after the 
�rst �ve years of democracy, what I call “after the rainbow.”

	   To answer your larger question about what I mean by the 
“nation” or post- national, I think the political project that 
bounds South Africans together – by that I mean the majority 
of  South Africans, those who opposed apartheid, in other 
words, the majority of  black people and their white allies – was 
to construct another country that was not based on race. That 
was the politics of  the ANC, the UDF, COSATU, the Congress 
movement and the Communists. It is important to remember 
that the movement was de�ned in a negative way. Both by itself  
and by the government. What it didn’t want to be. So, regarding 
identity, the new South African identity was going to be a prod-
uct of  struggle. Unfortunately, this meant Rugby World Cup 
nationalism – which is very shallow, basically reinforces the ine-
qualities of  apartheid and where whites largely shape the terms 
of the debate – became the dominant nationalism. Similarly, 
“Truth Commission nationalism,” aspirational nationalism, and 
celebrity nationalism became decisive in how South Africans 
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thought of  themselves and imagined what futures they could 
strive for.

	   I should add that the ANC was very decisive in in�uencing 
how especially black people thought about the nation and what 
rights and entitlements they expected after the end of apartheid. 
The ANC and its allies organized the masses regarding rights 
and obligations. Not in ethnic terms. The Whites of apartheid 
did not. The ANC was opposed to it. Building these new concep-
tions of the state would be one of the goals of the new South 
Africa. The ANC was uniquely placed to try and make this hap-
pen. It had a mandate from the majority of South Africa. But 
not everyone loved them. In my Ph.D. I show how, when it came 
to media, they used public broadcasting media like the SABC’s 
TV and radio stations to help build this consensus.

	   By post-nationalism, I mean the national identities that come 
after these nationalisms I just mentioned. In South Africa, we see 
glimpses of this in the actions of ordinary people and social 
movements to challenge the ANC’s hegemony in de�ning what it 
means to be South African. The social movements from the sec-
ond decade of postapartheid onwards wanted to give real mean-
ing to what, say, citizenship, would mean. So material struggles 
over access to water, electricity, healthcare, AIDS treatment, 
housing, etcetera, was part of what it meant to be South African. 
But equally, those forces or movements that are sympathetic to 
capitalism, I am thinking here of liberals and corporations, both 
mostly white, also want to have a stake in how the new South 
Africa would be de�ned. It is that struggle you get to witness in 
my chapters on soap operas and reality television. But is also 
present in the chapter on the media politics of the AIDS move-
ment and the separate chapters on the formation of post-
apartheid Afrikaner identities.

	   I didn’t anticipate Fees Must Fall and Rhodes Must Fall and 
how they are changing the terms of these discourses, so they are 
not in the book. I think they are the most interesting post-
national political force in South Africa.

	   The students weren’t demanding change within the con�nes of 
the country’s Constitution or the ANC’s vision for South Africa. 
They questioned all of this. For the students, especially women 
students, the ANC represented patriarchy. They challenged the 
political deal represented by the transition. The students chal-
lenged the veneration of the ANC and the privileging of the 
ANC’s version of the struggle and what kind of socialism would 
be possible in South Africa. They also challenged the investment 
in glorious �gures like Nelson Mandela. They started to say that 
there are other traditions of thinking about becoming free, 
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especially those propagated by Steve Biko. In this way, they pro-
moted or resurrected past traditions of resistance from outside 
the ANC. For example, the Pondoland uprising of the 1950s and 
1960s or the popular, local struggles of the 1980s. Of course, they 
suffered the fate of all student movements. Being a student is a 
transitional phase. You have to move into adulthood. Get a job. 
Go to graduate school. Some of this happened to Fees Must Fall 
and Rhodes Must Fall. The ANC co-opted some of the leaders, 
others by the EFF. A few ended up working at ANC party head-
quarters or became MPs at the provincial or national level. They 
also turned on themselves. The revolution ate its children. Parts 
of the movement engaged in �erce struggles over identity within 
these movements, which have had dire consequences for the 
movement’s legacy.

	   There was also how Fees Must Fall, and Rhodes Must Call 
uncritically took on approaches and tactics from the United 
States, especially from black political movements in the U.S. In 
the United States, black people are a minority. The US thinks of 
itself  as a white country. It refuses to confront its racist past. The 
US state actively works to disempower black people, which 
includes taking away their right to vote, over-police them, and 
killing Black people.

	   Of course, white supremacy gets reproduced in South Africa, 
but South Africa is an African country. Yes, whites own and con-
trol an outsize stake in the economy and enjoy the highest qual-
ity of life, but white people do not control the state: the state is 
controlled by the ANC, by black people. So, I was struck by how 
they framed the problem: this idea in which they argued about 
yourself  as a kind of minority and giving so much power to local 
white people.

ED:	 It’s also interesting, I’m not sure if  you’ve noticed this, that if  you 
took entertainment television, including and soap operas, for a 
particular period, how the narratives and ideas of self  changed 
because there was a very South African way of doing soap opera 
and then all of a sudden we moved away from that.

SJ:	 Yes, “Isidingo” and “Generations” eventually abandoned all ref-
erences to political themes. They now resemble any garden vari-
ety, such as telenovelas or American soap operas. In fact, the 
liberalization of TV means people watching Turkish soap operas 
dubbed in Afrikaans.

ED:	 You might just as well be sitting somewhere in America.
SJ:	 As I said, a lot of the theorizing in South Africa uncritically 

reproduces American terms, terminology, and frameworks. Take 
the example of a paper at the SACOMM conference on beauty 
standards in a local women’s magazine [“The media and Black 
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women: The representations of Black women on the front covers 
of South Africa’s True Love magazine”]. The speaker observed 
that the magazine privileges Black women who are thin, light-
skinned and have straightened hair. She ascribed this to white 
supremacy. To some extent, she may be correct. But what about 
Black agency since the end of apartheid? True Love’s editor has 
been black since its inception. So have been the majority of its 
editorial staff. I’d venture that the fashion editor is, too.

	   During the Q and A section of her panel, I asked some pointed 
questions: Have you looked at how True Love’s black editors 
construct what beauty is? Have you interviewed these black edi-
tors? Have you asked the editorial and fashion staff  what their 
theory of beauty is? From her answers, it was clear she hadn’t 
thought about that. I hope she does so in edited drafts of the 
paper or presentation.

ED:	 We forget that there’s a circuit of production, these things don’t 
just come out of nowhere.

SJ:	 Right. At the SABC, for example, the people driving the SABC’s 
various makeovers: The people driving the marketing campaigns 
of the SABC aren’t even all white. Our scholarship has to account 
for this.

ED:	 Regardingo the blog, Africa is a Country. For a long time, and 
probably still, it became the go-to place for people who want to 
learn about Africa…. Was it your diaspora experience that gave 
rise to the blog, and in what ways?

SJ:	 Most de�nitely, it partly derives was my experience as an African 
outside the continent.

	   I’d say there were three main inspirations for the blog: how 
Africa was being incorporated into the “War on Terror” media 
discourses in the years after 9/11, Africa as a “problem of devel-
opment” for Euro- American foreign policy, and the tendency to 
write about Africa as a country and through the eyes of white 
“bridge characters” that Americans could identify with. On the 
last point, The New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof 
once said that if  you want Americans to learn about Africa, you 
need a bridge character for them to connect with. By this, Kristof 
meant a white person or an African who was legible to Americans. 
I set a modest goal: to provide media analysis of American press 
coverage of Africa. I had another goal: to produce a left-leaning 
opinion magazine with Africa Is a Country. But that last one had 
to wait.

	   The fact that I was based in New York City helped. It is the 
media capital of the world. And a lot of the format of Africa is 
a Country – short, fast takes – were derived from styles I saw here 
and emulated. So is the decision to name the name to the ironic 
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Africa Is a Country. I think the same informed the decision to 
move from media analysis to opinion and analysis of politics. I 
think my location in the US – where I have interacted with 
Africans from elsewhere on the continent daily in my work and 
the perspective that distance gives me – primed me to start Africa 
Is a Country.

ED:	 It started out as something that translated Africa for outsiders, 
then moved to become something else.

SJ:	 The best analogy is the TV show “Atlanta,” created by Donald 
Glover. “Atlanta” doesn’t try to explain itself  to outsiders or 
those unfamiliar with Black Atlanta. It’s a story about real peo-
ple, particularly working-class people, and their struggles, aspira-
tions and joys. You have to engage with it on its own terms.

ED:	 Did you expect it to take off like it did?
SJ:	 I never thought it would have such a wide appeal. When I started 

blogging as Leo Africanus, I lived in Ann Arbor, and my wife 
and I just had a new baby. I was teaching full-time as an assistant 
professor. Initially, I worked on the site alone for �ve years, but 
in the last few years, I have had help. Everyone, except the man-
aging editor, is a volunteer.

ED:	 Is the team based in the US or outside?
SJ:	 Yes, of the eight editorial board members, at least two people 

were based on the continent: South Africa and Kenya. A third, a 
black South African, lives between South Africa and Australia. 
The remainder are Americans and a Senegalese who all live in 
the US. None of them get paid.

ED:	 But how did they become editorial board members? And what 
about the contributing editors?

SJ:	 Some editorial board members were some of the �rst original 
contributors to the site, while others were people I met along the 
way who shared similar politics, I took a liking to them, realized 
we could work together, and drafted them onto the board. The 
same goes for the ten or so contributing editors.

ED:	 What I �nd interesting about this is the fact that even the way we 
do journals is changing. Same for reviews. So, trying to tie our-
selves down to one model of doing things is extremely problematic.

SJ:	 Yes, Africa Is a Country resembles a journal. If  you look at the 
published material, the topics that contributors are writing about 
on Africa Is a Country, you’ll �nd similar themes and approaches 
in academic journals on African subjects. The big difference is 
our writing has less jargon and is way shorter. In fact, many sub-
missions are from academics, including graduate students. Other 
times, we’ll approach people to turn a journal article, book chap-
ter or the main arguments of their book into a post.

ED:	 This is what I like about it…
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SJ:	 In some cases, I approached scholars after I had seen them 
speaking at a conference or after seeing something they’ve posted 
on social media posts.

ED:	 It is that demonstration of how these different things that we do 
and that we are, and engaging intellectually and so on are not in 
academic settings.

ED:	 Would you describe yourself as a public intellectual? And what 
would you say is the impact of your work?

SJ:	 Yes, I see myself  as a public intellectual. I very much model how 
I think about being a public intellectual on Karl Marx and other 
leftwing intellectuals I admire or who taught me.

	   I’ve always admired the South African intellectual Neville 
Alexander, the Ugandan Rajat Neogy who founded “Transition” 
magazine in the early 1960s, and the people who produced and 
wrote for literary and political journals in South Africa in the 
1970s and 1980s like “Staffrider,” “Work in Progress” and “Die 
Suid-Afrikaan.” I have always liked the Palestinian writer and 
scholar Edward Said. I was lucky to see him speak a few times in 
New York City and once in Cape Town. Said produced �rst-rate 
scholarship while representing his people. He changed how we 
write and talk about the Middle East and, more broadly, the 
Third World. Then I mentioned Adolph Reed Jnr., Stuart Hall, 
Benjamin Page, Mamdani, etcetera.

	   I don’t think I will ever shake my working-class sensibility, 
how I think about material inequality, and what to do about it. 
Most of my relatives are still working class. I want to see their 
lives improve. One of my favorite lyrics is from a song by anti-
privatization activists in South Africa: “My mother was a kitchen 
girl. My father was a garden boy. That’s why I am a socialist.” Of 
course, that song speaks directly to my background.

	   Another song lyric that stay with me is from a Brazilian samba. 
It says: “Intellectuals love poverty, poor people love comfort.” 
Basically, poor and working-class people also know what they 
want. Intellectuals sometimes forget that.

	   Regarding whether my work has had an impact, I think Africa 
Is a Country de�nitely more than my academic writing. More 
broadly, through that project, I’ve contributed to reviving and 
keeping alive the tradition of the ideas journal in and from Africa 
and one of the few ideas journals that are produced and staffed 
mostly by Africans. Secondly, we’ve contributed to mainstream-
ing the idea of scholars and academics writing online and writ-
ing for a popular audience. Finally, we’ve created many 
opportunities for a generation of younger writers who otherwise 
would have struggled to get a foothold in the mainstream, 
whether in the US or Europe or in the national media in their 
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countries in Africa. I get a lot of satisfaction in seeing people 
who started on Africa Is a Country being published everywhere.

ED:	 One of the things that I think academics are very good at is creat-
ing a space for other intellectuals and saying it is public when it is 
not. My father is never going to read The Conversation. But my 
father has actually read Africa is a Country. He actually recom-
mended it to me once!

SJ:	 I know what you mean. If  you publish a post in the New York 
Times, The Guardian, or some other mainstream outlet, there is 
no guarantee it will have traction. For the most part articles 
about Africa in elite mainstream Western publishers get buried. 
But if  you write it for Africa Is a Country, you are instantly talk -
ing to our 100,000 Twitter followers [at the time of the interview], 
more than 50,000 followers on our Facebook page and another 
13,000 on Instagram. And our audience is actually interested in 
what you are writing about.

ED:	 If you were to give advice to emerging scholars who want to publish 
on Africa Is a Country, what would it be?

SJ:	 First, pitch us post ideas. Second, we sourced a lot of what we 
publish via word of mouth. Or I can meet people at conferences. 
I try to especially speak to young, emerging scholars and gradu-
ate students because I know they will be more receptive to blog-
ging but also because it is intuitive for them. I also try to impress 
them that publishing online, is good for their careers and that 
their departments or prospective employers, meaning other uni-
versities, have become more open to this kind of writing.

ED:	 I like that you are speaking to this new space we �nd ourselves in as 
scholars. When you write an article for a journal, that’s where it 
sits, and you’re lucky it has traction. Online, everything becomes a 
living document because there’s continuous engagement with it, 
and it can transform debate.

SJ:	 Several posts on Africa Is a Country were originally journal arti-
cles. By publishing on Africa Is a Country, many of those articles 
have had a larger “impact,” to use scholar-speak, than if  they 
had been in a journal behind a paywall.

ED:	 Given all the changes, such as the proliferation of digital media, 
decline of newspapers, new mediums, decolonization, etcetera, 
what do you think about the future of the �eld of media and com-
munication? Looking ahead, what do you think are the big issues?

SJ:	 I would like South African scholars to connect with the rest of 
the continent. South African media studies can be very insular. 
If  it makes connections outside its borders, it usually makes con-
nections to Europe and North America. Southern Africa is one 
region: economically and culturally, for example. The media sys-
tems are integrated. Johannesburg is a regional and continental 
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hub for cultural production. You see very little work approach-
ing regional culture in this way. Nigerian pop stars shoot their 
music videos in Cape Town and Johannesburg because it can 
look like Europe. It is aspirational. Most Africans get everyone 
gets their satellite TV from Multichoice. Why isn’t there more 
engagement with these facts? What does it mean for cultural pro-
duction or political identities?

ED:	 The thing is, if you are going to look outwards, why do scholars in 
or about Africa always look out towards Euro-America?

SJ:	 Many conference papers start with a quote by a British or 
American theorist. The same goes for the theoretical scaffolding 
for a book or journal article. I’ll applaud some of the young 
Black academics and researchers who have presented at 
SACOMM: they often quoted another young black scholar. For 
example, the scholar who did her paper on True Love Magazine 
and black women’s identities. I appreciated that she cited the 
work of another MA student, a colleague of hers. She didn’t nec-
essarily start with a Stuart Hall quote.

	   Secondly, I would like to see more serious study of social 
media. That’s where political culture is being formed in South 
Africa. I’d like to see more writing on social movements and 
media and more research on popular media.

ED:	 And Marxism, does it have a role?
SJ:	 Karl Marx’s ideas are coming back. People were told by third-

wave politicians, by Tony Blair, Bill and Hillary Clinton or 
Barack Obama or local variants elsewhere like the Democratic 
Alliance in South Africa, by a new generation of black politi-
cians, and by the media that boost those politicians, that they 
needed a kinder version of capitalism. Instead, people got 
poorer, experienced gutted public services and faced catastrophic 
environmental crises. Politically, the downside was the emergence 
of racist, right-wing, and authoritarian governments blaming 
immigrants, Muslims, gay people, women, and minorities for all 
a society’s ills.

	   Here in Southern Africa, the movements associated with 
socialism became violent, autocratic, corrupt, and unaccounta-
ble: ZANU, Frelimo, and the ANC. As a result, people in the 
region lost con�dence in socialist and left-wing ideas.

	   Ironically, some of the most hopeful politics also come from 
the West. There was Occupy Walk Street, Black Lives Matter, 
Bernie Sanders’ presidential run, and the emergence of the 
Democratic Socialists of America. Then there elected of�cials 
endorsed by DSA like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez or Julia Salazar. 
Or the Somali immigrant Ilhan Omar, elected in Minneapolis, a 
very white city in the Midwest. Some campaigns they execute 
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include �ghting landlords over high rents and pushing for pub-
licly run, affordable housing. I am impressed by how unashamed 
they are about believing in the public, public transport, or public 
health care. Similar movements have been elected in Europe. 
I�would like to see similar movements developing in South Africa. 
The only recent movement in South Africa that I wished had 
sustained itself  as a mass movement, or party, beyond 2017 was 
Rhodes Must Fall and Fees Must Fall.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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11	� Doing Media Studies and 
In�uencing Policy in Morocco

Conversation with Bouziane Zaid

Editors’ Introduction

Bouziane Zaid is currently an Associate Professor of media and communica-
tion at the University of Sharjah in the UAE. He presented his research in more 
than 20 countries in North and South America, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, 
and Africa. Prof Zaid’s research interests are in the areas of the sociology of 
algorithms and the growing role of AI in our social and cultural life, global 
communication, media management, media law and policy, and public service 
media. Prof Zaid did consultancy work for Freedom House (2013–2018), for 
UNESCO (2013–2017) and for the Open Society Foundation Media Programme 
(2009–2012). He is the author of several publications, and his research interests 
are in the areas of media policy advocacy, media law, public service media, 
digital rights and corporate communication.

In the conversation below, which took place on 30 November 2020, 
Professor Zaid talks about his educational background in Morocco and how 
he became interested in Moroccan philosophers such as Mohamed Abed El 
Jabri and Abdellah El Aroui as well as continental philosophers such as 
Sartre, Michel Foucault, Nietzsche and Heidegger. He is concerned that edu-
cation in North Africa is mainly based on the French curriculum with the 
exception of  Arabic literature, history and Islamic studies. He is keen to fore-
ground the “large body of  knowledge” produced by Muslims. He argues for 
more “quantity and quality” of  African research as many parts of  Africa that 
are under-studied.

Doing Media Studies and In�uencing Policy in Morocco

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Zaid, thank you for agreeing to this 

conversation. So, the �rst thing we wanted to know is what led 
you into the �eld? How did you start your academic life and what 
are the formative years and how did you make an entry into this 
�eld of media and communication studies?

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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BZ: 	 I was born and raised in Casablanca, Morocco. I did all my stud-
ies in Morocco until I �nished my bachelor’s degree in Moulay 
Ismail University in Meknes in 1992. I’ve always been interested 
in philosophy, in the nature of being and the nature of existence. 
I was never really attracted to the sciences. I was good in math 
and science but that wasn’t my cup of tea. I never really enjoyed 
it; science seems to be focused on the material world and for me, 
since a young age, I was always interested in the broader ques-
tions of where ideas come from, why we are here, why things are 
the way they are in society, in culture, in politics. So, from very 
early on I was attracted to philosophical texts. In high school, I 
was reading books by Moroccan philosophers such as Mohamed 
Abed El Jabri and Abdellah El Aroui, and also continental phi-
losophers such as Sartre, Michel Foucault, Nietzsche, Heidegger. 
In Moroccan universities at the time, in the late 1980’s, the 
choices we had were quite limited. If  you’re not a science person, 
the options in social science were limited to the study of lan-
guages and literature, law, history, and Islamic studies. But there 
was no philosophy, sociology, media studies, communication, 
none of that existed. So, I chose English Literature as a major 
because it seemed to me like the only viable choice at the time.

	   When I got to my fourth year at the university, we have to write 
a monograph, which was an extended research paper; we call 
these now capstones or graduation projects. I did the monograph 
on advertising and to the best of my knowledge, that was the �rst 
time anybody did a paper on something other than linguistics or 
literature. The monograph was a semiotics analysis of advertis-
ing using Roland Barthes, the French philosopher. Most of stu-
dents’ research at the time was on literary �gures such James 
Joyce, Shakespeare, and Charles Dickens, or about linguistics. 
None of that interested me and it took some convincing to have 
faculty at the time accept a topic on media and advertising.

	   After I �nished my bachelor’s degree, I worked for my late 
father for a couple of years before I decided to go to the US in 
January 1994. I always had the desire to pursue my graduate 
studies, but it was also my late father’s wish that I have a doctor-
ate, and he supported me �nancially to do so. First, I went to 
Wichita State University in Kansas where I started my MA 
degree in mass communication and then transferred to the 
University of South Florida (USF) where I �nished my MA and 
then PhD in Communication.

	   While I was doing my master’s in mass communication, I 
started taking some classes in the Communication department. 
USF had two separate departments in the old America tradition 
of separating speech communication from mass communication. 
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The �rst course I took at the Department of Communication was 
a course in cultural studies and attending the �rst class meeting 
became a moment I will never forget. The faculty who taught the 
course was Prof Mark Neumann, who later on became my men-
tor and dissertation chair, shared the syllabus and the list of read-
ings and that’s when I heard for the �rst time about authors such 
as Antonio Gramsci, James Carey, Stuart Hall, and Walter 
Benjamin. I knew right then and there that this is it, this is what I 
want to do, this is the �eld of research I want to engage. Philosophy 
is too abstract, highly theoretical but this was something that I 
could identify with; I can use a lot of the philosophical ideas and 
be able to apply them to understand society and culture.

ED:	 So, the literature was a bit limiting for you and you wanted more 
the cultural route than the English Literature route?

BZ: 	 Yes. I was really interested in English as a language; it allows 
access to knowledge and this is more true now than it was then. 
Back in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, we didn’t have a lot of 
books around. The library had a decent collection, but it was 
very limited. We used to travel, literally, to Rabat the capital 
where we had one good bookstore, the only one in the country 
that had books in English.

	   Books in French were more available given the bilingual nature 
of the Moroccan educational system (Arabic and French). So, if  
you want to read Das Kapital in French, it was available, but if  
you want it in English or any other book in English, then you 
have to travel, and we did that. And now when I talk to my stu-
dents and they complain about the dif�culties of writing a litera-
ture review, I just laugh. They have everything in their pockets 
right now, most of human knowledge is available on their smart-
phones. Back in those days, it was quite dif�cult, and we would 
make copies, and copies of copies of books. There were very few 
original copies of books available, and thanks God for the xerox 
machines, they came in handy at the time. Maybe it was illegal 
and a violation of copyrights but in those days, who cares, right, 
we were eager to know things, we wanted to learn.

ED:	 You mention intellectual philosophical in�uences. Back then you 
were, one would think, more persuaded by the French scholars 
rather than by African scholar, but I saw one of your early pub-
lications mentioning Bakhtin. So, what sort of intellectual philo-
sophical in�uences guided your thinking then?

BZ: 	 From primary school all the way through university, most of the 
ideas were from foreign scholars, primarily French and European 
scholars. The curriculum didn’t really include a lot of local think-
ers. That’s something I did on my own. We had a few philoso-
phers, really prominent ones, very smart and perceptive scholars 
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such as Mohammed Abed al-Jabri and Abdellah El Aroui. Their 
philosophy was basically about how we as Arab Muslim socie-
ties, traditional Muslim conservative societies, should deal with 
this thing called modernity, how do we deal with the West. We 
are now within the post-colonial era, the French have gone, but 
how do we deal with this thing called modernity?

	   In those formative years, I was very in�uenced with the 
thoughts of Abed al-Jabri. His main research question was about 
trying to understand why Arab Islamic thought remained stag-
nant while the West managed to develop their thought processes 
and produce a modern society built around reason and science. 
He also wrote about what to do with modernity, do we embrace 
it, do we reject it, what to do with it? I know I am oversimplifying 
his thinking, but one thing that shaped my personality is the rela-
tionship between modernity and Islam is not a zero-sum game. 
Embracing modernity does not mean that you get rid of your 
own identity or you get rid of your own culture. We need to 
embrace the west but not as a model for how to live, or how to be 
or how to exist, but we can learn a lot from their scholarship, 
from what they have to offer, all the while keeping and preserving 
who we are as people. Muslims have produced a large body of 
knowledge. Muslims are not foreign to knowledge, science, and 
research, but we were asleep for a few centuries and then when 
we woke up, we found the coloniser who has advanced technolo-
gies, stronger economies, superior military and that basically 
intimidated us as a society, as a culture. Those philosophers were 
dealing with this, so I was very in�uenced by that. For me it’s 
important to stay grounded, stay rooted in your culture, in your 
history, in your heritage but open up to the west, open up to 
everything that’s new, open up to knowledge.

	   Besides Abed al-Jabri, I was in�uenced by Marxism. We’re 
talking here 1980s, if  you were not a Marxist back then there 
must be something wrong with you. There were a lot of injustices 
in Morocco, political, economic, societal, you name it, and 
Marxism offered theoretical tools to help us understand that 
state of oppression, that state of injustice, of inequalities. And 
that was a huge in�uence on me. And when you move to cultural 
studies, it’s all there. So, these are basically the two main in�u-
ences, Marxism and Abed al-Jabri in terms of my understanding 
of the world. For Bakhtin, I think that was in graduate school 
and I took a course, I can’t remember what it was exactly, but we 
had a reading on Bakhtin and his dialogic model.

	   I am a big fan of Bob Marley and the Wailers and I wanted to 
write about Rastafarianism and Bob Marley as a movement in 
the global south. What most people retain from Bob Marley’s 
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in�uence is his music, his dreadlocks, his consumption of ganga 
and his lifestyle but there was more to it than that. He was a 
visionary and sophisticated thinker, and I wanted to contribute 
to a better understanding of his ideas. His world view is not 
about us versus them; he’s more about let’s talk, let’s see what we 
can have in common and that was really what led me to write that 
article.

ED:	 There you were into popular culture, you were interested in issues 
of oppression and speaking to power? The issues about these 
theories, from a Maghreb, North African kind of perspective, 
you were interested in involving a speci�c kind of framework 
that would be more appropriate for your region. Can you talk 
more about that?

BZ: 	 Like I said, from the Maghreb, it’s really Abed al-Jabri. That 
really was the in�uence and that’s just something that I did on 
my own. When you look at the curriculum, it was mainly a 
French curriculum with the exception of Arabic literature, his-
tory, and Islamic studies. Studies on media, culture, society, none 
of that really existed, we didn’t have any Maghrebi media or cul-
tural studies scholars at the time. So, if  you want to study any of 
these topics you had to resort to theoretical frameworks devel-
oped by European and American scholars. Like I said, the main 
local in�uence for me was Al Jabri, his view of the west, moder-
nity, how do we deal with these in�uences. Everything else is 
western in my theoretical understanding.

ED:	 Why was the education system not able to integrate these local 
perspectives? Was it something political, politics of knowledge, 
the idea that there is a rich heritage in academia, even the �rst 
library is from your region in the world, so why neglect this?

BZ: 	 When the French left, they never really left, and I’m sure we’ll 
�nd similarities in most African countries about the process of 
colonisation. Once the coloniser leaves, they make sure they leave 
an elite that pretty much carries on their understandings, carries 
on their philosophies, their ideology. The French left Morocco, 
but they maintained cultural, economic, political in�uence and 
dominance. Of course, when you study literature in Morocco, we 
have a lot of poets, Moroccan poets, Tunisian and middle eastern 
poets but in terms of philosophy it is very limited, we didn’t have 
much that I can think of in terms of how it in�uenced my career. 
In literature we have that, we studied all these texts written by 
Moroccan, north African and Middle eastern literary scholars. 
[interrupted]

ED:	 What do you mean, I’m a bit confused, you say we didn’t have 
this local … is it that there was no body of written local philoso-
phies that you could rely on. But you mention the Muslim 
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tradition, the North African kind of tradition, which I think in 
most cases could have been oral but you also have written texts?

BZ: 	 We do, but they were written a few centuries ago. It is dif�cult to 
take advantage of knowledge written in the 12th century and 
teach it in the 20th century, make it relevant to students, and use 
it to prepare them for 20th century jobs. We did not have scholars 
who wrote about the industrial revolution or about mass society 
or about industrialisation, modernisation, or urbanisation, So, I 
think for the Moroccan authorities and the Ministry of 
Education, what they thought is, we need to modernise the coun-
try, so we have to teach students knowledge that they can imme-
diately apply and if  we want to prepare them for the challenges 
of the 20th and 21st centuries, we have to teach them from the 
same curriculum that is used in advanced western societies.

ED:	 Do you think that approach has resulted in the sort of moderni-
sation that was sought after? From a cultural studies perspective, 
what would you say would have been the impact of modernising 
a-historically?

BZ: 	 I think it did, but modernisation is not just about industrializa-
tion and urbanization, it’s also about all the ideologies that came 
with it. In Morocco, and I think this is a common phenomenon 
that you can �nd in many Arab and African countries. In the 50s, 
60s, 70s, there were major ideological wars in these countries, 
different visions of how we build our societies, and most of these 
ideologies came from countries of the north. We had Marxists, 
socialists, liberals and of course had also Islamists, cultural con-
servatives. And we know the US and its allies, and the Soviets 
were trying to in�uence what was called then the non-aligned 
nations. Morocco is an old nation; it has been a kingdom for 
1200 years. Many dynasties ruled the country over the centuries.

	   Late King Hassane II who ruled the country from 1961 to 
1999 had to prioritise security over political and economic devel-
opment. He managed to do both to some extent, but he could 
have done a better job modernising the country if  he felt his 
dynasty was safe. We had two coup d’états, one in ’71 and in ’72. 
So, a lot of the things that were planned in the 50s and 60s didn’t 
really come to fruition because the priority was to maintain secu-
rity and stability of the state. These coup d’états were carried out 
by the military who wanted a republic in the same fashion as 
other socialist countries in the Arab world such as Algeria, 
Egypt, Iraq, and Syria. We have also the Pan-Arabism movement 
with the Egyptian president Jamal Abdennacer’s dream of a 
United Arab Republic, and this movement was anti-monarchy, 
they were socialists and look at them now; countries like Algeria, 
Libya, Syria, or Iraq, these political systems have failed. So, for 
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about 2 or 3 decades, the struggle was about maintaining stabil-
ity and peace in the country. That’s one of the main reasons why 
a lot of the reforms and policies have not really come to fruition.

	   From a historical perspective, the monarchy is deeply rooted in 
Moroccan society, the dynasty is endowed with religious legiti-
macy and there is consensus in Morocco on the importance of 
the monarchy as a political institution and the king as a unifying 
and a symbolic �gure. People may argue about what form of 
monarchy we could have, a parliamentary or constitutional mon-
archy, but almost no one in Morocco calls for a Moroccan repub-
lic. In retrospect, King Hassane II was right, he was a capitalist; 
he wanted a modern state that is built around private investments 
and individual initiative. And let’s face it, the competing ideolo-
gies were wrong, and they have been proven wrong historically. 
Socialism or Marxism, none of that really would have worked in 
Morocco.

	   To look at where Morocco is now, we are okay, relatively speak-
ing. It is easy to sit back and judge and say oh well the monarchy 
failed, we haven’t really managed to develop into a modern dem-
ocratic state but if  you look closely at what has been accom-
plished, I think what we have now is satisfactory. Of course, there 
is more work to do, and I believe we now have a historical oppor-
tunity to democratise the country, have real separation of powers, 
an independent judiciary, and a constitutional or parliamentary 
monarchy where an elected government exercises executive pow-
ers and is accountable to the people. Morocco is in a stable envi-
ronment where we can actually democratise and then all the other 
bene�ts, all the other externalities of democracy will come in, 
economic prosperity, cultural prosperity and everything else.

ED:	 So, the region was at the centre of a con�uence of different polit-
ical thinking and movement. You mentioned, for example, the 
very Marxist kind of understanding in�uencing your interpreta-
tion of the cultural. Then you studied in North America and also 
the education in your country, some universities are af�liated to 
North America, to what extent does this advanced modernity 
create different in�uences? Is it a rich kind of thing, is it done in 
a way, like you mentioned, maybe the local Maghreb perspective 
has not entered into the frame, it’s more these external in�uences?

BZ: 	 I think diversity brings the best in us. When we open ourselves up 
to in�uences from various traditions, especially when these tradi-
tions are at odds with each other, the outcome can only be good. 
From North America, I had a solid foundation in social science 
and from the Maghreb I had, among other things, a solid foun-
dation in ethics and morality. The notions of what’s right and 
what’s wrong, we learn these from our parents, from the cultural, 
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social environments where we grow up and all of it is really nur-
tured by all the philosophical traditions that our societies have 
cultivated for centuries. So, as a human being and as a researcher, 
especially that I’m a social scientist, I’m not going to separate 
that aspect from what I do. So, doing the right thing, standing up 
for justice, defending the oppressed, all these ethical values 
become foundational principles that guided my work as a social 
scientist. So, with a North American education, my research has 
been focused mainly on unveiling instances of injustice and I try 
to do with the rigour of a social scientist trained to articulate 
research questions and use methods of data collection that min-
imise bias and partiality.

ED:	 We want to talk about your research also. When we look at your 
research, it is a fascinating array of topics. You are a man who is 
into popular culture, into audiences, into public service broad-
casting, internet freedom and the democratic transitioning pro-
cesses within Morocco. Can you say something about how you 
picked these topics for your research? And what has helped you 
develop them?

BZ: 	 There is a pattern. If  you look at all the research I did since 2001, 
there’s been a very consistent pattern of looking at forms of injus-
tice, although there was a shift from focusing on cultural phe-
nomena to media phenomena. While in graduate school, I wrote 
mostly about urban life, music, and �lm, some of this work got 
published, some didn’t. The �rst major project was my �rst book, 
Public service broadcasting policy and national development in 
Morocco: Contents, production, and audiences, which stemmed 
from my PhD dissertation. It was about the extent to which the 
two Moroccan public service TV stations, funded by taxpayers’ 
money, were serving the interests of the public. I was living in 
Morocco at the time, this was between 2005 and 2009. I observed 
that the best programs during primetime were done in modern 
standard Arabic or French. In one TV station, the only news bul-
letin during prime time was in French. Moroccans speak darija 
which is a derivative of Arabic and given the low rates of literacy 
among the population from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 
who constitute the majority, it is safe to say that most Moroccans 
do not speak modern standard Arabic and French. Also, at the 
time, many programs during prime time dealt with issues such as 
interior design or obesity among children, and people of lower 
socio economics would not identify with such topics.

	   There is so much money that goes to these public service 
broadcasters, money that comes from taxpayers, and the people 
who should bene�t from the programs of these stations are not 
taken into account by the TV producers and decision makers. It 
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is this sense of injustice that got me to write about public service 
television. With the growth of the internet and social media, and 
especially their role during the Arab Spring, I started writing 
about digital media.

	   In late 2009, the Open Society Foundation invited me to con-
tribute to their mega project, Mapping Digital Media. I co-wrote 
the report for Morocco with a colleague Dr. Mohamed Ibahrine, 
and we used the same critical approach to map digital media in 
Morocco. The project looked at issues of freedom of expression, 
media economics, editorial independence, and the level of diver-
sity and pluralism. And to address these issues we had to look at 
media/government relations, the legal environment, and owner-
ship patterns and the emerging business models.

	   In 2012, Freedom house invited me to contribute to the project 
Net Freedom and I produced the reports from 2013 to 2018. 
Freedom House are concerned with issues of free speech online. 
In the meantime, I was also writing about the democratizing 
potential of the internet and whether the internet can create a 
public sphere in a country where the public sphere has for a long 
time been controlled by the state through its repressive media 
laws. I also wrote about public service TV audiences and the 
issues of privacy online.

	   The study I did on TV audiences looked at audiences from 
lower educational backgrounds and lower socio-economics. I 
used Stuart Hall’s theory of encoding-decoding to investigate 
how they interact with TV content and what ways do the content 
they see on their own public service TV re�ect who they are as 
people and to what extent does the content really serve their 
needs. So, I was always interested in the people who are oppressed 
or subject to some form of injustice, always looking at the little 
guy. More recently, I wrote on broadcast regulators in the Arab 
world, media accountability in Morocco, identity and online 
self-representation, and platformization in Arab news websites.

ED:	 What does the world of media look like from the vantage point 
of the audiences with whom you engage because it’s interesting 
to me that you are looking from the point of view of the lived 
experiences of the more disadvantaged within your context. So, 
what does this world of media look like from their viewpoint?

BZ: 	 I believe in the agency of audiences. When I did focus groups 
with people with lower socioeconomics and educational back-
grounds, I was amazed by how smart they were and how deep 
their thinking was, and I am not saying this in a condescending 
way. They are no fools, and even with limited educational back-
grounds, they still have the critical capacity to see through media 
messages and articulate their own understandings. Audience 
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agency can also be seen in their capacity to domesticate technol-
ogy. I am working now on a project on Net�ix and how audi-
ences in the GCC countries incorporated this platform into their 
everyday life, and the preliminary results show that audiences 
don’t just consume technology or content passively. They are 
active in the way they interpret media contents and the way they 
appropriate technology.

ED:	 Since you’ve brought the digital in, do you think that with the 
digital turn, what do you think the place of public service, as an 
institution, is or remains to be within these African contexts? Is 
there still a place for it, should we be thinking differently about 
how public service is being distributed within our contexts?

BZ: 	 Public service broadcasting will survive if  it adapts to the techno-
logical disruptions that we have now, not just in terms of its con-
tent but also how it’s distributed, how it is disseminated. There 
has to be a lot of innovation because audiences are on social 
media, so you have to be there too if  you want them to access 
your content. And then your content has to be very appealing to 
them because you’ll be competing over their attention with the 
millions of other content producers out there. Most media con-
tent has been platformised, meaning that now access to media 
content is on social media platforms, this has a huge disruptive 
power. So public service still has a huge place because it’s one of 
the models that is sustainable economically because it gets some 
money from the public, it doesn’t depend on advertising for its 
survival. In Morocco, the public service broadcasters still allow 
advertising, it’s not like the BBC but they have another source of 
funding which is the state, so the state still gives it money. I think 
its place is still extremely important. Especially now with infor-
mation disorder, fake news, there is so much out there that we 
need good quality content and public service produces much bet-
ter content than what’s out there.

ED:	 Do you think the current funding model is sustainable. I’m asking 
primarily because of what has been happening in other African 
and maybe even broader than Africa contexts, where government 
funding is getting less and less. In South Africa certainly, almost 
non-existent. Which places more tension on the public service 
broadcasters to come up with ways of funding that is perhaps 
going against the grain of the public service remit. I’m just won-
dering within the Moroccan context how is that playing out?

BZ: 	 In Morocco, the funding is still there. In 1996 the state imple-
mented a tax on the electricity, so if  you use electricity in your 
house, there is about $1 per month, whether you have TV at 
home or if  you don’t or if  it’s a shop or a store, doesn’t matter, 
every electricity bill has a little additional amount that is added 
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to it and that money goes to support the TV stations. And in 
Moroccan society the PB stations are still very powerful, they 
still have a considerable audience share.

ED:	 I wanted to know about, you mentioned the issue of models and 
frameworks, when you look at media and you look at formats 
and models like PSB, which you also mentioned the public 
sphere, to what extent is that applicable to the society that you 
have in Morocco and in North Africa in general or African soci-
ety? Are we supposed to rely on those kinds of frameworks, are 
we supposed to rethink?

BZ: 	 That’s a very good question. I think that we have these normative 
media models of how the media should function within society. 
The dominant model remains the liberal media model that sees 
the media as the watchdog holding people in power and elected 
of�cials accountable to their citizens. The liberal theory entails 
forms of normative judgment and carries some assumptions of 
the political system in place and assumptions about how media 
institutions ought to work. Some of these assumptions are the 
presence of democracy, separation of powers, independent judi-
ciary, and free press. Once we apply such model to a country in 
the global south, the results are not too hard to predict. Morocco 
is not a democracy, and therefore its media is not free because we 
have all these laws and the state can put journalists in jail. These 
normative approaches are dismissive, and they blind us to the 
reality and complexity of human societies outside the western 
world. In particular, they are dismissive to the people who work 
for these media organizations.

	   For example, when we apply the liberal model on Morocco, we 
will �nd that public service broadcasting is a propaganda tool in 
the hands of the state. But if we look closely at the contents, we 
will �nd that there is a lot of good content being produced. While 
the institutional structure of public service, based on the liberal 
model, is �awed or undemocratic, there are individuals and people 
working within these structures who are producing content that 
can be very empowering. While a few topics are sensitive or subject 
to prior censorship, most content is not about these sensitive top-
ics. In other words, the liberal model pushes us to believe that 
unless you live in a country where you have guarantees for free-
dom of express, journalists cannot produce content that empow-
ers people and serves the public interest. And I don’t believe that. 
That is why we need a nuanced approach to the study of media 
structures and performance in countries of the global south.

	   The absence of democracy doesn’t imply the presence of 
oppressive or purely authoritarian states. I am not saying there is 
no merit to the normative models. They can be useful as part of a 
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larger theoretical model that takes into account the historical and 
institutional realities of countries in the global south. Normative 
approaches entail valuable and foundational concepts such as 
diversity, pluralism, and independence but they need to be com-
plemented with other conceptual frameworks to account for the 
speci�cities of non-western countries. So, we need a more nuanced 
approach in the way we study media systems.

ED:	 So, this idea of having a nuanced approach also connects for me 
with what you said about agency and what you said the ways in 
which audiences within our contexts adapt, they domesticate you 
said. Could you maybe talk a little about this issue of domestica-
tion of media, be that digital or anything else within the North 
African context?

BZ: 	 It is about domestication and also the debate between technolog-
ical determinism and the social construction of technology. 
Social media happened in western Europe as much as it did in 
North Africa, but these societies used the same technologies for 
different ends. We can look at what happened during the Arab 
Spring. This is good example that shows how platforms like 
YouTube or Facebook which were meant basically for entertain-
ment and connecting people ended up serving different purposes. 
Facebook was meant to allow people to connect and keep in 
touch with people they know. So instead of just using Facebook 
to talk about food or to talk about music, youth in North Africa 
used Facebook to educate, organize, and mobilise people to go to 
the street, be politically active, and engage in political protests. 
These technologies have been appropriated in a new way by these 
young people.

	   What these technologies did for North African countries is not 
dictated by the nature of the technologies themselves but by how 
these societies and the existing conditions in these societies 
domesticated these technologies. Youth in Europe had other 
means for political expression, so they didn’t need Facebook to 
offer them that space for such expression.

	   Even before the Arab spring, in 2008, an 18 year old used his 
digital camera to capture some police of�cers in a check point 
taking bribes from any car that goes by. This happened in the 
North of Morocco, an area known for drug smuggling and ille-
gal immigration. The young man posted this video on YouTube 
and that changed Morocco. I believe it was really a very impor-
tant moment in Moroccan history in terms of what one individ-
ual can do. That video was posted, it went viral, the mainstream 
media picked up on it and there was an investigation by the gov-
ernment about that incident and some of those police of�cers 
went to jail. Now did that stop corruption, no it didn’t but what 
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it did, it made Moroccans believe that they now have a technol-
ogy they can use to empower themselves. I think something 
changed after the Arab Spring, something snapped.

	   There is a feeling that as people we can change things, we have 
the power to change things, and this happened not just in the 
political side. On the economic side, a lot of young people right 
now are using YouTube to start small businesses, they use it to 
crowdsource for funding, there is a lot of initiatives like that. I’m 
working right now on a paper on participatory cultures. I’m 
looking at three countries, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia, three 
examples of young people using social media to start successful 
businesses. This is from Henry Jenkins and his idea of participa-
tory cultures.

	   One example from Jordan, this guy who worked for an insur-
ance company for many years and because he loved books, he 
decided quit his job to start a small business selling books. He 
started using his car as a mobile bookstore, going around the city 
and displaying his books on his car and then he started a 
YouTube channel talking about his project and people started to 
be interested and he started collecting donations and he man-
aged to rent a space for his bookstore. And then he started a 
book club and it’s growing. So, when you look at these initiatives, 
you see that great things happen. So, we have to take a look at 
what’s really happening in people’s everyday life to have a full 
picture of what’s really happening in these countries.

ED:	 Would you say that given your ideas around how normative the-
ories sti�e rather than enhance our intellectual creativity, would 
you say that your contributions in your work is taking us towards 
a new way of thinking around media and communication within 
the African or North African academic context? In other words, 
what do you think is the contribution that your body of work is 
making? Do you have a sense of how your work �ts in?

BZ: 	 I don’t really know the answer to that. I’ve made a small contri-
bution, I’ve written a decent number of articles, which I hope 
other people will read, critique and build on. I also keep publish-
ing because I want to remain valuable for my university and my 
community so that I keep my job and be able to provide for my 
family. I was very �attered by your invitation, but I don’t see 
myself  like that. I see myself  as somebody who is trying to learn, 
trying to understand the world around him. So, I don’t see myself  
as a scholar, I don’t wake up in the morning thinking I am a 
scholar with a mission to change the world.

ED:	 Let me ask the question just a little differently right. Let’s say it’s 
your retirement and so they are now doing your academic obitu-
ary or whatever, what would you like to be standing on the 



Doing Media Studies and In�uencing Policy in Morocco  211

gravestone of your intellectual blah blah? I’ve heard you say 
many things in this conversation that’s already, I think, in terms 
of contributions, things that can move our thinking forward in 
terms of what to do around normative issues?

BZ: 	 If  I can just inspire a new generation of Moroccan researchers to 
keep writing and producing knowledge, I think that would be the 
best thing for me. Many of my students I have had for the past 
20�years of teaching in the US, Morocco, and the UAE are pub-
lishing in well-established academic journals. Maybe they said if  
he can do it, we should be able to do it as well. I think that’s the 
right attitude for students. Just to answer your question, if  I can 
inspire people to keep writing, producing knowledge, I think 
that’s how I would want people to remember me.

	   I think the approach I use to analyse the media in Morocco could 
also be another legacy. I try to provide a balanced view on how 
things are in my country. I am not blinded by the normative theo-
ries. For example, the book Mapping Digital Media in Morocco, 
which I co-wrote with my colleague Mohamed Ibahrine, had some 
in�uence. It is widely read and used by pro-government and anti-
government people. It was very critical but at the same time very 
balanced in terms of digital media in Morocco and how it relates to 
politics, economy, society as a whole. I remember having a conversa-
tion with a former minister of communication in Morocco, and he 
admired the book for its critical stance as well as its balance and 
fairness. And the same thing I did for all the Freedom House reports. 
They were like that as well. If the government makes a good initia-
tive, I write it down, I have no problem with that. And I see a lot of 
researchers, because of the normative models, because of this black 
and white type of thinking, they don’t do that, they just focus on 
everything that’s negative, everything that the state is doing wrong 
and they don’t look at the other side.

	   And governments are just people, just like you and me, and 
some of them have very good ideas, they want to help and they 
do, and some of them don’t. And we can’t just say the Moroccan 
government is an authoritarian government and therefore 
everything is bad, that’s not my approach. As a researcher, I have 
a responsibility to report as fairly as possible. Government of�-
cials read these reports and if  all they see are negative things 
about them, how do you expect them to do more. When they see 
that I mention, for example, that the government has allocated a 
large amount of money to help rural areas have access to the 
internet, which they did, it’s a fact, I have documentation for 
that, that encourages them to do more. When they put people in 
jail, I mention that as well. So, at least they have recognition, the 
international recognition by an international media 
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organisation, a watchdog that says the Moroccan government is 
doing these good things. And they also are embarrassed that the 
same organisation says they oppress people. To me that is valua-
ble. [interrupted]

ED:	 Do you think there’s perhaps a fallacy in terms of how we tend 
to position, both academic research and perhaps even journalism 
in relation to government often forgetting that communication 
media is not just about a relationship with government, it’s also 
about relationships amongst people? Do you think there’s too 
much emphasis placed in terms of how it is positioned in relation 
to government?

BZ: 	 That’s right. I think if  you go back to the normative models, they 
basically refer to government/media relations, to institutions, to 
laws, and they rightly do so because to understand society you 
need to look at institutions, at structures but those models they �t 
in a western democracy, they �t perfectly in a western democracy. 
But when we take these models and apply them to the global 
South, it’s a different story, we can’t just take those models and 
apply them. Because when we apply them we end up with a bleak 
picture, with very negative, very pessimistic view on how things 
are. And to me, that’s the wrong approach. I mean, it’s good to 
work with these models, freedom of expression is important, 
there is a correlation between democracy and economic prosper-
ity, these are facts, but we need to supplement these models with 
other conceptual frameworks. We can’t just take these models and 
apply them as they are, and then think we’ve done a good job. To 
me, that’s reductive as an approach to study the Global South.

ED:	 Because of course there is not just one democracy even. We are 
not even just comparing between authoritarian and non-
authoritarian, we are also comparing between different models 
of democracy, right?

BZ: 	 Yes, that’s true. And I think the experience with the four years in 
the US with president Donald Trump now has given us a lot to 
think about.

ED:	 I wanted to ask questions about your attitude to practise, your 
attitude to practitioners and academics. In the sense that you 
talked about consultants and what you did for Freedom House, 
do you think academics should be consultants, what relationship 
should they have with practice, with the world of people 
doing stuff?

BZ: 	 A very good question. Consultancy for Open Society, for 
Freedom House, for UNESCO, really the purpose of the consul-
tancy is basically fact-�nding. You have to answer some ques-
tions, usually they give you a template to work with. I think 
academics should do consultancy. I see that bridge there. I don’t 
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see any con�ict whatsoever between the two. However, there are 
some methodological issues, very serious issues, and it’s our role 
as academics to point these out. And I’ll give you a few examples. 
Freedom House uses some standards to determine whether a 
country can be classi�ed as free, partly free or not free. Each 
standard has a certain number of points. So, if  a country gets less 
than 32 points, it’s free, if  it’s between 32 and 59 then it’s partly 
free, if  it’s above 60 then it’s not free. But when you look at the 
standards, you see for example that if  there is a blasphemy law in 
the country, that already drops the country a few points. If  they 
have a law against LGBT rights, that drops the country a few 
points. And they use it because it’s quantitative and it’s easy to 
process, but there is a lot of bias there. From the �rst year con-
sulting for them, I tried to change the standards they use. They�of 
course admit that their template is not perfect, but they insisted 
that they use this because it’s the same standards they use for the 
whole world. So, in a predominantly Muslim country, if  you 
don’t have a blasphemy law, I mean we’re not France, we’re not 
Sweden. If  you ask the average Moroccan about blasphemy law 
they will say of course we want blasphemy law.

ED:	 To what extent do you have, as a consultant, leeway [interrupted]
BZ: 	 No, I had a lot of leeway in terms of how I report, the editing 

they do is usually about language, the AP style but nothing on 
the content. Every time one of their reviewers makes a comment 
and suggests a change in the report, they send these reports to 
reviewers, they always consult with me, and I have the �nal word 
into what goes in the report; but the standards are in the struc-
ture of the reports and I have no leeway there. So, for example, as 
I’m �lling out the Excel sheet for the quantitative part, if  the 
question about the presence of blasphemy or LGBT laws, I have 
to say if  the laws exist, and because they do this results in points 
being added in the overall report, and the country’s freedom 
score re�ects that.

ED:	 I’m talking mainly about the qualitative report.
BZ: 	 Does it mean that this is wrong, of course it is wrong. In a pre-

dominantly Muslim country, if  you ask the average person in 
Morocco whether they want blasphemy laws in place, my guess is 
that they will say yes. Personally, I don’t want anybody to insult 
any of the Prophets, whether of an Abrahamic religion or a non-
Abrahamic religion, because those are beliefs of people, those 
are spiritual experiences, and the society should protect them.

I read this statistic that says, in England, the number of Muslims who go to the 
mosques every week for the Friday prayer is higher than the number of 
Christians who go the church on Sundays. The people in North African 
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countries are practising Muslims, so states should not apply the same stand-
ards of free speech on issues of blasphemy applied in secular societies when the 
majority of the population are practising Muslims. The same goes for LGBT 
laws. In England, as late as the 1950’s people were subjected to chemical castra-
tion if  found guilty of homosexuality. So, if  today the West cares too much 
about LGBT rights, it is because they had the experience of using extremely 
inhumane measures to punish homosexuals.

But when I say this, from a normative perspective, some may say I’m not a 
pro-democracy person and I am not a pro-free speech person. So, countries in 
the Global South should not be subject to the same free speech standards that 
the secular West chose based on its own history. I kept insisting on this every 
year for six years with the people at Freedom House to change these standards, 
but they refused.

My experience with UNESCO and Open Society was different. They have a 
structure but it’s all qualitative, they have no interference whatsoever with the 
work and they don’t do any ratings, they don’t say whether something is free or 
not free. You read the reports and you make your own mind. But for Freedom 
House they had this quantitative part that was very tricky. So, going back to 
your question about whether academics should do consultancies, I think we 
are equipped to do a very good job at consultancies. I’ve read some reports that 
are horrible, written by people who really don’t know what they are talking 
about and they are politically motivated. But for academics, we tend to be 
more a-political in a sense. I’ve read reports about Morocco that were com-
pletely inaccurate, and I can see the political motivation. The reports are ideo-
logical aimed at ruining the reputation of the country.

Freedom House produces two types of reports, Freedom in the World and 
Net Freedom. Freedom in the world report always classi�es Morocco as “not 
free” and that’s not true. Morocco is “partly free.” I lived in Morocco and I 
have witnessed what goes on there and some of the reports were wrong. You go 
on YouTube, and you look up the king, you’ll �nd very critical, sometimes 
insulting videos about him, and the videos were not taken down, YouTube was 
not taken down, so you can’t call the country “not free”. So, as academics, I 
think we are trained to be more fair in our writing and we don’t in principle 
serve speci�c political agendas. We are more guided by the truth, we are more 
guided by the facts, than we are by ideology. I mean, I’m speaking generally 
of course.

ED:	 That’s a very interesting observation. I want to know more about your 
attitude to this idea that we should have African media and communi-
cation studies, or should we? Should we have a set of theories that are 
applied to media and communication from an African perspective? 
What is your view about this?

BZ: 	 I think we should. I think we should but it needs collaboration. We have 
to create a space for that where a lot of people come together. I mean 
this conversation alone that we’re having right now, it’s really very 
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informative to me, it’s very educational for me because I’m thinking out 
loud and discussing ideas with two African scholars who share a lot of 
the same concerns as I do. So, if  we expand this conversation with other 
scholars, we may �nd some similar lines of thinking and then some-
thing may evolve, something may come out of this. Because the situa-
tion right now is as African writers, thinkers, scholars, we use mainly 
western, normative models and we need alternative models. Again, 
going back to al-Jabri, there is nothing wrong with that. There is noth-
ing wrong with embracing models coming from other parts of the 
world. But we have to be more vigilant in terms of how we apply these 
models to our various countries, our societies.

ED:	 And from your vantage point of view, you are a person who studied in 
America, you are working at the University of Sharjah in the Middle 
East and you grew up and worked also in North Africa. From your 
vantage point of all these in�uences, what would you consider to be the 
most pertinent issues for African media and communication? And what 
should we do to advance that?

BZ: 	 We need quantity and quality. We need more research. There are many 
parts of Africa that are under-studied. When I was consulting for 
Freedom House, they were always looking for people to write about 
many countries. I know South Africa of course is there, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Egypt. I don’t think they had somebody even for Algeria. 
For sub-Saharan Africa, they had a few people, but for many other 
countries, they just can’t �nd somebody to report. So, we need quantity, 
more researchers producing knowledge and producing knowledge 
about their own societies, their own countries and publishing them in 
indexed journals. And then qualitative in terms of the quality of knowl-
edge produced, the rigour of the research product.

ED:	 And when you say they couldn’t �nd somebody to write on speci�c 
countries, do you buy into that, are there no people or are there just 
certain people that they are interested in working with?

BZ: 	 I doubt if  they target people with certain pro�les, I think they want 
people who can write, collect data, fact-check the information, and have 
some analytical skills to make sense of the data. It could be that they 
are not looking hard enough.

ED:	 Would you say it’s a function of coloniality that as Africans we don’t 
know each other’s work and we are not into conversation about media 
and communication and other academic areas?

BZ: 	 We can look at this from the perspective of the dependency theory. 
Countries of the centre are more connected with each other and with 
countries of the periphery, than countries of the periphery among 
themselves. Moroccans and Algerians know more about France than 
they know about each other. When I was in Morocco, I invited a scholar 
from Algeria to come to Al Akhawayn University and he gave a few 
presentations about the media in Algeria. After the �rst presentation, 
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everybody in the audience realised that we had no idea what was hap-
pening in Algeria. Algeria and Morocco are neighbouring countries, 
both Muslim, Arab, we speak the same language, but we don’t know 
each other, how the media functions there, the politics and economics 
of media in Algeria was all news to us. I knew so much about Britain 
and France, the US, Sweden and even Estonia, but I knew almost noth-
ing about Algeria. We decided to create a panel in an annual social sci-
ence conference we organised in the university, and that was a good step 
forward to creating an intellectual bridge between scholars in both 
countries.

ED:	 I think that’s a big problem. This year when we have online possibilities, 
it shows that you don’t need to always be travelling, there can be other 
ways of keeping the conversation going. We don’t quote from each 
other, we don’t read each other, we are not aware of what is going on 
and this is our condition as Africans.

BZ: 	 This book is a great opportunity to really start building something. 
And I’m serious about that. This is a really good opportunity because 
events can be organised around the idea of the book, before the publi-
cation of the book, after the publication of the book, there’s so many 
events you can organise around this and with Westminster behind it, I 
think it should be … and like you said, we can do it all online, we don’t 
need even funding for travel.

ED I: 	 Looking at the future, crystal ball gazing, what sort of future of research 
in African media and communication, teaching African media and 
communication do you foresee in the context of globalisation, digitali-
sation, the decolonial turn, even COVID, the recession. What future do 
you see for African media and communication, what should be happen-
ing in the future according to you?

BZ: 	 I think we should focus on technology and on user experience. Because 
now we don’t interact with a newspaper or with a magazine or with a 
TV screen, we’re dealing with mobile devices, with computers that have 
a set of functionalities, a set of affordances, a design. How do we as 
users navigate these platforms and how do we interact with them? This 
is one aspect of technology, with a focus on users and how we as users 
are interacting with these technologies as artefacts. The other aspect of 
the technology is to really have a close look at algorithms, at AI and 
how it’s used, as recommender systems or as news aggregators or as 
news writers, there’s a lot of news on �nance and sports that is done 
primarily by AI. And there is a lot of bias in AI and in algorithms and 
there is lack of transparency in how they work. There is a lot that has 
been written about this in the western context.

So, as Africans, we really need to be at the forefront of this, we can’t build 
African scholarship on 20th century theories of agenda setting, gatekeeping, 
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and other 20th century type of media thinking. We have to really look forward 
and be at the forefront of all these technological developments that are hap-
pening and that are disrupting and will continue to disrupt the media land-
scape in Africa. This is really where I think the future should be. Otherwise, we 
just going to be stuck in the 20th century if  we keep focusing on old theoretical 
frameworks. If  we do audience research, we should focus more on user experi-
ence, on how audiences domesticate these technologies, how people appropri-
ate them. For example, there’s Net�ix, it’s amazing how it changed how we 
consume media. So, this is where the future should be.

ED:	 What are your thoughts on the decolonial turn in media and communi-
cation studies. For example, on issues such as, and you’ve touched a 
little on that, digital decolonisation and so on?

BZ: 	 The internet giants are monsters. Facebook and Google are probably 
more powerful than Great Britain’s military. They have such a pervasive 
presence and a lot of governments in Africa, in order for them to make 
the internet affordable for people, they establish partnerships with social 
media companies and the result is that for a lot of Africans, the internet 
is social media, the internet is Facebook. Many African citizens don’t 
use a browser where they can go and type a search term and look it up, 
they don’t use the internet to empower themselves. I think we should �nd 
a different term than colonisation.

This is way beyond colonisation because it’s not just physical, it’s mental, it’s 
spiritual. This form of colonisation is more like colonisation on steroids, so 
like I said before, our research agenda should be focused on technology. China 
is the only country that saw this coming and they created their own search 
engines and their own social media platforms to maintain a sense of sover-
eignty over their people’s data, and China managed to save itself  from this new 
colonisation. We’ve seen what happened with Cambridge Analytica, how they 
in�uence Brexit and the 2016 US elections, and we know that these platforms 
have been used to in�uence other elections in Africa and other countries of the 
Global South.

ED:	 I think you mentioned China, which is also an elephant in the room in 
other conversations about the future of…

BZ: 	 At least China, they manage to have sovereignty over their own data. 
I’m not an apologist for China, but I applaud them because they were 
able to maintain sovereignty over their citizen’s data, so that when 
Chinese people use the internet, all the data is in servers that are located 
within China and Chinese people, one way or the other, they have access 
to that data and they can control it. But for the rest of the world, all our 
data is in servers that are owned by companies headquartered in the US 
under US jurisdiction. And that’s troublesome.



218  African Media and Communication

ED:	 You mention the issue of sovereignty and you also mention the issue of 
power and these issues, they need policy frameworks. In terms of policy 
architecture to guarantee the future that we want in terms of research 
but also in terms of media and communication scenarios in Africa, 
where do you think that should come from, the policy framework? Are 
we prepared, are we working, should it be continent or should it be 
something that is African and not driven by these NGOs and other 
things? What are your views about this?

BZ: 	 These are global problems that need global solutions. Africa has to be 
part of the conversation, but the conversation has to be at the global 
level because these are issues that concern everybody around the world. 
In terms of policy, I think Europe is the only region where conversa-
tions about the domination of the tech companies is taking place. I am 
not sure if  politicians in the US are willing or even capable of having 
such conversations, and we saw the debates in the 2020 US elections 
dealing with all kinds of topics, immigration, economy, environment, 
Covid 19, but nothing about technology and the tech giants. The dom-
inance of a few tech companies is troublesome. They disrupted the 
media industry, the business models of media organisations, they took 
all the advertising money, and they control all the data, and with arti�-
cial intelligence, the more data they collect the more powerful 
they become.

	   In terms of policy, I think discussions have to be global because we 
can’t continue to live in a world where Facebook continues to function 
as a private company with no public oversight. Facebook has billions of 
users and still refuses to take responsibility for the content published on 
its platform. It de�nes itself  as a platform, not as a publisher although 
the recommender systems it uses decide what content their users con-
sume, and the recommender systems end up being probably more pow-
erful and more in�uential than the content itself. I participated in a few 
conferences organised by UNESCO and the Internet Governance 
Forum (IGF) and my contribution always focused on the question of 
oversight. When companies as big as Google or Facebook control so 
much data, there has to be some form of oversight, they can’t just func-
tion as a private company and be in control over all their decisions. For 
instance, Ofcom has oversight over what British broadcasters and 
British broadcasters’ share of the audience is negligible compared to 
that of Google and Facebook. So, why is it that? So, organisations such 
the UNESCO, the IGF, or some newly created international regulatory 
entity should exercise some oversight over these companies. We have 
regulatory institutions for all kinds of industries, �nance, petroleum, 
car manufacturing, but why not the internet. What I say might sound 
like calling for state interference, or pro-censorship, but when you have 
a company with 2.5 billion users/customers, there has to be some 
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oversight. And that’s a global conversation where Africa have to be par-
ticipating very forcefully.

ED:	 Can you think of anything that you would have liked to talk about that 
we did not touch on?

BZ: 	 What I want to add is that the book is a great idea, it’s a great opportunity 
to bring African researchers, scholars together and really start a conver-
sation. I think it’s a very good initiative and we can build on it, like start 
a network, some kind of conference where we can meet and discuss. I’m 
sure once you do 10, 15 interviews, some lines of thinking will appear. I 
think there will be some patterns that will emerge and that could be a very 
good start for something promising.

ED:	 I think that’s �ne for now. What we are going to do is transcribe and 
then we share with you the notes. You will be at liberty to add and clar-
ify some of your views and edit. And then we will edit it and publish it 
in a format that is systematic. But we’ll try as much as possible to retain 
what you say in your own words.

BZ: 	 Sounds good.
ED:	 Thank you so much for you time.
BZ: 	 I’m glad.
ED:	 Thank you

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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12	� Journalism Education, Freedom 
of Expression, Regulation and 
Media Development in Africa

Conversation with Guy Berger

Editors’ Introduction

Guy Berger rose to prominence as head of the School of Journalism and Media 
Studies at Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa (1994–2011), where 
he is an emeritus professor. In 2011, Berger was appointed as the Director for 
Freedom of Expression and Media Development at UNESCO. While he of�-
cially retired from UNESCO in 2022, Berger continues his role as a freedom of 
expression champion, now as a private consultant. Berger has published exten-
sively and also delivered numerous public presentations. He helped establish 
several outreach projects, including the successful hosting of the World 
Journalism Education Congress in July 2010. He runs a website called Comms 
Policy. Africa and writes on LinkedIn.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 14 December 2020 
(and slightly updated in 2024), Berger touches on a wide range of topics, 
including his involvement in the struggle for equality and freedom of expres-
sion under apartheid, his subsequent imprisonment for his role in sharing 
so-called classi�ed information and the impact of these early encounters on 
his academic journey. Berger’s resolute commitment to the inclusion of lived 
experiences in his academic work as it pertains to the media/society nexus 
stems from his experiences as a communication liaison in community spaces 
and anti-apartheid political organisations.  To this end, Berger talks about the 
necessity of being open to theoretical inputs from different spaces and sources. 
He actively sought to establish connections between theory and practice, 
emphasising the need to contextualise one’s place within conversations around 
media, society and decolonisation. Berger notably connected academics on 
the continent with each other, but also with industry, practitioners and, where 
appropriate, with the global North. In terms of decoloniality, he cautions a 
need to be clear about what is being dismantled and what is being established 
in its stead. For, as he notes, decolonisation and dewesternisation does not 
happen in an empty �eld and there might be some plants that can be repur-
posed, while others might need weeding out.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Freedom of Expression, Regulation and Media Development in Africa

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Guy Berger, thank you for agreeing to 

talk with us. Guy, could you talk to us about your entry into 
academic life. What were your formative years, what did your 
formative years look like?

GB:	 I grew up as a white male in apartheid South Africa, so that of 
course meant a lot of privilege and a lot of blinkers. My parents 
were quite conservative, they were immigrants but I began to see 
some of the problems of the society I was putting roots into, 
both by reading the liberal press and also by the way my parents, 
like a lot of white South Africans employed servants, and the 
way they treated these people. I saw that, and it was such a vivid 
example of cheap labour as a result of the apartheid system’s 
“Bantustan” policy because the people that they employed, or 
two of the women, didn’t have permits to be in white South 
Africa and were forever trying to hide from the police. So, one of 
the domestic workers had a child and in the meantime she had a 
family back in Transkei and she once brought one of her kids 
from Transkei to Joburg. This child was about 3 years older than 
the kid she had in Joburg and the difference between the kid who 
had grown up in Joburg and the kid who had grown up in the 
Transkei was so visibly manifest. You could just see the effects of 
malnutrition, stunting and so on. Anyway, these things kind of 
started disturbing me. Then I had to join the military, the South 
African Defence Force and that was in 1974 when I �nished 
school and it was such a brutal indoctrination system and it was 
so crude that I really rebelled against that. And then they packed 
us off  to Angola, this was before the secret “of�cial” invasion in 
1974. So that was quite sort of radicalising I suppose. And then 
I got to university in 1975 and got increasingly socialised into left 
wing theory and the re-emergence of resistance to apartheid 
after the lull that followed the suppression of the liberation 
movement in the 1960s.

ED:	 Which university did you go to Guy?
GB:	 I went to Rhodes University to do journalism. In my �rst year I 

was getting intellectual socialisation, mainly from outside of 
class, and in the white left student movement, an understanding 
that it wasn’t just race, it was also class and so on. We were 
reading political economy, following the revolution in 
Mozambique, discovering the history of  resistance in South 
Africa. I was already then in a position that I realised that this 
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entire system really stank. So it was that, after the military ser-
vice before university, I still also had to do these once a year 
refresher “camps”, six week camps. The �rst one I went on, I 
think it was the end of  my second year, I was based in a military 
of�ce in Joburg and I stole a whole lot of  military documents 
which I eventually sent through to the ANC. So, I already was 
a young militant, I guess, and also increasingly exposed to local 
black consciousness activists. They were part of  the wider 
movement that culminated in Soweto Uprising, and the Eastern 
Cape itself  was full of  small towns with burning schools and so 
on. And so, I started working with these people in the 
Grahamstown townships, and with deepening understanding 
and respect of  black consciousness on the one hand and aware-
ness of  privilege on the other. That was very politicising, and so 
basically I was more of  a political person than being just inter-
ested in learning about journalism as a semi-creative profession.

	   Journalism and media studies to me wasn’t an end in itself, it 
was: how do we understand all this in terms of the need to change 
the conditions of oppression and domination, how to strengthen 
resistance? Stuart Hall’s view about the media as a site of struggle 
was quite important because you could see even �ssures developing 
within the white liberal press, where there were some progressive 
white journalists. And in black journalism, of which there wasn’t a 
lot, there was The Voice newspaper which was the newspaper linked 
to the black consciousness movement, published indirectly by the 
South African Council of Churches. Reading this paper was quite 
radicalising. And then the way that Sunday Post newspaper started 
to cover the Soweto Uprising and the Soweto Student Representative 
Council, you could see that there were some ways that media could 
play a role in resistance, not just reproduction of an abominable 
system. As the struggle got more intense, one could understand 
that there was the SABC that was completely beyond the pale in 
doing racist propaganda. The mainstream white liberal media had 
its limitations: it was anti-apartheid at some levels but it certainly 
wasn’t pro-resistance, although for example there was the Daily 
Dispatch, for instance, covering Steve Biko’s murder with a poster 
on its front page. And so, I started thinking how could one inter-
vene more in the media. I would write pseudo-anonymous letters to 
the newspapers trying to get progressive messages published, and I 
submitted a few articles to the papers but they didn’t publish them.

	   I also had a few vacation jobs at The Star and couldn’t really 
get anything critical into that paper at the time. But then I also 
worked with other students and some township youth to produce 
a newspaper which was called Ilizwe lase Rhini which meant the 
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“Voice of Grahamstown”. That newspaper had about 4, 5 or 6 
editions. Eventually, long after I was arrested and gone, the 
undercover police agent at Rhodes, Oliver Forsyth, resurrected it 
and used it as her cover to spy on activists in the townships and 
in the student movement. That re�ects a really perverse exploita-
tion of media potential. It wasn’t a hugely radical paper, but it 
was in a mixture of Xhosa and English. Then in 1980, I got 
arrested and went to prison. I was held in detention for seven 
months and then I was in prison for 2 years. I managed to �nish 
my masters research in prison, which was not speci�cally about 
media although it was relevant. I was looking at theories of 
development.

ED:	 When did they imprison you Guy?
GB:	 It was in 1980 I was arrested. The prison thing is of possible 

interest because once I was formally sentenced, I had access to 
studies but this was very erratic. So, the one year I could theorise 
my MA which was really in the �eld of development theory, and 
not media studies, but looking at this theory from a left wing 
critical perspective showed me how ideology is used to rational-
ise World Bank neoliberal kind of policies and so on. Actually, 
this was useful later for understanding media’s potential roles in 
political and other forms of development, and the problems 
with the notion of “development journalism”. It was also help-
ful later in critically understanding the concept of “media 
development”.

ED:	 And the prison allowed it to go through?
GB:	 In prison, I was allowed in one box of literature, of photocopies 

I had made, which enabled me to work further on the MA. Then 
eventually when I came out of prison my supervisor said to 
upgrade it to a PhD, and then I did a lot more work on it – still 
in critical development studies, but nevertheless of direct rele-
vance to how I later came to approach media studies. The second 
year that I was in prison, they let me do Communication Science 
honours through UNISA. At Rhodes, I had done a BA in 
Journalism and Political studies and then I did honours in polit-
ical studies. So, I continued the MA in political studies in my �rst 
year of imprisonment, and was able to do higher study in the 
area of media through an honours in communication science at 
UNISA in the second year.

ED:	 Who were the major kind of intellectuals that in�uenced your 
frameworks at this stage?

GB:	 So, when I was at university I read Stuart Hall and his conception 
of the media as a site of struggle and basically the notion of cul-
ture being upstream from journalism and media, and intersecting 
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with class and imperialism. That was very in�uential and so were 
writers like Jeremy Tunstall, Armand Mattelart and Seth 
Siegelaub. Later, I was quite surprised when I had to go into exile 
in the UK in 1985, and found that all these theorists whom I had 
been reading in awe, actually seemed to have very little in�uence 
within the centres of cultural power like the UK. But these 
authors had a lot of in�uence in South African circles, particu-
larly white left media circles. Then, there was also Althusser and 
it was interesting to engage with his theory of ideology and ideo-
logical state apparatus. The dif�culty with that is that while it 
showed us media’s investment in the structures of power, it also 
lacked something relevant to South Africa. The concept implied 
a kind of rigid functionalism which lacked the dynamism of 
looking at contradictions and the Stuart Hall notion of the media 
as a site of struggle. So, I kind of had to marry all these approaches 
to link with the locality of South Africa. Meanwhile, in prison, I 
was doing the UNISA syllabus, which was standard comms mod-
els, media effects and gatekeeping theory. So I had to read a lot of 
the then-mainstream stuff which I hadn’t paid that much atten-
tion to previously. This was by and large American theorisation 
with distinctive normative assumptions. I had read at Rhodes 
some McLuhan and some US writers, but that wasn’t nearly as 
strong as it was at UNISA. So, when I encountered all this 
through UNISA, I had the basis and tools to engage with it more.

ED:	 How did your engagements as an academic, as a journalist, as 
somebody who has been jailed for his activism, your public intel-
lectualism as represented in the columns that you’ve done, how 
did that impact on your scholarship and your teaching at Rhodes 
University?

GB:	 Maybe if  I can just chip in a bit more history because I think that 
might be relevant to answering your question more. So, when I 
came out of prison in ’83, I thought I’d be banned and I was 
planning to go into exile because there wasn’t much point for me 
to stay at home and being a martyr. I wasn’t a high pro�le person 
like Winnie Mandela. However, because the apartheid regime 
had the tri-cameral parliament initiative, they actually had a 
slight liberalisation in the air – so I was not banned. As a result, 
after being released in ’83, from then till ’85 I was able to stay and 
work inside South Africa. But this wasn’t so much in the intellec-
tual domain as in practical media activism informed by various 
theories and the demands of practice. So, I worked in a commu-
nity resource centre doing media training, mainly for activists 
and social movements. This was work with youth groups, trade 
union groups, women’s groups, and the United Democratic 
Front (UDF), basically producing propaganda for them. Yet this 
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was also theoretically informed in the sense that it transformed 
the classic Western theory about communications’ role being to 
educate, inform and entertain, and added insights from Lenin to 
recognise that communications can also serve to organise and, 
agitate and to mobilise and unify.

	   Today, with disinformation, we know well that communications 
can also serve to de�ect and confuse. Back in the 80s, we expanded 
the old theory, because that’s what we were doing in practice: com-
bining advocacy and journalism (which is why I ended up being 
arrested again in 1984). That period also saw the rise of the alter-
native press. So, the Weekly Mail started, and there was the SA 
Students Press Union (SASPU) with very progressive publications 
coming out. I was working with those people, and with progres-
sives in the mainstream media who were getting more in�uence. 
But all this comms work was activist oriented or foregrounded in 
terms of theory and analysis – my job wasn’t with a university, it 
was with community circles. In 1985, there was a State of 
Emergency declared, and I went into hiding and tried to �nish my 
PhD while on the run. Then after some months, I went into exile 
in the UK, where I �nished the PhD, and also worked as a jour-
nalist and a media agency co-ordinator. This was also a period 
that wasn’t really about media theory, research or teaching, but it 
was very interesting because it was working within a different 
media environment in the UK compared to South Africa.

ED:	 Did you study in the UK and who were your inspirations?
GB:	 I did not study in the UK, but spent a year �nishing my Phd with 

support of Prof Gavin Williams, at Oxford, who had been an 
external examiner of an earlier version of the thesis. Instead, I 
worked in media-related activities. Back in South Africa, I had 
been jailed for ANC membership and activities, but when I was 
in the UK I wasn’t of�cially in the ANC networks, so I was semi-
undercover. I was writing in this newspaper of the left there, The 
Morning Star newspaper, and I was using the pen name of Sam 
R Mitchell, which was an anglicised version of Samora Machel, 
the Mozambican revolutionary and later president. Samora 
Machel was a hero of course at that time (and later martyred in 
suspicious circumstances attributed to South African efforts).

	   My heroes at that time were the political people, rather than 
academic intellectuals in the communications sphere. One looked 
up to some journalists, such as Ruth First, but there was not much 
in the South African political sphere at the time which fore-
grounded the project of intellectual work on media analysis. I got 
to know more about mainstream media, however, while in exile. 
This is because I also worked with colleagues back in South 
Africa who were �lming the revolution. This was the media 
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agency NGO Video News Services with Brian Tilly, Rapitse 
Montsho, and Laurence Dworkin (who died of COVID in 2020). 
These three �lmed a lot of protest and resistance, interviews with 
Winnie Mandela, and so on and they would smuggle the footage 
to me in the UK and I would try to get it placed in international 
television. So, I began to understand how Channel 4 worked, 
what could I sell to the BBC, and so on.

	   Just anecdotally, I had a big backpack and I would go out to 
Heathrow, take three London underground tube lines and a bus, 
in order to collect these videotapes as well as each week 100 cop-
ies of the Mail & Guardian. Then I would go back into London 
and spend 2 further days on the underground, going to little 
alternative bookshops in London, for example dropping off  5 
copies of the Weekly Mail, taking back 4 copies that had never 
sold. The other days of the week, I would be trying to sell the 
footage to the television industry. It was tough times, and it 
meant that I wasn’t really involved much with the scholarship 
community when I was in the UK. What also took my time, but 
again was very interesting in terms of intellectual growth, was 
that I also became international correspondent for New Nation 
which was one of the South African alternative newspapers. So, 
I would do them news stories every week or so from an interna-
tional perspective that was relevant to the struggle in South Africa.

ED:	 When did you start teaching?
GB:	 After the ANC was unbanned in 1990, I was able to come back 

to South Africa. I �rst worked in Cape Town as editor of a mag-
azine called New Era which was a project of the Grassroots 
newspapers. Grassroots was a big alternative newspaper in the 
Western Cape and in fact one of the antecedents of all these 
other alternatives newspapers that came up later. This was in the 
democratic transition that would culminate in the 1994 elections. 
The “game” was changing. As a result a point was reached when 
I resigned from the New Era in 1991 because they basically still 
had a very instrumentalist idea of media, while I was beginning 
to say “hey, now we are heading towards a democracy, we need 
to play a slightly different role, we can’t just be purely guided by 
political interest, we also have to look at editorial integrity 
and so on”.

	   The tipping point was that I organised an interview with 
Adriaan Vlok, the former minister of police. He was interviewed 
by Tony Holiday who was a former journalist and Communist 
Party member, and who was a political prisoner whom I had met 
when I was in jail. We expected Holiday to put really tough ques-
tions to Vlok. However, the bigger picture was that the 
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Communist Party at the time was trying to make a deal with the 
apartheid regime. So, in the interview, Tony Holiday didn’t really 
pin Vlok down in the corner, he did a soft interview. As a result, 
the collective at New Era refused to publish this. I said: “Well, I 
don’t think we can pick and choose what we publish according to 
what we would have liked to see. We asked for the interview, we 
got the interview, we briefed the interviewer and anyway, it is of 
interest that it shows that a rapprochement is happening. We put 
two apparent extremes together, and actually they don’t have a 
�ght”. So anyway, I left the magazine and became editor of 
South newspaper for 2 years.

	   South was a pro-ANC alternative weekly paper serving 
oppressed communities in Cape Town. It was dif�cult to sustain 
economically as donor-funding shrunk, and the bulk of the read-
ership became increasingly anti-ANC as the election approached. 
It taught me a lot about media management and the challenges 
of how political changes can impact on media consumption. It 
was not only complex and confusing, but also exhausting. Hence, 
I took up the opportunity to return to Rhodes in mid-1994. In 
summary, I got back to South Africa at the end of 1990, and 
then I was in Cape Town for 3 years, and then I went to Rhodes 
– having been removed from the university some 15 years earlier 
where I had just become a junior lecturer.

ED:	 That’s quite a period between when you studied and when you 
returned to academic life. And I’m wondering, all these different 
engagements you had, including the politics around you as a per-
son and the work that you have engaged in, how did that in�u-
ence your perceptions of the �eld of media and cultural studies. 
What did media and cultural studies and journalism studies look 
like from the vantage point of these different positions that 
you’ve occupied?

GB:	 In the early 1990s, I was still an activist, but had also begun to 
recognise that there’s a point at which journalistic ethics and val-
ues on one hand, and political allegiance on the other, aren’t 
always compatible. And so, in terms of theories of what was 
going on, I did �nd that media studies was a bit removed from 
some of these kinds of dilemmas on the ground. How could one 
makes sense of when power changes and you still have the same 
values and theories, and meanwhile part of your constituency of 
oppressed people have become reactionary.

	   It was not just me, a lot of people found it dif�cult to �gure 
out how do you change and adapt. Some people said it was the 
difference between becoming full time politician, as compared to 
being a political activist. At the time, I also was wanting to see 
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academia make a much bigger contribution to policy and to 
community and to knowledge and skills. While editing New Era 
and then South, it was sometimes dif�cult to get academics to 
contribute to journalism –mindsets and skillsets were an obsta-
cle. In this whole period, what I think I didn’t quite recognise in 
that period of transition away from apartheid, was just how dif-
�cult it is to change institutions. For example, changing media 
and universities – in terms of race, class and gender – requires 
resources and it requires incumbents to recognise their limita-
tions and their accountability. I thought transformation would 
be much quicker and much easier, and that everyone would jump 
on board to make it happen.

	   At Rhodes, it was a real challenge to change staff and student 
demographics. It was also a challenge to respond to society. One 
of the things I did in 1995 was to start a course at Rhodes in 
media pedagogy and media leadership, to respond to needs for 
new media trainers and executives. The fantastic thing about 
working in a dynamic country like South Africa is that there is so 
much potential and so much demand and so much opportunity. 
If  you are going to just be in an ivory tower, you are missing a 
huge part of the game. So, I started this course which brought 
students into a relationship with school goers in the Grahamstown 
townships, �rst producing school newspapers, and then ultimately 
engaging in local community radio. A couple of the colleagues in 
the Rhodes department were keen on learning how these kinds of 
outreach activities would impact on their teaching, and how their 
teaching could enrich this kind of practice outside of the ivory 
tower. Others were more traditional academics who, while pro-
gressive, saw their role primarily as inward-looking.

	   On re�ection, developing this transformational role of a jour-
nalism and media studies institution, it is hard to know if  it was 
that successful as a movement as such. Some people possibly felt 
I wasn’t respecting the pure scholarship endeavour enough, but 
in terms of my personal values and history, I thought we should 
do more than just the long-term training of elite students (who 
mainly came from out of town), and producing research for a 
tiny audience. My orientation was that we could also help shape 
society in more immediate and local ways, and in continental 
ways, and in national policy ways, capacity building ways such 
as, through the Media Institute of Southern African, the SA 
National Editors Forum (SANEF), etc.

ED:	 This is really interesting because you have actually been one of 
the people within the South African context that had, since you 
started, insisted upon doing things in ways that are in tandem 
with the lived realities, right?
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GB:	 A university in South Africa is by nature an elite institution and 
Rhodes was still largely within teaching, research and role para-
digms that were drawn from elsewhere. The theory being quoted 
wasn’t being adapted suf�ciently to the conditions of South 
Africa. Identity in South Africa was patently not a function of 
media engagement. And, for example. Murdoch and Golding 
were useful for analysing ownership and power, but their writing 
did not aid us in conceptualising media transformation, commu-
nity engagement, community media, stuff  like that. How could 
the public broadcaster be insulated to resist capture, rather than 
simply by normative appeals to a different culture and business 
model which supported the BBC and its Canadian counterpart?

	   The positionalities and assumptions of newsworthiness from 
western democracies were by no means irrelevant, but South 
Africa needed a lot more. This was also all long before the decol-
onisation movement and gender became much more prominent 
issues, which South African journalism education and media 
studies would be called upon to engage. But still within the limits 
of the situation in South Africa in the later 1990s, Rhodes was 
part of attempts to build mutually productive bridges between 
academe and society. That is what South Africa induces, as part 
of the historical trajectory of academic institutions, research 
scholarship and external impact – but it was and is an historical 
invitation that resonates unevenly.

ED:	 So, under your leadership then, the School of Journalism and 
Media Studies at Rhodes, it thrived, it became well developed, it 
became world renowned in terms of the programmes that it 
offered. And I wondered if  you could talk to us a little bit about 
how the programme there started. I mean you were there as a 
student and then you returned as the person that was taking the 
reins and how your interventions then transformed the space?

GB:	 When I became head of what was then the Department of 
Journalism and Media Studies in 1994, there were the two tracks 
of theory and practice, and every student was taking both tracks. 
This continued what I had experienced there in the 1970s, when 
as a student, one could learn about Gramsci in theory but you 
were on your own to try to make the connections to practise by 
trying to do journalism that would be counter-hegemonic.

	   When I came back to Rhodes in ’94, the whole �eld had 
expanded a lot more. First, when I did journalism it was primar-
ily print based, there was a little bit of  radio. When I came back, 
there were far greater practical specialisations in the media 
world itself  – which of  course then started taking off  further 
with the internet. Media theory, policy and research had become 
more elaborated. At the same time, we were engaged in 
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responding to the legalisation of  community radio and then 
change of  the public broadcaster, the public broadcaster, 
SABC. So we developed a three year specialisation in radio and 
we did the same in photojournalism as well. Media manage-
ment had become an important component in the context of 
transformation of  the South African media control. There were 
calls to offer public relations but these were resisted.

	   On the media analysis/theorisation side, there seemed to be a 
lot more issues that had arisen, post-Foucault and Bourdieu, etc. 
We started a course-work MA programme and began to graduate 
PhDs. In all this burgeoning curriculum, it was hard to have con-
stant connections between theory and practice. This is not to reify 
this, nor to imply that there should always be a necessity to make 
those connections. But there was de�nitely the risk of a divide 
between specialisations in these two areas – theory and practice.

	   Even [when] some students wanted more of the one or more of 
the other, some of them didn’t like the one or did like the other. 
Still, we did manage to build a lot of momentum in both areas, 
and at least we maintained partial connections so theory and 
research informed practice, and vice versa. This was enhanced by 
networking on the continent, with Highway Africa Conference, 
and then also by trying to build more partnerships with other 
communications academics around South Africa, and more 
broadly around the continent as well.

ED:	 That is exactly what I wanted you to talk about, these relationships 
that you built within the African context that were broader than 
what some of the other universities were doing which were to try 
and establish links with the Global North before establishing links 
within Africa. So, you did Highway Africa and so maybe talk to us 
a little bit about Highway Africa? When did you set that up and 
what were the objectives and do you feel it had the impact intended?

GB:	 We set  up this conference – which would become annual for 
more than 20 years - in 1997, and the idea was to begin to sensi-
tise journalists about this new digital world that was beginning to 
emerge and how they could use it for research and communica-
tion. And then as it evolved, we got into a different phase, how to 
use digital opportunities for publishing and distribution. This 
was in the days before the Internet giants emerged, with their 
distinctive impacts of both journalistic possibility and limitation.

	   In the beginning, at Rhodes, we focused on the input side, what 
was called Computer Assisted Reporting. And the idea was also 
to begin to realise that this technology enabled, at least in theory, 
some pan-African interconnectivity that had been much more dif-
�cult before. This was also in a period where, after 1991 and the 
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historic Windhoek Declaration, a lot of African media landscapes 
had liberalised and so there was a thirst around the continent and 
amongst independent practitioners and also academics to net-
work with each other. There was enthusiasm for the “African 
renaissance” and to see what could emerge with this change in 
communications technology, culture, media output, etc.

	   At the time, Internet conditions in South Africa were better 
than a lot of other countries, and when you came to a university 
like Rhodes, where there was connectivity, this was not the case 
in a lot of other countries, where people did not have electrical 
power and so on. This relative advantage underpinned the effort 
at Rhodes to try and build some kind of continental community 
of journalists who could support each other, learn from each 
other, share with each other. It also built bridges between news-
room and classroom.

	   Some of those journalists thus networked with each other also 
then wanted to come and study in academia. So, for example, out 
of Highway Africa, some journalists in Uganda who worked for 
the New Vision newspaper persuaded their then MD to sponsor 
about 10 of them to come and do their MA’s at Rhodes. So, then 
you had these practitioners coming to Rhodes from Uganda and 
doing highly interesting intellectual work. Practitioners found 
their way to Rhodes, coming from Cameroon, Zambia, Malawi, 
Nigeria, Kenya, Zambia and elsewhere. This was interesting in 
terms of media studies learning and research.

	   South Africans who came from disadvantaged backgrounds 
had a great deal of street knowledge, but it wasn’t easy for them 
to valorise that in terms of the academic discourse and stand-
ards. The white South Africans had some privilege in terms of 
formal education, and blind-spots about the wider world. Then 
you had Zimbabweans, who were mainly black Zimbabweans, 
who were streets ahead even of the white South Africans in terms 
of academic foundations. Meanwhile, the Ugandans were in turn 
ahead of everybody in terms of their maturity and prior educa-
tion standards. All these people brought their insights and 
national experiences into the classroom and their research. So, it 
was a dynamic time to be in. That also developed because I 
started doing work with UNESCO in the area of journalism 
education, which enabled me to network and research journalism 
education and media studies around the continent. Part of this 
was developing criteria for excellence in African journalism edu-
cation, through a whole consultation process. UNESCO man-
aged to get some money and supported 20 different schools of 
journalism at that time. We could subsequently host the 2nd 
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iteration of the World Journalism Education Congress in 2010. 
All this was a way in which the team at Rhodes could learn an 
enormous amount about the external wider and changing world 
– from practitioners, from national practitioners and continent-
wide practitioners.

	   And for us in academia back then, it became clearer that one 
had resources to offer, and that students would be bene�ciaries 
of an expanded horizon of interaction with outside actors. In 
this context, Highway Africa was also quite successful in getting 
funding. These things are processes, however. There would be a 
fantastic Highway Africa conference and yet some colleagues at 
Rhodes wouldn’t come and network with the participants on 
their doorsteps. Or if  they did come to a social event, then they 
would often talk to each other, rather than meet with visitors – 
and some of the visitors themselves would mainly hang-out with 
fellow nationals. We realised we needed to try and build the social 
capital picture, drawing on the theory from Thomas Putnam and 
beyond, to improve the extent of bridging and linking of actors.

	   The challenge was to start people networking with different 
people, to start talking to others. And then you had the 
Francophone African issue, which made for language challenges 
to knowledge exchange. Still, it was a very good time for people 
to broaden their perspectives about what was possible and what 
could be done and what needed to be done, and the different 
roles that different actors could play through interacting outside 
their immediate networks and communities of practice.

	   Indeed, even some of these academics at Rhodes who didn’t 
�nd it particularly interesting to meet working journalists from 
South Africa or from wider, would still want to contribute, ask-
ing for more media theory to be injected into the conference. 
Then there were also people like Tawana Kupe who was able to 
help structure the conference programme to bring in academics 
to talk to the practitioners, and stimulate exchange between the 
two groups. Before that, it was more a case of practitioners talk-
ing amongst themselves, and not so much of hearing academics.

ED:	 And do you think having both the academics and the practition-
ers in some way bene�tted both groups, like what should be the 
relationship between theory and practice when we think of media 
and journalism programmes?

GB:	 It’s a long debate of course, you’ve written about it, I’ve written 
about it. Basically, media studies can stand by itself. Meanwhile, 
journalism practice is of course informed, implicitly at least, by 
some kind of theory and some kind of knowledge and normative 
values, and so on. So, it is empowering for practitioners if  they 
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have more insights into the realm of theory and research about 
communications.

	   At the same time, theory is relevant not only to the journalistic 
practitioners, but also to policy makers. It’s relevant to the enter-
tainment industry; it’s not just relevant to the news media. In the 
wider ecosystem of communication, we know that journalism 
plays a particular part, and so theory like media studies and 
journalism studies have value for practitioners, as well as for 
ordinary people’s levels of Media and Information Literacy. At 
the same time, the �eld of “theory” can only grow and be of 
value if  it is informed by how the world works in terms of the 
actual dynamics where it seeks to explain or catalyse research.

ED:	 You left your job at Rhodes after building this very successful 
journalism programme for UNESCO, could you tell us more 
about why you did that and how you thought having a role as 
director of freedom of expression and media development could 
enhance your work?

GB:	 At Rhodes, because of my interest in what was happening in the 
policy and the external world, I was picking up on this thing 
about DTT (Digital Terrestrial Television), the transition from 
analogue to digital transition. In this context, I began to realise 
that policies like South Africa’s DTT, in fact the whole conti-
nent’s situation, was being driven from parts of the world that 
had different priorities and different agendas. So I published col-
umns in the Mail & Guardian, and an article in Communicatio, 
arguing that it was inappropriate at that period for Africa to put 
resources into DTT, when in fact analogue TV was barely 
exploited in terms of an expanded range of channels. Further, I 
pointed out that expanding radio, not digital TV, was the prior-
ity, and that Africa could leapfrog over costly set top box tech-
nologies at a later point, and focus also on using spectrum for 
internet to Internet Protocol enabled devices. So, I saw very 
clearly how important it was to be grounded. I owe everything I 
have to growing up and working in South Africa, and then to the 
connections that made with the rest of the continent. These all 
opened my eyes to many things.

So, when it came to joining UNESCO, I thought this could be interesting 
because it means looking at issues of international standard setting roles. 
Because the whole thing about DTT, it wasn’t intentionally an imperialistic 
thing but it was de�nitely an agenda that didn’t take into account the practical-
ities of Africa as a key region in the global South. At the same time, I could see 
how aspirations in Africa could become global norms – like the Windhoek 
Declaration of 1991 which was then recognised by UNESCO, and which gave 



234  African Media and Communication

the UN General Assembly the momentum to proclaim World Press Freedom 
Day. So that’s why I was interested to come to UNESCO. And also, I was feel-
ing frustrated then at Rhodes because I felt we were getting bogged down in 
excessively participative management style.

ED:	 Also, do you think that having an African scholar at the helm of 
the institution made a difference in terms of approaches?

GB:	 For UNESCO, having a person with my background, I would 
like to believe, has made a difference from several points of view. 
This is possible because my position as a senior director equates, 
in national terms, to a top civil service position reporting to a 
Minister, although not political, and therefore is quite authorita-
tive and provides opportunity to in�uence things. I brought to 
the position decades of academic growth and research experi-
ence. Most of the colleagues that I’m working with at UNESCO 
don’t have such extensive background. Or if  they did have it, it 
was long before and they weren’t up-to-date with new perspec-
tives and communications developments. Not that I’ve been able 
to keep up with academic life due to pressure of work, and the 
trend at UNESCO is that one is pressed to play more of a man-
agerial than an intellectual role.

Still, coming in fresh from an African university, I could contribute a lot of 
understanding about convergence and digital transformation, including in 
African conditions. Also, coming from Southern Africa, in particular, I could 
bring direct knowledge of the importance of free, pluralistic, independent 
media, and how the Windhoek Declaration had historically been powerful in 
facilitating freedom of expression on the continent. I think UNESCO has also 
bene�ted from having someone in the post who had come from an activist his-
tory. Not that at UNESCO, I could be an activist, nor an independent aca-
demic, because now I was a civil servant and my bosses were almost 200 
governments. But still, I was able to retain the values, passion and the energy 
to promote progress in regard to media and journalism, even within the con-
straints of consensus within an intergovernmental organisation.

From the other side, the experience has also given me an awareness of the huge 
diversity of issues outside of South Africa and outside of Africa. In fact, I would say 
my knowledge of media and of media studies as it pertains to Africa and South 
Africa has been stunted, because I had to come to grips with a lot of other issues, 
particularly media and digital policy issues in different parts of policy issues in dif-
ferent parts of the world. And then you’ve got this rise of the internet as a big policy 
issue. It has entailed so much learning. So nowadays, it’s evident that media develop-
ment and media studies, as well as the practice of journalism, can’t be looked at in a 
bubble. You have to look at this bigger digital ecosystem and new centres of where 
power lies in that ecosystem. You are almost back in the new world information 
communication order debates about the extent to which the media are American.
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Today the question is the extent to which the internet is American – for bet-
ter and worse, and the question is what to do about that. In some respects, US 
models of digital governance (laissez-faire) and values of Hollywood (individ-
ualism) are more close to freedom of expression than some other values that 
one sees in some other places, but of course these models have their own seri-
ous problems as well. The internet is both a platform for independent journal-
ism and critical voices on the one hand, but it is also a means of relatively 
untrammelled state and big business control and surveillance, and invasions of 
privacy, and a contributor to the business woes of news media.

While at UNESCO, I had to do quite a lot of thinking and overseeing 
research in these areas. So, every publication done there, whether it’s a syllabus 
for journalists and journalism schools on how to teach the phenomenon of 
disinformation and reporting on it, I tried to add value based on my history 
and more recent learning. Whether it’s developing indicators to assess the 
internet, or a publication on arti�cial intelligence needs in Africa, I got 
involved.

When I retired from UNESCO at in mid-2022, my advice to them was to get 
a replacement with both an academic background and an activist background, 
and from the global South, because it is a combination that adds value to the 
organisation. That person will also learn a lot while contributing a lot. I’m sure 
I could have done my job at UNESCO a lot better, but I do feel pleased that 
the trajectory has made a difference.

During my term, the UN proclaimed 2 November as the International Day 
to End Impunity for Crimes Against Journalists; 28 September as the 
International Day for Universal Access to Information; and the last week of 
every October, as Global Media and Information Literacy Week. We have pro-
vided the unifying framework of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of 
Journalists and the Issue of Impunity, and the concept of Internet Universality. 
I imitated a feature of the Highway Africa conference, and introduced a youth 
newsroom in the annual World Press Freedom Day conference commemora-
tion. There is also now a standing academic track in the conference, covering 
the safety of journalists.

On the subject of analysing disinformation, I led the work at UNESCO 
starting in 2018 commissioning a book “Journalism, Fake News and 
Disinformation” which is now in some 30 languages. There is also leadership I 
gave to developing the UNESCO concept of Internet Universality, which inte-
grates four principles for digital governance – Human Rights, Openness, 
Accessibility, and Multi-stakeholder participation, which has been endorsed 
by the member states of the organisation. And I have been the liaison person 
at UNESCO with the International Association for Media and Communications 
Research (IAMCR), the World Journalism Education Council (WJEC), and 
Orbicom, the association of UNESCO chairs in communication. In my �nal 
year, I put work into UNESCO engagement with the challenges of fostering 
transparency of Internet companies and the viability of news media outlets, as 
well as governance of digital platforms.
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I do have one area where I wish more had been achieved. I recall the 1980s 
when the international communications academic community paid attention to 
UNESCO because of the New World Information and Communication Order 
debate. The potential of UNESCO as a site of global and impactful focus has 
declined since then. I tried to help rebuild UNESCO’s potential as an intellectual 
platform for international engagement and agenda-setting involving the broad 
media-studies and journalism education community, and linking these commu-
nities to other stakeholders like journalists and digital activists, aiming to impact 
on communications policy issues globally. But to be frank, while the situation 
has improved a bit, there is still a long way to go to bringing the academic com-
munications community to bear more on UNESCO’s work and vice versa.

ED:	 You’ve always been adamant in your work about not taking global the-
ories and practices wholesale into local contexts. What would you say 
are the frameworks that African scholars and practitioners should pur-
sue and or adapt within the continent’s diverse and varies approaches to 
journalism and the treatment of journalists?

GB:	 At the level of theory and media studies, I’m not that up to speed with the 
leading voices in the space over the past decade though I do follow some 
writers of global signi�cance like Shoshana Zuboff and Nick Couldry. 
South African academics like Jane Duncan, Herman Wasserman and 
Julie Reid also stand out. I know of course that you, Winston has been 
writing in this area for a long time and run an outstanding journal. And 
Viola, so have you been a thought leader. You both and many others are 
visibly important points of reference for African scholarship. I think one 
point of reference of relevance, often unrecognised, is that of global nor-
mative frameworks and African contexts.

One thing I learnt at UNESCO is the value of universal frameworks such as the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights, and universal frameworks for assessing like the UNESCO 
Media Development Indicators which are accepted by all the UNESCO member 
states. So, these are quite useful for people because they express what is a basic 
normative commonality between countries and continents. It doesn’t get to the 
speci�city and difference on the ground, but it is important that people see them-
selves as part of a global community at the �rst instance. And then adapt and 
apply within this.

When you come to speci�cally African regional issues, there is signi�cant 
work done, within international standards, by the African Commission on 
Human People’s Rights, such as their Model Law on Access to Information 
and their 2019 Declaration on the Principles of Freedom of Expression in 
Africa. These are really important frameworks that I think every communica-
tions scholar and practitioner in Africa should know about and be able to use 
and reference and promote. Then you’ve also got civil society networks that 
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have developed very interesting stuff, such as by the Africa Freedom of infor-
mation Network, the Africa Freedom of Expression Network, the African 
Coalition on African Digital Rights and Principles. So, there’s a lot of very 
useful perspectives that can really inform African academics and others in 
terms of how they want to further develop scholarship, research, advocacy, 
outreach, and projects.

It’s not like we in Africa are empty handed. We should draw from the uni-
versal standards level, and we should interpret these standards from perspec-
tives relevant to the continent and its imperatives. Today, the changing 
geopolitical balance means that places like Russia and China are proposing 
their normative frameworks. Yet, it’s not necessary for Africa to adopt either 
American or Anglo-Saxon – or Chinese or Russian frameworks. Instead, what 
is necessary is to elaborate frameworks that align to agreed international 
human rights standards, but which also orientate our research, teaching and 
advocacy thinking toward deepening the density of free, pluralistic, independ-
ent and safe journalism in Africa. In the end, our work should help increase the 
supply – in multiple languages and on multiple channels – of pertinent content 
that promotes human rights, democracy and sustainable development. It 
should also help the Media and Information Literacy capacities of learners, 
teachers and the public, enabling them to engage the communications environ-
ment to advance freedom of expression and access to information so that the 
African Agenda 2063 is not just rhetoric but increasingly a reality.

ED:	 Guy, I would like to ask you, you’ve also been involved with the Rhodes 
Journalism Review, am I right?

GB:	 Yes.
ED:	 Were you a founding member or what was your role there?
GB:	 No, it existed before I got to Rhodes. And then I edited at least one 

edition, but otherwise I contributed to most editions and Anthea 
Garman generally was the editor.

ED:	 Let me move onto something that is more related to the things that you 
do and that would be the focus of your research. So, you have published 
quite a number of edited books and comprehensive research reports 
over the span of your career and I don’t think it would be wrong for me 
to say that you have shaped in many ways, how we think about media 
freedom and journalism and freedom of expression within African con-
texts, certainly within the South African context. Your work has always 
exhibited a very strong African focus, in tandem of course with all these 
global theories and philosophical inputs that you have mentioned ear-
lier also. But your focus has always been to try and bring Africa into the 
conversation in various ways. Could you talk to us a little bit about the 
intellectual, the philosophical, the activist underpinnings of your publi-
cations back in the day and the reports you are overseeing in your cur-
rent position?
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GB:	 Well, if  you do journalism you are forever publishing or broadcasting�– 
online, of�ine or both. If  you are an academic you publish in articles 
and books. You can also blog and do columns. But I think it is really 
important that people who are in this knowledge space do put their 
stuff  out. And the challenge of course is to put out scholarly insight 
that is resonant, that is quality, that’s informed and that will be useful 
for people.

	   We are now in a situation of  big data and how that is shaping com-
munications and to what extent the receivers of  communications are 
being nudged and manipulated and the way things are structured and 
set up. In contrast, when we are in the business of  putting out schol-
arship to a public, we want to be effective but not in the business of 
hidden persuasion or data driven manipulation. Not to say that we are 
neutral of  course. However the way we moderate our communications 
is particularly important in this new communications ecosystem.

	   So how we set things up, how inviting we make it but also how we com-
bine high level theory with evidence, the role of anecdotes or storytelling, 
when using commercialised social media services - these are all quite chal-
lenging things and I don’t think we have really cracked that yet.

	   Some people will publish in academic journals and there are impor-
tant issues raised there about open access. This is something I’m getting 
quite militant about these days. I’m asked fairly often to contribute to 
journals and I’m refusing unless those journals are open access. And 
then of course you have a whole scam industry that has arisen where 
basically it’s a conspiracy between journal publishers and the academy 
to make money and build a reputation - but it doesn’t contribute to pub-
lic discourse.

	   So, we should be cautious about how we play the different spheres. 
For me, it’s probably never enough to only publish in an academic jour-
nal. Anybody publishing there should consider thinking about how you 
can play in other communications spaces. And play in a way that has 
academic integrity, scholarship integrity, transparency. And which deals 
with these issues of intellectual property in the current age, deals with 
issues of data and privacy, deals with the platform business model con-
cerned and the issues that you encounter using these platforms.

ED:	 So, from where you stand, if  you were to think through the work that 
you have produced and you were to advise someone in terms of what 
you think your key contributions were, how would you respond to that?

GB:	 It’s hard for a person to do that, to respond. I have a Google Scholar 
alert and it does amaze me that an article I did in 2002 on democracy 
and media and civil society in Africa is still being cited. And not to say 
that things haven’t change and I probably would write it differently 
today, but it’s great to see that some of the stuff  has got longevity. I was 
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always keen to make stuff  available, so I had a research website at 
Rhodes, i.e. https://guyberger.ru.ac.za, as we speak it is of�ine due to 
cyber-attacks on the Rhodes website. At UNESCO, although I don’t 
take personal credit because that’s not the kind of job, I de�nitely tried 
to �nd ways to get our research out there both online in an open access 
way but also through other kinds of products because often the mate-
rial  is not accessible as it is. So, I would like to think that my life has 
been dedicated to popularising knowledge, you know, making it 
accessible.

ED:	 About issues of freedom of expression and certainly think about, as 
you say, your place within the media/academic ecology, right, that they 
are not only occupying one space.

GB:	 These issues depend on what satis�es people in terms of their values 
and their time and commitments and so and so. If  I look back, I think 
my work-life balance hasn’t been that healthy a lot of the time because 
it’s very hard to be managing a school and teaching and researching and 
networking and fundraising and advocating and publishing. But I don’t 
have regrets about doing it.  And if  people take a bit of inspiration from 
that, that’s good.

	   And secondly, I think what occurs to me in this space is that South 
Africa, and indeed the continent, has been extremely accommodating 
in terms of treating me as an individual called upon to contribute, 
although of course I come from a class, race, gender and so on, Of 
course everybody comes from a place and so everybody needs to keep 
in mind how that situates them, how it creates blind spots and how to 
be humble on that basis because you will always have that baggage and 
there’s always assumptions that you have.

	   It’s a never ending thing to try instead of looking at the world or 
looking at what you doing, to look behind you at what’s shaping you 
and what light is highlighting certain things for you and how you 
tackle them.

	   Your identity is really key for all communications scholars and that 
also depends on how much society is giving you a space to understand 
that rather than forcing you into, or treating you and interpreting you in 
a certain mode. We have to broaden our knowledge base and build some 
bridges between these different identities within ourselves and society.

ED:	 This notion of bridges has been quite key, also in how you’ve explained 
everything that you’ve done in talking to us today. The notion of bridges 
and building bridges, networking, of reaching out has come to the fore 
several times in your explanation of your engagements both within and 
outside of academia. I was wondering, in terms of this notion of bridges, 
you mentioned earlier that we have a number of frameworks, of instru-
ments, of protocols that we can turn to as Africans when it comes to 
media freedom and freedom of expression issues. I’m wondering, would 
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you consider these instruments to be African in their inception, were 
they collaborations, were they or are they bridges in a sense?

GB:	 Nothing arises in the abstract. Everything arises out of its conditions. 
African instruments have not evolved independently of global thinking 
and if  you take the African Model Law on Access to Information, the 
�rst country to promote access to information was Sweden and Finland 
over 350 years ago. Then it subsequently resonated in the US, but only 
many years later. And now it’s getting momentum in Africa. So, when 
people developed the model law for freedom of information in Africa, 
highlighting the access side, it’s drawing the best from an African point 
of view. The is of course a very wide term, but it’s trying to say what can 
we use what’s coming from elsewhere and not have a xenophobic 
approach to that. But then to ask: how does this resonate with mul-
ti-lingualism in Africa, how does it resonate with literacy, class, connec-
tivity and digital divides in Africa?

ED:	 One of your other projects in Africa was where you went to Ibadan and 
you were doing stuff  in Nigeria and other countries about centres of 
journalism excellence. Can you talk about that and how that has created 
an impact in the work that you do?

GB:	 That period made a difference to some of the understanding and net-
working that could happen. It culminated in a way in 2010 when the 
World Journalism Education Congress was held at Rhodes and the 
bulk of the participants were from different African countries, so it was 
a way to bring people outside Africa to meet with colleagues in Africa. 
Then the World Football Cup was being held in South Africa, so the 
whole thing was very interesting in terms of building a kind of shared 
aspiration for what could be “excellence” in African journalism educa-
tion. But in terms of institutional legacy for networking, I think it 
hasn’t been effective. Not that everything needs to be institutionalised, 
but there was interest in building up the African Council for 
Communication Education (ACCE) again and there was interest in cre-
ating a new network. But these needs are really dif�cult to meet in the 
absence of resources and everybody being so busy and stressed, and so 
many places don’t have any resources to do networking.

	   Even UNESCO couldn’t keep on raising resources to put into the 
African journalism schools.  So it’s become a more patchy kind of leg-
acy over the years. There have been engagements like bringing together 
journalism educators in East Africa to talk about covering climate 
change and now new teaching resources in Ki-Swahili for example. And 
a new network is in the making. So, there are some wonderful things 
there but it’s still a distance from a continent-wide momentum. And 
even trying to resource African scholars to participate in IAMCR, in 
World Journalism Education Congress, in ORBICOM, the network of 
UNESCO chairs, it’s been tough to get those resources.
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ED:	 From your vantage point, is there any point in privileging theories and 
concepts from Africa in media and communications studies. Should we 
have African media and communications studies, what are your views 
on this?

GB:	 I’m a bit worried about essentialising, because of course the continent 
isn’t one thing as the Sean Jacobs underlines so well in his ironically-ti-
tled blog “Africa is a country”. Thabo Mbeki has made the point well 
that there are many ways of being African, that implies a certain com-
monality of  content but also allows for the diversity that exists. I think 
the thing about Africa is that of  course it shares very much colonial, 
racist history but the Maghreb is different to Francophone regions, 
Lusophone regions and even those are loaded terms. So, the moment 
you get up to the high level of  “Africa” as a concept beyond a geo-
graphical reference, you are talking about very broad characteristics. 
But nevertheless, there are some features like multi-lingualism, exten-
sive rural populations, issues of governance and poverty, questions of 
rights, questions of traditions and identities. So, as long as scholarship 
and theory and concepts coming out of  the continent take cognisance 
of those contexts, that is very signi�cant because these are distinctive 
compared to the mix of  conditions you have in other places. For exam-
ple, in Asia you have a fair amount of  rural people but the colonial and 
geo-political experience is different, so too the ethnic, racial, youth and 
gender experience, linguistic diversity, etc.

ED:	 My last question Professor, the issue of coloniality and the decolonial 
turn, what are your thoughts about this for media and communications 
studies?

GB:	 I think it’s great, it just depends on what we understand … how we 
unpack it. And of course, it’s like dewesternising media studies: to 
de-something is to dismantle and that’s really important, but you also 
have to say what you are creating to replace what’s removed. So, what 
exactly is going to be dismantled here and what are we putting in its 
place. It’s not that there’s an open �eld that’s just there to be planted, 
there are already weeds that are growing in it from the past, so we have 
to �nd which of those weeds need to be pulled out, and which plants 
might be recycled into some new products. It is about what are we grow-
ing in this new �eld and for whom, and what’s shaping the way we do it. 
And how much we are shaping it through our issues around identity/ies, 
issues around political economy, issues around the place of different 
African countries within the continent and globally, issues of language, 
age, etc. It’s a very complicated issue what we are trying to build. But at 
least if  people look at their local context in terms of what it needs, 
I�think that is a good way forward.

ED:	 It’s an issue of relevance … Which speaks to the way you have always 
conducted your business.



242  African Media and Communication

GB:	 Well, I hope so, but you always have blind spots. Language is a barrier, 
my attempts to learn isiXhosa and Sesotho are insuf�cient, and that’s 
just about my living in South Africa. Multi-lingualism is a key way to 
try to open yourself  to different ways of seeing and of being … recog-
nising the way language is bound up with different knowledge systems 
and experiences.

ED:	 Thank you so much Guy. Bye.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Editors’ Notes

Herman Wasserman is Professor and Chair of the Department of Journalism 
at Stellenbosch University, South Africa, as of January 2023. He serves on the 
editorial boards of several international scholarly journals and is Editor-in-
Chief of African Journalism Studies and the Annals of the International 
Communication Association. In addition, Wasserman is a Fellow and Board 
Member of the International Communication Association, former section 
head of the International Association for Media and Communication 
Research’s International Communication Section. He is the author of several 
books and articles. His research centres on issues of media, ethics, democracy 
and society.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 30 August 2019, Prof 
Herman Wasserman elucidates on what it might mean to re�ect on one’s posi-
tionality. He argues for intellectuals to be more public-facing in terms of their 
relationships to media and the role media and representation plays in society. 
For him, there is also a need to dissuade media from its elitist roots, shining the 
light instead on the ways in which people engage with media and how such 
engagements integrate with their everyday lived realities. As such, Wasserman 
draws a line from his work on tabloid journalism, to his current projects on 
misinformation and disinformation in African contexts, insisting that this phe-
nomenon might look and act very differently in the global South from how it 
is in the global North. This is not to say that Wasserman agrees that theorising 
from Africa necessarily needs its own label, even though he does suggest ways 
in which African scholars can contribute to theoretical work through engaging 
with people on the ground. Wasserman therefore argues for a journalism and a 
media that are socially relevant, socially responsible and that can contribute to 
global social justice.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Media Studies, Positionality and Geopolitics of Knowledge

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good afternoon Prof Wasserman, thank you for agreeing to talk 

to us. So then, jumping right in, can you talk to us about your life 
as a journalist and how you ended your academic life?

HW: 	 So, I �rst started doing a BA degree with theological studies and 
my other main subject was Afrikaans Literature. Then halfway 
through that I realised I’m not going to the theology part, I did 
still major in it, and then I did an Honours degree in Afrikaans 
and Dutch Literature. After that, I did an Honours degree in 
Journalism, a post-graduate degree in journalism and from there, 
I went on to do a Masters and PhD in literature. So, my main 
schooling was in literature. Then I worked as a journalist at a 
newspaper in Cape Town called Die Burger, a Media24 newspa-
per. It was a very interesting time. I started in 1996, so it was just 
after the transition, so I was part of the whole transition of the 
newspaper and the company, from a company that as common 
knowledge was in support of the apartheid regime largely, was 
established as an Afrikaner nationalist project and now �nding 
itself  in this transition to democracy and having to also reposi-
tion itself  politically and ideologically, commercially. So that was 
a very interesting time. And then I did my PhD part-time, I took 
a year’s leave and I went to Holland as an exchange student to 
Leiden University, did research there on post-colonial literature 
in Dutch, then came back and wrote my thesis while I was work-
ing as a journalist. Then, Media 24 had a secondment pro-
gramme where they seconded journalists for a year to go to 
Stellenbosch University to teach industry skills to students there. 
But I had always wanted to go back to academia and when I was 
on that secondment, I really started reading myself  more into 
academic literature on journalism studies and then a permanent 
position opened up and I was appointed as a Senior Lecturer at 
Stellenbosch University in Journalism. And then from there on I 
went to the UK where I worked at the Universities of Newcastle 
and Shef�eld, then wanted to come back to South Africa and I 
came back to Rhodes University. Worked at Rhodes University 
from 2010 to 2014 and then came to the University of Cape 
Town. So that has been my trajectory.

ED:	 Did you speci�cally want to go to the UK?
HW: 	 That was preceded by, when I was at Stellenbosch, for a six 

month sabbatical I got a Fulbright to Indiana University and 
while I was at Indiana, I realised that I really would bene�t from 
more international exposure. And then I just started applying for 
jobs and ended up in the UK. So, I wanted some international 
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experience but always with the idea that I would come back, but 
I felt it was a good time in my life to…

ED:	 We also want to know if  there were major intellectual and philo-
sophical in�uences when you were starting out that in�uenced 
your own perspective [interrupted]

ED:	 What was your PhD on?
HW: 	 So, my PhD was on post-colonial literature in Afrikaans and 

identity formation, speci�cally looking at white Afrikaans writ -
ers and black or so-called coloured Afrikaans writers and how 
they constructed identity post-1994 from a post-colonial per-
spective. So, I read Homi Bhabha, Spivak, Robert Young and a 
lot of what I read was also British cultural studies, Stuart Hall 
etcetera. Although my main schooling was in literature and also 
my Masters thesis in literature was on the Afrikaans farm novel, 
which again situated it within the political history of Afrikaans, 
questions around how land and land ownership and labour rela-
tions are represented in literature. So, although it was in litera-
ture, it was textual and it had a lot to do with representation, it 
was located within a broader cultural studies framework. And 
so, I think that still informs mostly my work in media studies, 
although I think I have moved more towards social science. 
Although I’m not schooled in quantitative methods, I’ve never 
really used it and so I’m not a social scientist at all but I have 
moved away from an interest in representation to an interest in 
the relation between media representations and society, issues of 
ethics, etcetera.

ED:	 I think that also covers the next question that we wanted to ask 
which is, because your background is quite inter-disciplinary, or 
your entry into media and communication sort of lends itself  to 
a much more interdisciplinary approach to the �elds, and so the 
question was going to be what do you think such an interdiscipli-
nary background brings to your understanding and could bring 
to our understandings of media and communication within this 
particular context?

HW: 	 I think the issue of interdisciplinarity is very pertinent in media 
studies because it is a �eld rather than discipline. I think there are 
people working in our �eld that come from a variety of different 
disciplinary backgrounds. There’s of course lots of debate around 
interdisciplinarity and whether sometimes you have interdiscipli-
narity that might erode or might be a very super�cial way of treat-
ing different disciplines and it’s not really true interdisciplinarity, 
it’s just sort of a mixed bag of things. I think if we work in our �eld 
and we dip into different disciplines, I think we have a responsibil-
ity to try and read deeply into those disciplines as well. But for me, 
an interest of mine, even in literature, is how representations are 
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embedded in power relations, so the whole Foucauldian approach 
to constructions of truth and its relationship to power and its rela-
tionship to societal relations. And that, I think, has always 
informed, even now informs my work on media ethics for instance. 
And it informs my more recent interest in questions of dewestern-
ising media studies itself. So, how is what we understand media 
studies to be and how we understand the epistemology of media 
studies etcetera, how is that also related to a global set of power 
relations. So, similarly one could do a Foucauldian reading of how 
media representations are determined and are related to societal 
power relations, we could also say that the epistemological founda-
tions of our discipline is also related to global power relations. So 
even the work that I’ve been doing on China and Africa is informed 
by the fact that China’s entry into the continent thrusts these ques-
tions to the foreground, so who’s de�nitions of media freedom 
and expression are dominant, who’s questions of the media’s rela-
tionship to society and the normative roles are dominant, and how 
have those roles been constructed historically through a set of 
global power relations. So, in all these various iterations that’s the 
question that I’m always asking, is how the relationship and rep-
resentation and power.

ED:	 One of the things that I �nd interesting about the way which you 
approach stuff  is, one of the arguments we make about decolo-
nial theory is that it’s not something that still needs to happen, it 
is already happening, people are already engaged in the work, so 
it’s a matter of trying to bring together and to name and to see 
how it is that people are bringing it together. And a lot of this has 
to do with how are people talking about experiences and lived 
realities. So, you wrote a book on tabloid journalism that I know 
won several prizes or a prize, but that’s not the important thing 
about the book. The important thing about the book is that it 
entered into a conversation that people were willing to have in 
the way that you were having, that’s doing not just the work of 
going out there and interrogating the space but it’s also trying to 
allow the space to speak, both on a plain level but also on a the-
oretical level. Could you talk to us a little bit about the book and 
how the book came about and what are some of the things that 
you’ve learned?

HW: 	 On a very basic level, I was and still am a member of the South 
African National Editors Forum, still try to remain in touch with 
what’s happening in the journalism industry. And at the time of 
the emergence of the tabloids, there was a lot of discussion in 
SANEF about, and in other circles, about what should the status 
of these tabloids be. Should they even be considered journalism 
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and some of the critics like Guy Berger and so on have said they 
are not journalism, we should ostracise them, they belong out-
side of journalism. And maybe I hear some resonances now 
when the whole disinformation, fake news debate, also questions 
around what is journalism. But at that point, a lot of that discus-
sion took place without anybody asking the readers of the tab-
loids why are you reading this and why consuming this, so it was 
a lopsided debate, I felt. It was also a debate that was informed 
by certain notions of journalism professionalism that I remain 
uncomfortable with. The construction of the journalist as some-
body that has a social position of power, of disseminating infor-
mation, of educating, etcetera. So, my interest was �nding out 
what do the readers and the consumers of this genre, what do 
they feel and what do they get from it. So, I think it was informed 
by my notion of cultural studies in terms of different readings of 
the same text. You had a preferred reading and you had an oppo-
sition reading and there was also some interesting negotiations 
around tabloids as texts going on. But it was also, it emerged a 
moment when the industry itself  was in �ux, so you had all these 
different layers I think that came out and that played out in the 
debates around tabloids. And so the book is largely a set of focus 
group interviews with readers but also interviews with journalists 
and trying to approach this question from a variety of angles.

ED:	 But you were intending it as a theoretical and methodological 
contribution to the �eld?

HW: 	 I intended it as a sort of provocation, maybe to try and deepen 
our discussion. Not necessarily … sometimes it might be read as 
a sort of defence of tabloids which it certainly wasn’t intended 
to. Nor is it an attack on it. So, it didn’t intend to defend tabloids 
against their critics, it was just an attempt to try get a more 
informed and richer and more textured picture of the genre and 
what the genre tells us about �rst the state of journalism, issues 
around globalisation of genres and content, issues of which 
readers in a very unequal society such as South Africa are taken 
seriously and who aren’t. So it also has a question of really, I 
think, political power relations also in terms of how journalism 
has a certain elitist orientation. Or had an elitist orientation at 
that time, but, I think, that to a large extent still has.

ED:	 One of the valuable contributions that also stems from the work 
is what it brought to the fore about how people engage with these 
media that we take sometimes for granted and sometimes do not 
entirely understand. And sometimes we don’t entirely under-
stand the roles that the media ful�l for people that do not neces-
sarily get access to information in other ways. In that sense, how 
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would you say that your engagements in doing the book has 
in�uenced your perceptions on how we do media and how we 
study media? Not only the journalism aspect thereof but also the 
education?

HW: 	 I think for me what that book brought home for me is that we 
have to remain attentive to how media is situated and operates 
and is located within everyday life and within people’s own set 
of  experiences and so on. So that merely a study of the text itself  
is not suf�cient. So if  you just do a study of the text itself  with-
out trying to understand how that text is located, �rst within 
speci�c societies, how that text is read and understood by vari-
ous people, how those texts are also embedded within certain 
political economy which the picture of  the tabloid just really 
shows us how contradictory that picture can be. These are pub-
lications owned by big conglomerates, clearly just out to make 
money but the way that they are then are appropriated and 
adapted by audiences, they use it to make meaning in their own 
lives. And so, you cannot just dismiss them as being exploitative 
but nor can you really say that they are really community news-
papers, they are somewhere in-between. And so those sort of 
insights for me also guide my … I haven’t done much work for 
instance on mobile phones but I think that would be the way I 
would prefer thinking about things like mobile phones or the 
internet or social media. And now my most recent work on dis-
information and fake news as well is the question of  trying to 
understand what, for lack of  a better term, fake news, what does 
it do in people’s lives, what are the affordances, why are people 
engaging with it. So some of our initial research which has been 
a very quantitative, just super�cial scan of the �eld shows that 
�rstly the incidences of fake news in Africa, not only South 
Africa, but other African countries that we’ve studies, is much 
higher than for instance the US. Which shows that people share 
it, often knowing that this is untrue but they still share it any-
way. So now you can take a very normative position and say well 
that’s very dangerous and it’s problematic and of course it is, 
and we see things like WhatsApp in the townships leading some-
times to extra-judicial attacks on people, but I think what we 
now doing is following it up with focus groups to try and under-
stand why people are doing it. So, what is it in those types of 
news that speak to people and appeal to people. Why would they 
believe that rather than believe mainstream news, etcetera. Right 
from the work on the tabloids, I think that’s the sort of  thread 
that I’m trying to pull through, is to see that media texts and 
media platforms, media content are located within speci�c soci-
eties and speci�c networks and try to understand that.
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ED:	 Can I ask you to speak to the decolonial turn, which is basically 
making similar arguments about positionality etcetera being the 
vantage point from which…

HW: 	 Well what that does enter into the equation are then questions I 
have to ask of my own positionality and that … what I’ve tried 
to do is to remain re�ective of my own positionality without 
being paralysed by it. So, even when I did the focus groups and I 
did re�ect on that in the book brie�y, I acknowledge that I do not 
come from the communities to which tabloid newspapers speak. 
And so I cannot assume that I understand everything, I can try 
but to the extent that I always have to remain cognisant of the 
fact that my knowledge is �rstly partial but also as a researcher 
coming into that environment I have to remain cognisant of how 
my presence in a certain situation might change the dynamics. 
And similar to all these other research and I think that is a link 
to the decolonial turn in a way that �rstly if  we try to understand 
media in the African context, we have to be aware that it might 
look very different from what it looks like in the North. So, for 
instance, tabloids and their consumption here, we cannot assume 
that it’s going to be the same as say the UK tabloids, same with 
disinformation, etcetera. So, that’s the one layer and that sort of 
maybe is like a Southern scepticism around, to always ask okay 
this is what we know about tabloids or disinformation in the 
North, but let’s be sceptical about that and let’s go and �nd out 
what it means here in this context. But, under another layer is 
remaining aware that my own positioning as �rstly a white South 
African, as a member of an elite group, but also member of a 
profession as an academic I have a certain powerful position in 
society. I form part of a circle of debate and discourse that might 
be very out of touch with what’s going on in, I don’t want to use 
the “real world”, but in the context of consumption of media. 
So, having to try remain aware of that. I don’t know if  I always 
re�ect on it well enough or enough but I think that is another 
layer that speaks to the decolonial questions.

ED:	 Are there any differences from where you standing as a post-
colonial scholar with a very strong cultural studies background, 
which I think is very similar to where we are coming from, what 
do you see as the main differences between what is happening 
now in this moment and what we would have interrogated when 
we started out looking at media and communications or litera-
ture. We all started with literature, all of us entering communica-
tion conversations from that background but then coming to a 
moment now where you are trying to make sense of…. Post-
colonial studies have very similar things to say about unsettling 
power, so what’s different?
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HW: 	 I think there are various levels upon which one could ask these 
questions. I sometimes �nd myself  mired in contradictions of my 
own. I can speak to some of those contradictions. So, the one 
fact is yes I did a PhD in post-colonial literature and to some 
extent those questions were similar and sometimes I hear these 
questions now resurfacing in decolonial studies or the debates 
and I think well some of those questions were already addressed, 
not addressed to completion, but they were on the table when 
people spoke about, Spivak speaks about can the subaltern 
speak, that question is very relevant still. So, in a way I feel that 
there’s a resonance with that. At the same time, I’m also con-
fronted with another contradiction that I am at this university 
for instance, I am sometimes considered being part of the prob-
lem. So, although I’ve always had an interest and have had a real 
interest in advancing questions of post-coloniality, certainly its 
relationship to the Global North, then I have to confront ques-
tions around where am I positioned as an individual and as an 
individual and as an academic at this institution. And certainly, 
I think, if  you ask some students they would say I’m part of the 
problem of the lack of transformation. So that’s one contradic-
tion. Another contradiction is that I speak out to the Afrikaans 
circles where I also operate sometimes in terms of literary criti-
cism, they would say well you are too left, you too radical, you 
don’t understand us.

	   So, I think the space is fraught with all these contradictions. At 
the same time, some of the work that I’ve been doing in recent 
years, for instance, in the International Communication 
Association, where there’s a real attempt to internationalise more. 
And I’ve really tried to make a contribution there to internation-
alise the ICA or contribute to their work in ICA Africa, etcetera. 
So, in that international arena, I’m probably considered bringing 
an African perspective. So you have all these different contexts 
that shift and are refracted through various lenses that make it 
very complicated. To come back to your question of whether the 
decolonial question is similar to the post-colonial question, I 
think there are certainly resonances and there are certainly things 
carried over and I think we would do well to go back to that liter-
ature and those debates and �nd some of it. At the same time, I 
think some of the criticism against post-coloniality or post-
colonial literature theory was that it was an elite debate, it was 
located in elite universities, it was very textual, it didn’t give 
enough account of the social worlds in which texts �nd them-
selves. So maybe some of that critique can also be brought back.

ED:	 Part of the ongoing conversations now around decoloniality is 
also then as you say the relationship of academia, of the work 
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that we do with social life and so issues of social justice comes to 
the fore quite a lot in these conversations. I was intrigued since 
you brought it up within these other conversations that you have, 
you are an outsider here but you also remain an outsider even in 
the in-group. And I was following the Twitter debates around the 
�ag and I noticed a number of responses on your commentary. 
How do you interact within a space where you are an intellectual, 
sometimes a little public, sometimes not? Would you consider 
yourself  a public intellectual, would you consider part of what 
you doing to be speaking truth to power –] and it’s not necessar-
ily activism in the sense of you going to toyi-toyi in the streets 
but it’s a different kind of intellectual work that’s being done?

HW: 	 I wouldn’t necessarily claim those titles for me because they 
might sound self-aggrandising or they have a certain cache that 
I … but I think that intellectuals or academics, scholars have a 
responsibility to engage publicly and I enjoy doing that. I cer-
tainly try to publish some of my research also on more public 
platforms, newspapers and in The Conversation for instance. So, 
I have, this just recently started, but I have already published two 
columns in Vrye Weekblad on media, a more recent incarnation 
of an older, alternative Afrikaans publication. I do �nd that 
interesting and I �nd it enjoyable and I �nd it rewarding to 
engage in that platform. Sometimes on social media, maybe 
slightly more provocative.

	   I think, I feel that white South Africans and Afrikaans speak-
ing white South Africans particularly, I think we have work to do 
in demonstrating our commitment to a democratic society, a 
democratic South Africa. It might sound, many people might 
disagree with that and say we have to move on, it’s 25 years past 
democracy but I still consider, maybe it’s my generation and 
where I come from, that I feel I have to engage with those ques-
tion, I have to engage with questions of history, of my own iden-
tity and my own ethical responsibility. And engaging with those 
sorts of debates around the �ag or popular culture is one way for 
me to do that. I’m always immediately confronted by very hostile 
reactions, not only hostile reactions also a lot of people that sup-
port it but that’s something that you have to consider. In the past 
you get hate emails and all that and sometimes it gets ugly but I 
think that’s par for the course.

ED:	 I just realised that you not in South Africa, so the �ag debate was 
about the display of the old South African �ag.

HW: 	 Which was declared hate speech recently. And so, the interesting 
debate and I’ve been having this discussion with Cherian George 
who was here, I think he holds a different position, he says that 
by banning those kinds of symbols you harden the right. I think 
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I disagree because I think morally, it makes a point about saying 
we cannot entertain that, not in this society. But, anyway, one 
viewpoint is, or there are certainly there are those who oppose 
the Nelson Mandela’s Foundation appeal to the Equality Court 
to have it banned, is based on the notion of freedom of speech 
and freedom of expression. But my position would be that free-
dom of expression has boundaries, it’s not absolute and it has to 
be balanced with other constitutional values such as dignity and 
equality.

	   In terms of questions of freedom of speech, I am aware that 
it’s not unproblematic and that one wants to avoid a situation 
where freedom of speech, that space is shrinking. But we have 
had, to the other side, we have had these journalists, like Max du 
Preez and others recently taking the EFF, the Economic Freedom 
Fighters, to court because they say that they have been harassed 
and intimidated by the EFF, and what they consider hate speech 
on social media, so it does cut both ways. And I think, in a soci-
ety such as ours which is so unequal and so con�icted and polar-
ised I think we have to really do some extra work in working 
around what are the terms of engagement. How do we engage 
each other, how do we differ, how do we argue? And that’s an 
example of how thinking about something like freedom of 
speech from the African context does offer different challenges 
than from the west.

ED:	 How does this for example in terms of media studies, how we 
teach it, in your view from all these experiences, how do you 
think we should be teaching media studies, in terms of the class-
room are we doing what we should be doing?

HW: 	 For me, I always have a very strong interest in issues of ethics and 
social justice and democracy and so on. For me, I always want to 
try and instil in students’ questions around thinking about 
media’s responsibility, media’s social responsibility or the poten-
tial for media to contribute to social justice, etcetera. And some-
times that’s maybe a little bit, I wouldn’t say at odds, but people 
will say we want to learn technical skills, we want to be competi-
tive in the workplace and so on. But for me, that has to infuse 
everything that we do. I think in particular that’s what makes the 
South African situation so interesting is because we constantly 
confronted with these questions. Almost everything that we 
think about in terms of larger media studies, whether this is 
questions of digital access or questions of political communica-
tion, whatever, all of them have a real, deep ethical undercurrent 
that we have to address. If  you ask, are we doing what we should 
be doing, I think we should always try to retain that dimension in 
teaching that doesn’t just become descriptive or oriented towards 
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the consumer or the market as our �rst obligation. I think our 
�rst obligation is towards the public and towards society.

ED:	 In terms of engagement, the Rhodes Must Fall movement started 
when you came here [UCT], is it something that was also there in 
your classrooms?

HW: 	 We’ve been having �erce debates but not always just debates, we 
had disruptions and we had to close the university for periods, 
for three years. We started �rst with the Rhodes Must Fall and 
then two successive waves of Fees Must Fall and you know, cer-
tainly on one level it is very disruptive and it is certainly at the 
time it is something that for many people it was traumatic in 
some aspects. Especially in the second iteration, there were inci-
dents of violence and people were affected by it. But, I think 
what it did and I think in the other session we talked about 
notions of discomfort and disruption and so on, it did disrupt 
our thinking and business as usual in a way that whether you 
agree with it or not, it did put things on the agenda that we can 
no longer avoid. And also, things on the agenda that are no 
longer merely academic exercises, that really have to do with peo-
ple’s lived experience.

	   And so, I constantly have to remind myself that I must be more 
attentive and listen more closely to what students have to say also 
about their own lives. And that might just be somebody that 
couldn’t hand in an assignment or couldn’t come to class because 
the trains didn’t run on time or maybe because they were mugged 
somewhere or maybe because they didn’t have food or whatever. 
These are really very real, material issues. I think that’s what Fees 
Must Fall did for me, is to thrust these questions around decolo-
niality, dewesternising from the realm of where I’ve been dealing 
with them in the more intellectual way for many years, to a really 
embodied questions and forced me also to think about how am I 
located, what are my responsibilities and how must I also maybe 
change my practices as a teacher, as a researcher to respond to 
that. I’m not saying for a moment that I’ve done that adequately, 
but these are questions that I keep asking myself. And I think 
that’s what the real value of that movement was.

ED:	 Did that experience in some way in�uence, that of course your 
diaspora experiences, your engagements with colleagues in the 
Chinese project. You guys have been engaged in the project try-
ing to look at stuff  about the relationships in the �rst place, 
South-South, and then you wrote this wonderful new book, in 
what ways would you say that your different experiences in these 
different spheres, coming from where you are, being engaged in 
all sorts of projects, having worked in different spaces in South 
Africa itself, having worked outside of South Africa, what were 



254  African Media and Communication

the value of these experiences in helping you to shape your ideas 
around media, geopolitics and power?

HW: 	 I think what for me the most valuable think about academia has 
been in my own life and I realise that I’m speaking from a posi-
tion of privilege and I’ve enjoyed a lot of the privilege of aca-
demia, one of the privileges has been the dialogues that it’s 
opened up with so many people around the world, various differ-
ent contexts, different countries, different regions, different back-
grounds, different approaches. So, for me, academia as such is 
such an adventure because it confronts you with so many differ-
ent interlocutors.

	   So, the question around how my own background and my 
moving around different institutions and different �elds has 
informed that, is to try and engage in different dialogues. That 
book, one of the things that I’ve tried to look at is how those 
different dialogues are also infused by questions of power again, 
the geopolitical aspect of it. So, I look at the China-Africa rela-
tionships, so that is one aspect of the work that I’ve done with 
Winston, that asks questions around how do the shifting geopol-
itics globally inform our notions of normative ethics, of media 
practices and values. Another part of the book is informed by 
my interest in the dewesternising of the �eld. So, there is a chap-
ter in there that comes out of a keynote that I gave at the �rst 
ICA Africa around the need to listen to Africa and to have 
African experiences inform global media studies. So, I think it 
ties together those various strands of my work in the past but it 
also then maybe speaks to my own background and interest in 
trying to collect different dialogues and different orientations to 
global media studies. Because as we’ve said, I think South 
African media studies can be very parochial sometimes, very 
inward looking. And with that I’m not saying we should pay 
more attention or adapt to the North, but we tend to be very 
concerned with issues of South African politics, South African 
society. And that’s largely, I think, because we have such a tumul-
tuous history and such a lot going on that there’s so much to 
study but when I also travel on the continent, I �nd in other 
African countries that they would often know much more about 
my country than I know about theirs. And they would also say, 
why do South Africans concerned … and I think there is real 
danger that South African media scholarship can become so 
wrapped up in its own concerns that it doesn’t look towards 
other contexts on the continent but also in the Global South.

	   So, the book for me wanted to do two things. One is to speak 
back to the North and to say you have to take our experiences 
and our thinking seriously in the global media environment, so 
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there is that dewesternising dimension to it. But on the other 
hand, through looking at the China-Africa work, I also want to 
orient our own work in South African media studies towards the 
Global South in a more inclusive way.

ED:	 I’m going to ask an unfair question. One of the things that usu-
ally come up in conversations when we talk about our approach 
to media and so on, often after the African scholars in the audi-
ence would come and say we really would like to do this, but who 
do we read, where do we go to �nd these things that you are 
talking about. What should be or could be the philosophical 
underpinnings of speaking from the South? How do you speak 
from the South and let it be the voice of the South that speaks? 
Do you have some ideas that you could share?

HW: 	 I can list some authors, just looking around Francis Nyamnjoh’s 
work for instance was very in�uential for me at starting out think-
ing about African media. In the ethics arena, I think Francis 
Kasoma’s work was foundational, I don’t necessarily agree with 
all of that, maybe some of that’s already dated but I think that 
was a signal to start thinking about ethics differently. So, there are 
these sort of sign posts. But I’ve personally bene�ted a lot from 
conversations with colleagues in India, for instance, Shakuntala 
Rao and I have worked together on media ethics in the South a 
lot. From other African scholars, the Zimbabwean experience. So, 
for me it’s a matter of trying to cast the net wide, and not only 
trying to read theory with a capital T, but read just about how do 
people use Facebook in Zimbabwe, or how do people read tab-
loids in Nigeria. And then try and say okay what does that tell us, 
how do we engage dominant theory from that experience.

	   And having edited the African Journalism Studies journal was 
also very bene�cial for me in doing that because then you are 
really forced to read academic work from people around the con-
tinent. So, I think for me if  somebody asked me that question I 
would say just don’t go looking necessarily for some master the-
ory with T, start building theory from the ground up, through 
really paying attention to your own experiences, the experiences 
of people in other African countries but also more widely in the 
Global South. And in that way, we can start building theory. And 
that theory doesn’t have to be radically different. I think, it’s very 
daunting and some of the issues that we sometimes have is to 
think that we now have to start constructing an African theory 
that is going to stand for ages. I don’t think that’s the way to go 
about it. I think, it’s this dialogue and these sets of conversations. 
To just to start small with little cases, lived examples, lived expe-
riences, and build from that. And say how does this contradict 
western theory or how does it compliment it, or how does it 
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illuminate it in new ways and in that way approach it from the 
bottom up. I think that’s the way rather than trying to come up 
with some huge, massive theories, grand narratives.

ED:	 I want to talk about Equid Novi, African Journalism Studies also 
a little bit but let me just to the last couple of questions �rst and 
then circle back to that. Is there an African media and communi-
cation studies? Should there be? Do we have African media stud-
ies or do we have media studies in Africa?

HW: 	 That’s a very dif�cult question and I grapple also with that, the 
question around what makes something African. What makes a 
study or a theory African? I think, for me, it comes back to the 
actual lived conditions in which people use media, that would 
make it African. It has to do with people’s orientation towards 
research problems.

	   So is the research problem I’m trying to answer something that 
is arising from an African context or is it a problem that was set, 
an agenda that was set elsewhere and applied. So, I think for me, 
media studies or media theory is African if  it arises from a 
research problem that is formulated locally, in response to local 
issues. But I would be skeptical of any sort of grand theory, I 
wouldn’t say this is an African media theory or an African media 
approach because there will be varied and different approaches. 
And I think we should also acknowledge that those different 
experiences are equally valid and the fact that people in different 
African settings, just as there is no one western theory or one 
global North…

	   And I think that’s also problematic, in our real bona�de 
attempts to speak to the African experience and have a theoreti-
cal and scholarly response, various African experiences, we might 
set up this sort of straw doll of the north, a sort of foil against 
which we now set everything else off. And I think that is unpro-
ductive. There are various different schools of thought, many 
different schools of thought in the north, some of which might 
speak to our experience, some of which might not.

ED:	 What would you consider, this point in time as we are sitting 
right now, to be the most pertinent emerging issues within our 
context that can be addressed?

HW: 	 I think the one issue in this country now at the moment is there 
is a real attack on the media and on media freedom. This is 
something that we can learn from other colleagues and now 
South Africans are starting to wake up to the danger of pop-
ulism and our colleagues north of the border would say this has 
been an issue for many years, so come to us and come learn from 
us. And that would be a very valid response. I am concerned 
around issues of populism, of attacks on freedom of expression, 
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of attacks on media freedom. Which does not mean, as I said 
previously, that I consider those values to be absolute because 
the other major thing that is an issue in this country and in other 
African countries is questions of inequality and the inadequate 
response by media to really take issues of inequality and poverty 
seriously. So, of our work that we’ve done on protests for instance 
show how media routinely either ignore social protests or cover 
them from a very elite perspective. And those are the sort of 
things that we have to keep addressing.

	   So that is an issue for me, the elite orientation of the media. 
And the two are linked. I think if  we want to insist on the free-
dom of the media, if  we want to insist on the value of journalism 
we also have to insist on a journalism and a media that is socially 
relevant, socially responsible and that can contribute to the 
improvement of society, contribute to global social justice. So, 
questions of social justice and inequality are very much linked to 
questions of freedom and ethics.

ED:	 In terms of the future, what do you think should be the future 
research agenda for African media studies or African media and 
communication?

HW: 	 I think for me, it’s a question of, as we move into, there’s a lot of 
talk about the fourth IR and so on, and I’m sometimes a bit 
sceptical about it, but I think as we move into that, and our stu-
dents are probably the trailblazers in terms of discovering and 
exploring these new technologies, new platforms, etcetera. I 
sometimes feel very old in that regard and feel left behind, but I 
think for me the challenge is to really go into that area and really 
be brave and explore those new technologies, new digital eras. 
But, to do that in a way that still remains true to these older val-
ues or constant values of issues of ethics, social responsibility, of 
listening, of dialogue. So, whether this be developing new tech-
nologies, we have to think about those technologies, what work 
do they do in societies, how do they contribute to people’s lives, 
how do we use them ethically. So, for me that would be impor-
tant, that we retain our concern with issues of ethics and human 
dignity, inequality, those really foundational values as we forge 
our way into these new unexplored terrains.

ED:	 So, you’ve been editing books since you guys were students and 
then you took over as editor in chief for Equid Novi, African 
Journalism Studies, and you did some work to reposition the 
journal. Could you talk to us a little about how your experiences 
in editing books contributed to the ways in which you shaped 
your vision for the journal and what exactly was the vision and 
how did that vision work out for you or the journal in terms of 
its placement?
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HW: 	 If you mention African Journalism Studies and Equid Novi, some-
body that has been really formative in my career when I came 
back from working as a journalist, having the theoretical back-
ground of literary studies, coming back into the journalism stud-
ies arena was Arrie de Beer. And he was really a mentor for me at 
that point and facilitated my entry into journalism and media 
studies and I’m very grateful to him, although maybe our para-
digms are very different. And our approaches, right from the start 
we acknowledge that we have different theoretical approaches, 
he’s been really valuable also in orientating my work towards the 
global �eld. But I was �rst assistant editor of the journal and later 
then became editor and now I’ve assumed a slightly different role, 
I’m editor in chief concerned with maybe sort of issues around 
the policy and the direction of the journal and Wallace Chuma 
has taken over as editor of the journal and its content. And I’m 
very excited about that because it’s new energy and new perspec-
tives and new experiences that are being brought in.

	   So, I think my mission was to … Equid Novi at that point was 
a largely South African journal, I wanted to reposition it �rstly 
as an African journalism studies journal, to try actively recruit 
more authors from other African countries. So there again, I 
think it was informed by my deep conviction that South African 
journalism studies and media studies has to see itself  more in 
terms of its location on the continent. And I think to a large 
extent we have managed to increase the contributions from the 
rest of the continent, it is still dominated by the South African 
academics but we have managed to do that. Then later on what I 
wanted to reposition it even further is to reposition it more 
towards the Global South and when I reconstituted the editorial 
board a few years ago, I deliberately included colleagues from 
India, China, Brazil, etcetera. That I think up until now has been 
less successful, partly because the journal does still have a bias 
towards journalism studies and African, that’s our niche. So, 
when we do have for instance comparative studies issues, we had 
a special issue on BRICS, it is still a bit of an occasion. So, occa-
sionally we have those sorts of comparisons. I’m not sure whether 
in future we’ll go more in that direction or not. I think that’s 
largely a call for Wallace and the new editorial board to decide. 
So broadly speaking, my approach or mission was to reposition 
the journal to make it more outward looking, either to the conti-
nent or to the south.

	   As to editing books, it’s different, it’s a more coherent project 
and as an editor, you have a bit more of a coherent picture of 
what you want to achieve and with journals, unless you do a spe-
cial issue, you dependent on what’s coming in. It’s always an 
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interesting experience, it’s a lot of work. People think that editing 
books is easy but it’s very dif�cult and hard work. The challenge 
for me is always to try retain a coherence and that doesn’t always 
work. But some of my most really rewarding experiences has 
been collaborations with people as part of, MeCoDEM project 
was lead with by Katrin Voltmer, my membership of the Mellon 
project with Anthea Garman at Rhodes on media and citizen-
ship, that has also resulted in an edited book. And so, a lot of 
these edited books come out of projects and the work that we do. 
Winston and I have done with Xiaoling for instance, the BRICS 
experience. So, some of my most rewarding experiences has been 
those sorts of collaborations where you really work closely with 
colleagues from elsewhere in the world and that then might result 
in an edited volume.

ED:	 I know you write �ction, is this an outlet, is that a part of letting 
out steam?

HW: 	 I haven’t written �ction in a long while, I would like to again 
resuscitate it but I’m not sure if  that part of my creative brain has 
died, withered away. But I do write journalism a lot still, opinion 
pieces and analysis pieces so for me that is very nice for me to be 
able to repackage something into a more popular format and I 
enjoy that a lot. So, the sort of non-�ction genre is good for me, 
I enjoy that.

ED:	 You don’t have to do this now but when you do look at this later 
and revise it, maybe you could talk a little bit also about your 
forays into issues of voice and listening because I think part of 
what you are talking about now about bringing these things out 
elsewhere has to do a little bit with listening and part of what I 
was thinking about when you were talking about all of these 
other people coming into African journalism, did it result in the 
type of listening that you could theoretically be talking about? Is 
it only people’s work that is now in there, what other type of 
impact…?

HW: 	 I think a real question there is the terms in which we include 
diversity of perspectives and what does it do and I think there is 
a big area of our work in media studies that have become more 
international and I think the international platforms are becom-
ing more aware of the need to include a diversity of voices. But 
there is also a type of inclusion that is not much more than just a 
gallery of different pictures from around the world. And it 
doesn’t destabilise and disrupt the dominant frame, it’s still very 
nice little pictures from all over the world. Brougere used the 
metaphor of stamp collecting, it’s like you have an album and 
you collect stamps from all over the world but the frame remains 
the same. So, I think there is a lot of that and it’s not without 
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merit or without value but I think I would not only want to do 
that. I think it’s a much bigger challenge to make these various 
bits and pieces speak to each other and be responsive to each 
other. And that I don’t know always how one does that and 
maybe I’ve just been involved in a project and I think that is 
maybe something I’d like to explore a format more in the future, 
where somebody writes … it’s a forum, it was for Journalism and 
Mass Communication Quarterly, it was on the issues of 
Balkanisation of international research. So, one person writes an 
article, the next person responds to that, the third person 
responds to the two and that I think is a way of then really engag-
ing people and you end up with something that is more dialogical.

ED:	 I wish South African researchers had more time to do…. I tried 
to do something like that with Communicatio where we have a 
thing called conversations and the idea with conversations was 
precisely that. Thus far it did not really lead to conversations.

HW: 	 I would love for this sort of conversation in fact and this is what 
you doing in your book but maybe one could think also about 
the three journals that we edit or involved with to stage these 
sorts of conversations more, just have more interviews. I had one 
with Francis Nyamnjoh for Journalism Studies years ago and it 
was one of my most enjoyable pieces of writing. Maybe the way 
that our research rewards are set up, those aren’t always recog-
nised as real research but I think that would be really valuable.

ED:	 We tried to do that with the Communicatio-JAMS  collaboration 
but again the way the system works doesn’t always allow for that 
type of interaction.

HW: 	 This was really nice, I really enjoyed it.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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14	� Doing Media Studies in the 
Decolonial Turn

Conversation with Sarah Chiumbu

Editors’ Note

Sarah Chiumbu is an Associate Professor in the Department of Communication 
and Media at the University of Johannesburg. Between 1997 and 2004, she 
worked as Research Of�cer and then as National Director for the freedom of 
expression development NGO, Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) - 
Zimbabwe Chapter. Sara Chiumbu is a well-published and referenced author 
of academic articles, books and book chapters, as well as policy reports for 
regional, national and international oversight bodies such as UNESCO. Her 
research is committed to critical theory, social movements and media policy 
and regulation. She also has expertise in training/capacity building, monitoring 
and evaluation, workshop facilitation and rapporteuring, and policy analysis.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 25 November 2020, 
Prof Chiumbu raises a series of points key to any historical, political and insti-
tutional consideration of how power operates in society. Chiumbu has been 
very in�uential in how we situate power within media studies in post-colonial 
(Southern) Africa. She elaborates on how her experiences at Zimbabwe’s Media 
Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) led her to recognize a need for a more 
humanistic and social justice approach to how we do media and policy in 
African contexts. She credits critical international political economy and deco-
loniality in sharpening her thinking about the neoliberal project. Chiumbu 
ponders the dilemma which can cause academics to be “double agents” 
detached from their lived experience. She is mindful of the tension between 
critical media scholarship and consultancy work. She is adamant that the san-
itising of voice and lived experience do not only happen in the consultancy 
space, but also, crucially, in academic spaces where decoloniality seemingly is 
being usurped by voices who cannot speak from the same “wound of colonial-
ity.” For her decoloniality is not used as a gateway to (again) gaze at Africa, 
rather than from Africa.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Doing Media Studies in the Decolonial Turn

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Sarah Chiumbu. The very �rst thing 

we would like for you to do is to talk to us a little bit about your 
entry into academic life. What motivated you to do media and 
communication studies?

SC:	 For the record, my name is Sarah Chiumbu, I’m currently a lec-
turer at the University of Johannesburg in the position of 
Associate Professor in the school of communication and I’m also 
the Head of School for the School of Communication. I came to 
UJ in 2018 and before that, I worked at the Human Sciences 
Research Council for four years and before that, I taught at the 
University of Witwatersrand from 2008 until I left in 2014 to join 
the HSRC. So, I can say my formal entry into teaching or lectur-
ing was in 2008 but my entry into academic life was much earlier. 
So, that journey I can say began at the University of Zimbabwe 
where I did my undergrad and my post graduate diploma. My 
undergrad was in BA, English and French, that’s what I majored 
in. Then at that time, I wasn’t really sure what I wanted to do 
with my life, but the path for many people who did a BA general 
in Zimbabwe at that time was to enter teaching, which I did and 
I was teaching at a township school which I hated very much. I 
was teaching English at a township school. But schools in 
Zimbabwe open in January, the beginning of the semester is 
January, so I started teaching in January, I had just �nished my 
BA general degree the year before, then January I was a teacher 
and I thought this will be my life. Then, around February of that 
year, we already knew that the University of Zimbabwe had 
started a post graduate diploma in media and communication 
being run by the Norwegian government. And they had already 
selected people to start that programme. They chose 15 people, 
the scholarship could accommodate 15 people, this was the �rst 
such programme in Zimbabwe.

	   The only other programme that was remotely related to media 
studies was the journalism that was at the polytechnic of 
Zimbabwe, Harare Polytechnic. But the UZ one was the �rst 
media or cultural studies kind of programme. So, it just hap-
pened that 2 people dropped out from the 15 that they had 
selected and they want to replace those 2. And that’s when I was 
called, along with another colleague who was also teaching. We 
received telegrams, those were the days of telegrams to go and 
see the Head of Department of English at the University of 
Zimbabwe, with urgency. It was an urgent meeting. The pro-
gramme of media studies was located in the department of 
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English, it wasn’t a stand-alone programme. So, we didn’t know 
what was happening, so we rushed. We resigned immediately 
from our teaching positions, we didn’t even give notice and we 
started because we had to because the programme was only one 
year and it had started in mid-January and this was already mid-
February. So, we had lost a month, so that’s why we had to join 
immediately. And it was a completely new world to me because I 
didn’t know anything about media studies or what media studies 
is about or cultural studies. The only maybe familiarity in the 
cultural studies part of it was that we had done English litera-
ture, so we did literary criticism and all that stuff. But most of the 
stuff, media policy, media, and democracy, these were com-
pletely new.

	   So, that’s how I entered the media studies academic �eld and 
it was a very robust programme and very tight because it had to 
happen in one year. But in that one year we learnt a lot, I think 
we did quite a number of  different courses including media and 
democracy, media and global culture, introduction to commu-
nication theories, introduction to cultural studies, those kinds 
of  things. So, it was a completely new world, more so because 
Zimbabwe didn’t have a course like that, so we were the �rst 
group to do that course. And when we �nished, we were told 
that they were going to select three people to go and do a 
Masters in Norway from this cohort. I was one of  those who 
was selected.

ED:	 When you say the programme at the University of Zimbabwe 
was very robust and you were the �rst people to do this, can you 
talk a bit more about how and why the programme was launched, 
what was the programme in response to and how was your expe-
rience, did it seem to be a contribution in relation to why it 
was set up?

SC:	 I can’t remember the reason why it was set up. I can’t remember 
the history of it. But it was through the Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (NORAD) of�ce and I think there 
had been some discussions with the University of Zimbabwe to 
introduce a media studies programme in Zimbabwe under the 
NORAD programme. The reason I say it was robust is because it 
opened … I think at that time, when people thought of media, 
we thought media is journalism or communication. But when we 
did this course, it opened us up to other �elds of study because 
as you know by now, media studies is interdisciplinary, so it 
opened our eyes to the �elds of sociology, international relations, 
political science. For example, our media and politics course was 
taught by the former minister of information Jonathan Moyo 
who himself  is a renowned political scientist.
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	   So, it took a very political science approach, some of us who 
had done the BA general, we had done humanities, we were not 
aware that you could tie political science to media. Then we also 
had sociology as well. So, it was robust in that it opened the 
world, it opened our eyes to different �elds, other disciplines that 
we were not familiar with. And I think, for me, as I will talk 
about later, it opened my eyes to the question of how power 
operates in society. And you’ll notice later on that sort of in�u-
enced me a lot. Then just quickly on, we went to do our Masters 
in Norway, it was an MPhil, Master of Philosophy. But the �rst 
six months of that course was philosophy. You had to do a phi-
losophy course, like just reading critical works of different schol-
ars before you started the programme. So, the programme started 
in August but we had to go to Norway six months before in 
January and we spent the �rst six months just reading philosoph-
ical works or critical thinkers in different aspects. So that’s when 
we came across Habermas and Michel Foucault and Gramsci. 
So, it was a completely different world from ours.

ED:	 Any African philosophers?
SC:	 No. We didn’t have any African philosophers at all. But it was a 

very eye-opening course. Then you had to pass that course 
before you could start into the Masters programme. But I think 
for us, the African students, it was just a formality. I don’t think 
they were going to make us fail or anything. And just to also 
mention, that we were the �rst three black Africans to be in the 
Institute of  Media and Communication Studies at the University 
of  Oslo. It was me, a girl called Alice Kwaramba, she’s now 
working at the Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa 
(OSISA) in Johannesburg. And there was the late Naomi 
Ziyambi. And also, just to mention that at that time, when the 
diploma started, it was a programme that involved the University 
of  KwaZulu- Natal, the Tomaselli’s Center. So what happened 
was, while we were in Oslo, Keyan and Ruth Tomaselli came for 
a semester to teach us. They taught us a course and there was 
another guy called Dr Temba Masilela, he was at Rhodes 
University, he also taught us a course. Part of  that Masters 
involved a course called media and development, that’s as 
African as we got. In that course we did a bit of  development 
studies and we had quite a few not African scholars per se but 
some scholars from the global South appear in that course. And 
that course, the way they designed it, it was done in Zimbabwe. 
So, it means that Norwegian students and ourselves travelled to 
Zimbabwe and did that course at UZ, just that course. So, the 
class had about 25 students, and 3 of  us were from Zimbabwe 
and the rest were Norwegians. So, they also came to Zimbabwe, 
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it was their �rst time to come to Africa and they were excited as 
you can imagine. And we did that course together in Zim and it 
also involved us travelling to Bulawayo. So, I did my Masters 
there and then after I �nished, I didn’t go into the academia, 
that’s when [interrupted]

ED:	 What was your Masters dissertation on Sarah?
SC:	 My dissertation was on the reporting of the Gukurahundi, I 

studied the reporting of it in the mainstream media in Zimbabwe, 
using a human rights approach. But we also had to, apart from 
the main thesis we had to do a project, an applied kind of pro-
ject. And I did mine in communications strategies used by family 
planning organisations in Zimbabwe, so it was on communica-
tion for development.

ED:	 The programme at the University of Oslo was on media, democ-
racy, and development, ja – So, then you moved on?

SC:	 I moved on. So, when I �nished my Masters, we left Norway and 
I joined a �lm production company, as a production assistant, 
not because I wanted to do �lm but because an opportunity 
opened up and I didn’t want to be unemployed. They were look-
ing for production assistants and Zimbabwe had a very vibrant 
�lm industry at that time so I was involved in a lot of �lms like 
King Solomon’s Mines, Kini and Adams, that was a South 
African and Burkina Faso co-production, and all those kinds of 
�lms. So, I enjoyed it but it was a temporary position, I only 
worked for about 2 years. And then an opportunity opened at 
MISA, the Media Institute of Southern Africa, they were look-
ing for information of�cers. And I applied. It was called an infor-
mation and research of�cer. It was an organisation set up in 1991 
to promote freedom of expression in the region and it existed in 
all the SADC countries, Zimbabwe being one. And this was in 
1997 when I joined MISA as a research and information of�cer. 
And that’s where I stayed for a long time.

	   At that time, the job involved writing press releases on media 
freedom violations, doing research on media freedom issues and 
at that time the campaigns we were running, the main campaign 
that MISA was running, all the MISA of�ces, was the opening 
up of the airwaves. And we did research on that. And it’s very 
interesting because the research that I was doing at MISA, that’s 
what led me into my next phase of life, the academic phase of my 
life, which is the PhD. But I remember when we were doing the 
opening up of the airwaves campaign, most of the material that 
we used to create the campaigns in the region were western, they 
came from Europe. And I remember at that time I was question-
ing why … because coming from a Masters programme that was 
very critical, it taught us to question things.
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ED:	 What do you mean the campaign materials were coming from 
western?

SC:	 For example, our funders at that time, including the Westminster 
Foundation for Democracy, gave us material on broadcasting 
reform from some of the scholars that we know, people who have 
written on these issues but from a western perspective. So, it was 
about, for example, at that time, there was a lot of promotion of 
privatisation of communication media systems because it was 
promised that if  you open up the airwaves you get diversity of 
views. But now, years later, we know it did not happen. All it did 
was create elite private media systems that didn’t serve the major-
ity of the people. But that was the language. So, if  you read the 
early MISA stuff, even the posters that we designed around 
opening up of the airwaves, the biggest campaign that MISA had 
done in the region, it was very well funded. You will notice that 
it was very Euro-centric how we approached the opening up of 
the broadcasting and the television sector. And we were working 
with John Barker who was the regional programme manager for 
this and John Barker was British.

	   So, my job as researcher was to read documents around that 
and other things, for example, media diversity, media pluralism, 
what it means, because these were new things for activists in that 
space. So, my job as a researcher was to do that. Then I also had 
to do press releases and write things as my job.

ED:	 So, your experiences then especially this feeling of uncomforta-
bility that you had around how the campaigns were run, they 
then fed into your next life.

SC:	 Exactly because I was an information of�cer for some time. Then 
I was promoted to national director of MISA and the discomfort 
was growing by day. But I think what pushed me was the fact that 
MISA at that time was becoming more radical in terms of the 
activism it was doing and we became targets for the central intel-
ligence organisation, which is like the security agency. We were 
being followed. Because remember, the politics of Zimbabwe, 
most people who worked in the NGO, civil society were seen as 
enemies of the state. So, MISA was targeted because I think the 
government realised the importance of the media. So, I felt 
uncomfortable but I was also a bit scared as well, so I felt uncom-
fortable both by what I was doing because I was questioning but 
also by the security issue. So, I started looking around but I 
didn’t know what I really wanted to do. And I applied to the 
Freedom of Expression Institute, which was a South African 
out�t, if  you remember it, FXI. And at the same time, I had 
applied to do my PhD back in Oslo. So, I did those applications 
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simultaneously as it were because the FXI was looking for an 
information and research of�cer and Jane Duncan who is my 
colleague now, she was the director then of that organisation. 
And I got the job, so as I was preparing to move to South Africa, 
the Norwegian PhD came and I was also given a place so I had 
to make a decision whether I wanted to come to South Africa or 
I wanted to study. And I decided actually I want to be an aca-
demic, that’s when I made a decision. Because I think when I got 
those two positions, I had to ask myself  hard questions of who I 
am and what I want to become. And I de�nitely decided that I 
want to be an academic. And that’s when I chose the University 
of Oslo and I left Zimbabwe in 2004 in August to go and start my 
PhD journey in the University of Oslo.

	   And just to mention here, that before you apply you have to do 
an expression of interest and my expression of interest that I 
wrote was outside my �eld of expertise if  I can put it that way. At 
that time, I didn’t have the theoretical language of what I wanted 
to do because I had been in the civic space for so long but what I 
remember was that when I was at MISA, we had now moved 
away from the opening up of the airwaves campaign that was 
dominating region at that time and we started now on the infor-
mation society…. If  you remember the concept of the informa-
tion society, with ICTs were coming in and now it was this whole 
language of ICT for development, the information society, the 
same way that it is happening now with the fourth Industrial rev-
olution. So, the information society was the buzzword. So, a lot 
of our funders now directed us to start working in that space. 
Because I was working in that space, reading a lot, I noticed that 
the policies, the information society policies that African govern-
ments were adopting, they all read the same way. For example, 
the language was the same, the implementation plans were the 
same. So, I got interested, I was saying why are they like this. So, 
my expression of interest when I applied for my PhD, I said I 
wanted to study the discourses that were contained in a selection 
of African ICT policies and also to study the actors and interests 
behind these policies. But I didn’t know what I was talking about.

	   And when I got to Norway, I was given a supervisor who was 
a political scientist. She worked in the area of international rela-
tions and political science. So, that’s when you notice my PhD 
took that direction. But I had no idea. So, at that time I didn’t 
have the language. But if  I look now at what my PhD was all 
about, now I’ve got the language. But that’s what it was about, 
but you don’t see those words, but I was questioning a lot of 
things. So, that’s how I entered my formal academic life because 



268  African Media and Communication

as a PhD student we were required to teach. So, I taught a 
course, media economics, which I had never done before but I 
learnt on the job. But I also taught media and democracy. Media 
economics was Honours and media and democracy was a 
Masters course. So, I co-taught with other people and I taught 
for the four years that I was in Norway doing my PhD.

ED:	 Maybe you could tell us a little bit about the intellectual and 
philosophical in�uences on your thinking. So we spoke a little bit 
about it then and we can talk a little bit about how it has evolved 
over the years to where you are �nding yourself  now?

SC:	 When I was at MISA, I was very intrigued about how power 
works. We were told, every time you read something about what 
MISA had come up with, I’ll give MISA as an example, but it 
happens across NGOs, it’s always had to something like an 
African driven initiative or African journalists came together 
and came up with the Windhoek Declaration for example. Or 
African media activists came together and designed this, it’s 
African driven. But I knew it wasn’t African driven. And other 
people didn’t see it that way, they actually felt they owned these 
documents. So, I was always questioning. And remember at that 
time MISA was very active in the region and we had a lot of 
money. So, we used to do our workshops all over the continent, I 
travelled across the continent to come up with these, even the 
African Declaration of Freedom of Expression Principles, I was 
part of the people who designed it. It was born in Pretoria, where 
we sat together with the African Union, we put the ideas together. 
So, most of these documents, the declarations that are on the 
continent, MISA was very much involved and other NGOs.

	   But I remember that in all those, the material that we got, the 
intellectual material that were used to come up with these came 
from our funders, meaning from Europe. And the resource peo-
ple because remember when USAID when they give you money, 
the resource people have to be Americans. So that’s how they 
work. So, I remember that USAID was our biggest funder, there-
fore the resource people who came were always American aca-
demics, for example. Or Americans who would come and hold 
workshops and give us material. So, the intellectual mat was 
actually from elsewhere. so I was questioning all that.

	   But then it taught me in the end how power works. So, for 
example, when the poverty reduction strategies were adopted by 
the UN, our funders told us in no uncertain terms that MISA 
now has to include poverty reduction in their work and we were 
at pains at how to do that because we were used to working from 
a certain angle, but we had to. And they sent all these experts that 
came from the UN to teach us how to link media and poverty 
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reduction and all that stuff. And then MISA started working in 
that space. And when something else came up, another agenda 
came up, we were also…. So, I was questioning power, how power 
works. But I didn’t have the language until I started doing my PhD.

	   So, you will notice that the intellectual in�uences that up to 
now I’m using or in�uence my work is in the area of critical 
international political economy. So, I was forced to read works in 
that area about power but also in the area of discourse. People 
like Michel Foucault, Gramsci, Robert Cox is a critical interna-
tional scholar who questions power and all that stuff. So, my 
thesis, I used these critical thinkers and if  you read the thesis, it’s 
about exactly that, questioning how power works. But I was talk-
ing to a colleague later when I had �nished my PhD when I came 
across the literature on post-colonial theory, when I was at Wits 
because I just didn’t come across it when I was doing my PhD 
because the people I was dealing with, my supervisors…. I had 
two supervisors, one from Scotland, Gillian Doyle and then this 
other one, the one I told you about, my main supervisor was a 
political scientist. They were not aware of that and I didn’t come 
across that literature for some reason. I was using critical theory 
a lot, so when I came across post-colonial theory when I started 
teaching at Wits, I remember I told a colleague, I said this is 
exactly what I was saying in my thesis. So, you’ll notice that the 
scholars that in�uenced my thinking, most of them, ironically, 
were kind of outside media studies in a way. They were more into 
political science, critical theory, I know that critical theory is part 
of media studies, but they were into international political econ-
omy, political science.

ED:	 I want to circle back a little bit to you were not aware of post-
colonial scholarship and what I wanted to ask was, you also had 
a very strong course on media and development, and I’m think-
ing back to my own media and development course and a very 
big part of that course included post-colonial scholars, and that 
course [interrupted]

SC:	 We didn’t touch on those scholars for some reason. We did the 
more European scholars on media and development, develop-
ment scholars on Europe. It’s only when I joined Wits and I came 
across postcolonial scholarship, that’s when I learnt that there’s a 
whole �eld called post-development.

ED:	 So, no Escobar, no Agunga, [interrupted]
SC:	 No, no. So, we lost that whole chunk of development studies, we 

didn’t do that. The only global scholar that we did was Melkote.
ED:	 So, you felt frustrated about the way things were put together 

and that is how you saw how power operates. You questioned the 
approach, what was the response of the other Africans that were 
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at these meetings, were they just docile, were they aware of this 
happening and just accepting, what was their attitude?

SC:	 They were not docile, they actually believed that they were driv-
ing the process. Now, in my thesis, I’ve got a whole chapter where 
I discuss how this operates, through hegemony of course we 
know. Where you actually believe that you are driving in a pro-
cess but the way power works, consent. That consent works 
around issues of soft power. For example, I note in my thesis that 
there’s a bit of agency on the part of NGO activists because they 
actually believe they are actually driving the process but they 
don’t understand how power works. So, for example, we used to 
get invited to Europe for example for workshops or retreats and 
at that time our minds are being worked. They give us this read-
ing material, campaign material, so we begin to assimilate these 
ideas and we believe they are our own and then the per diems 
that you get. I argue in that chapter that all these things, the 
material bene�ts that we get as NGO activists all contribute to 
how consent works.

ED:	 Did your PhD ever reach the donor agencies?
SC:	 Probably it did because my case study was the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), which is based in 
Addis. They were the ones that were given money by funders to 
drive the information society project in Africa. So, I decided 
that I needed to interview them. But I also interviewed other 
people outside of UNECA who were part of  the information 
society. And when I �nished my PhD, I sent them my thesis and 
I assume it reached, probably it reached some funders, I don’t 
know. Just to give you an example of  Freedom House. They 
have these reports, Freedom on the Net, they have one on print 
media and the other one on digital media and those reports are 
very in�uential because funders make decisions, their foreign 
policy decisions based on Freedom House reports. If  a country 
is downgraded to not free or partly free, that’s how they make 
decisions whether to fund or not to fund. And even this year’s 
report that I’m working on, they told us that please refer to 
Freedom House reports because they take them very seriously. 
So, I was invited by Freedom House to contribute, I think it was 
2012 or 2013, to the Freedom on the Net report. So apparently 
the process of doing these reports is that all the writers are from 
the African continent, because there’s a writer for each country, 
you will meet and we go through the methodology and what the 
process should be like and then they release us into the �eld to 
do the research. So, I was asked to write the Zimbabwe report. 
And we were there for a whole week staying at the Radisson 
Hotel in Sandton and it was a boot camp with all African 
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countries in the room. And I noticed that all the researchers 
were not necessarily academics but they were media activists or 
NGO activists.

	   But the American team came down and they literally tell you 
what to write and what to do. I was so horri�ed by the process. 
And they were very top down. And we were writing the report, 
we did the research and wrote the report and I could just hear 
their voices as I was writing the report. But I tried to be a bit 
more … because my academic instincts took over and my report 
was very … I tried to be balanced. What I found on the ground 
was not as bad because Zimbabwe was seen as a basket case and 
in the report it had to come out like that but I found some bright 
spots about how digital media is changing the landscape of 
Zimbabwe, opening up spaces and all that stuff. So, when I sent 
my draft, it was completely changed by the editor, the Freedom 
House people. They changed a lot of things. I told myself  you 
know what, I’m getting my money, let me not argue with these 
people. But I was disillusioned. I even want to write an article 
about this freedom of expression indices and what they mean 
and the political economy around that.

ED:	 One must also not forget that if things are going better than peo-
ple may be out of jobs, because what do you have to do if things 
are moving in a positive direction? Also, how do you de�ne a pos-
itive direction, who gets to de�ne what things mean within par-
ticular contexts. You say you found some spaces that were opening, 
that were perhaps engendering some new kinds of freedoms, what 
is happening there? You keep mentioning funding, some of these 
like Freedom House are linked to foreign policy initiatives of big 
funders. You mentioned the power dynamic between the local and 
international, is there something from a local perspective that has 
since happened so that we resist, or is it impossible?

SC:	 I think I can say that there’s been some changes, not much. And 
I think some of the drivers of this, ironically, is from the west, 
but things like the occupy movement for example, and all these 
grassroots movements that have come up in the last couple of 
years. I think they sort of transformed how NGOs work in gen-
eral but even more so the media NGOs. So, for example, the 
Right to Know campaign, on the surface of it, it’s very different 
from the former MISA from South Africa or FXI, they are more 
grassroots driven, although there are contradictions there of 
course. So, the anti-globalisation movements that have intensi-
�ed over the last couple of years are changing, I think, how the 
NGO operates. But also, the South African moment … other 
African countries went through their decolonisation moments 
much earlier. At least in the academic space, let me put it that 
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way, probably not in the NGO space, but in the academic space 
they went through their decolonisation process earlier. But South 
Africa came late and I think the South African moment when the 
decolonisation debate started, it spilled over into the region again 
and it was also happening simultaneously in other spaces where 
students were questioning things.

	   For example, in America, for example Berkley University, it 
was the seat. Oxford University it was happening. So, all this 
discourses around decolonisation, around empowerment sort of 
brought a new way of thinking, not just in the academic space 
but spilled over into other spaces. And now I’m sure you’ll notice 
that even at some of these NGOs and the way we are teaching 
media studies as well is teaching how NGOs operate. Because 
you’ll recall that some of the people who work in these NGOs 
are studying, some of them are doing their Masters to improve 
their opportunities and they are encountering other ways of 
thinking. For example, when I wrote my Marikana paper, which 
was the �rst paper I think that I wrote that used decoloniality 
theories to understand media representation. I didn’t understand 
that it went quite far outside the academic space because I got 
people who work in the NGO sector in Zimbabwe saying no we 
read your paper, it’s very interesting about some of the things 
you are talking about. That’s why I’m saying that viola’s sugges-
tion that a book should be written about this is a very good idea. 
So, I think ideas are slipping out of the academic space into these 
other spaces and we are beginning to question. And also, there’s 
been a movement globally.

	  	 For example, if  you think of BlackLivesMatter and Me-too 
and all these movements that are questioning the structures in 
society, they are in�uencing a lot of things. But still, the con-
struction of the neo-liberal citizen was a very well-crafted pro-
ject. So, most of us are neo-liberal citizens, we’ve been crafted 
that way so it will take a long time to change how we think and 
how we operate. Even in the academic spaces not everyone ques-
tions, it’s very few because most people go with the liberal route 
or whatever. So, it’s this project, what I call the neo-liberal con-
struction, the construction of a neo-liberal citizen is a project 
that started a long time ago and it was a very well-crafted project 
and that’s what we are and it will take a long time to change. So, 
viola gave an example of the African Media Barometer, I’m one 
of the facilitators there. I’ve facilitated quite a number of them, 
I think 13 of them. And if  you read the background paper, it’s 
written in the same language that I was telling you about, this is 
an African driven initiative whatever, but I know it’s not.
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ED:	 But then at the same time, if  you want answers about things from 
an African perspective, where is the African perspective?

SC:	 It’s a struggle and I think you are right that it is linked very 
tightly to livelihoods. And I think if  you want to be comfortable 
in the place where you are working, you have to go along with 
the agenda of that place for you to be comfortable. For example, 
UJ – our University of  Johannesburg – is very much into this 
fourth IR and our VC has taken a particular neo-liberal [stance] 
and it is so overpowering that sometimes you just want to be 
comfortable and to just go along with it. It is the easier route. 
So, I think I’m not judging people in the NGO sector, they need 
to sleep at night and they just have to accept and be comfortable 
with it.

ED:	 So, from your perspective, as an academic and as an intellectual 
who is working within this space, who’s particular interest and 
writings on critical political economy be it towards bringing 
change within our environment, what needs to be done?

SC:	 Eish, I don’t know. I think we need to … I don’t know whether 
they need to be an engagement between academics, critical aca-
demics, and the NGO actors in terms of … but I think we need 
to speak out. Like you said, the moment of anger has to come 
out. And sometimes I also ask myself, that when I’m asked to do 
these things like facilitate or write these reports for donors, some-
times I feel like I’m compromising myself  as well because I’m 
doing it for money really because I don’t believe anything that 
I’m writing. So, are we also contributing to that whole thing? I 
think we also need to question ourselves as consultants. 
Remember that paper that was written by Mamdani about 
African academic consultants, so I think we need to start ques-
tioning this thing seriously. I know that most of it is linked to our 
livelihood and our material bene�t. But I think the only way to 
change is to start questioning seriously. Maybe writing more 
about these things in the papers or in The Conversation and just 
questioning, continuously questioning.

ED:	 You want to become a double agent?
SC:	 I’m already a double agent!
ED:	 And on the other hand, you are calling them out?
SC:	 I’m a double agent. Oh, I don’t like that name. But that’s what I 

am unfortunately.
ED:	 Every post-colonial act has some sort of double identity thing 

happening within it because you have to be one thing in one 
space but the thing that you are in that space is not necessarily 
the thing that de�nes entirely your beliefs. And so how do you 
give voice to that other positioning also. Perhaps the decolonial 
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moment is a good moment to start talking about this – let’s call 
it double consciousness [interrupted]

SC:	 Yes, like Du Bois
ED:	 … rather than double agent. You mentioned that now you can 

see since you’ve been exposed to these kinds of frameworks, what 
do you mean by decoloniality and to what extent is this a neces-
sary corrective in this area of media policy?

SC:	 So just to give a background of my entry into this scholarship, 
remember at UNISA when Ndlovu-Gatsheni was still there, in 
2012 Tendai Sithole who is at your university, not it was 2011, he 
came to Wits to do his Honours or Masters, I can’t remember, he 
was looking for a supervisor. At that time, he was working at the 
FXI as a researcher, so he came, he wanted to do his Honours in 
media policy, he wanted to study the ANCs media policy and he 
wanted a supervisor. At that time, we didn’t have supervision 
capacity or something but he enrolled at UNISA and he did his 
Honours and then soon after he told me he was doing his 
Masters. So, when he was doing his Masters, Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
and them – and other people – formed the African Decolonial 
Research Network, ADRN as it was called. So Tendai joined, -I 
didn’t know Gatsheni personally – and Tendai and I were friends 
way back because I knew him when he was still at FXI. So Tendai 
said there’s this very interesting reading group and they are talk-
ing about very hard hitting stuff. Then he said join. Then I said, 
oh okay, I’ll join.

	   I didn’t know what they were talking about when they said 
decoloniality, I’d never come across that term ever. I knew about 
decolonisation, I knew about post-colonial. So, I joined that 
reading group and I remember the �rst reading group I attended, 
we were given an article ahead of time by Ramon Grosfoguel 
and it was very deep, I didn’t understand a thing that he was 
talking about. And when we got there, we discussed it and we got 
more readings from Walter Mignolo, Maria Lugones and all this. 
So, we were reading those articles and that is when I started 
understanding. So, what I now began to understand from there, 
what I understand by decoloniality was that post-colonial theory 
was a critique of Europe within Europe. So, they were critiquing 
Eurocentrism, people like Spivak and them, and Edward Said, 
they were critiquing Eurocentrism using Eurocentric theories, 
like Michel Foucault. So, I understood that decoloniality is a 
moment where you have to be outside Europe completely for you 
to critique Eurocentrism, using different methodologies, differ-
ent scholarship, different thinking.

	   Then it just happened that in 2014 there was the summer 
school, the decolonial summer school in Spain, so the UNISA 
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people organised a team of themselves to go and they invited me 
if  I wanted to come and so I joined the UNISA team. So, it was 
a three-week summer school and we had Nelson Maldonado-
Torres and all those, the usual suspects. And from that time, you 
know, I was like a new born, a born again, that’s how I felt. 
Because it was very eye opening, we read scholarship that we’d 
never come across, we looked at the issues very differently. We 
read even Chinese scholarship which I’d never read before. It was 
a very global South thing. And they tried to explain to us in that 
class the difference between post-colonial theory and decolonial 
theory. The difference between this and that. And they were not 
saying there is anything wrong with post-colonial theory, but 
they were saying it’s a different approach. Decoloniality, it’s 
going beyond postcolonial theory. So, when I came back I started 
introducing it in my teaching at Wits, just slowly introducing 
some of the concepts and all that stuff. So, it gave me another 
way of looking at things. So that’s how we came to this �eld of 
just thinking differently. Because I think decoloniality is thinking 
from the margins, that’s what it’s about, that’s how I see it. And 
knowing that there’s no single authority when it comes to schol-
arship. You have to think from where you are.

ED:	 Do you think that’s fundamentally different from post-
coloniality Sarah?

SC:	 I don’t think so because I think it’s a debate that’s still going on 
about the differences between the two. I think from where I 
stand, they are very similar. It’s just a different genealogy, if  I put 
it, that they use, but I think they are saying the same thing.

ED:	 Do you think it offers the correct tools to redress the situation? 
Like when you look at the academy, when you look at praxis, the 
issue of advocacy, do you think when you have decoloniality, it’s 
something that’s translatable into a necessary plan of action to 
correct the problems that are in the African policy area? In 
what way?

SC:	 Yes. I agree because I think what I also learnt when I went to that 
summer school is that decoloniality is not one approach. Its dif-
ferent approaches including post-colonial. It’s different 
approaches that try to question things from the margins. So, for 
example, they say that even though it was a group of Latin 
American scholars who started talking about it, who came with 
that concept by the way, they were saying but the roots of deco-
loniality go back even to Africa. People like Aime Cesaire, Steve 
Biko, Walter Rodney, all those were decolonial scholars, where 
they were questioning things. Even the 1955 conference that took 
place in Indonesia, the Bandung conference and all those other 
declarations … remember that in the 1950s, 1960s and 70s, Africa 
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came up with quite a number of radical declarations that were 
abandoned soon after the coming of neo-liberalism. Even 
UNESCO, if  you remember, it was the seat of radical thinking 
and they were the ones that came up with the McBride Report. 
So, all those processes are part of decolonial thinking. But there 
was a moment when the decolonial movement even in African 
thinking was disrupted by the coming of neo-liberalism, the fall 
of the Berlin wall and all that stuff. So, people argue, at least 
those decolonial scholars argue that that moment can also be 
brought back because now, for example, if  you are thinking of in 
the moment we are in, when you are thinking of Africa, like what 
you guys are doing, key thinkers, who are the thinkers in Africa. 
Whenever someone asks us that question, we always go back to 
those ones in the 1970s. But who are our current ones? Are we 
not thinking anymore?

ED:	 This might be a good place to ask you about your book that just 
came out. It’s co-edited by Mehita. Maybe you could just tell us 
a little bit about the book and what the book is hoping to 
accomplish?

SC:	 When I came back from my baptism in Barcelona, Last Moyo 
was still at Wits at that time and he was part of  this ADRN, he 
didn’t go to Barcelona but he was part it. So, I remember, me 
and Last Moyo said you know what probably, it would be a 
good idea to come up with a book on media and decoloniality, 
we just don’t know how that can be done. So Last said, oh let’s 
talk to the department and our colleagues and see what we can 
come up with. So, we even went for a retreat where we brain-
storming about what the book could look like. We were not talk-
ing about an academic kind of  theoretical book per se at that 
time, we were talking more like a textbook, like the Fourie one. 
Then we said Fourie has come up with these volumes and we 
were saying they are good because they are using local examples 
but they don’t go far enough. So that’s how the book was born. 
So, after this retreat we came back but then our jobs took over, 
we didn’t have time, we didn’t discuss it again. Then the Last 
Moyo issue happened and he left Wits. So, it sort of  died. Then 
later on, when I moved to the HSRC, Mehita wrote to me and 
said she had been tasked by the department to revive that pro-
ject. So, the idea was to have me, Mehita, Dina and Ufuoma to 
be the editors of  this book. But then Ufuoma and Dina declined. 
Dina was busy with her own book and Ufuoma was also writing 
his book. So, they said they couldn’t be part of  it so we decided 
to take it over. So Mehita said since you were the one who is into 
decolonial theory, you drive the project. So that’s how the book 
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was born. We approached Oxford and we decided that we didn’t 
want it to be a textbook per se, we wanted it to be more like a 
theoretical companion.

	   But we were �ghting with Oxford because they are very much 
into textbooks so they were very attached to the idea of text-
books. So, we managed to meet halfway with them. And we knew 
that this is just a beginning because we already knew at that time 
that you and Winston were already working on African commu-
nication. We also knew that the Bruce book was in the process of 
being published at that time. So, we knew that our book was 
going to be part of a new movement. A conversation is happen-
ing. So that’s how the book was born. So, we decided to divide 
the book into the 3 major issues of media studies: power, society 
and culture, and political economy.

ED:	 Is there one particular vantage point that you favour in terms of 
media studies and cultural studies?

SC:	 Power.
ED:	 But of course, your vantage point is also a main vantage point 

within decolonial studies, right, this issue of how power operates.
SC:	 Yes. And I remember when we were writing this book, I think it’s 

very important for what you guys are doing, we had given the 
authors the brief that that they should write the book from the 
locus of the global … they should start from where they are and 
move out. Because we were saying that we are not dismissing other 
knowledges but start from where you are. And we realised, Mehita 
and I, when we wrote our chapters, I have a chapter I wrote on 
media and development, then I’ve got a chapter that I wrote with 
Dumisani on media policy and then the introduction. And Mehita 
has got one chapter there. But I remember when we were writing 
ourselves, we realised we couldn’t do it. We started thinking from 
the global North and going outwards. And we just couldn’t do it. 
And I remember the authors struggled as well. Because we kept on 
saying no, do it this way. But we realised that we are so embedded 
in thinking in a certain way, that it was dif�cult.

	   But also, I remember we had a conversation, Mehita and I that 
the issue is how we are teaching media studies, when we want to 
teach about power, for example, which is a very central part of 
media studies or sociology of news production or whatever, we 
are using Pierre Bourdieu for example, we are using Michel 
Foucault. But when we look at African thinkers, the ones I talked 
about earlier in the 70s and 80s, they also talked about power. 
Then I was saying it’s just a matter of us thinking differently, that 
how can I use … instead of using Michel Foucault, I can use him 
as one but I can also use Walter Rodney as another. But we 
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haven’t started thinking like that. So, whenever I think of hegem-
ony, you go to Gramsci. But I’m sure other people questioned 
exactly what Gramsci was questioning, other thinkers as well. 
But I think to incorporate them in media studies and so on.

ED:	 Do you think that part of that may have to do with what we have 
been talking about, maybe intellectual credibility? What will be 
the intellectual cost of using thinkers that may not necessarily be 
held in high regard because of their actions?

SC:	 De�nitely, I think you are right. It will come with a big cost. I 
remember when I was at Wits, you know Lewis Gordon, he 
came to Wits to give a talk on African philosophy. And the Wits 
philosophy department, it was all white, there wasn’t a single 
black lecturer. And you know Lewis is very nice, he’s laid back 
and I remember in that seminar he was just talking very nicely 
and it was full of  these lecturers. And he just said there is noth-
ing called European philosophy. He said something like there’s 
nothing like European knowledge system, so he was using the 
Chakravarty term, saying that Europe is just a province, just like 
any other. And in fact, African philosophy is much bigger than 
European philosophy, only that it is not known. And I remem-
ber that there was a collective walk out, people were very upset 
and angry. And so sometimes in our places where we work we 
are also afraid of  the people we work with to be seen as too 
radical or too…. But sometimes speaking out as well will cost us 
in our own spaces.

ED:	 What should be our stance? When you look at Kwame Nkrumah, 
for example, there are always things, there is the private life, there 
are things that they are accused of…

SC:	 You are right, so Mugabe is the same, I guess. But also thinking 
of  Kwame Nkrumah for example, his book Neo-colonialism, 
The Last Stage of Imperialism. We read that book in Barcelona, 
we had to read that book as part of  the course and you realise 
that this guy was one of  the original post-colonial scholars. 
And yet we don’t use those kinds of  literature in our media 
studies, incorporating people like Nkrumah, even when you are 
teaching a course on media and democracy you don’t incorpo-
rate people who have talked about African democracy, those 
kinds of  African scholars who speak about democracy, Claude 
Ake. So, I think it’s a start. I think what you guys are doing, the 
book that Mehita and I wrote, the one by Bruce and Beschara. 
The work you, viola and Winston are doing, I think it’s opening 
up that space to think differently. And the people who will be 
doing media studies in future, I have no doubt that there will be 
a very different perspective from the ones that are studying 
with us now.
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ED:	 What would you like to be your legacy in this academic area, 
from where you started where you were supposed to be a teacher 
and then you went to Norway, in terms of what you would to 
leave behind as your legacy, what is it that you would like to put 
on the table as from Professor Sarah Chiumbu?

SC:	 I’ve never thought of my legacy in this area. I think my legacy 
will be someone who tried or attempted to disrupt the common 
sense by bringing in a different way of thinking. And opening up 
the �eld of media studies to broader areas, other areas that may 
not even be seen as part of media for example.

ED:	 Since we are talking about opening up spaces and so on, in your 
opinion is there an African media and communication studies, 
and/or should there be?

SC:	 To answer your �rst question, no, there isn’t at the moment 
something we can call an African media and communication 
studies. To answer your second question, should there be, that’s a 
de�nite yes. And it goes back to what I said earlier that we need 
to rethink the whole media studies �eld from an African perspec-
tive, and these books that we are writing are part of it. But I 
think we need to go a step further. So, the examples I gave, when 
we are talking about power, hegemony, critical media studies, 
why can’t we use our own thinkers who are there, both past and 
present. And start writing things differently.

	   So, for example, if  I’m teaching sociology of news production 
as a course, how can I rethink that course without going to 
Michael Schudson, for example, or to Pierre Bourdieu, who else 
can I use. For example, that South African sociologist, Archie 
Mafeje…. What I’m saying is, if  I’m designing a course on the 
sociology of media for me to actually come up with an African 
media studies approach, I could start reading that guy’s work 
and see how can I use his ideas to design a sociology of media. 
But it would be something that is completely radical, that proba-
bly people might resist. Sociology of news has got a certain way 
how it has been taught over the years…. So if  I give you an exam-
ple of Archie [Mafeje], I take Archie’s work, I read them deeply, 
understand where he was coming from and also other African 
sociologists as well, and design a completely new way of studying 
the sociology of media.

	   Or Kwasi Wiredui, he writes on Africa and democracy, he’s a 
Ghanaian scholar, he’s written a lot on democracy. Take his 
works and other people who have written in that area and design 
a new way of thinking around media and democracy. Not just 
Africans, but also other scholars from the global South but also 
teaching our students that there are other approaches. For exam-
ple, the European approach, it should also be part of that course 
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but it will just be one. But also bring other approaches, but mak-
ing sure that we start from Africa because that’s where we are. So, 
we start from where we are.

ED:	 Connected to that, do you think that we have African theories of 
media and communication studies?

SC:	 No. I think we don’t have African theories of media studies but 
we have African theories that could assist us in building…

ED:	 What is your basic characterisation of these African theories and 
the way they are being developed and the implications for the 
academy? I’m thinking also here of your colleague that just left 
you but you guys were quite involved in his conceptualisations of 
apartheid studies as a possible…

SC:	 I will give an example of Nyasha [Mboti]. I think when he started 
the work, I wasn’t at UJ. When I joined he had already started 
writing but I know that the UJ space, he conceptualised his ideas 
within UJ itself, with the school of communication and outside. 
And just to give you an example of him, he was very vocal when 
it came to speaking about his ideas, very vocal, very radical and 
I know that he paid a big price for it because people didn’t really 
like him because of that.

ED:	 So that’s that cost that we were talking about?
SC:	 De�nitely. So, I noticed that after watching Nyasha. And that 

emerging focus, “apartheid studies”, became a kind of dirty phrase 
among a lot of white scholars at UJ, they didn’t want to hear it, 
they discarded it. And he told me a story that he went to America, 
it was one of these regional ICA conferences, so he was going to 
give a paper on apartheid studies and he said he was put in the 
afternoon, he was the last speaker on that particular day and it 
was him, Pier Paolo Frassinelli and someone else from Africa.

ED:	 Colin Chasi.
SC:	 Yes. So, he said when he gave his paper, there were only 3 of them 

in the room. And it happens a lot. I’m sure most of you have 
been to these so-called African studies conferences, the European 
African studies conference and you notice that, now things are 
changing a bit, but I know there was a time when you couldn’t 
give papers on these issues. Either you will not be accepted or 
people will not come to your panel.

ED:	 They want to talk about Africa, not hear from Africa. What is 
the problem here Sarah, is it the way we are speaking, are we not 
being part of the conversation, or is it a refusal to engage, what 
is going on? Is it deep politics in the academy?

SC:	 Fear.
ED:	 Fear from whom?
SC:	 Fear of the unknown and fear of losing their place. Because 

they’ve been the leaders of knowledge, the purveyors of 
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knowledge. So, when you disrupt that, they become afraid. For 
example, I remember when this decoloniality thing started, the 
ADRN thing, we were invited to form a panel at some confer-
ence that was organised by UJ and HSRC, I think UNISA was 
also part of it, but it was at the Soweto campus. I was not at UJ 
at that time, but you could actually cut the tension with a knife, 
there was so much hostility towards the ADRN panel and the 
person who was chairing that, Professor Chris Landsberg, who 
was chairing that panel, he was cutting us, he wanted that panel 
to be as short as possible, there was a lot of resentment. And that 
was at the beginning, when this discourse was just starting in 
South Africa on decoloniality. And I remember, when he cut the 
session short because he said we were running out of time, 
Ndlovu- Gatsheni and others got very angry and it became very 
ugly because they exchanged words, so it was an ugly thing. But 
I remember that there was a lot of discomfort.

	   When Lewis Gordon [an Afro-Jewish decolonial philosopher] 
came to Wits, there was that discomfort. So, it’s fear. But now, 
what I’ve noticed is that when a new thing comes, white people 
have a tendency to neutralise whatever it is by taking it up and by 
them speaking about it more and more and writing about it, it’s 
a way of also neutralising that discourse. But now, I think it’s a 
bit better because now a lot of black scholars are pushing 
through, pushing their agendas and pushing their scholarship 
and I think now there’s sort of an acceptance. But I think it’s a 
work that needs to continue.

ED:	 When you say neutralising Sarah, what do you mean? Hayes 
Mabweazara for example, talks about the need to mainstream 
our African stuff, but who is supposed to mainstream that?

SC:	 Maybe I’m not using the right word, the word I’m looking for is 
to normalise, not normalise, is to kill the discourse. We have to 
do it ourselves I think.

ED:	 The idea of mainstreaming, and you mentioned fear, there is this 
position in academia which seem to make African perspectives 
less palatable to other thinkers, how can we inculcate a good dia-
logue where African perspectives can be respected for what they 
are rather than to be killed or to be paci�ed?

SC:	 That’s a very good question. Part of normalising or mainstream-
ing is for other people to adopt, isn’t it? But the adoption that 
I’m seeing, especially from white scholars, is that it’s not genuine. 
I could be wrong. It’s like they are taking the wind out of us. So, 
they adopt our language and our thinking, make it their own and 
then we are left outside again. Then they run with the agenda 
and by running with the agenda they begin to neutralise the dis-
courses and making it more palatable.
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ED:	 So, it’s about the thing losing its edge in other words? What gives 
the theory or the thinking or the philosophy its oomph 
[interrupted]

SC:	 Yes, somehow.
SC:	 Yes, because somehow I believe, I could be wrong, but I believe 

some of these things, even the European scholars who wrote 
wonderful things, they spoke from where they were, that’s why it 
resonated with them. They were speaking about their experience. 
So, we also need to do the same, to speak about our experience. 
Because I think where a white person and myself  are different in 
the way we experience, so for example, Mignolo talks about that 
most of white scholars, because they didn’t experience the colo-
nial wound, they cannot speak effectively on that wound. So, I 
think it’s the same thing, that we don’t mean that they shouldn’t 
speak about it, but the problem that happens is that they take 
over and run with it. And then we are left in the cold. And they 
also have access to funding and resources, so now you see a lot of 
European scholars and western scholars talking about decoloni-
sation, decoloniality, they come to Africa, they write books and 
do research. So, it’s now becoming their thing again. The same 
way anthropology has always been accused of looking at Africa 
as the other, now when this decoloniality scholarship is doing the 
same. They come and study us and using those terms, language 
and so on. And it’s a dif�cult conversation to have because we 
can’t tell our white colleagues that please stay out! But they run 
with it, that’s my worry about it.

ED:	 The problem is not race, the problem is how we approach 
these things?

SC:	 Exactly, it’s not race, it’s about [interrupted]
ED:	 Political positions.
SC:	 Exactly.
ED:	 You mentioned that the global North and the global South have 

vested interests in this for different reasons and this has been man-
ifested in some of the events you mentioned that they attended. In 
your view, from an African perspective, can you see the syllabus, 
the curriculum, the policy documents, can you see them changing 
meaningfully in the next �ve years, in your lifetime?

SC:	 I think they can only change if  we are in charge of knowledge 
production. I think everything that we’ve talked about today, it’s 
linked to knowledge production. So, the political economy of 
knowledge production as you know, we are not in control of 
knowledge production. So, on many levels actually, we are not in 
control. Therefore, when it comes to changing the policies, 
changing policy documents, changing scholarship, changing 
textbooks, it all goes back to we have to be in control of our 
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knowledge. And I think we all know, us who work on the conti-
nent, viola and I, when we want to publish articles we are told for 
promotion processes it has to be in an international journal and 
international means western.

ED:	 Yes, because they don’t mean Communicatio for example.
SC:	 No, they don’t mean that. And the work that you guys are doing, 

for example, African Journalism and Communicatio, they are 
local but they still attached to Taylor & Francis, but at least 
African scholars are more involved now than before. That’s why 
some of our articles can now be published freely. Some of our 
radical articles, for example, the one that I published in your 
journal viola. So, I couldn’t do that before, it was not possible. 
So, there are openings.

ED:	 And even in these African journals, let’s just be honest, maybe a 
couple of years ago reviewers would have frowned upon it.

SC:	 De�nitely. They would have frowned.
ED:	 So, the spaces are opening up.
SC:	 They are de�nitely opening. And I think we need to continue 

pushing.
ED:	 We wanted to ask you, what do you think is the future of African 

media studies, what are the blue sky thinking, what are the kind 
of issues that emerge as main trajectories looking forward?

SC:	 I think to answer your question, you are right that Zimbabwe has 
opened up a lot more media studies programmes but you also 
notice that when we are talking about media studies in the region, 
Southern African region, it is only Zimbabwe, I think, Botswana, 
Namibia, South Africa that offers a proper media studies. The 
other African countries don’t. Like Malawi doesn’t, Lesotho 
doesn’t, Swaziland doesn’t. They’ve got journalism kind of 
courses but when it comes to media studies the way we under-
stand it, it’s not a lot. I’m sure viola you will agree with me that 
even the articles that you get in Communicatio, very few come 
from countries like Malawi or Zambia, very few. They don’t have 
this scholarship. And if  you go further up on the continent, you 
know Kenya and all we don’t actually have a lot of media studies 
programmes, they are journalism programmes but not media 
studies programmes. So, the �eld still needs to grow across the 
continent. Even here in South Africa, you can still count the uni-
versities that offer that. Most universities are more into training 
and journalism or communication studies. Even in South Africa 
as well. So, I think the �eld �rst of all needs to grow. We need to 
nurture it. And I think spaces like SACOMM, I think this argu -
ment has been going on for some time, that SACOMM needs to 
be regional rather than just South Africa. And then the books 
that we are publishing, I think we need to push them more to 
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publish more and also to have spaces where we are discussing 
these issues more, about what is African media studies, what does 
it mean, what is its future. Because I think we haven’t de�ned it 
as yet even among ourselves why media studies now?

ED:	 You also mentioned the issue of the global South, the fact that 
you were reading about China, is it something you see as going to 
be [interrupted]

SC:	 Because we can’t isolate ourselves, we need to also think … if  you 
remember that book that came out, the �rst book on 
Dewesternising Media Studies, it was an attempt to bring other 
perspectives on media studies from other parts of the world, 
other than Europe. So, at that time, it was the best they could do. 
But now I think we become much wiser, we know there’s much 
more. Right now, we are talking about developing our own theo-
ries, this was something that was not discussed a few years ago. 
And I think the work that we are doing, us, including the work 
that the two of you are doing, the work that I’ve been doing, the 
work that Last Moyo is doing, and all of us, it’s going towards 
that. Where we are trying to develop new ways of thinking, new 
theories. But we haven’t really reached a point where we are envi-
sioning, maybe there should be a workshop on that, how we are 
envisioning how the media studies scholarship should look like 
in the future.

ED:	 Do you think internationalising is the next stage or its overtaken 
by decoloniality?

SC:	 Overtaken. I think we need to disrupt completely. I think inter-
nationalisation is just a cover up for the same. I think it’s a softer 
word that they want to use.

ED:	 I think we end on that radical note. Sarah, is there anything that 
you would have liked us to talk about that you feel that 
we’ve missed?

SC:	 No, I think we covered most of the work and the questions that 
we had. I think it’s okay. I think this book is very important, so 
thank you for coming up with that idea. We are looking for-
ward to it.

ED:	 We are grateful for your contributions. Thank you.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Rethinking Africa’s Role Global Knowledge Production

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good morning Professor Wisdom Tettey and thank you for join-

ing us in this conversation today. The �rst thing that we wanted 
you to talk about is your entry into academic life. What was your 
formative years in media like and how did that shape up within 
the West African context?

WT: 	 I think for me, it goes back to my formative years in Ghana 
because I was born and grew up in Ghana. I grew up under mil-
itary regimes in my early years, so questions about voice and the 
media and how do the media sanitize voice and who gets to 
speak. All of those questions were fundamental to my thinking 
when I was growing up. I’ve always been fascinated about rep-
resentation and portrayal, about who is speaking, to what extent 
mediated voices are re�ective of the voices out there. Questions 
about voice as right have always been an interest of mine. So that 
was the environment in which I grew up and since media were 
one of the avenues or your window into the world, it’s always 
been fascinating to me. Even though I was growing up in Ghana, 
by accident of our colonial history, the world was something of 
interest to all of us and so, I grew up on BBC news, Voice of 
America, trying to understand the world beyond and positioning 
what is going on in our country within the context of a global 
landscape. That is where things started for me and then moved 
onto studying it as an area of intellectual inquiry. So, it started 
off  by and large with me wanting to understand the world and 
the media being how you got a window into that world and then 
becoming critically engaged with it even before I went to univer-
sity to study this.

	   And then when I went to university during my undergrad 
years, which again was important because this was at the height 
of the Cold War and I’ve always been fascinated about different 
narratives from different parts of the world as the ideological 
in�ections played out between particular groups, and the idea of 
getting two versions of the world that I was experiencing was 
important and interesting to me. Therefore, as an undergraduate, 
I decided to study Russian just so I could have, to the extent pos-
sible, an un�ltered insight into that world that has been painted 
in a particular way to me because we mostly consumed western 
media. And Ghanaian media drew mostly from western media 
sources and the various agencies that were covering the news 
around the world. So that was the context in which my interest 
evolved. And because I’ve always been interested in questions 
around who gets to speak, when and how, that became a natural 
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connection for me in terms of communications and political sci-
ence which is my area of specialisation. And to see how media 
get used, manipulated, abused or however you want to call it in 
furtherance of particular causes and understanding that what 
then comes out in the end may not necessarily be representative 
of the full range of experiences and outcomes out there. This 
hopefully gives you a sense of that early part of my life and how 
it began to get me grounded in this �eld of communications and 
media studies.

ED:	 You were �rst and foremost a political scientist?
WT: 	 Yes. My training is in political science and in communication 

studies, which allows me to fuse two areas of special interest to 
me. Questions about governance and power and the dynamics 
that come with them, but also how those get articulated through 
various media. You cannot talk about political science without 
communication because at the very heart of trying to mobilise 
and to articulate voice, and so on, are different forms of media. 
And so, for me, those two areas of study are, in fact, fused. They 
are not separate. You cannot talk about politics without looking 
at who is speaking for whom. What are they representing? And, 
suddenly, because questions of representation are at the heart of 
politics, how they then get manifested through media becomes 
important. It’s always been for me a very natural �t between 
those two areas of study.

ED:	 Also, I notice, could be because of the Russian orientation, you 
were also very interested in development, in socio-economic 
development from the start?

WT: 	 For me that has been because I grew up in a community that was, 
and is still considered marginalised in Ghana, in the capital. So, 
this was a pluri-cultural community of mostly socio-economically 
deprived citizens and so I’ve always been on the margin and 
across the street was the other half of the world. And you could 
see the dynamics, you could see the differences and you began to 
ask yourself fundamental questions about development. Why is 
life different on the other side of the street? Why is it different 
here? Who is doing what and why are people in particular situa-
tions? You grew up with people who worked hard but were not 
necessarily being lifted out of poverty and so you began to ask 
critical questions. And for me, right early on, a critical view of 
politics, development, socio-economic locations have always been 
part of my worldview because you live that reality and you were 
then able to connect that reality to what you are hearing. And if  
what you are hearing or reading does not dovetail with this real-
ity, then you began to question whether or not what you are hear-
ing or seeing is re�ective of a reality or whether it is �ltered�through 
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some other lenses. And what are those lenses and what is the pur-
pose of that? That has also, I think, been part of the reason why 
in much of my work I talk about inclusion.

	   I talk about questions around equity, questions around diver-
sity, because I grew up in that community, where you had people 
from all over, both from Ghana and outside of Ghana. We had 
a lot of  neighbours from other West African countries, we had 
people from the Lebanese community from the Middle East, 
from Europe, from the Americas. I went to a Catholic school 
that had an American in�ection to it. Questions about, the 
world has in fact always been part of  my existence. Questions 
about intercultural communications, questions around depriva-
tion and marginalisation have been part of  that. But how all 
these are situated within a global context has been part of  what 
I engaged with the world even before I began to physically go 
outside of my locality. Those formative years have in fact shaped 
my outlook intellectually but also in terms of my role as a public 
intellectual.

ED:	 In terms of scholars and books that inspired you at this forma-
tive moment, who were the key kind of [interrupted]

WT: 	 I’ve always been very, and this comes across for a lot of people 
like oh no it can’t be, but for me it wasn’t the scholars who came 
�rst, it was that experience which came �rst and then as you 
engage different scholars, you began to look at those whose per-
spective re�ected yours. And so, moving on into secondary 
school and university you began to look, particularly in that 
period when dependency theory for example was in�uential, at 
folks like Samir Amin, the work of Frantz Fanon. You looked at 
Paulo Freire and questions around conscientization. And, 
remember, in Ghana we had several “revolutions” during that 
period and that got you even more interested in questions around 
revolution. So, some of those authors were important in those 
early years to help you make sense of the world that you were 
living in.

ED:	 How did that change over the years as you became more 
[interrupted]

WT: 	 As you travel your intellectual journey you suddenly begin to 
encounter other perspectives and understanding that whilst these 
perspectives explain part of that reality, they don’t explain all of 
it. I’ve traditionally been into inter- disciplinary and critical per-
spectives. So, the critical has always been part of it although the 
nuances within that may have changed over time. I tend to 
approach things from an eclectic position. I’m not welded to one 
particular theoretical frame because, as you know, they all have 
their strengths and their limitations. But what I try to do is to 



Rethinking Africa’s Role in Global Knowledge Production  289

explore perspectives that help me understand, help me explain, 
and to try to augment that with others that might help complete 
the picture. And so, if  you look at my work, it’s probably mostly 
anchored in critical political economy but that perspective is not 
a uni-dimensional perspective.

	   As you know, even the critical traditions are not all the same. 
They are not homogenous and there are internal differences, 
which help to explain particular nuances and so on. But also, it is 
important to understand that I talked about having experienced 
the world in one location, even in those formative years, but I’ve 
also travelled a physical and intellectual circuit that is global 
from different perspectives. So even as I sit in one location, I’m 
always cognisant of being in between spaces. And this is why I 
look at some of the work that has come out of cultural studies, 
not necessarily traditional comms studies, as being useful because 
you straddle different worlds and a uni-dimensional approach to 
your very positionality is not always explainable from one per-
spective. And so, you kind of marry different perspectives to help 
explain those complexities about who you are. So even as an indi-
vidual, internally, you do have variants of yourself  and how you 
represent yourself  in different locales and different circum-
stances. And so, it’s always been for me enriching to extend the 
theoretical perspectives that we bring to bear on the work that we 
do, which have implications for the kind of methodological 
approaches that we take. Looking at how epistemic approaches 
impact what we come out with, and challenging ourselves to be 
able to approximate something close to reality, means that we 
don’t just have to look at how theory works but also how theory 
informs method, method then being an avenue for us to get at 
our own versions of the truth, if  you will.

ED:	 From the West African and Ghanaian perspective you have 
greats like Kwame Nkrumah, people who were really forging 
Africanist kind of thoughts. How did that in�uence you when 
you joined the western context, perhaps including the Russian 
context? You talked about being in between, having this kind of 
knowledge base, where you were coming from and then encoun-
tering other knowledge bases, how did that experience work out 
for you?

WT: 	 In addition to Kwame Nkrumah, you read about Nyerere and that 
�rst generation of African leaders. And they were not just politi-
cians. A lot of them were intellectual contributors as well. They 
captured the moment and the location of places like ours within 
the global political economy, and raised questions around things 
like cultural imperialism and marginalisation that I talked earlier; 
about voice; and how those help understand things like news �ows. 
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So, when the New World Information and Communication Order 
came into play, the MacBride Report, all of those things were very 
much �owing out of those intellectual discourses. And so, when 
you go into other spaces where people don’t have some under-
standing of that, you are able to bring that to bear on the conver-
sation, and to be able to help people see things from the other 
perspective, and in my case from the South, and to question the 
works that I’m engaging with in and from the North.

	   When I was studying International Relations, a lot of the work 
had to do with things that did not necessarily pertain to our poli-
tics. I was more interested in the international political economy 
and how it situates the North and the South in different ways. But 
much of the interest was then in ballistic missiles and so on. Your 
perspectives are not part of what rises to the top in terms of 
knowledge production and knowledge discourses. That tells you 
in not very subtle ways what kind of knowledges and experiences 
are valued and how validation or valorisation of knowledge goes 
with our location within the knowledge production ecosystem. 
And so, you began to confront and to challenge those perspec-
tives that don’t speak as eloquently as other perspectives on your 
particular experiences within that global ecosystem. That, for me, 
has always been part of how I engage intellectual discourses 
about how the margins push the centre in ways that allow you to 
kind of force a dialectical engagement and not cede to these glo-
balising yet uni-dimensional perspectives on the world. So those 
African scholars helped to position that intellectual stand-point. 
But what was also interesting was that, as you engage with other 
people, you realise the intellectual importance and heuristic 
power of multi-dimensionality and multi-vocality.

	   I think this is part of where probably some of the conversation 
that we are going to have is going to be important, because it 
wasn’t just a West African perspective for me. The West African 
re�ected the African but it also re�ected other parts of the global 
South. And so, the speci�cities of my West African experience 
are germane to that context but they do not take away the fact 
that a comparative perspective is useful in terms of extending 
that experience beyond my particular location. And that is where 
I’m sometimes very careful when we go into the discourses about 
an African theory as opposed to saying …, because the tempta-
tion is there for us to become overly inward looking and for oth-
ers to think that we don’t help to shape the broader intellectual 
discourse, … and so, instead of folding inside to look at just what 
is in Africa, let’s leverage what is in here that illuminates, that 
challenges, that puts forward new perspectives that give a new 
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orientation to understanding things that are not necessarily 
peculiar to us but globally applicable.

	   I will give you an example. As people are confronting the idea 
of  these small provincialisms, parochial thinking, in the United 
States and the division of  the country, I look at that and go … 
well, these are no different from discourses that people used to 
have about African societies around ethnicities tearing us apart. 
So, if  I just focus and say this is an African perspective and it’s 
an African theory, it doesn’t allow us to extend the value and 
the richness of  the African experience and the African context 
and knowledge construction to the world. I think that some of 
the things that we have had to deal with in our context are 
applicable in trying to understand what is going on in other 
parts of  the world, so that our knowledge systems begin to get 
a level of  valorisation because they help to explain certain 
things, they help to explain different things that may be hap-
pening in ways that we haven’t thought about. When I see 
Christian ministers or Secretaries in the US administration 
pandering to their president, it takes me back to images of  syc-
ophants and African autocrats like Idi Amin. Seeing all these 
people kind of  bowing, genu�ecting, whatever it is, around 
these leaders. The personality cult was something that most of 
the books you read in the 70s, 80s tended to point to in the 
direction of  the global South, whether South Asia or Africa. 
It’s amazing to see the extent to which the cult of  personality 
has taken deep roots in the United States now and if  people 
were humble enough to learn from the intellectual discourses 
that have been happening elsewhere, they would have seen 
where some of  these signals would lead. Some of  us are not 
surprised by these developments because you could see the sig-
nals travelling the inevitable course. If  you start pandering to 
people, eventually they have a hold on you and that has debili-
tating implications for your society overall.

	   That is the way I look at the value of the African experience 
and intellectual thought, and their contribution to theory. So I 
tend to push this ontological and epistemological outlook on 
how we think about “African theory”. As you know, language 
matters and if  this is seen as an “African theory” as opposed to a 
globally applicable theory that emerged out of an African con-
text, we diminish the value and theoretical reach of our intellec-
tual contributions. Just as we saw with a lot of the intellectual 
work that happened in Latin America with dependency theory, 
they were applicable across the globe although they emerged out 
of those particular experiences.
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ED:	 In your opinion, in other words, would one want to talk about 
African theory at all, would you want to talk about theory from 
Africa or would you just want to talk about theory?

WT: 	 I would like to be able to talk about theory that emerged out of 
Africa. I think it’s important to recognise the sources of knowl-
edge and not to obscure the provenance of theory in vagueness, 
where we don’t give credit to its origin story, either in the form of 
persons or socio-cultural and political economy contexts that 
produced it. I think this has been part of the challenge for African 
scholarship in relation to the dominance of global North knowl-
edge production. Many of the knowledges that are ostensibly 
Western in origin, and attributed to Northern scholars, can argu-
ably be characterised as African knowledges. Many of these 
scholars get exclusive credit for their writing about Africa, for 
example, when they gained (some of) that knowledge from talking 
to Africans. They just become the vessels, the conduits for that 
knowledge. Philosophical traditions of African societies and so 
on have been shared but have not been acknowledged as such, and 
without proper attribution, there hasn’t been due recognition 
given to these Africans who helped to produce the knowledge. I 
think it’s important, even as we come up with theories that are 
extrapolatable to other contexts, that we recognise where they 
come from.

	   And so, I think those are two different things – theory that 
emerges out of African experiences and knowledge systems, that 
is then translatable into other contexts, as opposed to saying 
African theory that seems applicable just to Africa. I say that 
because a lot of things that may seem peculiar to our context are, 
in fact, not exclusive to our context. If  I take Canada, for exam-
ple, there’s a lot to be learned from what has been done in Africa, 
with regard to colonialism and indigenous communities right 
here and vice-versa. The apartheid system, obviously in some 
way, is linked to Canadian experience with the reserves, which is 
similar to the homelands. And so, the world has these movements 
where knowledges emerge in one place, get re�ned in some other 
context, then come back, as we work more or less in concerted or 
serendipitous motions. And that concerted or serendipitous 
motion does not necessarily mean that these are uni�ed knowl-
edge systems, but knowledges are colliding all the time, knowl-
edges are being contested and they being re�ned all the time. 
And Africans are making their contributions to that knowledge. 
But we have tended to resign ourselves to the fact that whoever 
articulates it in the places that amplify that particular voice, then 
becomes the owner of that knowledge. I think that we should 
contest that, we should kick against that.
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	   Now in Canada, for example, there’s a lot of discussion around 
indigenous knowledge systems and how those knowledge sys-
tems are beginning to get ampli�ed. I think, even if  you look at 
things like critical race theory, a lot of those emerged out of the 
experiences of people on the margins who are articulating and 
asserting the relevance of their lived realities to the construction 
of knowledge and theory. For a lot of Africans, if  you’re in South 
Africa, critical race theory evokes the reality that you contend 
with, even if  it has its own local in�ections. With regard to ques-
tions around the concept of in between spaces, a lot of Africans 
experience that because you are simultaneously living the colo-
nial and the indigenous, and so your life has always been about 
negotiating that interstitial space. How it’s being articulated may 
be different, the knowledges that we share and how we call them 
may vary, but certainly that negotiation is not something that is 
foreign to our experiences. We can also bring those perspectives 
to bear on the way the world looks at these constructs.

	   You know, we may say, well this concept of the public sphere 
may be applicable in this form in this other context but not in the 
African context. In our context, this is the way it plays out and 
that is why one may, at once, acknowledge and critique the 
explanatory power of the public sphere in different settings. I can 
embrace applicable elements of that concept, but recognize that 
it’s not something that you borrow in toto into the African con-
text. There are variations, just as there are nuances of the African 
experience within and across countries. I take my traditional set-
ting in Ghana where there are differences in reality between the 
North and the South and if  you are engaging with those contexts 
you have to account for those kinds of differences. So that would 
be my rambling thought on the notion of an African theory ver-
sus pushing for contributions to theory, qua theory, that emerges 
from and through Africa, but transcends it, thereby incubating 
global applicability and valency. While the speci�cities that 
engendered the later may be more anchored in Africa, I think 
that conceptualization opens vistas between the continent and 
other places and spaces, thereby enhancing possibilities for us to 
learn, to unlearn, and to co-learn in inter/intra-cultural contexts 
and across various geographies and political economies.

ED:	 We have these two colleagues who talk about that as smash and 
grab, it’s a very South African way of putting it … I wanted to 
ask, I think the area that we also wanted to ask more speci�cally 
about is about media, cultural studies, communication, could you 
perhaps talk to us a little bit about your perspective on media and 
cultural studies, what does it look like and could you talk a bit 
about your approach to media and communication and culture?
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WT: 	 I’ll talk about a couple of areas that �ow out of some of the stuff  
that I’ve already talked about. I alluded to inter-cultural commu-
nication as one of my particular areas of interest and this is 
where questions around location, positionality, dialectics, and so 
on, come into play. And having grown up in the West African 
context, where in fact, sometimes … this is an interesting nuance 
to bear in mind, … Even though we may come from the same 
West African context, or African context, or Canadian context, 
what happens is that the intellectual in�uences that we bring to 
bear are probably more powerful than what our dominant and 
emic cultural geographies and experiences might suggest. So, if  
you look at the fact that a lot of the theoretical lenses that we are 
using in Africa have been borrowed, we have a tendency to look 
at our world through those lenses, thereby disorienting us from 
some potentially compelling analyses that would come from 
injecting our own experience into the mix in healthy contesta-
tion, through augmenting complementarity, and/or by centering 
contumacious alterity.

	   On the other hand, a narrow interiorization and privileging of 
the West African, the African, or the Canadian will rob us of 
presumably disquieting and disequilibrating, and yet more 
sophisticated and enriching, perspectives that are required to 
understand and to address the ineluctable ambiguities and com-
plexities of globalization, spatio-temporal compression, cultural 
collisions in various borderlands, and the intercultural negotia-
tions and competencies required to effectively navigate them. I 
don’t want to go there yet but the question around the decolonial 
turn comes into play. If  you look at representation through the 
media … note that I am West African but also a citizen of differ-
ent parts of the world…. I see that interplay, whether it is ques-
tions around borders and border crossings and the kind of 
different circuits that we navigate as we negotiate those spaces. 
So, even living in places like Africa where you are negotiating 
your location, for example as a Zimbabwean in South Africa in 
the midst of those xenophobic riots, you look at your experience 
differently, relative to who has power, how it is exercised, and 
how positionality informs and shapes representations of and 
attitudes to the other. So, notions of the “other” become impor-
tant as do corollary questions around identity, representation, 
and location, whether you are looking at encounters in local, 
national, regional or international contexts. That is one area of 
cultural studies where the intersection of those concepts are 
important to my understanding of the world.

	   And, of course, as somebody in the diaspora who is continu-
ing to engage with my place of origin, there are always pulls and 
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pushes from the territorialized and deterritorialized social for-
mations and their interstices that I inhabit and straddle. So the 
idea of looking at things from a dialectical perspective has been 
an important intellectual focus out of which I engage my work. 
The messiness of the reality that we engage with requires us to 
look at questions around intersectionality, questions about loca-
tion, how power plays into that and how that then shapes the way 
we relate to perceived realities or how we even see ourselves. You 
begin to imbibe some of those representations of you through 
the ascriptive lenses of the powerful even as you assert your own 
avowed sense of self. And I see that in West Africa as much as I 
see it here.

	   In West Africa, people on the coast look down on people from 
the North, from the hinterland, the same way as I see people from 
urban settings looking down on people in rural settings. The 
same way as you look at … if  you take race, it’s the same, if  you 
look at gender, it’s the same. Those markers of difference and the 
power dynamics that they reveal are better understood when you 
look at things from the perspective of critical studies. Particularly, 
by employing approaches from critical discourse analysis in rela-
tion to media representations, we are able to appreciate not only 
how issues and groups are manifestly articulated, but also how 
things are in�ected, and the latent imperatives behind how they 
are framed. All of these are an important part of what I think we 
should all bring to any analysis of the media architecture and its 
role in inventing tradition, multiculturalism, nation, and/or com-
munity; manufacturing consent around formal notions of citi-
zenship, notwithstanding de�ciencies and inequities in experiences 
of substantive citizenship by many; and the extent to which cer-
tain voices get ampli�ed or muted. I’m always interested in ques-
tions around media ownership because that has implications for 
who controls the message. Whilst it might look like you are 
watching TV as some kind of no-risk vehicle for knowing what’s 
going on around the world, somebody is making decisions about 
what needs to be put on, how it is framed, what is emphasised, 
what is de-emphasised, what is considered important.

	   From cultural studies, you also gain from an understanding of 
silences as vocal expressions of something. So, the fact that it’s 
not said, is itself  very insightful. Some histories, particularly of 
the marginalised and the subaltern, are hidden or invisibilized by 
various means. The result is their devaluation in the public imag-
ination, which is not necessarily accomplished exclusively by 
overtly bastardising a particular history or people. You can also 
diminish the value of people or history by hiding it, by not artic-
ulating it, by sanitising it, and we’ve seen that in different places 
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around the world. For me, from the perspective of cultural stud-
ies, that is the way we have to interrogate media, with those the-
oretical lenses, because otherwise we’ll assume that what is 
presented is, in fact, what is, and what is is not really what it 
seems. Behind what is, is a whole motley array of dynamics that 
need to be unearthed. And so, in places like Canada where I do 
work on race and citizenship, those critical lenses are particularly 
important to me, so when I’m looking at something like rights, 
you need to be able to disentangle formal notions of rights and 
citizenship from their substantive variants, because substantive 
notions of rights go to fundamental questions about who has 
access, who controls the structures of power and who then has 
an ability to thrive in that environment.

	   And so, while we have a document that says we are all equal, 
what is the reality, how does that play out, what are the different 
structural and lived experiences that determine how that gets 
manifested in people’s individual lives, and how do the media 
either amplify or perpetuate particular notions of what is? The 
incongruity or otherwise in how the formal and the substantive 
are accorded to, and experienced among, members of equity 
deserving communities is key to ascertaining whether or not a 
society can assert any claim to being a mature democracy. By the 
way, as I have noted elsewhere, “equity deserving communities” 
is a concept that I prefer to the widely used but structurally de�-
cient term “equity seeking groups”. For now, that would be all, 
from a comms and media perspective, as far as my work is con-
cerned. Those are some of the kinds of things that are impor-
tant to me.

ED:	 If  you look at the �eld of media and communication studies, 
how it’s con�gured at the moment, how it’s taught and how it’s 
set up, do you think we are doing what we are supposed to do, is 
it a �eld that is coherent, is it a �eld that is working as other �elds 
in your view?

WT: 	 I think that the assumption behind that question is that you’ve 
got any �eld that is settled. And I don’t think that we should buy 
into the idea that any �eld is settled, otherwise the work that we 
are doing by pushing for a rethink of theoretical perspectives 
wouldn’t be there. So, it’s not a bad thing that we’ve got a �eld 
that has continued to evolve. The other thing is that media stud-
ies and comm studies are inter-disciplines and so they look more 
like building blocks and continue to change as they are layered. I 
think that is a good thing. But what it also tells us is that the 
current intellectual perspectives do not fully capture the essence 
of what the world that we study is. Because if  they did, the con-
testations around how we study them would not be in place, 
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which is the reason why the people from the margins are saying 
that current media studies is overly, not just Eurocentric but also 
Americo-centric. The privileged position of these centres in 
de�ning and arrogating authoritative voice to themselves in the 
�elds has not signi�cantly evolved, notwithstanding the fact that 
right from the 70s there’s been a push for a new way of looking 
at media and communications.

	   The reality is that the centres of power have continued to be in 
the North, and that is related to embedded structures of knowl-
edge production, validation, and valorization. So, even though 
we have journals and so on that are meant to allow voices in the 
South to articulate their own truths and their own realities, the 
fact is that we still have a global knowledge production system 
that is skewed heavily in the direction of the North. And so, I 
have no problem with having a �eld that is unsettled. I think that 
it’s good to trouble existing knowledge systems, it’s important to 
bring into that centre the margins, in a way not just to contest but 
to overhaul those knowledge systems so they become embracing 
of other ways of knowing and experiences.

	   And that is why I sounded a note of caution early on about 
African theory just sitting in Africa, because what it then creates 
is a division, a motely array of intellectual traditions that are not 
mutually in�uencing. I think they have to in�uence one another, 
I think that, despite the limitations of Northern knowledge sys-
tems and their heuristic devices, we have gained some insights 
from those other knowledge systems. There are things that, even 
in the African setting, we don’t interrogate as forcefully as we can 
because, presumably, the tools needed to do so are not part of 
our knowledge systems or the issues are not autochthonous or of 
immediate relevance or concern. So, I talked earlier about critical 
race theory, which may be relevant for addressing some elements 
of our political economy. When we talk about ethnicity, citizen-
ship, religion, media, or chieftaincy, we haven’t always critically 
and rigorously challenged ourselves by using those critical lenses 
to interrogate our institutions and the power dynamics that they 
enable and entrench. There is a tendency to incline in the direc-
tion of totalizing essentialisms that singularize the African expe-
rience, the African culture, the African perspective, without 
suf�cient exploration of the multiple intersectionalities and fur-
cations that engender different positionalities and attendant cali-
brations of power and experience.

	   When we talk about citizenship in relation to albinism and 
LGBTQ+ rights, for example, many analysts don’t bring those 
lenses to bear. I’ve been doing some work on people living with 
Albinism in Africa and on LGBTQ+ rights, and we cannot talk 
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about Africa as though we don’t have those differences around 
these questions and communities, and how we look at one anoth-
er’s strati�ed bodies, even though we all share a common African 
ancestry.

	   Our intellectual traditions are bene�tting from being chal-
lenged by those western notions of things like representation, 
cultural valorisation, knowledge reproduction and so on in the 
same way that I think we can bring something to bear on other 
global knowledge systems.

	   So, the simple answer is, I don’t think that we are where we 
need to be. I think that we have to continue to re�ne and evolve 
what and how we teach and research Part of how you do that is to 
be open to other knowledge systems that test the validity of what 
is considered received wisdom, and allows us to begin to see 
things from a different light. That would be my position on that 
question, that our �eld is one that is in need of continuous 
improvement. Our �eld is one that has to expand the tent of 
knowledge systems and our �eld is one that has to begin to be 
humble enough to see that there are sophisticated intellectual tra-
ditions and contributions elsewhere and that they are marginal-
ised, not because they are of less value but because we have a 
knowledge production and knowledge valorisation system that is 
a product of moribund historical antecedents and that is resistant 
to ceding privilege for inclusive intellectual enrichment. Those 
antecedents have made it dif�cult for knowledge that we can all 
bene�t from to emerge in a way that would work to the bene�t of 
the whole. We are not doing ourselves any favours by perpetuat-
ing those attitudes and this is really important to note because the 
world is getting increasingly globalised. What I experience here in 
Canada is closer now to what people experience in Joburg because 
the global is manifest in various communities around the world.

	   If  I take intercultural communication, we stand to bene�t 
from understanding how multiculturalism on paper and in real-
ity works, including the location of different communities within 
this multi- cultural society, how your different positioning 
depends on who you are, what you look like; and all of those 
pieces related to borders and border studies. In order to help 
Canada, for example, become a more mature democracy where 
people are seen as equity deserving, because they are human and 
they are citizens with intrinsic rights, there has to be a proactive 
openness to a healthy dialogic collision of different ideas and 
experiences, recognition of structural inequity and its impact, 
and demonstrable substantive commitment to building a more 
inclusive and equitable society that is more than a symbolic tap-
estry of different people coming together. If  we, here in Canada, 
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don’t embrace those perspectives and those realities then we are 
doing so at our own peril. Similarly, I think that if  you are in 
Africa, you have to understand the way the global intersects with 
your experiences and how you then read those global expressions 
relative to Africa and where it sits in that global mediascape. 
Those are important analytical frames for appreciating the dia-
lectics or disempowerment but also for generating interiorized 
and exteriorized forms of intellectual empowerment in global 
contexts. Those frames are also critical to interrogating internal 
power dynamics in Africa that elide subaltern voices and invisibi-
lize the marginalisation of certain strati�ed bodies that don’t �t 
some essentialized notions of African normativity and attendant 
privileges. And particularly, as we move into new technologies, I 
think it becomes even much more interesting to understand how 
those intersections and dynamics, both local and global, play out.

	   I’ve done some work on the way African bodies have been con-
ceptualised and understood in different places, and how their 
digitization brings the world together but also simultaneously 
exposes the structural inequalities and subaltern ingenuity that 
come into play when bodies cross borders to engage in corporeal 
transactions within a global capitalist political economy. So, 
even at the personal level where the sexualisation of the African 
body excites Northern parties to engage with their African inter-
actants in an economy of desire, the parameters of those trans-
actions are largely determined by structural hierarchy. Hence, 
even as Africans look at the world that continues to be interested 
in us for different reasons and at different levels of resolution, it’s 
important not to lose sight of that critical political economy lens 
that allows us to ask questions about why they are engaging, who 
is bene�ting from this relationship, how sustainable is this over 
time. I think folks doing work on media and the environment, for 
example, are beginning to speak to some of these questions.

ED:	 You are talking about civic engagement in various ways. You are 
talking about the ways in which the work that we do in the class-
room, in our textbooks, in our books, in our theory actually also 
engages with issues that evolve within our environments. And 
you spoke earlier about your role as a public intellectual, I’m 
wondering what should be the balance in your opinion between 
being civically engaged as a scholar and being in the classroom?

WT: 	 I think different people see their location differently but I think 
that it is important, and even more important in contexts where 
you are engaging with inequality and power. This would obvi-
ously be an ideologically fraught conversation because there are 
others who might see themselves as intellectuals and what they 
do is to operate in the abstract and be deracinated from the world 
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beyond. And that is their prerogative to explore. But there are 
others who look at how intellectual engagement should have 
some relevance to what it is that goes on out there. As a political 
scientist, public policy is part of what I do. It is part of what I 
look at and so that necessarily means that I have to always think 
about how this work helps to inform policy, in the tradition of 
critical scholarship. And because I’ve always operated from the 
perspective of promoting inclusion, that has always been a part 
of what I look at, to what extent is my work helping to inform 
what goes on out there, to help shape the kind of society that I 
would like to see.

	   The notion of the disconnected, objective intellectual should 
not blind us to the fact that you can be an objective intellectual 
without being a disinterested intellectual. And I think that that 
means that our methodology has to be rigorous, our methodol-
ogy has to be robust. But that should not make us shy away from 
saying that if  the work that comes out of that rigorous process 
questions the way we are structured, questions the way that some 
people are marginalised, questions our very concept of citizen-
ship and who is in fact a true citizen and who is not. You have to 
proactively engage with those disconnects because we shouldn’t 
forget that these concepts shape the way we formulate and oper-
ationalize interventions, whether it is our legal systems or our 
systems of governance, and so on. We can pretend that some-
how, we don’t shape these things, but we do.

	   I said earlier about how loud silence can be and academics might 
assume that by not engaging they’re not affecting the system, but I 
think they are by their silences. That is a very ideological position, 
not everybody feels that way and I don’t think everyone has to 
engage in those spaces in the same way. But collectively, as an acad-
emy, we shouldn’t lose sight of our obligation. And more impor-
tantly, for those who come from public institutions, public 
universities, I think there is an imperative for us to remember the 
public ethos of the university’s mission and the responsibility that 
we have to the public that supports our work. We have been given 
the privilege of our unique location to think through these issues 
in some kind of social compact with the rest of society, which 
expects us to use that privilege to help make our societies better. 
And I think we owe it to them and to ourselves to be able to bring 
that intellectual perspective to bear on how that society moves for-
ward. That’s why I think it is helpful for us, as intellectuals, to be on 
advisory panels, to be engaged with NGOs, and to help to inform 
the way they work, to learn from those opportunities, and to bring 
that back into the classroom to inform how we think, how we 
rethink our understanding and perspectives.
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	   If  we are not connected to civic action, in whatever way we 
choose to exercise it, we’ll run into the very same challenges of 
disembodied and transactional intellectualism that we are accus-
ing some northern colleagues of, that they come in, get what they 
want to get out of it, they don’t have a thorough understanding 
of the complexities of that world. If  we operate in the proverbial 
ivory tower, we risk falling into the same trap of intellectualising 
without a thick understanding of, or resonance within, our com-
munities. I don’t think that is acceptable, a least, from my per-
spective as a scholar who feels that our scholarship should ful�l 
our obligations under the social compact with the public, which 
should not be misconstrued as a push towards uniformity of 
thought or action.

	   Of course, how we measure or de�ne relevance is a whole can 
of worms, because I don’t think it’s necessarily the way some 
people might want to measure it. Secondly, while relevance is a 
key part of what our work entails, it should not be reduced to an 
uncritical instrumental transaction. How we measure relevance 
is a debate for another time, but I think to pretend that somehow 
the work that we do doesn’t matter outside of the borders of the 
academy will be a disservice to our obligations as citizens, par-
ticularly as scholar-citizens. Remember, even as citizens, … take 
away the fact that you are an academic, … as a citizen, you have 
a responsibility to be an active citizen. You have a responsibility 
to engage with the politics of your community. It may play out 
differently for each individual, but you cannot say as a citizen, 
I’m going to live in this cocoon and have no engagement. The 
responsibility is even higher for those of us who, whether we like 
it or not, have the privilege of where we sit in the academy. 
Deploying that privilege in the most progressive, not in narrow 
ideological terms, but certainly progressive in terms of being able 
to enhance society, for me is an important part of what we 
should do.

ED:	 And these are themes that run through the work that you publish 
as well right, your publications, this notion of voice?

WT: 	 You see revelations of my intellectual positioning in the work 
that I do, whether I’m talking about institutions of higher educa-
tion and how they should work and how they engage within 
themselves; the relationship between different members of the 
professoriate or between staff  and faculty; or I’m talking about 
the location of migrant communities or equity deserving groups 
within or outside of their borders of origin. These are all things 
that, for me, go back to my focus on inclusive excellence. We can 
all be excellent versions of ourselves, helping to enhance the col-
lective good, if  we are given equitable opportunities to tap into 
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and to be appropriately recognized for our contributions to our 
vast shared resources. And so, let’s think about augmenting, sup-
porting, helping everyone to thrive as opposed to creating these 
barriers of privilege and denigration, marginalisation and those 
kinds of things.

	   I think it goes back to where I started from, which is that I feel 
that I have an obligation to make sure that the things that I saw 
as a child, which continue to exist in terms of social differentia-
tion and strati�cation, and the questions that they generate are 
not made to �zzle out of the public imagination through disen-
gagement, inaction, silence, or omission. While issues of exclu-
sion, inequity, and inequality may not be visible to some, it is a 
reality for the vast majority of our people. We have an obliga-
tion, as academics, to be intellectually immersed in those uncom-
fortable spaces; to speak the truth of our values, convictions, and 
scholarship to power; and to do our part to promote inclusion 
and inclusive excellence, because our privilege requires that of us.

ED:	 It is interesting for me to hear you speak in these ways because in 
some sense, when people talk about the decolonial turn, these are 
some of the things that they are talking about. Which, to me, 
would suggest that the turn is not so much a sudden turn because 
if  one looks for example at your scholarship, it has been at times 
explosive and at times a gradual turn that came into being in 
academia. Would you agree with that statement?

WT: 	 I think you have heard that perspective from other folks who have 
engaged with the turn. When something comes into common usage 
in the academy, it is sometimes marked as a paradigm shift or a 
turn. It may not necessarily connote a eureka moment or a seren-
dipitous eruption of a new reality. These perspectives have been 
confronted and engaged with in different ways, it’s just that we’ve 
now put some kind of intellectual garb around it at a particular 
point in time. The manifestations of what we are talking about 
with the decolonial turn have been playing out in different settings 
and in different forms for a while. What it is now is we identify it as 
such,.... I think you can say the same thing about some of the fem-
inist theories that have played out through to time … because you 
see them congeal into a particular, widely recognized intellectual 
formation that is ontologically unique, epistemologically robust, 
internally coherent, and self-subsisting, even if it accommodates 
variations. In some ways, this transition can also become its peril, 
because when things congeal and they assume the status of an 
almost sancti�ed, in�exible perspective on the exactitude of what 
they are, then their ability to morph, their ability to be introspec-
tive, their ability to begin to challenge themselves can get stymied.
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	   And, it goes to my point in response to your question earlier, 
about continuing to trouble the �eld. There is nothing wrong 
with a �eld that is continuing to engage itself, to challenge itself  
and, thereby, to improve itself. Intellectual traditions that become 
ossi�ed and lose their relevance because they abandon the inter-
nal capacity for contestation and re�nement that drove them to 
prominence as important intellectual perspectives for us to grow 
and to embrace. Effectively they become, they morph into some 
kind of intellectual tradition “god” that becomes dei�ed, but I 
think we should continue to have that ability to challenge new 
paradigms, new turns.

	   With the decolonial turn, there’s a lot that is important to keep 
in mind, including the intellectually continuities and shifts that it 
represents. There are people who would ask the question about 
what is new about it. I think that is probably a fair conversation 
to have. It is not new in terms of something that suddenly 
emerged out of nowhere. The tradition has been building over 
time, it’s now that you’ve got a coming together of minds that 
have been able to assail the boundaries of the centres of knowl-
edge and are beginning to position this as an important knowl-
edge system to engage with, a robust and credible alternative way 
of knowing, understanding, and explaining the world across 
time and space. That is what makes it relatively new but not in 
terms of its provenance of thought, critique and empirical evi-
dence to support what it is arguing.

ED 2:	 I wanted to ask about your books, in terms of the impact and the 
focus, can you talk us through what you consider to be the main 
kind of thread and how these books cohere as texts or whether 
you have had an impact or whether there are other areas where 
you’d like to be identi�ed more?

WT: 	 Most of the work that I do, as we’ve said before, has a common 
thread around it. So, you looking at questions around citizen-
ship, representation and voice. And so, if  you look at the work 
that we did on the internet and the public sphere, it’s a question 
about how this new technology is taking hold, who is being left 
behind, who is engaged, who is part of the discourse, who is 
helping to shape society. The same way when I discuss issues 
around media pluralism, I’ve made the case about pluralism not 
necessarily being concomitant with inclusion because you can 
have plural media systems in the African context transitioning 
from state owned media to multi-owner media systems but what 
we are seeing is a different form of capture and the market is now 
taking precedence and assuming ascendency and that also leaves 
out certain people.
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	   If  you look at my work on homosexuality, homophobia, you 
will see me addressing questions about how is citizenship de�ned 
and what exclusionary mechanisms are used to de�ne who 
deserves the bene�ts of citizenship. Our recent work that is look-
ing at people with Albinism is asking the same kinds of ques-
tions, because there seems to be some purity test about what 
constitutes the ideal citizen and if  you don’t have those signi�ers, 
it doesn’t put you in the realm of who should bene�t from citi-
zenship. And so, in much of my work I have explored question 
around that. And even when I’ve done work on knowledge pro-
duction or whether it is about the brain drain, again it is a ques-
tion of how different power sources determine who is left out 
and who bene�ts. And so, those have always been common 
threads through my work.

	   Even when you talk about land, which I’ve done some work 
on, it is about the political economy of land ownership and who 
gets to get land, who gets land taken away from them, whose 
livelihoods are challenged or threatened by particular decisions 
that we make. So, I would say those are the key threads.

	   If  I take it outside of the African context and into the trans-
national context, it’s the same thing. In the context of trans-
national citizenship, I am interested not only in who gets to 
participate in the process of citizenship in their place of origin 
but also in their host societies. As Africans in the diaspora nego-
tiate their in-between spaces, what voice do they have at home? 
You’ve got a lot of countries where dual citizenship is not 
allowed. They are unwilling to extend rights of citizenship to 
those who take up additional citizenship of another country pre-
sumably because the state cannot exercise full territorialized con-
trol of those compatriots whose complete �delity cannot be 
guaranteed. Amor patriae or �delity is not an issue when the 
state appeals to the diaspora for, and is very happy to take, remit-
tances for example. So, you are a citizen for one purpose, but not 
a citizen for some other purposes. The same duplicity of belong-
ing obtains in their places of domicile, where they are citizens for 
the purpose of contributing to those societies but are not always 
given the rights of full substantive citizenship that come to oth-
ers in those societies. If  you are asking for some common thread, 
those are the key questions that I continue to ask as I engage in 
scholarly endeavors. And certainly, that is the case with my work 
that talks about the public sphere, voice and so on. They always 
speak to those kinds of issues. So that would be how I think that 
my work has been looked at by those who engage with it.

	   They are probably the best people to talk to in terms of the 
impact. One of the areas that I think, … whilst there has been 
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work on it, … that I think continues for me to be critical to much 
of what I’m talking about, is literacy, particularly political liter -
acy and media literacy. That, it seems to me, is where you begin 
to build strong, discerning citizens who are able to take on the 
kind of critical thought that I’ve been articulating all afternoon. 
I think that if  we are able to get citizens to be discerning, to be 
critical, to question, that would get us a long way in politics, par-
ticularly in today’s world, where people are inundated with a 
whole lot of information. This may look like empowerment, but 
it may not necessarily be, because in some cases it allows people 
to mortgage their intellect to those who engage in punditry, 
propagate the subjective and the partisan as objective fact, and/
or are more vociferous in the din of the infosphere.

	   Echo chambers begin to replicate a contagion effect of the kind 
that diminishes critical thought among many citizens. I think that 
is a huge challenge for all societies as we go forward. This is not 
necessarily exclusive to Africa. This is why I keep pushing people to 
look at these things in contextualised, but not isolated pockets as 
could be the case with a limiting conception of African theory. The 
challenges that we face here in the north, some of it �ows from this 
lack of discernment and lack of literacy among our citizens as they 
read texts, as they watch various kinds of media. They are not com-
ing with that introspective and critical approach to what they see, 
what they hear. I think if we end up creating bubbles of people who 
are on a particular band wagon, then we lose the fundamental role 
of citizens to sustain societies in ways that re�ect what a mature, 
inclusive, sustainable democracy should be. We can easily descend 
into something other than what most people aspire to, which is to 
have mature democracies with discerning citizens who are able to 
hold their leaders to account and to be able to support fundamen-
tal principles of democratic governance. I think in some ways, we 
are fast eroding that commitment to principle and it comes out of 
what people believe to be their right to the rendition of their own 
version of the truth as fact. While it may in fact be a skewed version 
of reality, they want to impose it on everyone, based on what they 
hear in their bubbles that reinforces their rendition and their unwill-
ingness, or lack of capacity, to exercise deep, critical discernment.

ED:	 You’ve been extremely generous with your time. We’ve done 
most of our interviews, as conversations rather than we ask a 
question and you give an answer, so this was really good. Thank 
you so much.

WT: 	 Take care, all the best.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Editors’ Introduction

Francis B. Nyamnjoh served as Head of Publications at the Council for the 
Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA), Dakar, 
Senegal from July 2003 to July 2009. He is a founding member of the Langaa 
Research and Publishing Common Initiative Group (Langaa RPCIG), physi-
cally located in Bamenda and Buea (Cameroon), which has by 2022 published 
over 500 titles, especially from Cameroon and other African countries. At pres-
ent, he is Professor of Social Anthropology at the University of Cape Town in 
South Africa. He is well grounded in sociology, anthropology and communica-
tion studies. Prof Nyamnjoh is an NRF B1 rated Professor and Researcher.1 
His scholarly books, publications and talks are too many to innumerate.

In the conversation that follows, which took place on 9 May 2018, Prof 
Nyamnjoh advocates for knocking down academic silos towards advancing 
transdisciplinary approaches. From his social anthropological lens, Nyamnjoh 
brings a groundbreaking, thought-provoking and, in his own words, tongue-
in-cheek approach to communication research. In this conversation, Nyamnjoh 
eloquently argues for transdisciplinary approaches to Media and 
Communication Studies which bypass the divisions between communication 
studies and expressive forms that have traditionally been the domain of dis-
crete disciplinary and sub-disciplinary specialisations. He crucially sees the 
media as acting “together with other institutions” in society. Through a focus 
on the little-known African author Amos Tutuola, Nyamnjoh draws out a 
number of threads central to his approach of interweaving “anthropology and 
media and communication” as “bedfellows” in “a world of interconnections.” 
Doing so opens up huge possibilities for synergies beyond disciplinary focus 
and, from a critical perspective, could help us engage with technology, media, 
education, democracy, modernity, social change and other contempo-
rary topics.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Finding Africa in Communication Studies: Incompleteness and 
Convivial Epistemologies

The Editors 
(ED): 	 Good afternoon and thank you for agreeing to this conversation. 

So as an entrypoint, what we wanted to know is how did you 
decide to focus on communication when your training seemed to 
be coming from anthropology? And how important was this turn 
for you as an academic?

FBN:	 Absolutely. I think actually at university I did an undergraduate 
that was like a combined major of psychology, philosophy and 
sociology and anthropology was a sub-area within sociology and 
at postgraduate level I did more like political anthropology, that’s 
when I did, I think it was the concept of power in an ethnic group 
in the grass�elds of Cameroon. And it was Leicester I rediscov-
ered sociology. So, I did media sociology for the PhD, so if  any-
thing, I’ve been in the company of media and communication 
studies almost all my academic life. And if  you noticed I did a 
paper recently, I could send you a copy, on communication for 
social change and some anthropological perspectives –  
Communication and Cultural Identity: An Anthropological 
Perspective – in which I actually say that anthropology in many 
ways is a form of communication. You cannot study culture and 
identities without a focus on how these are acquired and transmit-
ted to others. So, I think if  one were to be very serious, anthropol-
ogy and media and communication, you couldn’t �nd better bed 
fellows than that. So, I have seen that they lend themselves, they 
assist one another in a way that only kin would, and good kin at 
that, it’s not every kin who is in the town who sends remittances.

	   These, anthropology and communication and media studies 
they really go well together and for good reason, media is an 
enabler in transmission, isn’t it, a mediator of transmission. And 
what is the content, the content is cultural, the content is the 
values we subscribe and would want to reproduce, would want to 
enshrine. So, in many ways I would recommend to anybody who 
is doing anthropology or who is doing media and communica-
tions studies in Africa to reach out to the other. Of course, I 
don’t mean anthropology in the classical discredited sense. But 
anthropology, as I said, I will send you that paper, I think it is 
here in this volume you can just make a snapshot. But it is actu-
ally available electronically, I can send you the PDF.

ED:	 But I think you are quite right that there are so many synergies 
and overlaps between the two. One is younger, one is older and 
we both claim to be �elds.

FBN:	 Yes, in the sense of young-old you could almost say even the 
youth is that we delayed in naming it, so that’s why it’s young, but 
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it’s been there forever, isn’t it? If  we delay in naming the science 
and practice of it and making a discipline of it or a �eld of it, 
doesn’t mean that that’s when it’s born, if  have a baby and you 
take a hundred years to name it and then the day you give the 
name you say that’s when the baby’s born, you have a problem 
because the baby is just about to die, or to transit. I say things 
don’t die, they transit.

ED:	 I like your point though that we need each other. Anthropology 
departments were drifting in a certain way and with the decolo-
nial focus now they are reinventing themselves.

FBN:	 I like to think of disciplines, practices just as one thinks of peo-
ple. If  you want a scent you have to freeze it when it ticks all the 
boxes. If  you allow your scent to keep moving you might soon 
have a monster, isn’t it? So, the same with anthropology, it might 
have started as a monster but has it remained a monster all along? 
So, it evolved. A good discipline or �eld is one that listens to the 
empirical reality on the ground or the expectation that people 
have of it and if  the expectations change and the discipline stays 
immobilised it perishes. The good thing is that anthropology has 
changed and it keeps changing and I think that communication 
science has to change and keep changing. Currently we have lots 
of opportunities but also lots of challenges with social media and 
the fact that everybody thinks that they can be their own commu-
nication expert. They think they know better. So, we have to keep 
running and adapting to tell them that we remain relevant even as 
we open up the �eld to you to make a contribution.

	   So how does that conversation take place in a way and avoid 
throwing the baby out with the bath water because, both from 
the standpoint of  the established communications scholars and 
disciplines, as well as from the standpoint of  those who are 
excited with this new toy, social media, how do we entertain con-
versations in a ways that keeps the baby of established media 
studies and communication as a discipline or a �eld alive, while 
we throw away the bath water of  thinking that they are the only 
ones that can pronounce on what constitutes information, com-
munication and whatever. Do we have the humility and modesty 
to understand that these new people with this toy social media 
have something to contribute that doesn’t threaten us or undo 
us completely? So, it requires both listening and being lis-
tened to.

ED:	 I think it is very important where are. There is a lot of fear about 
ICTs, media [interrupted]

FBN:	 I’ve been invited to give a keynote at SACOMM?
ED:	 Yes, we all very excited.
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FBN:	 About crossroads. And you can even see from the theme that it 
shows they are worried, crossroads. So, this is a moment of anx-
iety but it it’s also the moment of rebirth, of possibilities, these 
are the times when you can actually rethink. And it’s always been 
like that. You remember there was a time when the famous book 
was published, Ferment in the Field? So those are those moments, 
every time you take a new turn, you reach a new crossroads and 
new openings.

ED:	 I wanted to ask, I quite like this perspective on you know that a 
�eld should listen to itself  and have a dialogue that connects with 
other disciplines, but I wanted to ask you, in your view do we 
have a media and communication that is well formed as a body, 
as �eld that is focused, that has its own tenets, that has its own 
theories, is there African media studies or media studies in Africa?

FBN:	 I think those communications are not taking place as much as we 
would like. And the communications don’t have to be simply 
amongst scholars. Some of the best insights come from outside of 
the academy. In the academy we have rules of practice or rules of 
the game which might mean that there are certain blind spots which 
we are not aware of, just because of the sense we have of ourselves 
and the shared interpretation of what constitutes reality and what 
constitutes exciting dimensions of that reality. If we were every now 
and again to branch out to very unlikely conversation partners, 
some of whom might at face value not have anything to offer to the 
academy, we just might learn things which are very insightful and 
point us to fascinating new ways of doing, that we think have an 
African value added, and I emphasise value added because I don’t 
think that the African is necessarily exceptional in the sense of 
unexceptional. That factoring Africa in means �ushing others out.

	   If  we believe that knowledge production is a conversation of 
sorts and we believe that the human being has the capacity to 
take the outside in as a way of taking the inside out. If  you really 
want to smuggle yourself  to all corners of the world, what do you 
do, you bring in the strangers and you feed them with yourself, 
you imbue them with yourself  almost like you enchant them, the 
way we enchant tourists when they come shopping in our shores, 
we allow them to penetrate every corner of our lives. Of course, 
they drop an odd dollar here and there, but we are more inter-
ested in how we use them to smuggle ourselves to other parts of 
the world. So, they traf�c in contraband without knowing. If  you 
take your knowledge systems, your way of life, your material cul-
ture as a contraband, your ideas, the fact that these people have 
shared spaces with you and leave with stories, leave with things 
and leave with impressions and memories, what are they doing, 
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they are smuggling you into the landscape you ordinarily would 
not go for various reasons, some of them economic. So, it is a 
very powerful thing to open yourself  up to constant enrichment, 
not only by fellow academics who sing the same songs as you, or 
share the same spaces and the same assumptions of what consti-
tutes knowledge, but also and even more importantly, by those 
outside the academy. So, by reaching out to them you taking 
yourself  out of the academy, having conversations with them 
and when you come back to the academy you are smuggling 
them in and hence the renewal of the academy and the excite-
ment. If  we don’t do that, we run sterile, we run �at.

	   So, in that sense that I think that an approach to the academy 
and knowledge production that emphasises these interconnec-
tions within and outside of the academy also implies an approach 
to knowledge production that has the humility of incomplete-
ness. Incompleteness ceases to be a negative, it becomes a posi-
tive in the sense that there’s always room to accommodate new 
ideas, new thinkings, new epistemologies, by reaching out and 
embracing other disciplines in the academy but outside the acad-
emy, even the so-called popular forms of knowing. One thing 
that is missing from our media studies is popular forms of 
informing, of communicating, of telling stories.

ED:	 That’s something that you think should be…
FBN:	 Oh yes, of course. I mean if  you grew up with people, anybody 

before you got doing media studies, you know your mom, you 
know your dad, most of the wisdoms of the world you got from 
them, following them round the house to various places and 
hearing their story, there is always a story, they tell the truths of 
life through stories. And why should we have a media studies that 
suddenly thinks that that aspect of the world belongs to litera-
ture? But you see why someone like Tawana Kupe is a step ahead 
of us because he straddled the two. Isn’t it.

ED:	 It’s something that I think you are quite right. Why should we cut 
out those realities that we grew up with? We grew up with these 
things. But if  we bring them in, how, in the current media studies 
in Africa, we are saying part of it is that it does not quite connect 
with these popular forms, what is at stake, is it the methodology, 
is it the theoretical basis that are wrong?

FBN:	 I think I once read a book when I was still a student about the 
stop watch culture to media studies, media production to televi-
sion to �lm and music, where everything has to be timed, time is 
of  essence, time is money, everything, you want to �t in�so much 
to this putting together of  reality. I think it was Philip Schlesinger, 
and then you suddenly realise the stopwatch is�more important 
than information, than news and entertainment. Many people 
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who are forced to recognise and play along those roles, carica-
ture real life situations, caricature even their creativity, carica-
ture even what constitutes news. A good story is a layered story, 
the sort of  story that you have different dimensions of it brought 
to bear so nobody gets misinformed, or nobody is informed in a 
hurry, just to realise you missed out. A good story is a story that 
unfolds in a real-life situation, so what we have done is instead 
of having technology that adapts to real life, we have forced real 
life to adapt to technology. That’s the �rst problem. Technologies 
are made by us so if  we really wanted to domesticate those tech-
nologies we could. It’s just that other factors come into play, the 
imperative to make pro�t, to make money, to do this and that, 
who told you that time is of  essence so I’ll rather tell you a story 
in a hurry than not tell you a story.

	   You can tell a story when I pass if  you are so much in rush to 
catch your next �ight and then you continue by WhatsApp and 
you continue by Skype, so you have a multimedia approach to 
telling stories if  you cannot be at the same place at one place for 
too long. So, we could draw on the same media to tell stories in a 
multi layered fashion and what makes us think that news has to 
last only for one day? You must have noticed now that by the 
capacity to upload podcasts and to have YouTube versions you 
can go to YouTube and if  you are not conscious of the dates and 
if  you not conscious of the news that you’ve heard before you 
don’t quite know what is being said when; what happened when.

	   I’ve been following Trump in a very dedicated fashion and I go 
to programmes like Rachel Maddow and Lawrence O’Donnell 
and all of those people, and you sometimes you just put it and it 
runs and connects with another and of course it’s all about hap-
penings in the US, but it’s not sequential, it is things that are 
uploaded and can play in any given sequence, without any order. 
So maybe it’s telling us that we should all go back to Truman Show 
as a way of storytelling and newsmaking. But it does require crea-
tivity rather than mimicry. It does require �exibility and nothing 
that is cast in stone.  If we want to do media studies right we have 
to be open to critical interrogations and self-renewal and not think 
that we have hard and fast rules for doing it. And it comes with 
being human isn’t it? And we do that with our children, our chil-
dren are always one step ahead, pointing us into the future, we pull 
them back, but however much we try to pull them, they pull us in 
front. I think in that sense…

	   One last point, we could bring our African media, if  we really 
wanted to add value to resist, you mentioned decolonisation. 
Now let me give you one good example of a musician who decol-
onised those standardised, routinised, predictable ways of 
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playing music, it’s Fela Kuti. But he came a long way through 
conversations, chance encounters with people who told him 
that’s not what he should be playing and so on and so forth. But 
when he went to the UK, he went to study music in the classical 
sense of the word but he came out and said nonsense I’m not 
going to play �ve minutes when I can play thirty or forty. His 
music is very popular.

	   Another person perhaps people will say is for want of educa-
tion, but I don’t think it is want of education, maybe if  that is the 
case all the more we need people who don’t have education to 
�nd out how to do things in an innovative manner, was Amos 
Tutuola, he writes novels like the Palm Wine Drinkard, My Life 
in the Bush of Ghosts, that will frighten any educated person 
because it’s reminding them of a world they all running away 
from. That world is a world of interconnections, a world where 
nature is in conversation with being human and the human is in 
conversation with the super natural.

	   They are all entangled. Now can we do our media studies to 
surface those entanglements, not telling single stories but all 
these interconnections and interdependencies.

ED:	 I now have to circle back very far. I mean I was interested in the 
idea … I studied in a university that actually experimented bring-
ing together Anthropology, communication, culture in very par-
ticular ways and unfortunately the department did not survive so 
my degree may no longer be valid, so that has always been a very 
interesting space for me to be in because it was the �rst university 
I think that experimented with communication studies in that 
way and that had a very speci�c qualitative approach to commu-
nication rather than the more popular, positivist, quantitative 
approach that is very prevalent within the US context. And so, I 
was wondering in your own work how do you marry the ideas, 
the theories and the concepts inspired by these, I’ll call them 
�elds or disciplines for lack of better word, how are these inter-
linked in your own work?

FBN:	 I like the idea, your use of the word “marry” because it has a very 
particular meaning to me. I wrote a novel, and ethnographic 
novel as you’ll call it, titled Married But Available, which would 
make people laugh just as you have laughed but it was actually 
about bringing different disciplinary traditions into conversa-
tion, but to do that doesn’t mean that you are not �rmly married 
to a discipline or a �eld, but that such marriage should not deny 
you the opportunity of conversations over the fence that might 
include �irting from time to time and experimenting with what it 
means if  you were available to embrace the new, so in a way it is 
that. And I have also tended to navigate towards the crossroads 
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because that’s where there’s the excitement, when you are in the 
hard land you miss out on the innovative zones, the zones of 
effervescence, it’s a crossroads. It’s at the crossroads that you are 
most likely to meet a stranger, it’s not in the hard land. And so 
on. So, I do that through opening up to inspiration that comes 
from disciplines and from having conversations with people who 
may not immediately be identi�ed as my peers.

	   I also do it through a certain playful approach to doing research. 
I have a playful approach to doing research. Because if you are 
not playful you take it too seriously and you miss out on all the 
lightbulb moments that come with the playfulness.  Sometimes 
when I want to do research I frame a theme and I turn it round 
and actually I subvert the initial title of my research question just 
to see what playing around with it brings. And that playfulness 
also means that I subvert the idea of standard references to given 
themes. In fact, because as somebody might say if  you are within 
anthropology you cannot reference novels, you cannot reference 
plays, you cannot reference anything outside and I tell you but 
what are you talking about, you don’t live your life in compart-
mentalised fashion. Even anthropologists can think and imagine 
and write and do ethnography which is creative imagination 
brought to bear on what you have observed. Why do you think 
that somebody who has grown up in the society you are studying, 
observed it as a child and is able to put their thinking together in 
a story form has little to offer you, who comes in a hurry, in a 
slash and burn fashion? And leave in a hurry. Why do you think 
that no conversation is possible between you and those people?

	  	 But we must also realise that unfortunately knowledge pro-
duction is no different from other professions where the primary 
preoccupation is having and keeping a job, it’s an employment, 
it’s a means of livelihood, if  I open it up to everybody even those 
who honestly are clearly better than me I run the risk of running 
myself  out of a job. So, we must factor in how that negatively 
affects knowledge production. How does that stunt creativity in 
knowledge production?

ED:	 That’s very very profound. How does the last book that you, 
actually I don’t know if  it is the last book, the one that you wrote 
on the university and the student protests.

FBN:	 I have the last book, the last one is here. Okay you might also 
want to see this? And then the Rhodes one is here.

ED:	 I made him read it over and over again. And he tuned me into 
your barbie image around democracy. Which is now how I open 
every single thing that I talk or every time I talk about democ-
racy that is how I start it. No, I was actually thinking about the 
university crisis and the student protests.
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FBN:	 That’s one, but if  you like we could come back to this to show you 
how the different traditions all �t into the writing of this book. 
This one in particular. Okay. Fine. Bring in anthropology, com-
munication, okay. But let’s go back. When I was in CODESRIA 
from 2003 to 2009 one of the countries I used to visit was Côte 
d’Ivoire and at the time, even in Dakar, we used to have CDs, 
those were the days of CDs. CDs of recordings of the favourite 
television programmes in different countries. And one of the CDs 
I got was of a play, television play, done by, titled c’est l’homme 
qui fait l’homme, a person is a person, Ubuntu, a person is a per-
son because of others, and it was a television play about Africans 
who had migrated to Europe and had to negotiate the way out 
and maybe call for relatives to take care of their property back 
home and their projects, some of them construction, but how 
often they were disappointed by those they had left home, there 
was no Ubuntu back with those they had left home, but while the 
people home were expecting Ubuntu from those who had gone, 
like a sort of black tax. So, this television programme, I found it 
very exciting because I had done research of an anthropological 
nature on the same theme, like the Cameroonian bush fallers in 
Cameroon, about this image of hunting and using distant lands 
as distant hunting grounds, treasure hunting and so on. So, the 
television programme I thought I could use it as ethnography, 
similar to you going to town or a village and interviewing people, 
the same thing. Now how do you use that at data, as text to write 
and analyse and so one, and so that is how I came to use it to 
discuss the idea of parallel economies, the market economy and 
the economy of intimacy and how instead of creating synergies 
they create opportunisms, and the opportunisms distil or �ow 
down to the level of the victims, even the victims caught betwixt 
and between these two economies become opportunists in very 
intimate relationships to one another.

	   Now that’s anthropology and communication, doubly intended 
television programme and using communication technologies and 
so on and so forth to factor in. And in fact, a chapter of that book 
was summarised, the book itself is summarised into this book. It 
came at a time when we were doing research and this book – 
Mobilities, ICTs and Marginality in Africa: Comparative 
Perspectives –, so I could see the resonance. I have an electronic 
copy I can send you also. So, in a way you see how being at a cross-
roads of different disciplines can be productive.  I’m sorry your 
department closed down in a hurry, but it had a lot to offer because 
you can sniff and understand opportunities before others see it 
because you are tuned. And in that case, you are almost able to 
smuggle into the academy who ordinarily would not belong there. 
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Like the producers of that Ivorian TV drama, I was able to send 
them a copy of the book and they were pleasantly surprised.

ED:	 I love that and I love the idea that the academy is not staying 
there but it is actually part of the communities in which we are 
embedded and so it should re�ect also these communities.

FBN:	 And its very survival depends on that re�ection.
ED:	 While re�ecting on the communities also. I think that’s probably 

what I appreciate about your work, that there is that. There is the 
playfulness which is always joyful to read and then there is sense 
of being in a place and being in a space and that’s both forming 
you as you are forming it, which I �nd very very useful. Maybe a 
little bit of a practical question because one part of what we try-
ing to do is also maybe re�ect on these histories of media in the 
different African contexts and you wrote a book about the media 
in Cameroon and its relationship with democracy, the history of 
Cameroon and democracy … media and democracy and its his-
tory in the Cameroonian space, maybe you could just re�ect for 
us a little bit what the role of the media [interrupted]

FBN:	 Cameroon is a very reluctant democracy. For long when I was 
listening to Donald Trump and his articulation of fake news, I 
almost convinced myself  that he was drawing from the Cameroon 
literature. The only thing that made me say no it couldn’t possi-
bly be was that his attention span is very limited, so I don’t think 
he would be drawing on that. But it tells you that the Cameroonian 
context offers a model, which I think, or draws on a model which 
is not speci�c to Africa. It is a model that can be drawn up on 
anywhere in the world. If  you look back you will see how other 
countries have done similar things in history. But it is basically a 
model that is informed by a certain cynical view of the human 
and the idea that the good things in life do not come to everyone, 
they come to an elite few, real or imagined, and that these elite 
few should be credited, given free rein to do as they like because 
they are the only ones that have the good things. For one thing 
they have a clear sense of what societies can need and the king is 
always right, even in his swimming trunks, or bathing trunks or 
whatever. And it’s a very cynical view. It is incompatible with the 
idea that all humans have agency and they can contribute the 
little that they know to good effect.

	   It’s amazing how increasingly the whole world seems to be 
navigating towards this Cameroonian view. I call it Cameroonian 
just because you quoted but it’s the view that truth is mediated by 
the elite few and those in power. People in power are very cynical 
towards participatory democracy of any kind. So that’s one. 
Another which is still, which we all would like to see but every 
time, even those who claim to be promoting this model are ready 
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to take hostages every time, including Facebook and all of these 
social media, is the one that everybody has a certain rationality and 
seek to ful�l self-interests and have a voice and should be listened 
to. When they create technologies that are meant to enable this and 
we warm up to them soon they get con�ned and their opportuni-
ties restricted and we realise, oh there goes another dream. The 
Cambridge Analytica thing, the Facebook constantly thinking that 
we only quality to operate in tribes? When you do a Facebook post 
and you really want it to go to all corners of the world, they keep 
circulating it around those they consider your tribe, it’s very disap-
pointing. You would want your post to be able to go beyond the 
crossroads, to reach places you have not discovered but it tells you 
that it seems democracy falls prey to our human capacity to resort 
to stunted imagination. We seem not to be very creative when it 
comes to imagining. And whatever happened to fantasy and fan-
tasy spaces? The media as a fantasy space could be a wonderful 
enabler. But this fantasy space is immediately hijacked and con-
�ned and shackled by those who think they know best. Even when 
the rhetoric is that of democracy. It is very disappointing.

ED:	 So, does media have a role to play?
FBN:	 Yes, and no.
ED:	 And did it play any sort of role in contributing to how democ-

racy evolved?
FBN:	 Oh, ja, of course the media have a great role to play. What would we 

do without the media. But the media also happen to be human 
institutions. Let me give you another example, since I’ve been con-
suming Trump for long. See the FBI and all of these institutions, 
they could work very well but you do need the support of the rest 
of the society. The media acting together with other institutions, 
well-meaning and focusing general direction of self-ful�lment, the 
ful�lment of the human, our capacity to be human in an intercon-
nected way could achieve a lot, but you do need the good will of the 
state, you need the good will of the business world, you need the 
good will of religious organisations and so on and so forth and all 
of those powerful instances in society for the media to ful�l its role, 
its mediational role because the media is not just innocent enablers. 
They should have a certain morality and ethic of inclusion. A 
model that emphasises inclusion not exclusion, whether for eco-
nomic or political reasons. And a true enabler who is never inpa-
tient to accommodate innovation and extend marginalised voices.

	   In fact the media should be like Jane of GPS. Have you ever 
used TomTom? We call her Jane. Jane never tires, you could go 
wrong and defy her, she always says turn around when ready. The 
media should be like that, constantly on the job, never tiring, 
always pointing you in what in its estimation is the right direction.
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ED:	 You touched on ethics, you touched on Ubuntu as a particular 
way of seeing and we had some really interesting conversations 
in our department at some point around your concept of conviv-
iality [interrupted]

FBN:	 And incompleteness. Or you haven’t had incompleteness yet? I 
will send you the incompleteness paper.

ED:	 And I’m wondering is there a way that one can look at these 
concepts as a way to get to a particular, I’m going to call it theory 
for lack of a better word, or an ethics of media within an African 
context?

FBN:	 Absolutely. Let Africa take leadership in this regard. After all we 
are thinking the world from Africa isn’t it? So, it is an African con-
tribution but not con�ned to Africa. In that sense Africa will be 
the �rst to put this on the radar globally, just as it was the �rst to 
put its diamonds on the market and Cecil Rhodes and others came 
and took them. So, Africa becomes like this generous crucible of 
new ideas, new thinking, things like conviviality, things like incom-
pleteness and basically it is in that disposition of insatiable capac-
ity to open up, to take the outside in, this generosity of spirit. 
Because in terms of our theorising of the media, our scholarship, 
look at any African scholar it exudes the capacity to take in all 
these theories from all over, read others �rst before you read your-
self, that is the sel�essness of being African.

ED:	 I quite like that, we as Africans we have been through the suffer-
ing, the pain but we have maintained our conviviality.

FBN:	 But it’s not just that, you take all this in, can you imagine now if  
you had to take yourself  out, you already have all these channels 
implanted through centuries of taking the outside in, you would 
be all over, you use the same channels to channel yourself  out 
and everybody would notice you and especially with instant mul-
tipliers now even more instant than those who had theorised this 
in the past, imagine like social media, you would be everywhere.

	   So, we have this capacity for presence in simultaneous multi-
plicities because when you take others in and you are able to take 
yourself  out, you would be out �u times this number of things you 
took in. In France you would be out because living through 
Foucault or living through Bourdieu or living through whatever 
French you think of, Derrida, all of those places and in the US 
and in the UK, you see? Because you took the outside in, you 
armed them with yourself  and your insights and your thinking 
and your ideas on what theory should be and then you send them 
out again like pigeons, each with their own little parcels to 
unpack when they reach there.

ED:	 So is it linked to this idea of provincializing and universalising 
the African?
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FBN:	 I think people provincialize Africa because of their own insecu-
rities. Africa has never been provincial. You go even into deep 
history, everybody would say that Africa is the cradle of human-
kind. It sends its sons and daughters to conquer the rest of the 
world, to hunt in those different zones and they have all hunted 
in those zones over the years and they are bringing back snippets 
of what Africa would need to theorise the world. Although they 
might think that all their partial theories they think they are full, 
but it is Africa that knows by receiving all these different strands 
that no strand, however rich, is complete, every strand is incom-
plete and therefore Africa can best tell the rest of the world that 
incompleteness and the humility that comes from recognising 
that incompleteness is the making of the future. It’s not doctrines 
of supremacy, it’s not half-baked notions of completeness and 
sophistication and superiority.

	   It is by recognising that being incomplete is the normal way of 
being human and that instead of seeking completeness, which only 
ends in sterility and ambitions of dominance and borrowing with-
out acknowledging because completeness is not possible without a 
commensurate propensity to borrow without acknowledging. 
There you recognise that you are not possible without the others, 
the relationships that make you possible. It is like a very rich person 
who thinks they have billions and billions but who depend on a 
cleaner to clean their yard, a driver to drive, a gardener to water 
their lawn, a pilot to pilot their plane, they cannot do everything 
themselves at the same time, a banker to bank their money.

	   But if  you claim completeness and people say oh okay, if  you 
think you are really complete prove to us that you are complete 
and they abandon you to yourself  and you suddenly realise just 
how dependent you are, without the relationships that prop you 
up. And I think that the idea of conviviality which basically 
means provision for success that is collective, that including of 
factoring others into your idea of success. Because you can’t 
claim that you are part of the world when you actually are advo-
cating for the death of sociality and by extension the death of 
society. If  you claim autonomy beyond recognition that it only 
materialises through relationships with others then it becomes 
abstract, it becomes terror, it becomes poisonous, absolutely.

ED:	 Just to say the European project, that is what you are hinting at?
FBN:	 ja, exactly.
ED:	 If  you were to point, I’m an emerging scholar sitting here and I 

say to you I really want, it’s the time now for me to take myself  
out, how do I do that?

FBN:	 Oh, another paper which I will share with you –  Incompleteness 
and Conviviality: A Re�ection on International Research 
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Collaboration from an African Perspective – it’s about doing 
international research and what models of collaboration best 
makes that possible so that you don’t feel like a hapless recepta-
cle. So, coming back to that, I mean, they should be, again the 
disposition of humility and a recognition of incompleteness and 
the idea of conviviality should lead to a model of knowledge 
production that is not this rigid hierarchical model where at the 
summit is an emeritus professor or an active one who believes 
that they know everything and the business is peeing on others in 
the form of knowledge production. Don’t quote me, but you get 
the point. That is terrible, that is so one dimensional. And it 
doesn’t yield much.

	   Some of the best insight if  you are a scholar comes from your 
students, the comments they make in class when you are teach-
ing and suddenly you reach for your computer and you write it 
down and your notes for teaching the next year are better, or 
even the paper you are writing, if  you circulate. If  we are honest 
as professors we’ll know that some of our best books are written 
by students, I mean the sheer force of  always asking them to 
read and comment, they do that and so on and so forth means 
that basically even the most mediocre of  us have an opportunity 
to thrive.

	   Now if  we were to proceed to acknowledge what we have bor-
rowed, it doesn’t diminish you, you only lead you to know that 
nothing achieved by human being is done in isolation. So that is 
just a framework within which I say an emerging scholar should 
have all the encouragement and facilitation that model would 
give because you would be working not in a model of zero sum 
games or in a model of life and death struggles over senior posi-
tions and so on, it’s either me or nothing, when you send a paper 
for a conference, an abstract, and a professor disquali�es it only 
for them to steal the idea and presenting it elsewhere.

ED:	 So our facilitators are often not necessarily the person that stands 
in front of the class and tells us stuff, but it’s all these people that 
we read, all these other spaces that we go into and so on, so now 
my question would be who should they be getting to facilitate 
them, who are the great facilitators of our time that can help 
these emerging scholars, who should they be reading?

FBN:	 Who should they be reading? I always have the habit of telling 
my students that libraries accessed without a guide can be very 
toxic, books are very toxic if  you read them without a clear sense 
of what you are looking for and why, you might just stumble on 
the most toxic of them and they poison you for life. So, the idea 
is what is your mission, what is your question, have you articu-
lated the question to best way to elicit the sort of insights that 
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you like. So, it’s about questions. The sort of question you ask 
can open doors or can just send you in an eternal spiral.

ED:	 So the moment you are in now, is, let’s decolonise this, let’s 
Africanise that, if  we are to decolonise and or to Africanise, 
whether you use that interchangeably, some do or not, the ques-
tion that we get most often from students is, or the issue is you 
are not prescribing the people that we should be reading, who are 
these people? So, within the context of Africanisation or decolo-
nisation who do we read?

FBN:	 That is a very good question. For me, I would go back to another 
question, what does it mean to be African, how do I identify an 
African if  I took a shopping basket to Shoprite, to Pick n Pay, 
Checkers, Woolworths and the tuck shop and depending on what 
I �nd where, which one quali�es as African and what would be 
the hierarchy of Africanity? Should we even be thinking in terms 
of hierarchies of Africanity?

	   My formula, why I decided to study Amos Tutuola to make 
that point was to go down to an African who has been discred-
ited eternally, they said he had no business writing, he had less 
than six years of schooling and it was frequently interrupted, so 
if  anybody wants an intellectual it’s not him, but I said, perhaps 
it is somebody like that, since he was one of the �rst to be pub-
lished in 1952, whereas those who were going through the mod-
ern trajectory of the ultimate indicator of mimicking Europe 
were still out of business, maybe he just might have some insights 
about African and Africanity that could be useful. What did I 
�nd in him? I found the fascinating idea of incompleteness, that 
in the world in which we live, it’s extravagant for you to claim 
completeness without ridiculing yourself  with ambitions of 
dominance and whether you are human and he goes ahead to 
show it. It’s a world where the crossroads are very important 
because he believes that within your repertoire, however rich it is 
you can’t always �nd answers for all the problems you are going 
to encounter, so this capacity to reach out and explore lands that 
you may never have known that they existed before in the quest 
to solve a problem that has occurred to you and you have looked 
within your cupboard and all of these things and no tool quite is 
handy enough to solve it, that is what is fascinating about life.

	   Every human being, every human society has that capacity as 
long as it doesn’t result in borrowing without acknowledging, as 
long it requires taking the outside in and recognising that it is 
from outside and using it to take yourself  out and to enrich 
yourself  but always know you can tell the story of  that encoun-
ter and why it is there. So basically, my idea would be that our 
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problem is not that of  what book we are reading or not reading, 
it’s a problem of what we seek to achieve through what we read 
or not read. If  by reading Kant and god knows what is to show 
how complete we are and to sit on others who read only Keyan 
Tomaselli or Kwame Karikari and all the like, then you miss the 
point. If  reading Kant is meant to seek ways of activating your 
potency to be able to achieve things that you were not able to 
achieve without exposure to Kant and you can acknowledge 
that this idea came thanks to him or her, who would deny you 
that. So, for me decolonisation is a recognition of  incomplete-
ness as a normal way of being human and that comes with bor-
rowing and acknowledging.

ED:	 I love that answer. My students in the class would say to me, this 
is what you academics do, you give an incomplete answer, why 
you always challenging us?

FBN:	 And the idea of incomplete answer can be very empowering to 
students because it demysti�es the academic or the professor, it 
makes knowledge production and learning and researching a 
conversation. And good science actually tells us that it is nothing 
but a conversation because every research problem that you have, 
every hypothesis reaches out and converses with knowledge that 
exists, conversing with peers that are all working the same gen-
eral area and when you come by a conclusion, it’s the beginning 
of a new inquiry, isn’t it?

ED:	 We should be mindful of your time. We asked quite a lot of 
things and we know that we promised you thirty minutes and 
here we are one hour, I mean the issues of methodology you 
talked to us, the issues of what it means being African you talked 
to us about that, and the issues of technology, how we should be 
approaching it you talked to us about that.

FBN:	 And just to say, technology actually the more I read Amos 
Tutuola, the more I came to the conclusion that another good 
word for technology is juju, yes, he always uses the words “with 
my juju I was able to do this and this”. So technology as a mech-
anism of the extension of the self, means that again you recog-
nise as a human being you are incomplete and every now and 
again you may draw on, as Amos Tutuola says juju which you 
borrowed from someone or this and another juju which you got 
from your father, or juju combined them to be able to take your-
self  to achieve things that you ordinarily would not achieve. So 
that’s what technology should actually be and they work alone 
or in combination with others and juju’s can be acquired or lost, 
somehow that person can get your juju and mix it with another 
for greater potency. So, you have this in�nite idea of circulation 
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of technologies and no technology ever really claims dominance 
because what matters is the context in which it is drawn upon 
and how effective it is. A technology that comes shouting and 
debasing your landscape and you have no use for it, is just no 
good. So, technology takes on meaning within a given context 
of  a particular set of  challenges, if  you can solve your problem 
if  your best technology is your hand, if  you can use your hand 
like many men do to slap another until they just fall down as if  
they were boxed down by Mike Tyson, why do you need a 
machete? If  you can use your voice as your technology why 
would you need a loud speaker. You see, it is the context, it is the 
challenge, that commands you or pushes you to see what juju to 
mobilise for best effect.

ED:	 But I wanted also to, before we end to talk about, I know your 
work has really spoken to the issues of xenophobia on the conti-
nent and in South Africa and on the continent the issues of iden-
ti�cation, racism and you believe that perhaps the media have a 
key role to play. What has been the impact of your work and 
what is your approach, how is your approach meant to be differ-
ent from what exists in this area?

FBN:	 I don’t know. I cannot judge the impact of my work unless of 
course whenever now and again I’m �attered by colleagues like 
you or I look, in my vanity, I look at Google Scholar and I see X 
number of citations, but that is not much to go by.  What I try to 
do is to see the role of the media in a way that I don’t put too 
much on the shoulders of the media. The media, can’t even with 
their fascinating capacity of the juju, themselves as a juju, act 
alone as a solution for almost everything when clearly the causes 
for xenophobia might come from elsewhere, when politicians are 
interested in manipulating situations for various ends, no amount 
of media, juju can undo that. So normally one sees the impact of 
the media in conversation with other instances in society and in 
that case the media can always be very effective, if  they are mobi-
lised really to address something in conversation with … where 
people are agreed upon. But if  people pay lip service to the issues 
they want to address, no amount of good will from the media 
will address those issues. That’s my sense. Or you have a media 
personality speaking with one side of the lip to the left and the 
other to the right. I will share that with you shortly, another Jane 
that was just invented which betrays you rather than … should I, 
can I? Somebody sent it to me, very quickly and then you can…

ED:	 I think your work on xenophobia has been very important to the 
debates.
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ED:	 This arti�cial intelligence is challenging, but it’s also reinforcing 
the incompleteness that you are talking about and also the prob-
lems with Europe that they discovered that their civilisation has 
taken them to dependency, where they are making women, mak-
ing men in plastic. We are talking about incompleteness. But I 
think we have asked most of the things we wanted to ask you. Do 
you have any questions for us, or any additions?

FBN:	 No, I only wish you well with your book.
ED:	 Thank you very much. It was a real pleasure.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446

Note

	 1	 In the South African academy, a B1 rating is awarded to a candidate whose work 
enjoys considerable international recognition for the high quality and impact of 
their recent research outputs, and who is deemed to be a leading international 
scholar in their �eld.
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the emerging frameworks, building a recognisable identity, ensuring sustaina-
bility thereof and reaching a critical epistemological mass. Hence, his own 
work centres on engaging communication practices and human experiences in 
order to rethink existing communication theories which could offer the foun-
dations of an African theory of communication. This is a key issue in his work 
on Ubuntu. Chasi is also frank about the publication dif�culties faced by aca-
demics stepping outside of the mainstream epistemologies, noting how this has 
become a double-whammy for those already positioned economically and geo-
politically on the global periphery of the publishing industry. On the �ip side, 
he speaks about the “hidden in�uence” of African scholarship, noting speci�-
cally the importance of conferences and collegial engagements where the work 
done here gets wings.

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Communication as Soul Food: Decolonising the Communication Space

The Editors 

(ED): 	 Good morning Prof Colin Chasi and thank you for agreeing to 
this conversation. We would like to talk to you a little bit about 
your work and how you think it is shaping what we are doing in 
communication today. So maybe we can start with you giving us 
a brief background of your particular theoretical and methodo-
logical inputs into the �eld of communication.

CTC:	 The �eld, as I’ve known it in South Africa, was very Western-
centric. The classic works that we were introduced to when I 
started were texts from the US – communication science texts 
which rarely ever asked any questions about African practices, 
African norms, African values. For example, when you looked at 
Hofstede and intercultural communication you encountered 
ideas by which Africa really appears as an exception.

	   It is not just that Africa appeared as an exception with Africans 
as “others” who are different from the Western “norm”. It is also 
that we are speaking of an exceptionalism that you encounter in 
very exceptional instances. By this I mean to say that out of an 
undergraduate set of courses you really might have encountered 
content in a module here and there that in passing references 
actual African experiences. What I am trying to do is to say we 
need to ask important questions about who Africans are.

	   It is in this context that, for example, in my work on HIV and 
AIDS, what I tried to do is to say we must ask questions about 
African existence, about who Africans are, about what it means 
to be African … I have wanted to show that it is important to 
think about what it means to be a person who also happens to be 
an African. Where the dominant scholarship was saying we need 
to inform people about HIV and AIDS, and was therefore pro-
posing that people didn’t know about HIV/AIDS, that people 
are ignorant about it, I was saying that the expert view was 
inconsistent with my experience starting from the 1980s. I don’t 
know anyone in my generation or older who does not know 
about HIV/AIDS.

	   In my lived experience, HIV and AIDS began to be fairly 
widely known in the early 80s. In the 90s practically everybody 
knew about HIV/AIDS. It was a common matter for people to 
talk and joke about HIV/AIDS. But when I started to write 
about HIV/AIDS, a decade into the twenty-�rst century, the lit -
erature was still talking about educating people about HIV/
AIDS. This was a literature which was dominated by the idea 
that people are ignorant about HIV/AIDS, which immediately 
seemed outrageous to me.
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	   I immediately intuited that, if  we are to think about HIV/
AIDS in ways that speak to everyday experiences, scholars 
needed to start anew. They needed to search for materials and 
ideas with which to build theories that were more relatable such 
as those that I and people I knew had – experiences which were 
not unusual for the times. I saw that scholars were not asking 
existential questions – questions about people’s relationship with 
knowledge, questions about people’s relationships with life, with 
death, their relationships with questions of choice and freedom, 
everyday experience of living in situations that are absolutely 
abysmal.

	   Scholarship on HIV/AIDS, in my view, was not speaking about 
how HIV/AIDS emerged in contexts in which individuals found 
themselves stripped of sovereignty over the minimum require-
ments for a life of dignity, so that their acts of living appeared to 
be brutally immersed in crisis after crisis. We are talking here 
about how so many were zombi�ed by the trauma of deathly 
everyday experiences amidst constant �ows of meaninglessness 
and meaning defying interactions and signs of everyday suffering 
in so many postcolonial guises. So the scholarship on HIV/AIDS 
was not able to understand and to respect how young people 
would walk around and say they would rather eat a sweet without 
its wrapper, rather than putting the sweet in its wrapper. That this 
common euphemism from the 1980s and 1990s described the 
preference for sex without a condom was not in question. What is 
odd is that the scholarship found this euphemistic expression to 
be evidence of ignorance of HIV/AIDS when it was evidence 
rather of how horrid life was to the point that so many young 
people felt they would rather enjoy high risk sex than live their 
otherwise appalling lives without this barest possibility of pleas-
ure. Where the literature was saying that is ignorance, I was say-
ing no, it’s not. The person who speaks of choosing to eat the 
sweet without its wrapper does know that when you have unpro-
tected sex you could contract HIV/AIDS and this can lead to a 
horrid death. In those days, before antiretroviral treatments were 
available, HIV/AIDS was a death sentence of sorts. So they were 
saying that this life that they were living was so appalling that it 
was better to experience a few moments of unprotected sexual 
intimacy and then die than to just drift on.

	   So, with regards to HIV/AIDS, my intuition was that scholar-
ship needed to begin to speak to the concerns of the people 
whose choices are at stake. It was to say that rather than simply 
labelling them ignorant and so on, it was necessary to really 
engage with the real choices and real freedoms within real limita-
tions that real people live with.
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	   By choosing to relate to HIV/AIDS by recognising all this, I 
knowingly chose also to take up a marginal position in relation 
to the dominant scholarship. It was clear to me that I was mov-
ing away from paradigmatic ways of thinking about Africans 
and how they love, live, have sex and generally form relation-
ships. This meant moving to the margins. I found that this 
demanded rethinking communication itself.

	   Extant literature that I had studied on communication, 
described techniques and processes turned in ways that were inad-
equate for explaining the existential questions I was interested in.

	   That in a nutshell is the thinking that drove me to spend over 
ten years of my life looking at HIV/Aids and working to build a 
body of new theory on African communication that is capable of 
helping us address the crises, and particularly the existential cri-
ses that plague our lives.

	   I’ve gone on to do work on Ubuntu. This work is in fact closely 
related to my work on HIV and AIDS in the sense that I wanted 
to understand and to say somethings about a unique African ori-
entation to the world. By this I mean to say that what’s at stake 
when people talk about Ubuntu is a particular style, a particular 
style of meeting others, relating to others, a particular way of 
valuing, a particular way of knowing the world, of knowing 
other people, and of knowing one’s self. Ubuntu is a moral way 
of living that seeks to give value, dignity, worth and so on to 
one’s self  and to others. I felt, and I’m still convinced, that the 
dominant ways of talking about Ubuntu have completely mis-
construed who and what Africans are.

	   The isiZulu aphorism most closely associated with ubuntu 
says: “umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu/a person is a person with or 
through others”. According to the dominant paradigm, ubuntu is 
often theorised to say that Africans are collectivists who can only 
exist in collectives in which a person can only be actualised as an 
individual if  that individualness is arrived at through relational 
actions of community. I �nd this notion to be preposterous and 
deeply offensive. It preposterously gives a nigh complete creative 
agency to an abstract and unspeci�able idea of community while 
it fails to acknowledge the agency and responsibility of the indi-
vidual. In consequence, for example, the paradigmatic view of 
ubuntu makes a nonsense of any reasonable attempts to call upon 
individuals, who naturally have limited options in limiting con-
texts, to exercise choice and freedom in relation to HIV/AIDS.

	   Following the dominant paradigm, leading intellectuals of our 
times end up talking about Africans in ways that are unambigu-
ously strange in signi�cant part because they involve assump-
tions that are plainly false. So, under the prevailing “�at earth” 
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view of Africans, barely an eyebrow is raised except in approval 
when people say, for example, that if  an African head of state 
just speaks about HIV and AIDS with consistency and regular-
ity the people of that state will obediently follow the letter of his 
words. This quackery is accepted because, you see, under the pre-
vailing paradigm Africans are collectivists in societies that place 
great stock in hierarchical arrangements. The power of social 
norms follows a logic of African wholeness to dictate that once a 
leader chooses to say something, then the herd of followers 
obeys. This �ies in the face of simple reason at the very least by 
arrogating to leaders the facility to undertake arbitrary courses 
of action while denying the same to followers. It also �ies against 
history and everyday experiences which see Africans exercising 
choices that hit hard at what their leaders may wish to dictate. 
The history of HIV/AIDS is in fact, in some signi�cant part, a 
history of state, private sector, civil society, religious and other 
leaders using their institutional and organisational strengths to 
drive prevention and amelioration messages that have often 
fallen �at in against the headwinds of individual actions that 
have gone with the contrary will of each chooser. None of this 
denies that leaders have institutional power that is drawn from 
their access to resources, political legitimacy and social capital 
that are symbolically tied to knowledge and power. We have lead-
ers who say a lot of different things and sometimes many and 
sometimes few have followed. So, the work on ubuntu that I’ve 
been trying to do has been work that has been intent on recognis-
ing who and what Africans complexly are. I have been deter-
mined to understand the deeply contextually interpreted and 
instantiated style of giving value to self, to others and to rela-
tionships that ubuntu explains, reveals and produces.

	   As you know, I have in recent times been part of a small move-
ment agitating for recognition of what we have described as 
questions to do with participation that Africans have uniquely 
valued. We reckon that African cultural history has much to 
teach about what it is to participate in a society. In this view it is 
important to think afresh about what is it to be a part of a soci-
ety. There is value to researching African traditions, ongoing 
practices and prospections on what it is to be a part of a society 
in a way that gives value to each individual. We go out therefore 
to study ways in which societies can, do and should enable the 
achievement of what is of value by individuals. Signi�cantly, we 
seek old, discarded and new insights into how societies may yet 
produce, induce, and conduct to grant value, dignity and worth 
to individuals. Questions of participation become questions 
about how societies may come to �ourish in ways that enable 
each individual to become the most that she or he can be.
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	   We see that sadly, the ideal of societies enabling individuals to 
become more of what they can be have not been addressed as 
questions that arise from African cultural and historical experi-
ences that relate to ubuntu. This is in no small part because plac-
ing the individual at the centre of enquiries into how life can be 
lived morally has been pronounced unAfrican by the dominant 
paradigm which says Africans value collectives – and then fails 
to recognise that they value those collectives for the ways in 
which they enable individuals to live good lives.

	   A lot of these things I have discussed and that I am working on 
relate to questions around the decolonisation of the curriculum 
that are getting a lot of traction these days. How can we come up 
with new theory that speaks to who and what we are? How can 
the theory that we teach be theory that says something about our 
realities in ways that are useful, in ways that are critical, in ways 
that raise important questions for us? It makes sense that I am 
also working on questions regarding decolonisation of curricula 
and on the broader questions of the decolonisation of universi-
ties and of world societies at large.

ED:	 Colin, you wrote several articles, and you have the book that 
you’ve produced that covers some of these topics. Together with 
Professor Tomaselli, you’ve got the edited volume on Health 
Communication. You also wrote Hard Words – a book critiquing 
conventional ideas on HIV/Aids. And I’m wondering about your 
experiences of getting the work published, of getting your ideas 
out there, of having them out, and the sort of traction you think 
your ideas might have found within the scholarship?

CTC:	 So, this is important. It is sad that we have to acknowledge that 
there are dif�culties in publishing for anyone who deliberately 
steps out of the mainstream and speaks from that outside posi-
tion. It is already dif�cult to get heard if you are, economically and 
geo-politically on the global periphery of the publishing industry.

	   The key centres where elite scholarship takes place continue to 
be in the western world and we are here in Africa. So, it’s been 
tough to get stuff  published. And when there has been a willing-
ness to publish my work, this has been through people who value 
it while not expecting it to sell much. They are publishing it 
against this reality that peripheral ideas tend not to sell or circu-
late much.

	   The peculiar thing is, as much as I observe this objective real-
ity, there is something else that is valuable that has happened. 
When I started out there were not many of us trying to do this 
kind of work. Now there are others. A greater number of others 
are doing this kind of work, often in different directions from the 
directions that I’ve chosen, often without referencing or referring 
to the work that I have done.
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	   So I’m pretty comfortable with the idea that I will be forgotten 
in history. But I am con�dent that the work that I have done has 
opened, together with the work that others have done, a new space.

	   Turn away from me for a moment and consider the work of 
Winston Mano who we are talking to here. In particular think 
about his curatorship of the Journal of African Media Studies. 
Think about the spaces that this has opened up. Acknowledge 
the many avenues that have been created through this journal 
and appreciate the multiple strands of thought that have come 
together because of this journal.

	   viola, let us appreciate the work that you have done by allow-
ing scholars, including myself, to publish through your journal, 
Communicatio. This work has opened channels for getting ideas 
out that were not available to us before, at least not to the same 
extent and with the same variety of possibilities.

	   So, I am part of a wave of path�nders who have sought to �nd 
and open up spaces into which new voices have come in. Younger 
colleagues and students are coming into universities today with 
new con�dence in the idea that that it is possible to have an intel-
lectual career that makes a difference.

	   Look, I do hold out for the possibility that in the future some-
one will pick up some of the work that I’ve done and reappraise 
it. It’s not at all true that the work that we think is great today 
will be recognised as great tomorrow. It is not all true that work 
that is marginalised today will be marginalised tomorrow. And 
I’m quite comfortable and con�dent that the work, for example, 
that I’ve done on HIV and AIDS was and remains path break-
ing. People in the future may �nd it useful to look back on this 
period. They may seek to understand what was going on. In 
doing so they may agree with me that it was really odd that for 
the past 30 to 40 years, people have kept saying that multitudes 
did not understand the basic message on HIV and AIDS and 
needed to be presented with even simpler messaging for the epi-
demic to be ameliorated by preventive communication.

	   But we all know that for these many years, messages have been 
crafted and distributed that reduce complex issues of HIV and 
AIDS risk management to simple A, B, Cs. Perhaps future gen-
erations will see this too. If  they do, they will surely note that the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic was occasioned by something greater than 
the failure of multitudes to understand a complex set of mes-
sages. Then it may be time for them to ask if  there weren’t people 
in our time who questioned the scienti�c and social orthodoxy; 
who were sensing that some other explanations were needed for 
the evident failures of HIV/AIDS communication. In that 
instance, perhaps new value will be found in the work that I’ve 
generated. It’s important therefore that we’ve had this 
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opportunity to have work archived in books, in journals, in con-
ference proceedings, etc.

	   There’s something else that is very important, something that 
I �nd very peculiar. So, you know you go to conferences, you go 
to different places, you speak to colleagues and you recognise, 
certainly I have, that your ideas have helped to shape their ideas. 
Colleagues who said certain things about HIV and AIDS at con-
ferences, in�uential colleagues who have heard what you had to 
say, who have been taken aback by what you had to say – you �nd 
that they have been forced to reconsider what they say. You real-
ise that you have reshaped their scholarship to some extent so 
that re�ects some of the thoughts that you impressed upon them. 
They may not reference you, but the reality is that you have this 
hidden in�uence. This hidden in�uence of African scholars of 
our generation is a dif�cult but very important story that needs 
to be talked about.

ED:	 I think that’s very appropriate to speak of the hidden in�uence 
of marginalised African scholars.

	   Let us imagine your work is reappraised a couple of years from 
now, or, which I think is quite possible, your work becomes pre-
scribed as the absolute must read for anybody who wants to do 
anything on health communication, for example. What would be 
the, top three things in terms of theory, in terms of methodology 
that you would want people to take away from what you’ve pro-
duced? You’ve to some extent said a little bit at the beginning 
on this.

CTC:	 It is a really dif�cult question, but an important one.
	   First, let us see that there is value in this idea that Africans are 

individuals and that we must respect and grant dignity to their 
individualness. There is obvious merit to granting that the 
choices Africans make as individuals are choices that they make. 
Of course, these choices are made within contexts that limit 
options people have. It is necessary for scholars to make much 
more of the ways in which African individuals exercise in�nite 
choice, in any given instance, within limiting contexts, because 
without doing that we have a really hard time expressing impor-
tant things such as why conditions that grant dignity to a people 
matter. If  we do not adequately recognise the individualness of 
Africans we have great dif�culty speaking about agency.

	   A second thing, which relates closely to the �rst, is the whole 
question of  how we locate the individual within a society, 
within a community, within a society, a community, a place, a 
space that is constructed, that is achieved, that is changed, that 
is managed, that is made functional and dysfunctional. How do 
we do this? What are the unique types of  issues that are at 
stake? What are the unique questions to do with each 
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individual that must be researched, contested, preserved, 
imagined, created and prioritised?

	   For better and for worse, we are responsible for the answers 
and questions we present to the problems we are willing to see. 
They are the theories we shall be known for. These theories of 
ours enable or challenge received theories which still mostly are 
not centred around our own individual and shared concerns, 
needs and wants.

	   A third thing, which is deeply related to the above two, is a 
question of the methods that are to be used to study the partici-
pation that is at stake when the individualness of individuals is 
valued together while caring about the situatedness of those indi-
viduals. While concerned with enabling each individual to become 
the most that she can be, the African style of moral reasoning has 
historically, traditionally and continually prioritised this.

ED:	 Since you brought it up now, let us note that you and a group of 
scholars a while ago suggested the idea of a participatory study 
that is uniquely, or speci�cally, maybe not uniquely, but speci�-
cally African in its inception, in terms of how it is given form 
etcetera. Can you talk a little bit about that and maybe tell us 
where the project is today?

CTC:	 viola you were amongst those with whom we spoke. Yourself, 
Nyasha Mboti, [the late] Pier Paolo Frassinelli and others. Winston 
you came. Bruce Mutsvairo and a number of others. The project 
has suffered from the travails of our time. I certainly have been 
waylaid on the path to trying to do the work that we must do and 
I think that others have also met a number of other disruptions.

ED:	 In its essence, what was the project meant to do?
CTC:	 You misspoke a bit in calling it participatory studies. We are 

speaking of participation studies. This is to present an African 
approach to the study of communication and media. This is also 
an approach that can be applied in other �elds.

	   The argument we advance is that Africans appear to give par-
ticular value to questions of participation. The perception is that 
Africans tend to disagree with the question of democracy, or on 
the question of capitalism or socialist, on culture, regarding tra-
ditions, and concerning the roles of these kinds of things, but we 
do tend to agree invariably on the merits of participation.

	   We value participation in ways that are fundamental to how 
we have constructed a uniquely African moral philosophy, which 
is often called the philosophy of ubuntu. Where Winston and I 
come from, we call it the hunhu philosophy. The idea behind par-
ticipation studies is to seek out ways of thinking about processes 
of communicating, relating, mediating, organising and so on 
that recognise processes that Africans have traditionally valued. 
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The processes that we seek to understand and advance are those 
that when reimagined can open up new possibilities that repre-
sent new futures that are entirely more desirable than those that 
are available through the imaginaries of the theories we receive at 
the moment.

	   In a sense, participation studies seeks to do for the study of 
participation what cultural studies did for the study of culture. 
We are imagining the birth of a kind of study that uses the lens 
of participation in order to tease out ways of thinking that are 
entirely different, critical and appreciative.

ED:	 I want to just maybe go a little bit back, it’s all tied together in 
some way, to the implications for the ethics of communication 
when we take your views on ubuntu, on decolonisation, and on 
participation into consideration. Are you working out an ethics 
of communication that is uniquely African in its approach?

CTC:	 As I responded to the last question, I ended off  with the word 
“appreciation” which I think is a really important word. I learnt 
to value appreciation so much from my students.

	   When I was introduced to the �eld of communication study, it 
was from the so-called American approach which is, among 
other features, supposedly empiricist in its orientation. I moved 
on to do work that was more in�uenced by the critical traditions, 
some of which are often described as European approaches. I 
found a lot of fascination looking at the cultural studies perspec-
tives and so on.

	   Teaching with a great deal of in�uence from these traditions 
drew some disappointment and even consternation from my stu-
dents. Some of them confronted me with an important question, 
an important attitude. They said I was depressing and frustrating 
them, for they contended that they didn’t need to be taught how 
to be critical. They argued that they had grown up in spaces and 
places where not being critical was not an option for them. So 
they challenged me to �nd a language that was simultaneously 
capable of being critical while appreciating things that were for-
gotten, things that were put aside, people who were forgotten, 
people who were put aside, people whose aspirations were for-
gotten, put aside…. They fundamentally challenged me to see 
that the work of appreciating, of giving value to our lived con-
cerns is as important, maybe more important than the narrowly 
conceived critical work that I was doing.

	   I realised that what my students were pointing out in the class-
room had something to do with what I was trying to do with my 
own research. There I was saying in the context of HIV and AIDS, 
for example, that we have individuals whose choice and freedom is 
being forgotten. I was arguing in my research that we should value 
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individuals whose value and worth are being undermined in some 
ways. I realise continuously that when we talk about the decoloni-
sation agenda, we are talking about righting the wrong that colo-
nialism has put peoples into positions in which their epistemologies 
have been subjected to various kinds of epistemicide so that a lot 
of the task of decolonising lifeworlds involves appreciating once 
again that which has been forgotten, reviving and appreciating 
once again that which has been killed, giving birth to new possibil-
ities that are not marked by colonial decay.

ED:	 How do we go about that? I’m thinking now, you don’t want to 
go there, but I will go there…So I had a conversation with some-
one earlier this week and we were talking about getting published 
and how the emerging scholars today are very focused on a sys-
tem that, in their case is point based and the points are given 
primarily to journals that are situated outside our context. The 
focus of those journals is not on our context. Yet these young 
Ghanaian scholars publish only in these journals. They evaluate 
scholarship in terms of publication in these journals. You can be 
a person that is of higher institutional standing than they are but 
these young scholars will look at you as a person of no value if  
you chose to only publish within our context. They will say you 
are a person of no value because they will say you have failed to 
get published outside that context.

	   At the same time, you have international journals which do 
not much value what is coming from the periphery. How do you 
then work within an ethics of appreciation to change this situa-
tion? Or if  not to change that situation, how do you get our insti-
tutions behind this idea that you are talking about? How do you 
get our institutions to see and act on the understanding that we 
need to appreciate and value ourselves? How do you get them to 
value our histories and situations? And how do we get emerging 
scholars to understand that you are not doing anything wrong if  
you are writing from the periphery, that in fact you are doing 
something very right?

CTC:	 When I talked about being marginal, I used a language that was 
accurate to some extent. But I also did not really represent what 
I needed to say.

	   I am marginal if  one applies a socio-political or economic lens. 
But if  I’m incredibly true to who I am, in that sense, I become the 
centre. From this vantage point, ironically, for African scholars 
to enter into the socio-political and economic mainstream often 
entails giving up concerns that are central to their existence. In 
other words, in order to enter into mainstream spaces it is often 
necessary to deny your own concerns about things that you �nd 
concern for, to deny the terms on which your truth must be said.
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	   So, I think that the ethic of appreciation that we are proposing 
is an ethic that says, in its black consciousness and black power 
traditions, that black is beautiful. It is an ethic that says appreci-
ate yourself. This is an ethic that says recognise yourself. To speak 
of appreciation in this way is to refuse to you allow yourself  to 
continue to be hollowed out, to continue to be made a shell of a 
person, to continue to be made a vessel for other people’s knowl-
edge, to continue to be made a mine to be mined, to be accessed 
for certain knowledge, to be exploited in multiple ways.

	   The ethic of appreciation demands practices of recentring 
yourself  continually. You will notice in this turn of phrase that I 
am giving a nod to the important work of someone like Ngugi 
wa Thiong'o who writes on moving the centre and creating mul-
tiple centres in ways that end abysmal colonial legacies of centres 
and margins.

	   Are there costs? Yes, there are. For one thing, scholars who act 
in the way I speak of might not be referenced as much as sacri�ce 
their own concerns to be get published in the mainstream. And 
we know that the law of academia remains: publish or perish, 
and publish and �ourish. If  you do not publish much in main-
stream journals you are likely to not get the jobs you desire. But 
this negative outcome is not guaranteed. Just look at Ngugi wa 
Thiong'o and I think it would be dif�cult to say that his career 
has been an abject failure. To the contrary, he is a giant among 
us. And to a great extent he did that by attempting and to a great 
extent by succeeding in demonstrating the power and the force of 
his authentic expression of self.

	   And for our generation it may take something like Black 
Panther, a movie produced outside of Africa, imagined and writ-
ten outside of Africa, to say to some people that attempting to 
create an authentic African expression can have global appeal. 
We’ve been shown that by people such as Ngugi wa Thiong'o, 
Chinua Achebe and countless others, but if  we do need a con-
temporary expression, maybe something like Black Panther can 
show us that.

	   It is not necessarily the case that you are giving up on yourself, 
that you are selling yourself  to the dogs by attempting to be 
authentic in your scholarly creative expression. What does come 
with the guarantee of selling yourself  short, or of marginalising 
yourself, is what happens when we say the only way to be success-
ful is to take up modes of expression that belong to others. We 
are guaranteed to be mediocre if  we merely seek to be imitators 
of other people’s thoughts, traditions, and so on. Not only is 
there no need to self-sacri�ce our authentic self-expression, but 
in this historical juncture, having overthrown the chains of 
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slavery, colonialism and apartheid, we can say that we have the 
capabilities to build one another up until we no longer need other 
people’s mainstreams. We, being creative and hard-working indi -
viduals in resourceful communities, have the capabilities to 
establish own mainstreams which are strong enough to merge 
and mingle with other people’s mainstreams – in the fashioning 
of more inclusive and more beautiful human steams of reality.

ED:	 I wanted to thank you very much for articulating this idea of a 
new space that we are all striving to create.

	   I wanted to return to an earlier question by asking you to talk 
about how we write for an audience. I want to tie this to the fact 
that young African communications scholars need role models. 
They are looking for them. But are we writing for them? Or are 
we writing to be globally relevant? What is our objectives? What 
should African communication do?

CTC:	 I’ve been reading at the moment the terrifying work of Ayn 
Rand. It is terrifying because she presents an idea of individual-
ness that I think is terribly distorted, that terribly misrepresents 
certain things. But she does get some things right.

	   For example, she, I think, gets it quite right to say that an 
architect, a builder, a designer, or a writer should do their work 
with absolute competence. They should do their work with the 
con�dence of somebody who has learnt what the environment, 
the knowledge environment can give them, while looking at the 
situation that is before them with what I will call appreciation. In 
doing so, they should see the world with their own eyes, not with 
what she may have called second-hand eyes. They should not 
approach life by asking �rst what other people would do and say. 
One lives by other people’s designs when one �rst asks what 
would viola say? What would Winston say? How would my stu-
dent want to see it? How would my reader want it? Rather, look 
at the challenges one faces with authenticity that is concerned 
with meeting others in right-ways in the world without giving up 
on the fact that, in any case, and from a very practical point of 
view, it turns out that we cannot know what other people really 
think. So we cannot be guided by them with the kind of inward, 
deep guides to excellence and truth that we can get when we lis-
ten to ourselves as we experience the real worlds of encounter 
and co-creation that we are part of. In doing it this way I can do 
the honest work of giving myself  tutorship in the mastery which 
is available in my age. So, I can go and read as widely as I can, I 
can hone my craft using the tools that are available and by listen-
ing carefully to my experiences of these, I can learn to �nd what 
is most valuable in them for me, in the context in which I live with 
others who concern me.
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	   Now, is there anything here that says that I, as an African scholar, 
should only read African works? No, nothing here says that.

	   I read to get the best mastery of what is available, from what is 
available to me, and I do this to co-create a better way of living 
with others. I apply my learnt mastery to the work of living, 
through my own eyes, in co-creating my own experiences amidst 
problems that I give honest expression to. To get to co-create new 
solutions, it is reasonable that we must honestly encounter our 
problems.

	   Remember, we leave our problems by walking through them, 
step by step. In doing so we create new paths to new destinations.

ED:	 But are there methods that would make African media and com-
munication research much more suitable for the task that you are 
setting up here, the task of rereading Africa, the task of under-
standing Africa in its own image rather than in an image that is 
recast from other ideological frameworks? You talked of partici-
pation as an approach that can go far but when you look at 
teaching and research, are there methods that we are missing…?

CTC:	 I think we have a wonderful opportunity in communication and 
media studies to begin to chart out ways of documenting, theoris-
ing and generally researching who African people are. We can do 
this by looking at how Africans live in their different settings so 
that each study is always an opportunity to meet individuals as 
they go about the business of living among their complex networks 
of concerns, needs, options and limitations. In studying communi-
cation and mediation practices, we as researchers seek out how 
meanings are ascribed by individuals from within their biographi-
cal moments, which envelope histories, present realities and 
prospections. Participation studies appreciatively deploys a range 
of methodological tools to gather a rich sense of how individuals 
are contextually located. It does this while being critical of the 
ways in which misanthropic practices, including those associated 
with slavery, colonialism and apartheid, prevent the realisation of 
the potentials of each person. In the critical stance we see how 
societies, with their structures and processes, variously enable and 
constrain individuals as they strive to become the most that they 
can be. So in the critical stance there is always the intent to express 
appreciation for options that enable rather than constrain individ-
uals from realising their best possibilities in positive relations with 
others. Participation studies emphasises this appreciation, realis-
ing that positive enquiry has the quality of drawing attention and 
work towards what works rather than towards what does not.

	   Unlike positive enquiry, participation studies also actively 
seeks to �nd, name and address the negative and to use this too 
as a source of positive motivation because the nihilism, 
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misanthropy, negativity, regressiveness, harmfulness, etc. forms 
the territories of constraints in which participation is yet to take 
root. Participation, in the terrains of nihilism, misanthropy, 
negation, diminishment, and harm is replaced, mimicked, con-
founded with, and opposed by manufactured consent, blunt 
coercion, and cold disdain. These conceptual lists and thoughts 
are incomplete representations of the perceptual materials, reali-
ties and practices that mark up the concerns of participation 
studies but they hopefully do enough to attract the imagination 
of those who will join us in thinking about a new way of con-
ducting research in our �elds.

ED:	 In Africa we have some eminent people who are writing on the 
media. You rightly point out they do not all set themselves out as 
media scholars or as researchers in the �eld of Media Studies. 
Take an example like Francis Nyamnjoh. He is an anthropolo-
gist. He is asserting his Africanness from an anthropological per-
spective, insisting that this should be a starting point that is 
accepted and taken seriously. And so, he raises the �ag of ethno-
graphic methods as he writes from that standpoint. There are 
others who are writing from the languages, from the political 
sciences, from sociology, certainly there are interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary kinds of perspective that some are expressing.

CTC:	 We have to realise that we are individuals and our lives are 
extremely �nite. Our in�uences on what happens in the world are 
extremely limited. This observation of the otherwise limited 
nature of our existence combined with an understanding of the 
vast openness of our possibilities should drive us to do some-
thing important with the little that we have. As an African who 
does not have much, you may realise that in the grand scheme of 
things, even those who have much wealth and who are situated in 
powerful states, also have an extremely �nite number of things 
they can do. It becomes inspiring then to see that someone like 
Nyamnjoh has made the wonderful contributions he has made 
from this marginalised continent, and for a long time while work-
ing in this marginalised country. We, in communication and 
media studies, reference and appreciate his work.

	   Nyamnjoh is listed by the South African National Research 
Council, on their rating system for researchers, as a leading �g-
ure doing research on communication studies. I assume this is so 
in part because he recognises himself  to be a scholar working on 
communication and media. But he’s not a part of the communi-
cation and media community of scholars in South Africa. He, 
for example, does not attend our conferences. Nyamnjoh is on 
the margins of our �eld in this sense. This is principally because 
he is an anthropologist who does some work that relates to media 
and communication. The problem with this is that, at least in the 
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�eld of communication and media studies, Nyamnjoh and oth-
ers like him appear like “lone wolf ” method so that the sustaina-
bility of their work in the long run is questionable. It is dif�cult 
to know how disciplinary stewards should support his work in 
the long run.

	   Disciplinary stewards need to more generally ask how we har-
ness each other’s insights to create great waves of scholarship 
that are sustainable. We need particularly to be concerned about 
how we not only build great waves of scholarship but also with 
how we make those waves drive necessary social change.

	   I like to think that if, deliberately or otherwise, certain individ-
uals are placed at the head of great waves of scholarship that 
drive social change, we will have �gureheads whose impact will 
go on long after their own individual energetic exertions have 
faded away. Part of the history of great scholarship is a history 
of communities of scholars working together to keep the ideas 
of certain members alive with vitality.

	   The great names of great historical eras are often people who 
�nd themselves in situations where individuals have individual 
efforts pushed to greatness by the collective. We have an incredi-
ble variety of people doing wonderful work but we have yet to 
build a sense of a collective movement at the head of which a 
small number can rise to greatness.

	   Part of the reason why great names do not appear so easily in 
our �eld, in our contexts, is that it is not easy to recognise the 
bodies of scholarship that individuals belong to in our scholar-
ship. We tend to know who communication and media scholars 
are by dint of their institutional af�liations in Departments that 
teach relevant modules. But otherwise, it is often dif�cult to 
know who is doing what, with whom, to do which forms of 
research, and why.

ED:	 Could I perhaps just remind you of the �rst seminar on 
Participation Studies which we did at the IAMCR conference in 
Montreal, Canada. There was a set of ideas that came out of 
there, ideas that would be the starting points for a methodology, 
maybe you could speak a little bit to that?

CTC:	 One of the merits of participation studies is that it goes out to 
create a genre that is recognisable. Within such a known genre we 
may be able to raise the greats amongst us to even greater heights. 
In this way we may be able to also pull together seemingly dispa-
rate or lone wolf  contributions to form a great wave of research 
that can power a small number to seminal status. Naming partic-
ipation studies is important because it pulls some strands of 
work that is already being done into a broader genre that facili-
tates the recognition of excellence, so that the uniqueness of 
what each of us is doing can actually be more not less pronounced.
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	   Methodologically, we have been playing with a few different 
ideas. Together with my colleague Ylva Rodny-Gumede, I have 
been working on ideas to do with what we have called a smash-
and-grab methodology. This takes seriously the ways in which 
Africans have been cast on the margins of scholarship so that 
they often, like thieves, have to sneak into valuable intellectual 
debates and spaces, or to smash paradigmatic and other ortho-
doxies that seal away valuable knowledge. We have tried to spell 
out the moral and practical issues that are at stake in this. We 
have also taken a keen interest in how such a method may open 
new spaces, paths, cracks and vistas for new and more human-
ised elaborations of precious humanities.

	   More generally, in the participation studies discussions, we 
have recognised that it is important to recognise that our scholar-
ship takes place in violent and violating circumstances. Some of 
our colleagues, particularly Nyasha Mboti, have spoken of the 
fact that we �nd ourselves in crime scenes. Here, our very bodies 
and the bodies of work that we are involved in are crime scenes. 
So a kind of forensic work is required, as Mboti argues. I have 
been most determined that this kind of understanding of where 
we �nd ourselves should give further impetus to �nding new ways 
of recognising the individuals whose dignity and worth are 
impugned. This has meant �nding new value and uses for phe-
nomenological, historical and biographical methodologies that 
can reinscribe dignity where worth where these have been denied.

ED:	 I think you are touching on an extremely important point here. It 
prompts me to jump to something I was going to ask you later. 
But let me ask it now because it seems appropriate now.

	   You know often when you talk to students you say “oh you 
must look at work that comes from our context alongside the 
other works”. But they want to know which scholars from the 
context are relevant. So if  I could ask you perhaps again a little 
bit of an unfair question but maybe not: Who are the, I’m going 
to say African scholars because this is what I’m looking for spe-
ci�cally here, who are the African scholars of the past, who are 
the African scholars of the present that you would consider to be 
the people that at the moment are leading the way in which the 
�eld is shaped.

CTC:	 This is one of those things that I really struggle with. Certain 
conditions must be met before that question can be answered 
properly. Those conditions have not yet been met, that’s the point 
I’m trying to make. We need to have a genre. In the absence of a 
genre it is impossible for us to evaluate who is the leader of the 
genre or who is doing very well in the genre, right? It is impossi-
ble to at the moment put Achille Mbembe and Francis Nyamnjoh 
in the same competition, for example.
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ED:	 I see where you are going and it’s going right back to where you 
were before. Would you then say that there is, is there such a 
thing as an African communication studies?

CTC:	 At the moment the appearance is that there isn’t and the great 
irony is that the appearance is that there isn’t precisely because 
we have found no way of naming, grouping, pulling together the 
strings of scholarship that relate to this.

	   This was a point that we made when we talked about partici-
pation studies, to say how do we �nd a way of talking about 
these things that brings Nyamnjoh, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Mbembe, 
Steve Biko into the same place? There most certainly is a way. I’m 
convinced there is. And when that way is articulated, for sure we 
have a very rich tradition of scholarship. The problem is that this 
scholarship is currently impossible to read as unitary body as we 
don’t have a frame in which to gather it together.

ED:	 I understand what you are saying and I understand that it’s dif�-
cult but if  we were to put together, we need to start somewhere. If  
we say that this is what we want to do is – to establish this African 
communication studies, then we have to be able to begin to iden-
tify seminal readings, key names of scholars that speak to it, no? 
And I know what you are saying and you keep telling me that 
there are all these disparate things going on and so on and so on.

CTC:	 I understand what you’re saying. Let’s talk about what a name. 
There are people like Valentin-Yves Mudimbe who will be almost 
impossible to think about in this conversation. But just read 
Mudimbe, just read the Invention of Africa, read The Idea of 
Africa, African Systems of Thought and tell me if  Mudimbe is 
not articulating a theory of communication and of how commu-
nication produces identity in certain ways?

	   Read Mbembe and tell me if he is not trying to articulate a the-
ory of communication? And in fact he is. One of the most startling 
things is that you read something like On the Postcolony and you 
go into that chapter where he talks about cartoons and so on and 
you see how that chapter becomes one of the simpler chapters in 
his whole complicated account. And I think I know why it’s a rel-
atively simple account. I think that it is because in that instance he 
is talking about media, he is talking about communication in a 
particular way that applies a lot of the theory that he has been 
developing in relation to more uni�ed �elds in which a lot of 
things complexly play to each other. Yet, I’m not sure that if you 
sat down and said to Mbembe that he is are a media scholar, a 
communications scholar, he would immediately agree with you.

	   So, our challenge is to do something with this rich range of 
scholarship that is available to us. This is important, particularly 
as in this moment many are �nally seeing that African scholar-
ship must be decolonised in the humanities and everywhere. If  
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the global era is a media and communication era, it makes sense 
to think that the emergence of new African scholarship of this 
era must be fundamentally imbued with concerns about media 
and communications. It is not surprising to �nd that this is 
the case.

ED:	 But at the same time does it not make sense to think that the 
emerging African scholarship in the humanities is not media-
communications-centric but that it is interdisciplinary, transdis-
ciplinary or escapes in some ways the bounds of disciplines as we 
know them now?

CTC:	 The thing is we are talking about disciplines that have been given 
to us according, disciplines that have emerged from histories that 
are not our own.

	   We can learn a lot from thinking about the development and 
the evolution of disciplines elsewhere. Look at the historical 
development of the Germanic and American traditions in a �eld 
like sociology. In Germany historically were departments domi-
nated by great scholars. They were driven by one or two great 
scholars. As America emerged as a scholarly nation, they found 
that they didn’t have the great individual professors to similarly 
centre disciplines around. To compensate for this, and to make 
use of the resources they had, they had to create bigger depart-
ments where skills are more broadly spread out among a variety 
of scholars. Thus, the recognition of differences and the develop-
ment of a strategy to make the most of those differences led to 
the Americans formulating university scholarship in a very dif-
ferent way from the ways in which university scholarship was 
articulated in Germanic Europe.

	   Learning from this, we can say that we in Africa need not nec-
essarily assume or accept without question the disciplines as we 
are given them. As we confront the form, nature, content and 
de�nition of the disciplines in our own terms, part of the discus-
sion will include how new interdisciplinary orders can be created. 
Another part will likely involve the development of new disci-
plines that must negotiate how they will coexist with or even kill 
off  received disciplines.

	   If  we are to succeed in decolonising our disciplines, our �elds 
and our universities, one of the necessary things to do is for us to 
regather on our own terms the individuals, the scholarship that is 
available to us.

	   One of the most likely spaces where new formulations, mixes, 
questions, methods and theories will arise in ways that challenge 
disciplinary pasts is in media and communication scholarship. 
This is partly because the disciplines that occupy this space are 
still relatively young and immature and so they are vulnerable to 
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being challenged more than some of the older disciplines. The 
young �elds of communication and media study are already 
fairly interdisciplinary what they do. We do borrow a great deal 
from other disciplines. It is not clear if  new disciplines will arise 
from the force of changes brought to communication and media 
study by incorporating scholarly insights on African experi-
ments, needs, concerns, epistemic forms, ontological presences, 
and ethical and moral dilemmas. It may simply be that African 
Communication and Media Studies scholarship will emerge as a 
recognisable, complex and rich body of work in progress. What is 
clear is that the future is best negotiated if  we learn to sometimes, 
at least, drop some the tools, practices and other crutches that 
hold us to unjust and encumbering aspects of our shared pasts.

ED:	 I was just going to say it’s a matter of doing a semantic shift on 
the one hand and that on the other hand it’s a matter of doing an 
intellectual-ideological shift. It’s a matter of rethinking position-
ality within all of these things?

CTC:	 Yes, and so if  you are an African recruiting for scholars, shall you 
have the ability to recognise that Nyamnjoh is a media and com-
munications scholar? Will you be able to see that he will do the 
work? Will you understand this when one of his students, who 
has similarly worked on media and communication, comes along? 
Will you understand the same when one of Mbembe’s students, 
who has worked on the semiotics of power in African settings, 
comes along? Will you see how communication and media issues 
are being researched in so many spaces where Africans are talking 
about democracy, postcoloniality and decoloniality alongside 
questions of identity and how these are formulated? Will you 
have the ability and the openness to allow the �eld to grow?

ED:	 So the critique here Colin is much about us, how we have accepted 
the containers and not woven together narratives that grasp cou-
rageously enough at how communication is not just a science as 
the Americans would like to preach? Isn’t that what you are say-
ing? We must go beyond a communication studies that beckons 
to a Cultural Studies that looks at, or starts with, politics that 
happened in Britain. You are saying that the way the �eld has 
emerged so far in Africa is such that we need a new umbrella 
framework to describe what we think we are doing. It appears 
that we need to have that very honest, rigorous, connected con-
versations as academics that relook at communications in ways 
that do not pander to those who would criticise us representa-
tives of a mickey mouse body of scholarship? Is there a fear that 
we’ll become a generalist, irrelevant �eld that takes in a bit of 
everything without mastering any. Is it not possible that commu-
nication and media scholars become and jacks of all trades and 
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fail to respond expertly to any disciplinary imperatives in terms 
of theory, in terms of methods? …in terms of philosophical 
underpinning, which is where you preside…?

CTC:	 Not necessarily. At the birth, at the rebirth, at the renaissance 
moment of any scholarship one can envision a philosophy, a soci-
ology that encompasses a great deal. And I’m saying that in our 
era, in our epoch the new sociology is communication, the new 
philosophy is communication philosophy. I’m saying the study of 
communication and media has the capacity to avail itself as a 
great new wave that can also allow one or two or three or �ve 
people to be at its crest. Those who are fortunate enough to be at 
the crest of this wave of new studies in communication and media 
in Africa are positioned to make a truly lasting and big impres-
sion upon the future. 2000 years from now people will say my 
great grandfather or whatever it was, was one of those who were 
part of this great enlightenment, this great renaissance…If we 
truly aspire to something like this we have to show an openness 
to, if  necessary, sacri�cing this thing that we were given – this 
discipline of communication science by the Americans, of cul-
tural studies which has lost its politics and is apparently dying if  
you listen to some of its critical adherents. And we must have a 
willingness to imagine that we could be sacri�cing it in order to 
give birth to something much greater. The moment calls for this 
and we are supremely well positioned to be a vehicle for that.

	   Viola and Winston, with the journals you curate, you are well 
positioned to make a large contribution to the scholarship in the 
ways in which you allow materials in and out, and this includes 
the ways in which you think about the boundaries of communi-
cation and media, the boundaries of the discipline. So, someone 
sends an article and you say no, this is philosophy. So, would 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o’s work come into the boundaries of your 
journal’s – as work in our �eld? Would it �nd a place? We are 
open now to saying Ngugi’s ideas have an important place when 
we teach. But would his work �nd a place in our journals?

ED:	 What would be your challenge to the emerging scholars if  you 
could challenge them to do anything in the �eld? What would be 
your challenge to all of us, not just to emerging scholars in terms 
of taking research in the �eld towards where you would like to 
see it? What should be our research and priorities?

CTC:	 I’m not sure that our age is only a digital age. It is so many things. 
But I would think for all of us there is an enduring challenge to 
gain a mastery, to gain a mastery in an era where mastery seems 
impossible in many ways. There is just too much to learn, there is 
so much at hand that the �eld is open to too much for any one 
person to even hope to scratch the surface. And there is so much 
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that is changing, just so much happening all the time…. So, it is 
a great challenge to �nd a way to gain a mastery within this and 
to trust and to have the courage to trust that that mastery can be 
applied with effort, with diligence, with competence to a wide 
array of problems, to deliver a wide array of answers.

	   And hopefully we can face these challenging times with crea-
tivity, with a creativity that is open to what the individual encoun-
ters and sees and knows and a creativity that is beyond and 
outside of mere dogma, and received answers. A creativity and a 
productivity that is authentic, rigorous.

	   I think that necessarily to be authentic demands rigour. And I 
think that such a scholarship would be an adequate and a good 
response to the question of how do we participate as scholars in 
whatever it is that our time is about. I think there is something 
terribly tragic about not participating in your own time.

ED:	 You are quite spot on. You also started to say something rather 
interesting about the digital turn, so let that be the round up. 
Why would you consider this to not only be the digital age?

CTC:	 We don’t only live on digital signals, through our cell phones, or 
through our televisions, and so on. We tend to say things like this 
is the digital age when we look at broad sweeping trends, but 
when you look at an individual, when you look at the lived, 
needs, experiences, joys, pleasures, pains, loves, disappointments, 
all of those things, it becomes dif�cult to say that the digital has 
that overriding primacy. It no doubt reshapes the balance of how 
we experience things and that shifts in that balance must no 
doubt be accounted for and be thought seriously about. But 
when we make it the only or the primary in an unquestioned 
manner, I think that it neglects a lot of things that otherwise 
must be accounted for.

	   I think that the right attitude to scholarship is an attitude that 
says when we arrive at a problem, at a scenario, at a set of ques-
tions about anything, that we don’t come with a pre-packaged 
label for it �rst.

ED:	 Thank you Colin. We’ve engaged with you on many levels. Did 
we miss anything that you perhaps wanted to talk about?

CTC:	 No. I think what you are doing is a great service to our disciplines 
with this project. I think that this is generous project of you. It is 
underestimated how much of our work is borne of generosity. 
Your generosity is something that many have and will bene-
�t from.

ED:	 You are being very kind Colin. Our wish is to continue the con-
versation in different ways. Thank you so much.

For an audio clip taken from this conversation, see the Support Material at www.
routledge.com/9780367679446
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Re�ections on Relational Approaches 
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Preliminary Conclusions

African Media and Communication: Foundational Conversations addresses the 
representational de�ciency evident in how hegemonic scholarship in media 
and communication studies situates itself  in relation to the margins (milton & 
Mano 2021: 258, Mano and milton 2021: 19). The book avoids shallow rep-
resentational politics by offering a more complicated and nuanced account 
hinged on the career trajectories of the selected scholars from their vantage 
points. As part of our drive towards epistemological emancipation, conversa-
tionalists were asked to present a considered overview of their intellectual life 
work and to consider this work in relation to the as yet undecided status of 
African media and communication studies. As such, these conversations pro-
vide nuance to our perspective on the emerging African media and communi-
cation studies �eld. In an interview with the Paris Review (1994), Chinua 
Achebe [one of the �rst African creatives to publicly challenge European nar-
ratives of Africa] noted that storytelling “is something we have to do so that 
the story of the hunt will also re�ect the agony, the travail – the bravery, even, 
of the lions.” In Conversations, we, as editors, in essence, brought together the 
lions to historicise their stories from their own points of view. Here, we are not 
just listening to their often ignored and/or excluded narratives but also ampli-
fying these in hopes that others (i.e. our readers) will listen with decolonial 
ears. Conversationalists were asked to consider the epistemological, axiologi-
cal and ontological agendas that guided their work. At the same time, readers 
are invited to consider their deliberations as a space to reclaim the capacity to 
envision the new and push back against academic marginalisation. In the 
Routledge Handbook of African Media and Communication Studies, we 
argued that

The immediate task includes a concise rendering of the nuances within 
media and communication contexts arising from the shared geographies, 
histories and experiences of Africa that constitute this emerging aca-
demic space. For us this quest is more urgent in the area of African 
media, communication and cultural studies. We are keen to unpack the 
rationale behind existing theories and practice.

(Mano & milton 2021: 8)
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As can be ascertained below, the conversations, in this sense, present next steps 
in our Afrokological toolkit for advancing the narrative of media and commu-
nication as a transformative �eld of enquiry, which itself  is a place of struggle. 
For us, the narratives in this book form the threads of our collective journey, 
causing us to seek self-understanding and new ways to relexicalise our �eld 
because we acknowledge that one perspective is never enough to understand 
the whole story.

Conversations, in this sense, embodies “re-existence,” i.e. the “rede�ning and 
re-signifying of life in conditions of dignity” (cf. Mignolo & Walsh 2018, loca-
tion 185 of 7946 Kindle). The conversations in the book, therefore, make for 
fascinating reading in guiding us towards identifying an organising framework 
for African media and communication studies. To this end, they provide the 
missing narratives about the manifestations of this disciplinary occupation, 
especially in a historical and academic sense. This is important, for an academic 
�eld or discipline that does not talk to itself is static. It lacks introspection and 
opportunity to re�ect, learn and unlearn. In this sense, Conversations brings to 
life the voices of scholars as they weave together their standpoints, wearing var-
ied hats as students, educators, policymakers and consultants, amongst others. 
As should be clear, the experiences documented in this volume intersect with 
gender, race, social class, language, region and age, among other factors and con-
ditions, to determine how we use and give meaning to theorising media and com-
munication in and from African vantage points. Therefore, it should come as no 
surprise that what emerges from the conversations is an acknowledgement of the 
complex and con�icted nature of the concepts “media and communication stud-
ies in Africa” as opposed to “African media and communication studies.” These 
individual scholars bring to the table an understanding that the intellectual 
endeavour encourages us to take nothing for granted – including our own theo-
ries and methods. Therefore, these conversations uncovered the varied ways in 
which the experiences of African media and communication studies can be artic-
ulated and mobilised to political, aesthetic and ethical ends. Through these con-
versations, we draw together diverse ideas, practices and visions. In allowing 
these ideas to be put forward in the voices of their originators, Conversations 
hopes to respect their epistemic, cultural and historical contexts while simultane-
ously working as a collection which relativises the drive for African media and 
communication studies that undergirds our Afrokological heuristic tool. The 
book in and of itself is a strategic move towards a pluriverse that destabilises the 
claim to one universal knowledge that often justi�es – and is disseminated by – 
ideas that are detrimental to African self-expression. Such self-expression, we 
contend, is necessary for a continent wishing to be better understood and more 
in tune with itself and a global community which often judges it harshly.

Here, it is worth noting how individual, institutional and national histories 
speak to other contexts in ways that are generative of new knowledge. As 
pointed out by Reddy (2008:2), “[m]emoir as an exercise of memory also 
reconnects the past with the present or present with the past and it demon-
strates how an individual’s memory could interconnect with the historical 
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events.” However, Donna Haraway (2016:1) reminds us that such interconnect-
edness is not necessarily a drawback and that we should instead “stay with the 
trouble”:

staying with the trouble requires learning to be truly present, not as a 
vanishing pivot between awful or edenic pasts and apocalyptic or salvi�c 
futures, but as mortal critters entwined in myriad un�nished con�gura-
tions of places, times, matters, meanings.

She suggests that “we require each other in unexpected collaborations and com-
binations, in hot compost piles. We become – with each other or not at all” 
(ibid.: 4). This is reminiscent of what undergirds the African philosophy of 
ubuntu, which points to how our being is through others. In addition, Haraway’s 
invocation to “stay with the trouble” is a reminder to embrace incompleteness. 
In our Afrokological toolkit ( milton & Mano 2021), we invoked Nyamnjoh to 
expose the fallacy of claims of “completeness” in the academy as we actively 
brought the reality of epistemological incompleteness to the fore. Such incom-
pleteness, therefore, suggests that we crucially must understand not only what 
we know about the past but also how we know about the past. In that sense, 
these conversations are not only about past (or even contemporary) communi-
cation studies content and approaches; it is also a study in uncovering and mak-
ing visible the impact of lived experiences or what is sometimes referred to as 
“second-order” knowledge about the �eld. This approach provides fertile 
ground for grasping socio-political issues in historical and contemporary con-
texts. To this end, each set of conversations – in various degrees – also grapples 
with the questions of how theories and research agendas can be brought to bear 
on the lived experiences and daily challenges faced by those in African or global 
South contexts. The conversations can be described as exotropic, as they com-
plement and augment each other; they interact and are logically permeable. 
Each conversationalist relives her or his career trajectory in ways that unpack 
their work’s complex and often hidden or unconnected dimensions. In our edi-
tors’ note at the start of each conversation, we already provided a brief synopsis 
of the key ideas from our perspective, put forward by each conversationalist. We 
will not repeat those here. Instead, our preliminary conclusion considers the 
conversations as a collective that speaks to the possibility of an organising 
framework for African media and communication studies.

The foundational conversations, individually and collectively, offer signi�cant 
insight into the experiences, beliefs and perspectives of those building and 
informing developments in African media and communication studies. Below, 
we identify the common themes and threads that might underpin such an emerg-
ing �eld. We use the Afrokological heuristic toolkit as an organising principle for 
�rst unpacking how the conversations (knowingly and unknowingly) might 
speak to the key ideas we suggested in The Routledge Handbook of African Media 
and Communication Studies (cf. milton & Mano 2021: 265). In doing so, we are 
faced with a sound basis for investigating the role these foundational scholars 



Relational Approaches to Teaching, Research and Praxis  349

may have played (knowingly or unknowingly) in advancing an understanding of 
an Afrokological approach to media and communication studies. What we could 
ascertain from these conversations is that, aside from possible disagreements 
about naming conventions, histories and trajectories – conversationalists, by and 
large, share a commitment not just to academic work but also more broadly to 
issues of social justice and emancipation for marginalised populations: be these 
the students they teach or the research spaces they enter. Speci�cally, it moves us 
towards operationalising the Afrokological heuristic toolkit in educational and 
research settings in Africa and the African diaspora.

Towards an African media and communication studies

In order to explicate the often unspoken assumptions about knowledge as evi-
denced in our Afrokological toolkit (milton & Mano 2021: 265), the following 
tables draw on the toolkit to start unpacking the key tenets for an Afrokological 
approach as gleaned from the conversations. The tables, though separated in 
our discussions below, aim to describe the development of the conception of 
African media and communication studies through a philosophical explora-
tion from the perspectives of ontology, epistemology, axiology and research 
design. By encompassing a range of perspectives, the hope was to bring up 
points of view that can be used to understand the shape and form of African 
media and communication studies. We deliberately separated the components 
of our Afrokological toolkit as a starting point for looking into the strategic 
decisions the boundary spanners engaged in ontologically, axiologically, epis-
temologically, and in relation to research design. The tables provide bulleted 
takeaways for each preceding subsection as we use the conversations to link up 
conversationalists’ insights and experiences. We argue that doing so provides 
pathways towards strategising for rethinking pedagogy, research and praxis. In 
this, we stand �rm in our belief that our ability to create innovative and impact-
ful epistemes that have uptake within and outside the discipline can only be 
strengthened through re�ecting on the ways in which these boundary spanners 
managed being in Africa but thinking from elsewhere. We believe a good start-
ing point is to unpack the boundary spanners’ choices regarding communica-
tion pedagogy, research and practice. In our minds, these choices represent 
what it might mean to think from Africa and do empirical, theoretical and 
practical work that coalesce around the theme of African media and commu-
nication studies. As such, we will follow each table with a brief synthesis.

Ontology

Ontology, as we know, concerns the nature of reality and the meanings we 
attach to our existence. Contemporary scholars are joining early adopters in 
pushing for decolonisation that disengages from the dominant and unof�cial 
West-centric citadel (wa Thiong’o 1993; Ndlovu- Gatsheni 2018; Sesanti 2019; 
Chiumbu & Iqani 2020; Karam & Mutsvairo 2021). These scholars align with 
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decoloniality in suggesting pluriversal approaches as an alternative to univer-
sality that is inclusive of other contexts, knowledges and worldviews. This, it is 
argued, will allow us to bypass “single stories” in favour of a pluriverse, which 
can nurture the mutual recognition, dialogues and convergences necessary to 
broaden (rather than �atten) the archive. From Table 18.1, it is clear that the 
boundary-spanning scholars, by and large, subscribe to constructivist ontolo-
gies, which maintain that humans actively construct identities, reality and 
knowledge. Unpacking the strategies employed by the boundary spanners 
reveals that a starting point for rethinking how we do media and communica-
tion studies in Africa is recognising lingering coloniality that necessitates delib-
erately prioritising local and indigenous voices to understand assumptions 
about reality. Rethinking communication as a human phenomenon and activity 
is key to this project. Hence, one notices a commitment by the boundary span-
ners towards narrative ontologies and an understanding of human nature 

Table 18.1  �Ontological strategies employed by conversationalists

Ontological

Reason for doing research: 
To undo the 
misrepresentation and 
historical 
marginalisation of 
African worldviews, 
thought, knowledge and 
aesthetics and to 
relexicalise their own 
world

Philosophical 
underpinning: An 
emancipatory approach, 
informed by oppositional 
consciousness which 
places emphasis on a 
transdisciplinary 
approach that 
encourages amongst 
others the inclusion of 
scienti�c and non-
scienti�c stakeholders.

Assumptions about the nature 
of reality: Ostensibly 
universal concepts are viewed 
from multiple perspectives to 
engage with diverse socially 
constructed realities that 
impact on social justice. 
Emphasis is on pluriversality 
rather than universality

Strategies employed by conversationalists

* Question the scienti�c 
and social orthodoxy

* Push back against 
marginalisation and 
misrepresentation

* Rethink teaching 
material

* Revamp curriculum 
towards relevance and 
transformative change

* Make conscious 
pedagogic choices

* Employ “subversive” 
pedagogical practices 
(Martin 2011: 39)

* Question the scienti�c 
and social orthodoxy

* Bringing ostensibly 
“commonsense” pedagogies, 
teaching and research 
strategies into consciousness

* Naming and categorising of 
knowledges and traditions

* Deliberating adopting a 
pluriversal lens through 
which:

  * �They question whose 
futures are being served or 
omitted by the work we do

  * �They identify, examine 
and dismantle all impacts 
of internalised oppression 
biases and privilege in the 
work we do.
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founded on meaning-based models. From our conversationalists’ standpoint, 
decolonising is a necessary and meaning-enhancing undertaking. Hence, they 
are ontologically positioned towards philosophies that assert human experi-
ence as an emergent narrative rather than as an outcome predictable on the 
basis of isolatable antecedent environmental and personal variables (cf. Patterson 
& Williams 2002: 103). Therefore, their work favours models of human behav-
iour, which portray individuals as actively engaged in constructing meaning 
instead of processing information that exists in their contexts. There is also a 
commitment towards emancipatory approaches, which holds that it is necessary 
to undo misrepresentation and to unsilence in ways that engender diversity in 
society and generate alternatives. By and large, the boundary spanners empha-
sised the importance of constructive dialogue across paradigms to access and 
foreground local cultural insights that would underpin critical indigenous qual-
itative research methodologies. Transdisciplinary approaches are adopted to 
bypass the divisions, diversify approaches and overcome narrow specialisations. 
These approaches draw out several threads central to the scholars’ approach of 
interweaving praxis and theory. They favoured approaches that could engender 
synergies and are geared to cultivating student/researcher/professional/indige-
nous voice, fostering strategic thinking and collaborative problem-solving 
(Table 18.2).

Table 18.2  �Epistemological strategies employed by conversationalists

Epistemology

Nature of knowledge: Knowledge is 
political and relational. It can amplify 
human freedom and promote social 
justice.

What counts as truth: That which 
contributes to unlocking marginalised 
ontological and epistemological nuances 
which can help inform being African in the 
world. It is therefore informed by the set 
of multiple relations that one has with the 
pluriverse.

Strategies employed by conversationalists

* They do the work to understand 
inequality and its consequences

* They engage critical analyses of current 
structures of domination and suggest 
practical aims for emancipation

* They acknowledge that policy by itself  
cannot “�x” inequalities or ameliorate 
disadvantage, hence their pedagogies. 
and research continue to make 
inequalities visible and unmask the 
workings of power – both political and 
economic power.

* They recognise who and what Africans, 
in their diversity and complexities are

* A commitment to critical pedagogies 
which recognise the social nature of 
teaching and learning,

* Eschewing the individualism of 
progressive and transmission pedagogies, 
and valorising cultural values and 
knowledge of minority groups.

* Instruction may be inclusive of local 
community and minority populations 
and there may be a focus on 
understanding and challenging the 
effects of colonisation and hegemony.
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Epistemology

Epistemology, as we know, concerns the relationship between the knower and 
what is known. Epistemology is important because it in�uences how research-
ers frame their research in their attempts to discover knowledge (Moon & 
Blackman 2017). From the above, it is clear that relational ways of knowing, 
being and doing is key to generating mutual understanding from a process of 
co-participation in a community of context. Phenomenological understand-
ings can create shared relational nuance and common ground beyond individ-
ual lived experience. Galvin and Todres (2012: 6) argue that

… a phenomenological project that wishes to address the deeply partici-
pative nature of this living community involves a phenomenology that is 
faithful to the ongoing play between individuality and what is shared. 
This play can never be summarised as “evidence” because it is always 
ongoing and always exceeding its last generalisation.

In other words, honouring the relational realities of presences is a necessity. 
wa�Thiong’o (2012: 57) talks about this in terms of a “Globalectic” or “politics 
of knowing” that centres contexts in education for it to be responsive to the 
needs on the ground. Globalectics, described by wa Thiong’o (2012: 57) as 
“from here to there,” entails a new dialectic in which the curricula are

approached from whatever times and places to allow its contents and 
themes to form a free conversation with other texts of one’s own time and 
place and to allow it to speak to our own cultural present and to read it 
with the eyes of the world and to see the world with the eyes of the text.

(wa Thiong’o (2012: 38)

Epistemologically, the boundary spanners seem to value relationships whereby 
the researcher is not seen as separate from what is being observed. They con-
sider observation to be an interpretive act wherein the observer co-produces, 
rather than describes, knowledge. This, in essence, is what a commitment to 
knowledge cultivation entails. This gels with the decolonial ethos which seems 
to underpin the work of especially the “younger” boundary spanners with 
whom we interacted. One can, however, also observe a similar orientation 
towards relationality from the emeritus boundary spanners that, when human 
beings share worlds, they come to know one another’s world in participatory 
ways (cf. Damsgaard, Pilegaard & Brinkmann 2023: 426). Hence, the bound-
ary spanners embrace pedagogies of positionality, re-existence and relational-
ity, which presents knowledge cultivation as a pathway [towards African media 
and communication studies] that counters the zero-point of Western episte-
mology, the double erasure of modernity/coloniality and the disciplining of 
knowledge (Vázquez 2020). In doing so, their work creates fertile ground for 
the emergence of onto-epistemological re-existence. The key is to listen to what 
it is like for people to “go through something” and stay in the world in an 
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ontological way characterised by holistically contextual knowledge (cf. Galvin 
& Todres 2012: 6).

Even though the boundary-spanning scholars appeared to be isolated and 
individually directed in their work, in reality, their work was always grounded 
in partnerships and dialogical and reciprocal ways of knowing. As such, rela-
tional pedagogies are critical as they draw on the relationships, interactions, 
communication and interconnection of people, places and things in students’ 
and other participants’ sociocultural contexts to enhance and extend learning 
and development. Hence, we argue that relational understanding offers a com-
plex epistemology that can give “heart” and empathy to pedagogy, research 
practices and praxis.

Relational accountability is robust precisely because of  its attention to 
asymmetrical power structures. It holds that we cannot separate accounta-
bility processes from the unequal power relationships that people live and 
experience in their everyday lives. Hence, a relational epistemology brings 
into focus a human lens to interpretations of  accountability. It suggests that 
to amplify human freedom and promote social justice one needs to under-
stand and be informed by the set of  multiple relations that one has with the 
pluriverse. A relational epistemological orientation, therefore, allows for 
pedagogy and research practices that can result in context-speci�c actions 
and policy recommendations that can lead to interventions geared towards 
social justice.

Axiology

Axiology, as we know, is the philosophical or theoretical enquiry into value 
and its dimensions, with the objective of arriving at meaning. Said differently, 
axiology encompasses what is good (or bad) in life and attempts to explain 
what we �nd worthy. For this project, axiology directs us to focus on what it 
means to connect practice and thought in an African context. In African media 
and communication, this is a call to address questions that matter to those with 
whom we collaborate in order for research and praxis to address issues of con-
cern from the bottom up rather than from the ivory tower down. Axiology 
incorporates ethics (theory of morality), aesthetics (theory of taste and beauty) 
and other forms of value relevant to knowledge cultivation in, for example, 
African media and communication. Asking what “ought to be” is an axiologi-
cal question. From Table 18.3, we can ascertain that a resolute commitment to 
the inclusion of lived experiences in academic work, guided by the philoso-
phies of phenomenology, pragmatism, glocalisation and, of late, decoloniality, 
allows for communication scholarship (with rich intersections between theory 
and practice, Northern and Southern insights) that shuns single narratives and 
connects intellectual work to the causes of solidarity, humanity and social jus-
tice (Waisbord 2019). From this, we can state that African media and commu-
nication studies have value not just in terms of external reference points but 
also from how it explicates in ways that meaningfully connect to lived experi-
ence on the continent and in the diaspora.
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Individual scholars’ management of the dichotomy of knowing, being and 
doing Africa from the outside in provides insights for managing, organising 
and understanding lived realities. As Nakata (2007) notes, the disparate nature 
of Western and Indigenous knowledge systems includes different cosmologies 
(what can be known and the role of belief in evidence), ontologies (what makes 
knowledge) and epistemologies (who can be the knower, how truth is estab-
lished and tested and the nature of inferencing). Hence, what we can take from 
these conversations is a framework that allows for “two-eyed” seeing – i.e. “… 
learning to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and 
ways of knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths of Western knowl-
edges and ways of knowing, and to use both of these eyes together for the 
bene�t of all” ( Bartlett, Marshall & Marshall 2012: 331–340). In terms of 
being, the boundary spanners embody a mutually constituting, intersubjective 
presence with others. This stance allows for relational accountability whereby 
the researcher/teacher/practitioner attends to their own and another’s embod-
ied expressions communicatively. During the unfolding of coordinated com-
municative events, doing is expressed through an appreciation of experiences 
directed by perceived and conceived personal and social values. Out of the 
transformative potential of our re�ective synthesis of such redirected being 
and doing emerges redirected knowing, which evolves as an ability to mindfully 
direct changes to our identity and actions through critical re�ection (cf. Field-
Springer & Striley 2017). From this, we argue, emerges an “existential theory 
of well-being,” which can be seen as the foundation of a new vocabulary (rel-
exicalising) that might be helpful (cf. Todres & Galvin 2010). Hence, the 
boundary spanners demonstrate that research into the meaning structures of 
our lived experiences can provide us with a better understanding of what it 
means to be human in the world. A media and communication studies that take 
seriously its responsibility to describe the basics about the experiences of lived 

Table 18.3  �Axiological strategies employed by conversationalists

Axiology

Place of values in the research process: Enfolding research with praxis is important for 
empowerment of marginalised and/or silenced communities to challenge their 
oppression

Strategies employed by conversationalists

* They are intentional about desegregating different roles as it allows for a move 
away from ivory tower to transdisciplinarity.

* In their research and teaching, they actively deemphasise dominant perspectives 
and continually strive to elevate narratives of the historically excluded (this is 
about recentring towards addressing and elevating new and emergent approaches 
in as much as it is about recognising the self  and its own understandings of the 
material conditions that impact upon that life).

* They are open to theoretical inputs from different spaces and sources.
* They have a resolute commitment to the inclusion of lived experiences in academic 

work.



Relational Approaches to Teaching, Research and Praxis  355

time, lived space, lived body and lived human relation, i.e. our lifeworld, can 
allow its practitioners access to all understandings in our quest to improve the 
world (cf. Damsgaard et al. 2023). Altogether, a focus on axiology draws our 
attention to aesthetics and dimensions of relevant ethics responsive to social 
justice needs in African contexts.

Research Design

Research design, as we know, is a blueprint of the overall strategy and tech-
niques deployed in data gathering and analysis. The rationale for selecting a 
speci�c approach within the research design process needs to consider many 
interrelated decisions regarding context, value, relevance and �tness for pur-
pose. In our Afrokological toolkit, we emphasise relational ontology and rela-
tional and comparative approaches to the research design (cf. Tables 18.1 and 
18.4). Concerning a relational research design, we noted that it encompasses 
the strategy and justi�cations researchers provide for constructing a speci�c 
type of knowledge (methodology) linked to individual techniques (method/s), 
which can be part of an emancipatory approach. When operating from the 
margins, our scholarship must speak to the concerns of people whose choices 
are at stake. As such, relational research designs go hand in hand with rela-
tional accountability, which holds that research methodology be based in the 
community context and that the research approach must show respect for the 
relationship between the research collaborators, the topic and the researcher 
(Wilson 2008).

From Table 18.4, it is clear that a research design that cultivates respectful 
relationships is key to boundary-spanning scholarship in African media and 
communication studies. This is also because Africa, like other global South con-
texts, remains acutely aware of the interdependence of human beings and the 
central importance of relationships, as captured in concepts such as maat and 
ubuntu. In Using Indigenist Research to Shape Our Future, Wilson (2013), for 
example, notes about Indigenous people that “we ‘are’ our relationships with 
other people” (Wilson 2013: 313). The principle that everything is interwoven, 
such that it is unimaginable that a person or an entity could exist outside the 
boundaries of this network, is key to the Indigenous worldview (Tynan 2021). 
Thus, this perspective would implicate the researchers as networked beings who 
are themselves central to the social research process because they create (or co-
create) the research design and give meaning to situations and the data with 
which they work (Lapadat & Lindsay 1999). Therefore, it is important to recog-
nise that researchers and teachers, as part of communities, cannot be consid-
ered tabula rasa. In this regard, Saloshna Vandeyar’s (2020) observation on 
decolonising education in the South African context is instructive. She notes 
that scholars are not “merely conduits,” but rather “complex beings constituted 
amongst other things of an identity, value systems, beliefs and lived experiences, 
all of which inform their practice within particular contexts” (Vandeyar 2020, 
784). As such, scholars are constituted in and not outside of the community, 
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and this implicates the role of the researcher in relational designs. Key here, 
seems to be that, as researchers, relational designs demand that we cannot sim-
ply adopt an instrumental approach to social justice and research – we need to 
embody the justice we seek, even as we research for answers.

As can be ascertained in Table 18.4, we note a preference for relational and 
comparative research designs. These designs incorporate a dynamic interplay 
between the boundary-spanning scholars, learners and collaborators within 
speci�c historical, political, social, economic and educational contexts. 
Research designs that embrace the richness of context and the indetermination 
of change can enhance conversation among related �elds about the dynamic 
ways the structures of social relations continuously evolve. Communication is 
fundamentally contextual in nature, and, as such, we are always and inescapa-
bly accountable for how we participate in shaping the stories of our students, 
research partners and disciplinary �eld. In the Routledge Handbook of African 
Media and Communication Studies, we referred to these as convivial epistemo-
logical approaches that recognise incompleteness of all knowledge and, there-
fore, embrace approaches that seek to broaden rather than �atten knowledge 
cultivation. The conversations with African media and communication 

Table 18.4  �Research design strategies employed by conversationalists

Research design

Methodology: Methodology of the 
oppressed which is not driven by a 
particular method but rather by 
questions that emerge from larger social 
context. Relational and comparative 
approaches may provide answers to 
problems previously outside the scope of 
the �eld.

Techniques for gathering data: A 
commitment to public engagement and 
collaboration as a mode of intellectual 
production. Researchers construct emic-
etic participatory methodological 
techniques that also engage with lived 
experience.

Strategies employed by conversationalists

* They mobilise frameworks of respect, 
inclusivity and cooperation

* They adopt varied “smash and grab” 
techniques and methods that respond 
to meaning and identity of media and 
communication issues in the 
transforming African contexts.

* They emphasise techniques which pass 
the economy of relevance threshold 
and stand up to scrutiny.

* They deliberately engage with real 
choices/real freedoms/real limitations 
that real people live with.

* They are committed to techniques that 
enable us to confront crises and move 
the margins to the centre.

	 * 	 They engage research approaches and 
methods that re�ect local/Indigenous 
perspectives, beliefs and values and 
that centre the entire research process 
on issues raised in this relationship.

	 * 	 They engage in reciprocal 
relationships with communities.

	 * 	 They favour research approaches 
rooted in relationality, whereby all 
living things and the natural world 
have a shared history and future.
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boundary-spanning scholars demonstrated contextual and relational 
approaches in terms of their design. These scholars embrace methodological 
approaches which emphasise a participatory orientation built on strong collab-
oration, non-hierarchical relations and the sharing of perspectives throughout 
the research process. From the preceding, it follows that the critical character-
istics of relational research designs include:

	•	 Collaboration;
	•	 Voice and listening;
	•	 Trusting and reciprocal relationships;
	•	 A focus on community values, perspectives and priorities;
	•	 Flexibility;
	•	 Relational data;
	•	 Re�exivity.

In order to activate these, the relational researcher needs to be inquisitive and 
to develop a capacity for openness towards others, thereby providing an 
embodied, relational and humanising approach to research and practice.

Conclusion

From the foregoing discussions, it emerges that integrating several scholarly 
domains, including research, teaching and application, is essential for under-
standing the link between knowledge, ethics and action. We deliberately chose 
to lightly unpack the conversations in terms of teaching, research and praxis 
underpinned by the general principles of theoretical thinking. This allowed for 
a method of cognition, perspective and self-awareness, all of which are used to 
obtain knowledge of reality and to design, conduct, analyse and interpret 
research, teaching and praxis as well as their outcomes (cf. Moon & Blackman 
2017). The transdisciplinary focus of our Afrokological heuristic toolkit, fur-
thermore, makes an explication of the points of difference and intersection 
between a relational philosophical approach and others necessary. For us, such 
explicit making can generate critical re�ection and debate about what we can 
know, what we can learn and how this knowledge can affect the conduct of our 
discipline, its researchers and the consequent decisions made and actions taken 
for praxis. To this end, ontological knowledge directed us to the lived experi-
ences of the boundary-spanning scholars. This inevitably necessitates ade-
quately engaging with the scholars’ lifeworlds. From the conversations, it is 
clear that their lived experiences from an early age in some way, shape or form 
informed their contributions and decision-making concerning the discipline of 
media and communication studies. At issue here is the scholars’ capacity to 
explore existential aspects related to enhancing their various roles in media and 
communication studies. In this respect, we have only just begun articulating 
how this may inform work in African media and communication studies. While 
we do not pretend to bring unusual nuance into what happens in African media 
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and communication, from an Afrokological and decolonial standpoint, it is 
irrefutable that these boundary-spanning scholars are avant-garde intellectu-
als, forerunners of a �eld that is shaping up to be unapologetically African.

The conversations in this book themselves represent a relational ontologi-
cal, epistemological and axiological approach. This approach requires engag-
ing with the boundary scholars’ experiences and issues that matter to others, 
especially their peers and students, among other stakeholders. It requires relex-
icalising that allows us to capture the essence of “what it is like” to be an 
African scholar in speci�c contexts. An unpacking of the development of skills 
and competencies, as outlined by the boundary-spanning scholars, allows us to 
understand complex aspects of scholarship that are embodied, ethically sensi-
tive and sustainable. What emerges is a commitment to the relations between 
self, language (dialogue) and the other. A relational ontological orientation is 
crucial to foreground voice and listening. From the conversations, it is clear 
that such a relational perspective supplies a critical human and society-centred 
lens to interpretations of communication actions and the concomitant con-
cepts of ethics and accountability.

We argue that embodied relational understanding offers a complex episte-
mology that can give “heart” and empathy to pedagogy, research practices and 
praxis. Relational accountability expects us to be in an ontological relation 
with the world. As teachers, researchers and practitioners, we need to �gure 
out how to listen to and stay in the world in an ontological way that can allow 
us to step into decolonial listening. There is a need to recognise that an [rela-
tional] epistemology (knowing) and ontology (being) is based upon relation-
ships, and axiology (doing) is based on relational accountability (Wilson 2008). 
Relational accountability, therefore, challenges us to “… engage in the kinds of 
understandings and communications that can respect the full spectrum of self, 
other and world without fully reducing one to the other” (Galvin and Todres 
2012: 2). Galvin and Todres (ibid.) note that in doing so, “…we �nd a tension 
between our shared vulnerable heritage (our embodiment), the in�nity of oth-
erness (alterity) and the alive ‘more’ of the phenomenon that wants to announce 
itself.” They draw on Gendlin’s (2004) concept of “Carrying Forward,” which, 
in his philosophy of implicit entry, is a

… crucial part of what happens qualitatively in the space where shared 
meaning is transmitted and evolves between us. This communicative 
space is more than just me and you in an embodied way, it also includes 
our cultural, historical contexts as well as factors beyond this, our 
domains of possible meanings and horizons that transcend all the pat-
terns we have made of them.

(in Galvin and Todres 2012: 3)

This would also mean eschewing conventional academic formats which under-
pin scienti�c modes of knowledge validation, including contractual ethics, an 
objectivity stance and a distancing of the researcher (cf. Keane, Khupe & Muza 
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2016: 164). Crucially, as noted by Tlostanova and Mignolo (2012: 12): “… if  
decolonial epistemology engages in competition with Western epistemology, the 
war is lost before the �rst battle: ‘Competing’ means playing by the same rules of 
the epistemic game.” The question, therefore, arises: if our work is relational and 
geared towards an understanding of self �rst, what, according to these boundary-
spanning authors, would be core elements of practising relational accountability?

The 17th-century communication philosopher Martin Buber proves instruc-
tive in this regard. Buber’s dialogic-ethical approach to communication, distin-
guishing between I-It and I- Thou, contrasted with more mechanistic approaches 
(Buber 1970). He argued that an I-It focus either objecti�es the other or manip-
ulates them somehow. In other words, it is communication that assumes “I” am 
a person, but “you-it” is an object. However, what we should strive for, as often 
as possible, is I-Thou communication, where I am important in the communi-
cation, but you are also important. In this view, reciprocal relationships are key. 
Buber’s stand is that we should connect through dialogue in the �rst place but 
that such dialogue should be based on reciprocity. From the interviews and our 
explications thereof above, it is clear that the social relations between scholars 
and their communities have implications that are key to understanding the con-
temporary de�cit in ethics and integrity in communications, ranging from jour-
nalism to the “social” of social media as well as the institutions to which these 
belong. The boundary-spanning conversationalists are embedded in evolving 
African research contexts with their ontological lens trained on negotiating 
activism and intellectualism in politically unstable contexts. Some had been 
threatened, incarcerated or exiled for their ideas and actions. It was inevitable 
that their emancipatory roles required a nuanced capacity to deal with complex-
ities arising from tensions between public-facing and ivory-tower-facing tasks. 
The hostile contexts were part of the scholars’ academic trajectory.

Building on the African proverb that emphasises that what an older man 
can see sitting down, the youth cannot see standing, we would like to con-
clude by discussing the signi�cance of  relational knowing that arises from the 
status of  the boundary-spanning scholars in African media and communica-
tion. Through their knowledge and participation, the scholars have earned an 
unrivalled status of  knowing through their shared and own lived experience, 
observational knowing, participation in their community and listening. We 
argue that relational knowing transforms them both individually and as a 
community and from learning from previous elders. Hence, engaging with 
these scholars in conversation as we have done here not only offers key theo-
retical models and insights into the parameters of  hereditary knowledge pro-
duction but also signposts areas for improvement as we work towards rotating 
the centre to bring African knowledges into starker focus. Decoloniality 
demands that we care for and preserve the histories, narratives and cultural 
expressions of  the so-called “other” while also being guardians of  our own 
personal history and experiences. The conversations in this book ful�l these 
demands as we continue to build on our Afrokological project geared towards 
co-authoring our shared experiences into a cohesive story with multiple 
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perspectives and voices. While such efforts inevitably bring about gaps, shifts 
in focus, disagreements and reinterpretations, it is crucial that we understand 
the differential structures and processes that helped to shape our founda-
tional scholars and, in so doing, also gain insights into the shape and form of 
the discipline in contemporary African contexts. Within the context of 
Afrokology’s focus on social justice and human rights, such insight can help 
us to explore whether existing approaches to the interventions and the actual 
content of  the communication studies programmes in African contexts are 
consistent with remedying inequalities and injustice and promoting more 
equitable relations in the academy and beyond.

Our brief unpacking of our “read” of the conversations in relation to the 
Afrokological toolkit provides preliminary ideas on how to apply the heuristic 
toolkit in practice, but it also leaves some questions unanswered. On the one 
hand, the conversations emphasise and demonstrate that a human and society-
centred approach to teaching, research and praxis is necessary if  our media 
and communication studies programmes are linked to building not only disci-
plinary knowledge but also knowledge of citizenship oriented towards emanci-
pation. On the other hand, Afrokological thinking envisages epistemic 
reconstitution of approaches relevant to media and communication studies, 
which serves as an invitation for respectful representation and the emancipa-
tion of subjugated knowledge without notions of rigidity and arrogant cen-
trism. Hence, more work is needed to understand what decolonial listening 
might entail as we strive towards giving shape and form to African media and 
communication studies. The overarching goal ought to break the ideological 
mould to help extricate Africa from historical cycles of othering and extraction.

Sources Consulted: Conclusion

Achebe, C. (1994). Chinua Achebe, The art of … Paris Review. ​https://​www.​theparisreview.​
org/​interviews/​1720/​the-​​art-​​of-​​�ction- ​​no-​​139-​​chinua-​​achebe

Bartlett, C., Marshall, M., & Marshall, A. (2012). Two- eyed seeing and other lessons 
learned within a co-learning journey of bringing together Indigenous and main-
stream knowledges and ways of knowing. Journal of Environmental Studies and 
Sciences, 2(4), 331–340.

Buber, M. (1970). I and Thou. Translated by W. Kaufman. New York: Charles’ Scribner’s 
Sons.

Chiumbu, S. & Iqani, M. (2020). Media Studies: Critical African and Decolonial 
Approaches. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Damsgaard, J. B., Pilegaard, M., & Brinkmann, S. (2023). Embodied relational research: 
How can researchers’ competences in exploring existential aspects be enhanced? 
Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 37(2), 424–433. doi: 10.1111/scs.13125

Galvin, K., & Todres, L.  (2012). Phenomenology as embodied knowing and sharing: 
Kindling audience participation. The Indo-Paci�c Journal of Phenomenology, 12 
(Special Edition, July: Evidence-Based Approaches and Practices in Phenomenology), 
1–9. doi: 10.2989/IPJP.2012.12.2.9.1122

Gendlin, E.T. (2004). The new phenomenology of carrying forward. Continental 
Philosophy Review, 37(1), 127–151.



Relational Approaches to Teaching, Research and Praxis  361

Haraway, D. (2016). Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. London: 
Duke University Press.

Karam, B. & Mutsvairo, B. (2021). Decolonising Political Communication in Africa 
Reframing Ontologies. London: Routledge.

Keane, M., Khupe, C., & Muza, B. (2016). It matters who you are: Indigenous knowl-
edge research and researchers. Education as Change, 20(2), 163–183. doi: 
10.17159/1947-9417/2016/913

Lapadat, J.C., & Lindsay, A.C. (1999). Transcription in research and practice: From 
standardization of technique to interpretive positionings. Qualitative Inquiry, 5(1), 
64–86.

Mano W. and milton c. (2021). “Decoloniality and the push for African Media and 
Communication Studies” in Mano, W., & milton, v.c. (eds.), Routledge Handbook of 
African Media and Communication Studies. London: Routledge, pp. 1–18.

Mano W. and milton c. (2021). “Afrokology of media and communication studies: 
Theorising from the margins” in Mano, W., & milton, v.c. (eds.), Routledge Handbook 
of African Media and Communication Studies. London: Routledge.

Martin, J.R. (2011). Bridging troubled waters: Interdisciplinarity and what makes it 
stick. In Christie, F. & Maton, K. (eds.), Disciplinarity: Functional linguistic and soci-
ological perspectives (pp. 35–61). London: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Mignolo, W.D., & Walsh, C.E.  (2018). On Decoloniality: Concepts. Analytics. Praxis. 
Durham: Duke University Press. ​www.​amazon.​co.​uk/​kindlestore

milton, v.c. & Mano, W. (2021). Afrokology as a transdisciplinary approach to media 
and communication studies. In Mano, W. & milton, v.c.(eds.), Routledge Handbook 
of African Media and Communication Studies. London: Routledge.

Moon, K. & Blackman, D.  (2017). A guide to ontology, epistemology, and philosophical 
perspectives for interdisciplinary researchers. Integration and Implementation Insights. 
A Community Blog and Repository of Resources for Improving Research Impact on 
Complex Real-World Problems. ​https://​i2insights.​org/​2017/​05/​02/​philosophy-​​for- ​​
interdisciplinarity/ ​amp/

Nakata, M.  (2007). The cultural interface. The Australian Journal of Indigenous 
Education, 36, 7–14. doi: 10.1017/S1326011100004646

Ndlovu- Gatsheni, S.J. (2018). Epistemic Freedom in Africa: Deprovincialization and 
Decolonization. London: Routledge.

Patterson, M.E., & Williams, D.R. (2002). Collecting and Analyzing Qualitative Data: 
Hermeneutic Principles, Methods, and Case Examples. Champaigne, IL: Sagemore 
Publishing.

Reddy, K.V. (2008). Memoir and marginality: Representing subalternity of the Dalits in 
colonial Andhra. International Journal of South Asian Studies, 1(1), 1–11.

Sesanti, S. (2019). Decolonized and Afrocentric education: For centering African 
women in remembering, re-membering, and the African renaissance. Journal of Black 
Studies, 50(5), 431–449.

Tlostanova, M.D. & Mignolo, W.D. (2012). Learning to Unlearn: Decolonial Re�ections 
From Eurasia and the Americas. Ohio: Ohio State University Press.

Todres, L, Galvin, K. (2010). “Dwelling-mobility”: An existential theory of well- being. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Health and Well-being, 5(3), 1–6. doi: 
10.3402/qhw.v5i3.5444

Tynan, L. (2021). What is relationality? Indigenous knowledges, practices and responsi-
bilities with kin. Cultural Geographies, 28(4), 597–610. doi: 10.1177/14744740211029287

Vandeyar, S. (2020). Why decolonising the South African university curriculum will 
fail. Teaching in Higher Education 2020, 25(7), 783–796. doi:10.1080/13562517.2019.
1592149

Vázquez, R. (2020). Vistas of Modernity Decolonial Aesthesis and the End of the 
Contemporary. Amsterdam: Mondriaan Fund.



362  African Media and Communication

Waisbord, S. (2019). The Communication Manifesto. Cambridge: Polity Press.
wa Thiong’o, N. (1993). Moving the Centre: The Struggle for Cultural Freedoms. 

London: James Currey.
wa Thiong’o, N. (2012). Globalectics: Theory and the Politics of Knowing. Columbia: 

Columbia University Press.
Wilson, S. (2008). Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. Halifax: 

Fernwood Publishing.
Wilson, S. (2013). Using indigenist research to shape our future. In Gray, M., Coates, J., 

Yellow Bird, M., & Hetherington, T. (eds.), Decolonizing Social Work Studies. 
Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, pp. 311–322.

Field-Springer, K., & Margavio Striley, K.  (2017). Managing meanings of embodied 
experiences theory: Toward a discursive understanding of becoming healthier. Health 
Communication, 33(6), 700–709. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2017.1306413



Abdellah El Aroui 198–199, 201
Abeokuta 76
Academic Training 18, 136
Academic Writing 194
Accessibility 235
Activism 15, 103, 105–106, 173, 224, 251, 

266, 359
Africa 1–7; Africa Capacity Building 

Foundation 285; Africa Freedom of 
Expression Network 237; Africa 
Freedom of Information Network 
237; Africa Is a Country 174, 187, 
189, 192–195; African Agenda 2063 
237; African Centre for Media 
Excellence 152, 169; African Cultural 
History 328; African Diaspora 3, 7, 9, 
285, 349; African Renaissance 231; 
African Scholarship 119, 128, 216, 
236, 285, 292, 324, 341–342

African epistemologies: African 
Existence 324–325; African Higher 
Education 285

African Journalism 20, 27, 60, 62, 68, 
129, 144, 187, 229, 231, 243, 255–259, 
283; Cocktail journalism 56–57; 
Protocol journalism 56–57

African Journals 129, 283; Africa Journal 
of Communication 170; African 
Journalism Studies 129, 187, 243, 
255–258; Communicatio 33, 44, 48, 
145, 171, 233, 260, 283, 330; Critical 
Arts 103, 106, 109–110, 115, 117, 123; 
Equid Novi 129, 256–258; see also 
African Journalism Studies; JAMS 
129, 136, 169, 187, 260

African Media and Communication 
Studies 1–10, 15, 171, 214, 256, 279, 
346–349, 352–353, 355–357, 360; 

African Knowledges 141, 285, 292, 
359; African Theories 44–45, 57–58, 
171, 280

Africanisation 5, 40, 44, 94–97, 100–101, 
123, 130, 137, 141, 320, 324

Afrokological Toolkit 4, 347–349, 
355,�360

Afrokology 1, 3, 360
Agenda setting 119, 216
Akinfeleye, Ralp 49
Algorithms 216
Alternative Press 174, 177, 225
Althusser 109, 178, 224
Angola 135, 221
Anthropology 93, 98, 100, 109–111, 113, 

177, 282, 306–308, 312–314
Apartheid 34, 38, 40–41, 78, 103–108, 

110–111, 115, 121, 125, 174, 176, 
178–179, 183–184, 188–190, 192, 
220–222, 224, 227–228, 244, 280, 292, 
336–337

Apartheid System 221, 292; see also 
Apartheid

Arab Spring 206, 209–210
Arabic literature 198, 202
Armand Mattelart 224
Authentic Expression 335
Axiological Strategies 354

Bakhtin, Mikhail 200–201
Ballistic Missiles 290
Berger, Guy 36, 220–221, 247
Big Data 238
Biographical Methodologies 340
Birkbeck College 183
Black Capitalism 176
Black Consciousness 176, 222, 335
Bloomberg 49, 52, 54, 60, 70

Index



364  Index

Brain Drain 304
Brexit 138, 217
BRICS 258–259
Broadcasting: BBC 76, 84, 94, 207, 226, 

229, 286; BCNN 76; BEN Television 
88; Broadcasting Council 152, 
162–163; Channel 4, 226; Ghana 
Broadcasting Corporation 15–16; 
SABC 34, 93, 95, 116, 123, 125–126, 
128, 133, 139, 158, 174, 176, 185–186, 
190, 192, 222, 230

Bureaucratisation 15, 31, 113
Business models 22, 206, 218

Cambridge Analytica 148, 217, 316
Cameroon 231, 306–307, 314–315
Cape Town 33, 93, 129, 136, 175–176, 

179, 182, 188, 194, 196, 226–227, 
244,�306

Carey, James 200
Censorship 41–42, 47, 135, 178, 208, 218
Channels 24–25, 53, 81, 84, 89, 137, 

176–177, 233, 237, 317, 330
Chasi, Colin 280, 324–325
Chibita, Monica 94, 152
Chiumbu, Sarah 261–262, 279
Citizenship 140, 190, 259, 285, 295–297, 

300, 303–304, 360
City Press 176, 180
Civic Action 301
Civic Engagement 285, 299
Class Analysis 188
CODESRIA 306, 314
Cold War 118, 286
Collaborative work 90
Colonial Experience 94, 156, 241
Colonialism 59, 101, 149, 188, 278, 292, 

334, 336–337
Columbia University 28
Commonwealth scholar 73
Communication associations 143; 

IAMCR 119, 123, 128–129, 183, 235, 
240, 339; SACOMM 11, 14, 119, 123, 
129–130, 132, 143, 145, 171, 187–188, 
191, 196, 283, 308

Communication Ethics 37, 43
Communication Research 9, 17, 35, 89, 

108, 134, 141, 147, 243, 306, 337
Communication Science 33–36, 39–40, 

121, 223, 308, 325, 344
Communications Authority of Kenya 141
Community 34; Community Media 45, 

229; Community Radio 123, 135, 228, 
230; Community Spaces 220

Comparative Perspective 290
Computer Assisted Journalism 230
Constructivist Ontologies 350
Consultancies 31, 214
Conviviality 9–10, 317–319; Convivial 

Epistemologies 306–307
Corporate communication 198
Corruption Syndrome 31
Crimes Against Journalists 235
Critical Discourse Analysis 295
Critical Engagement 15, 111
Critical indigenous methodologies 103, 

112, 351
Critical Interrogations 311
Critical Media Studies 92, 279
Critical Pedagogies 351
Critical political economy 152, 154, 157, 

159, 273, 289, 299; see also 
Decoloniality

Critical Race Theory 293, 297
Critical Theory 37–39, 120, 261, 269
Crossroads 11, 309, 312–314, 316, 320
Cultural Imperialism 23, 289
Cultural Insights 103, 351
Cultural interface 5, 11, 13
Cultural Production 196
Cultural Studies 91–93, 108–110, 116, 

119–121, 123, 127–128, 200–203, 
262–263, 293–296, 333, 343–344, 346

Curriculum development 148; Curricula 
7, 11, 27, 114, 118, 120, 135, 164–165, 
329, 352; French curriculum 198, 202

Daily Dispatch 222
Decolonial Listening 358, 360
Decolonial Space 15
Decolonial Theory 138, 246, 275–276
Decolonial Turn 2, 7, 10, 43, 69, 118, 

138, 172, 188, 216–217, 241, 249, 
261–263, 265, 267, 269, 271, 273, 275, 
277, 279, 281, 283, 294, 302–303

Decolonisation 5, 8, 10, 33, 37, 43–44, 118, 
138, 217, 220, 229, 271–272, 274, 282, 
311, 320–321, 324, 329, 333–334, 349

Decoloniality 71, 136, 141, 251–253, 261, 
272–284, 343, 350, 353, 359

Democracy 61–62
Democratic Governance 305
Democratisation 18–19, 89, 96
Development 19
Development communication 76
Development Studies 109, 116, 124, 223, 

264, 269, 285
Development Theory 223



Index  365

Developmental journalism 63, 65; 
see�also African Journalism

Dhoest, Alexander 7
Diagnostic skills 117, 122
Dialectical Engagements 285
Diaspora 2–3, 7, 9, 73, 87–89, 109, 130, 

149, 184, 192, 253, 285, 294, 304, 
349,�353

Digital 5
Digital activism 173
Digital Africa 147
Digital Age 73, 344–345
Digital Animation 99
Digital Arts 99
Digital camera 209
Digital decolonisation 217
Digital Divide 135
Digital Media 26, 174–175, 195, 206, 211, 

270–271
Digital migration 147
Digital rights 198, 237
Digital turn 116, 122, 172, 207, 345
Digital World 230
Digitalisation 69, 89–90, 172, 216
Digitisation 37, 42, 47, 135
Disinformation 225, 235, 240, 243, 

247–249
Diversity 152, 161, 204, 206, 209, 234, 

241, 259, 266, 285, 288, 351

Eastern Nigeria 75–76
Echo Chambers 305
Economic Lens 334
Editorial independence 206
Emancipatory Approaches 351
Embodied knowledge 2
Emerging cultures 73
Emerging Scholars 7–8, 11, 35, 38, 47, 

104, 115, 130–131, 140, 173, 195, 239, 
319, 334, 344

Empirical Reality 308
English Literature 185, 199–200, 263
Epistemology 2, 141, 246, 349, 351–353, 

358–359; Epistemological 
Emancipation 4, 346; see also 
Decoloniality ; Epistemological 
location 3; Epistemological Mass 324; 
Epistemological Outlook 285, 291; 
Epistemological Strategies 351; 
Mainstream Epistemologies 324

Equality 220, 252
Equity 2, 113, 285, 288, 296, 298, 301
Equity Deserving Communities 296
Equity Seeking Groups 296

Esan, Oluyinka 73
Ethical Inclusion: Ethics 47, 144–148, 

243–246, 252–257, 317, 333–334, 353, 
355, 357–359; Ethics of 
Communication 333

Ethnography 313–314
Exile 106, 108, 224–225
Existential Crises 327
Existential Questions 326–327

Fantasy Spaces 316
Feminist Theories 302
Film 35, 37, 39–40, 47, 52, 73, 91–93, 

103–108, 110–111, 116, 122, 181, 
205,�265

Forensic Work 340
Foundational Conversations/Scholars 1, 

346, 348, 360
Fourie, Pieter J. 13, 33
Freedom House 198, 206, 211–215, 

270–271
Fulbright Scholarship 180

Gatekeeping 216, 224
Gatekeeping Theory 224
GCC countries 207
Generations 25, 115, 131, 137, 186, 191, 

330
Geopolitics of Knowledge 243–245, 247, 

249, 251, 253, 255, 257, 259
Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences 285
Glasgow Media Group 152, 154
Global Communication Research 

Association (GCRA) 141
Global Knowledge Systems 298
Global Media and Information Literacy 

Week 235
Global Media Studies 254
Global North Knowledge Production 

285, 292
Globalectics 352
Globalisation 10, 69, 89, 100, 118, 130, 

172, 216, 247, 271
Governance 66, 68, 112, 172, 218, 235, 

285, 287, 300, 305
Gramsci, Antonio 109, 178, 200
Graphic Communications Group 

Limited 15, 25
Grassroots Newspapers 226

Haraway, Donna 2
Harvard University 183
Health communication 61–62, 69, 

108–109, 111, 116, 329, 331



366  Index

Heidegger 198–199
Hidden In�uence 324, 331
HIV/AIDS 109, 116, 325–330
Homelands 292
Homophobia 304
Human Communication 37, 43
Human Freedom 351, 353
Human Rights 11, 19, 28, 125, 235–237, 

265, 360
Humility 308, 310, 318–319
Hybrid system 146

Ibadan 76, 240
IDASA 182–183, 185
Identi�cation 117, 188, 322
Identity Formation 245
Imprisonment 220, 223
Inclusion 6, 117, 154, 220, 259, 288, 300, 

302–303, 316, 350, 353–354
Incompleteness 10, 306–307, 310, 

317–323, 348, 356
Independent Broadcasting 16, 19–20, 28
Independent Press 19–20, 24
Indigenisation Decree 77
Indigenous Communities 292
Indigenous media 154, 156
In�uencing Policy 198–199, 201, 203, 

205, 207, 209, 211, 213, 215, 217, 219
Information disorder 207
Information Society 267, 270
Infosphere 305
Innovative Storytelling 174–175
Intellectual archive 1
Intellectual Career 330
Intellectual Curiosity 15, 30
Intellectual Discourses 285, 290–291
Intellectual elders 8
Intellectual Traditions 1, 297–298, 303
Intellectualism 15, 224, 301, 359
Interconnections 306, 310, 312
Intercultural Communication 117, 298, 

325
Interdependencies 312
Interdisciplinary 184, 245, 263, 338, 

342–343
International Association of Universities 

285
International Communication 

Association (ICA) 119
International Political Economy 261, 

269, 290
International Relations 184, 263, 267, 290
Internationalisation 123, 128, 137, 284
Internet giants 217, 230

Internet Governance Forum (IGF) 218
Internet Universality 235
Isidingo 186, 191
Islamic studies 198–199, 202

Jacobs, Sean 174, 241
Jamal Abdennacer 203
Jenkins, Henry 210
Journalism 15–29; Citizen journalists 69; 

Journalism education 49, 59–60, 66, 
165, 220, 229, 231, 235, 240; 
Journalism ethics 144; Journalism 
Studies 37, 52, 58, 68, 91–92, 129, 168, 
187, 227, 233, 243–244, 255–258, 260; 
Journalism training 19, 27, 66, 164, 
166; Online Journalism 27; Tabloid 
Journalism 243, 246

Kalahari project 103
Karikari, Kwame 15–16, 138, 321
Keane, M. 358
Khupe, C. 358
Knowledge production 282, 285–287, 

289–293, 295, 297–299, 301, 303–305, 
309–310, 313, 319, 321, 359

Knowledge Society 285
Knowledge Valorisation 298
Kupe, Tawana 91, 232, 310

Labour Movements 174
Lagos 49, 51–53, 57, 76
Language policy 152, 154, 160
Legal environment 206
Levi Obonyo 141–142
Lincoln University 50
Lived Experiences 5–7, 10, 15, 112, 141, 

174, 188, 206, 220, 255, 296, 348, 
353–355, 357

Local Content 137–138, 158, 163
Lorde, Audrey 3

MacBride Report 290
MacKinnon, D. 6
Mainstream media 1, 17, 73, 89, 168, 

209, 225, 265
Mano, W. 4
Marginal Position 327
Marginalisation 4, 8, 288–289, 299, 302, 

346, 350
Marx, Karl 194, 196
Marxism 98, 116, 118–119, 196, 201, 204
Mass media policy 61
Mbembe, Achille 5
Media and Politics 39, 263



Index  367

Media Consumption 227
Media Content 39, 47, 207, 248
Media development 146, 220–221, 223, 

225, 227, 229, 231, 233–237, 239, 241
Media Economics 268
Media education 165, 172
Media Effects 45, 178, 224
Media Ethics 37, 43, 246, 255
Media Freedom 42, 169, 237, 239, 246, 

256–257, 265
Media Genres 96
Media history 36, 61, 152
Media Industry 17, 23, 27, 105, 162, 218
Media Institutions 37, 208
Media landscape 37, 70, 217
Media law 163, 198
Media literacy 70, 83, 89–90, 305
Media Management 122, 227, 229
Media Ownership 295
Media performance 162–163
Media Platforms 73, 89, 207, 217, 248
Media Pluralism 93, 266, 303
Media Policy 35, 61, 116, 149, 160, 163, 

198, 261, 263, 274, 277
Media Politics 180, 183, 190
Media Practices 254
Media Practitioners 42
Media Production 310
Media professionals 67
Media Quality 42
Media Reform 96–97
Media Reform Actors 96–97
Media Regulation 146, 152, 161
Media Representation 45, 272
Media Research 34, 91, 97–98, 134, 

148–149, 171
Media Scholarship 172, 254, 261
Media Structures 180, 208
Media Studies 15–17; Media Studies in 

Africa 45, 136, 171, 186–187, 256–257, 
309–310

Media System 95, 98
Media Technology 47
Media Texts 89, 248
Media Theory 45–46, 171, 173, 225, 229, 

232, 256
Media Training 51, 224
Media/government relations 206
Media/Society Nexus 220
Methodology 18, 111, 128, 270, 300, 310, 

321, 331, 339–340, 355–356
Mignolo, W. 3
Military Regimes 17, 19, 87, 285–286
Military rule 73, 76, 85

milton, viola c. 48, 236, 272, 278, 283, 
330, 332

Misinformation 243
Misrepresentation 350–351
Mobile Telephony 135
Modernity 105–106, 201–202, 204, 

306,�352
Moral Philosophy 332
Multichoice 24, 81, 181–182, 185, 196
Multichoice Nigeria 81
Multimedia Approach 311
Mzansi 185

Nakata, M. 5
Narrative Ontologies 350
Naspers 34, 114, 179–180, 182
National security 68
Neoliberalism 115
Net Freedom 206, 214
Net�ix 137, 207, 217
New Era 226–227
New media 23, 39, 68, 98, 133, 152, 162
New Nation 177, 226
News aggregators 216
News Values 125
News writers 216
Newsroom 56, 126, 149, 153, 165, 

179–180, 231, 235
Nietzsche 198–199
Nigerian Constitution 55
Nollywood 79, 81, 83, 88, 97, 120
Northern Nigeria 75–76, 84
NTA International 89
NUSAS 178–179
Nyamnjoh, Francis B. 3, 10, 13, 98, 260, 

306, 338–341, 343, 348

Obonyo, Levi 141–142
Ofcom 218
Ontological Strategies 350
Open Access 238
Open Society Foundation 198, 206
Openness 6, 19, 64, 186, 235, 298, 338, 

343–344, 357
Orbicom 235, 240
Ownership patterns 206

Participation Studies 332–333, 337–341
Participatory cultures 210
Participatory Democracy 315
Peace journalism 57–58, 61
Pedagogy 27, 228, 349, 353, 358
Phenomenology 11, 352–353, 360
Photojournalism 230



368  Index

PIMS 182
Platformization 206
Pluralism 16, 93, 206, 209, 266, 303
Plurilogue 3, 5, 8–9
Pluriversality 350
Policy frameworks 218
Political Appointments 31
Political Atmosphere 15, 17
Political Changes 125, 227
Political Communication 180, 183, 185, 

188, 252, 285
Political Freedom 93
Political Identities 185, 196
Political Literacy 305
Political Science 58, 93, 124, 153, 

180–182, 184, 188, 263–264, 267, 269, 
285, 287

Political Studies 93, 177, 179, 223
Popular Forms of Knowing 310
Popular Media 100, 161, 185, 196
Populism 256
Positionality 3, 188, 243–245, 247, 249, 

251, 253, 255, 257, 259, 289, 294, 343, 
352

Poverty 2, 194, 241, 257, 268, 287
Practice 4–8, 10, 12, 16, 19, 21–22, 26–29, 

36–37, 45, 50, 53, 56, 60, 67, 69–70, 
75, 84–86, 109, 112, 144, 212, 220, 
224–225, 228–230, 232, 234, 308–309, 
346, 349, 353, 355, 357, 360

Press Freedom 15, 17, 19, 28, 61, 96–97, 
183, 234–235

Print Media 17, 34–35, 37, 47, 85, 95, 270
Privacy online 206
Provincializing 317
Public Intellectual 30, 181, 194, 251, 288, 

299
Public Opinion 36, 47, 182
Public Policy 141, 183, 300
Public Relations 17, 49, 52–54, 124–126, 

168, 178, 230
Public sphere 89, 127, 133, 159–160, 206, 

208, 293, 303–304

Racism 41, 322
Rapport Ekstra 174, 176
Rastafarianism 201
Reading Habits 30
Reciprocal Relationships 357, 359
Recommender systems 216, 218
Reddy, K.V. 10
Regulation 47, 55, 111, 128, 133, 138, 

146, 152, 154, 159, 161–164, 220–221, 

223, 225, 227, 229, 231, 233, 235, 237, 
239, 241, 261

Regulatory institutions 218
Relational 351–360; Relational 

accountability 1, 7, 353–355, 358–359; 
Relational Approaches 346, 357; 
Relational Epistemology 353; 
Relational Pedagogies 353

Remittances 304, 307
Reporting Africa 55, 144
Research Design 349, 355–356
Research Methodology 18, 355
Rhetoric 36–37, 47, 237, 316
RIPE+ 219
Rural Radio 17
Rykers, L. 3

SACOS 176
Sagamu 76
Salazar, Julia 196
Samora Machel 225
Sartre 198–199
Satellite Television 81, 181
Scalar politics 6
Semiotics 34–35, 39, 42–43, 104, 106, 

110–111, 116, 123–127, 129, 131–139
Shohat, E. 3
Shorenstein Center 183
Soap Operas 139, 177, 185–186, 190–191
Social Anthropology 306
Social change 73, 306–307, 339
Social Compact 300–301
Social Diary 85–86
Social Justice 6, 11, 15, 104–105, 

251–252, 257, 261, 324, 349–350, 353, 
355–356, 360

Social Media 69–70, 206–207, 209–210, 
248, 251–252, 359

Social Movements 180, 185, 190, 196, 
224, 261

Social networking 73, 89
Social Protests 257
Social responsibility 56, 252, 257
Social Science 18, 53, 141, 199, 204, 216, 

245, 306
Social Theory 121, 178
Socialism 190, 196, 204
Sociality 318
Sociolinguistics 152, 157
Source credibility 150
Soweto Uprising 222
Statutory approaches 146
Stellenbosch University 180, 243–244



Index  369

Storytelling 6, 21–22, 100, 144, 148, 
174–175, 238, 346

Striley, K.M. 6
Substantive Citizenship 295, 304
Sustainable Development 237

Technical Training 136
Technological determinism 209
Technological disruptions 207
Teer-Tomaselli, Ruth 105, 109, 114, 116, 

123, 177, 185, 187, 264
Television and Media Studies 73, 75, 77, 

79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 89
Television Studies 91–93, 123–124, 133
Tettey, Wisdom 285
The Audience 21, 55, 79, 89, 101, 148, 

216, 218, 255; Audience Studies 101; 
Audiences 73–75, 77, 79, 81–86, 
88–90, 95, 97, 101–102, 111, 116, 124, 
137, 154, 205–207

The Cinema of Apartheid 104–107, 111
The Morning Star 225
Theoretical Inputs 220, 354
Tomaselli, Keyan, G. 103, 171, 321, 329
Traditional media 148
Transdisciplinary 4, 9, 12, 121, 306, 338, 

342, 350–351, 357; Transdisciplinary 
Approach 351; Transdisciplinary 
research 4

Transkei 221
Transnational Citizenship 285
Tunstall, Jeremy 224
Twitter 89, 102, 195, 238, 251

UN Plan of Action on the Safety of 
Journalists 235

UNDP 285
UNESCO 164–165, 233–236; UNESCO 

Chair in Communications 123, 128; 
UNESCO Media Development 
Indicators 236

United Democratic Front (UDF) 224
Universal Access to Information 235
Universalising 317
University 11; Daystar University 141; 

Makerere University 152–153; 

Northwestern University 180; Rhodes 
University 51, 91, 93, 115, 179, 
220–221, 224, 244, 264; Uganda 
Christian University (UCU) 152, 166; 
UNISA 35–41, 48, 121, 125, 127, 130, 
223–224, 274–275, 281; University of 
Cape Town 176, 244, 306; University 
of Iowa 152–153; University of 
Johannesburg 11, 36, 261–262, 273, 
324; University of Lagos 49, 51–53; 
University of Missouri 50; University 
of Sharjah 198, 215; University of 
South Florida 199; University of 
Toronto 285; University of 
Witwatersrand 91, 262; University of 
Zimbabwe 91–93, 108, 262–263; 
Wichita State University 199

US elections 148, 217–218
User experience 216–217

Varsity Newspaper 178
Visual anthropology 111
Vlok, Adriaan 226
Voice 8–9, 95–98, 273, 285–289, 301–304, 

316, 322, 351, 357–358
Vrye Weekblad 177, 251

Wasserman, Herman 114, 161, 180, 187, 
236, 243

Weekly Mail 177, 225–226
Western Nigeria 75–77, 84
WhatsApp 57, 89, 102, 165, 248, 311
Windhoek Declaration 231,  

233–234, 268
WJEC 49, 235
World Bank 49, 51–52, 70, 223, 285
World Journalism Education Congress 

59, 220, 232, 240
World Vision International 152
World Vision Uganda 152

Xenophobia 116–117, 322

YouTube 89, 128, 209–210, 214, 311

Zaid, Bouziane 198


	Cover
	Half Title



