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Abstract

It is nearly a decade since most African countries embarked on what Samuel Huntington has
popularized as the “third wave of democracy”. The proliferation of paliticd indtitutions, the
liberdization of the economic and politica landscapes, the regularity of eections hitherto
unheard of in certain African countries, and a decline in military coupsin the 1990s, have dl
ggnded that a momentum towards democratic consolidation on the continent is on the
increase. Y e, these formalisms of procedura democracy have aso concealed a much more
profound pattern of declining press freedom on the continent, as African governments,
under the guise of condtitutional rule, have resorted to the enactment of suppressive laws
agang an increesingly criticd media In most of the new democracies, as this paper
attempts to show, new parliamentary bills that are hodtile to the media, are increasingly
being promulgated, and this includes countries that have traditionaly been considered
democratic. This paper posts the question that, given this evolving trend, and considering
that the media is the mirror of society’s freedom, can we authoritatively conclude that
democracy is gaining momentum in Africa?
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I ntroduction

The 1990s will probably go down in higtory as the decade of sweeping democrétic
reforms and Sructurd economic adjusments in Africa As one government after another
succumbed to growing domestic demands for political reforms in the face of increasing
disenchantment with military rule or one paty sysems, and as pressure for politica change
gradudly gained momentum from outsde the continent in the aftermath of the Cold Wa,
African leaders have found it increasingly difficult to hold on to power by force of ams.
Domedticdly, a combination of student activiam, trade union strikes and ‘watch-dog’ journaism
of the press were ingrumentd in paving the way for the new amosphere of politica pluraism.
Externdly, the linkage of economic aid by Western governments and multilatera inditutions to
Africa’s political and economic reforms was crucid in the democratic changes and economic
liberdism that swept much of African in the 1990s.

For African leaders, the new momentum meant that survival became predicated on
political adjustments towards liberalism, rather than the dictatorship or one-man rule of the padt.
Structurd  adjugment meant economic reforms and political plurdity. Plurdism became
synonymous with genera eections - eections that have since become the rule rather than the
exception in nearly dl African countries. As a result, nearly a decade after the first of such
reforms were launched in Africa, even countries that have not yet embarked on this
democrdization path now publicly acknowledge that, politicaly, the way forward in Africa lies
in long-term commitments to the vaues of liberd democracy.' Hence, virtudly al such countries
have had to publicly commit themsdlves, if only rhetoricdly, to the vaues that are essentid for
the establishment or consolidation of democracy. This includes support for political pluraism,
regular dections, freedom of the press, and the right of association. It is this picture of Africa as
an emerging democratic continent from decades of brutd dictatorship and the massive economic
mismanagement and socia misery of the 1970s and 1980s, into an era of regular eections and
greater involvement in the world economy, that has led to the oft wildly stated claim that a

renaissance is emerging on the continent.



Viewed from this perspective, Africans are now said to enjoy unprecedented levels of
political freedom, greetly improved human rights records, freedom of speech and expression,
and unpardlded levels of economic growth. In other words, the evolving dynamics are now
seen to have greatly enhanced palitical life for the average African far more than it was in the
1970s and 1980s.

But isthisredly the case? Isit not dso true that the growing enthusaam to celebrate the
little gains in the 1990s in terms of dectord palitics and economic reforms is perhaps blinding us
to the grinding problems of consolidating the new democracy itsdf? For how else can one
explain the growing internecine conflicts in many of the new African democracies? What can be
said about the lack of effective palitica oppostion in Africa today? Can we redly tak of Africa
now being democratic?

Answers to these questions require a much broader examination of the factors that
underpin democracy in generd, or a least those that are essentid for its consolidation. That task
lies beyond the purview of this work. In this paper | make ingtead a limited observation of
Africa's democratic process by focusing on the role of the media as a way of taking the body
temperature of Africa’s democracy in the 1990s.

| attempt this by examining the interface between the media and palitics in some of the
countries that have joined the democratic bandwagon in the 1990s. The media, after dl is a
critical ingredient in the trandtion of society from authoritarianism to democracy. As post-Cold
War politica events amply demongtrated in the former Soviet satellite states in eastern Europe,
the media reflects the nature and level of maturity of democracy in a country as no other socid
indicator can. To what extent has Africa’s decade-old democratization process therefore
improved the professonad working environment of the African journdigt? Is the average
journdist more free today than he was a decade ago? Has quality journalism spread in those
countries that have embarked on this democratic process? Do the congtitutiona laws now better
support the media? How are the proliferating private media contributing to the democratic
debate in Africa? In short, what role is journdism playing in Africa’'s new democracy? While it

is true that these quedtions collectively raise the wider issue of democratic consolidation in



Africa, | neverthdess, intend to keep the focus of this paper on the media as a key indicator of
socid freedom, rather than on democratic consolidation per se.

This paper takes as its garting point the axiom that the media mirrors the leve of
democratic maturity in a country, and is in turn affected by the maturity of that democracy. The
media epitomize what has often been described as the unfettered freedom of expresson of idess
and opinions in a society. In other words, it acts as the thermometer of measuring the
democratic body temperature of a country or society. In this role, as the editors of the Media
Sudies Journal rightly opined in 1995, the media supports

The democratic sysem of free eections, mgority rule, politica freedom,

politica equdity, minority rights, representative government and an independent

judiciary. And snce freedom itsdf means a lack of restraint, it is assumed that

media can operate unfettered a least until they collide with individud rights or

indtitutiond interests. Idedly, democracy and media coexist and support each

other through a process of negotiation hopefully amed a developing a

consensus about the public interest.?

The gpproach adopted in this paper reflects this view, but in a way that is pertinent to
the palitica redlities in Africa. In this endeavour, dthough | have given a higoricd overview of
the media in Africa, | have mainly focused on the years between 1989 and 1999, significantly,
the period when Africas “third wave of democracy” has been gaining momentum. As this paper
will demondtrate, the period shows that, despite the obvious socid reforms under way in Africa
¥, and despite the rhetoric concerning growing freedom under these reforms %4 the postion,
role and impact of the media are 4ill criticaly congrained by an underlying current of date-

erected impediments.

Theories of the Press

In discussng the symbiotic relationship between the media and government, it is essentid to
look at the philosophica and political rationaes that undergird media/palitics in generd. Thisis
necessary if we are to sat the media properly within the wider context of relationships and

control between governments and inditutions as they pertain to evolving democratic societies.



The fact that African countries have lately shown signs of embracing the vaues of democracy
makes it al the more imperative for a theoreticad understanding of how this change is affecting
relationships between individuads, the media, inditutions and the state within Africa itsdf. The
changing poalitical dynamics brings out even more criticaly the need to understand the interplay
between the media, as the mirror of socid and political freedoms, and politics as the ultimate
struggle for power in African societies, or in any society for that matter.

The four theories of the press developed by Fred Siebert, Theodore Peterson and
Wilbur Schram in 1956, provide, so far, the best philosophical and andytical bases for
undergtanding this complex role of the media in society. Although they refer explicitly to the
'press in their work, it is important to point out from the outset, as they themselves do, that,
what they redlly mean was the media in generd.® The firg of these theories is the authoritarian
theory, which evolved out of the political authoritarianism and socid relations that prevailed in
the gxteenth century in Europe. This was the period of the Renaissance, a time when politica
power rested soldly with the church and absolute monarchs of the time. Socid relations were
heavily influenced by the thoughts and writings of philosophers who held pessmidtic views of life
in the state of nature. This was aso the period when the printing machine was invented, and, as
the press grew in importance, a socid redefinition of the notion of truth began to emerge. As
Siebert, e d explan,

In that society, truth was conceived to be, not the product of the great mass of
people, but of afew wise men who were in a postion to guide and direct their
fdlows. Thustruth was thought to be centered near the center of power. The
press therefore functioned from the top down. The rulers of the time used the
press to inform the people of what the rulers thought they should know and the
policies the rulers thought they should support.*

Inother words, the role of the press was defined as doing no more than providing support and
advancing the policies of the ruling sysem. Criticism of government policies, in whatever form,
was grictly forbidden and ownership of the press could only be granted through aroya patent.
This tendency to perceive the truth as a preserve of the ruling dite, rather than asavaue
on its merit subsequently affected the notion of what was news-worthy. News became defined
in what the rulers deemed it to be, not what journdists consdered to be newsworthy. In light of



subsequent global European conquests, it was perhaps not surprising that this notion of the truth
and its pogition in the function of the press spread to different parts of the world over the years.
Within Europe itsdf, from the early parts of this century to the middle of the 1940s, the Soviet
Communists, German Nazis and the Itdian fascids, epitomized this absolutist notion of truth
through information control and a massive deployment of propaganda.

Other societies have no doubt also manipulated the public through such authoritarian use
of the media to reflect the views of the ruling dite. As we begin the new millennium, however, it
is Africa that gill needs to overcome this authoritarian perception of the truth and grant the
media freedom. It is this absolutist approach to the media that forms what has essentiadly been
the core of the recurring struggles between African journaists and politica leaders. The congant
problems of dictatorship, military rule, one-party systems and lack of democratic consolidation
that has formed much of the history of Africa during the past thirty years or so, manifestly attests
to this mentdity. It isimportant to see how far African leaders are now willing to give journdists
freedom of the pressin light of the democratization process under way.

The second theory of the pressis the libertarian model, a by-product of the philosophy
of liberdism that evolved between the saventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This was the period
of the Enlightenment in Europe, when individuas began to demand greater political freedom
from the authoritarian monarchs. Citizens began to press governments for trestment as rationd
beings, capable of making independent judgements on socid issues and developing their own
individua senses of truth. The period saw a generd rejection of absolute monarchica perception
of power and truth. Concurrently, a powerful middle class emerged, especidly in England, as
commerce expanded rapidly. Philosophers like John Milton, John Locke and John Stuart Mill
argued for intellectua freedom and the open marketplace of ideas. This was atime for a socid
rebirth underpinned by the notions of freedom of thoughts and opinions as the cornerstones of
the emerging change. The libertarian theory, which evolved out of this libertarian atmosphere,
argued for limited government and greater individuad freedom. As far as the press was
concerned, libertarians viewed it not as an instrument of government, but rather as a device for
presenting evidence and arguments on the basis of which the people could check on government
and make up their minds as to policy. The press, argued libertarian theorists, should stay



completely free of government control and influence. Given the genera demands for socid
change towards freedom, this view soon gained widespread acceptance in Europe and the U.S.
where it formed the basis for establishing that country’s Bill of Rights.

The essentid festures of this theory are that any individua with the economic means to
own a press should be dlowed to do so. Additionaly, the notion of “truth” was to be left to the
free marketplace of ideas, rather than government interpretation, as advocated by authoritarian
theorigts. In the words of media scholar Denis McQuiail, “the nearest gpproximation to truth will
emerge from the competitive exposure of dternative viewpoints, and progress for society will
depend on the choice of right' over ‘wrong' solutions’.® This means that the media was to be
dlowed as much freedom as practicaly possible, so as to promote political debate and
encourage a multiplicity of viewpoints on socia issues, as away of presenting the truth to the
public. The sgnificance of this theory to Africa sems from the fact that it helps us better
undergand the degree to which governments are, or are not, interfering with the work of the
media during the ongoing democratization process. It aso helps us explain what has dready
been dluded to; namely, that the rdlaionship between the media and governments in a liberd
democracy should point towards the open marketplace of ideas. But to what degree has this
actualy been occurring in Africa ance the latest efforts to establish and/or consolidate
democracy began?

The third press theory is the socid responsbility model, which is in large measure an
outgrowth of the libertarian theory, or, what Siebert et a refer to as “a grafting of new idess
onto traditiond theory.”® In principle the theory accepts most of the functions of the press or
media as advocated by the libertarian model, but questions the socia roles of the media under
libera principles. This skeptica approach finds its geness in the technologica advancements of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, during which the dze, speed and avalability of
information changed, while the new technology aso gave rise to the birth and expanson of
various new media, including radio, cinema and television.

Furthermore, with growing urbanization, risng levels of literacy and the growth of the
middle class, ownership of the media began to be concentrated in fewer and fewer hands. This

not only gave media owners a tremendous source of power, but made it increasingly difficult for



newcomers to break into the new media It soon emerged that the media owners virtudly
determined what sorts of facts, i.e, “truth” were to appear in the media. Thiswas afar cry from
the old concept of the press as a free marketplace of ideas and opinions that the libertarian
model championed, and issues such as libel, dander, and privacy soon came to take a
prominent place in public discourse over the role of the media Consequently, the concept of
public interest began to take center stage. Journdists were increasingly expected to act not
merely according to the whims of the busness community 3% which provided much of the
advertisements for the media % but in a socidly responsible manner that educated, informed,
and entertained the main consumers of the media ¥ the public % in abalanced way.

The fourth theory of the press, though less rlevant for this particular sudy, gill needsto
be mentioned, nevertheless. Thisis the Soviet communist theory, a product of twentieth century
Marxis ideology that maintained the supremacy of the paty over the Soviet population.
According to this theory, the press functions at the service of the party and state. Individuals are
expected to be loyd to the party and state, and not to criticize party policies whatsoever. The
mass media in the Soviet Union and its satdllite states reflected this ideology in its most origind
form, not only instrumentaly to disseminate government propaganda, but as part and parcd of
the party and state machinery. As Siebert et d explain, “in the Soviet system, there [was] not a
theory of the state, and a theory of communication; there [was] only one theory”.” And, in a
remarkable smilarity with its older authoritarian version, the crucid point of this theory was the
cregtion of unity in society as the key function of the press. The press was merdly an instrument
of the state, to be used, in the words of Lenin, as “a collective propagandist, collective agitator
and collective organizer” 2

The demise of the Soviet system and the end of the Cold War has rendered this theory
largely irrdevant in discussng contemporary policy issues regarding the media in Africa
Although a number of African countries, including Ethiopia, Mozambique, Angola, Seo Tome
and Principe, and Guinea Bissau did flirt with Marxis governments at various stages of ther
higtory, the globd politicd and economic redities of the late 1980s, as well as mounting
domestic pressures for politica reforms, forced them to abandon their belief in Marxism and
embrace instead the concept of liberd democracy, and with it more open media policies. The
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results have been mixed, however, as far as press freedom is concerned. Suffice it to mention
briefly that it was dmogt inevitable that in the aftermath of thelr experience with Marxism in
Africa, countries that adopted a more open political system were amost certain to register a
qualitative and quantitetive improvement of the media This sudy will look at the Stuation in a
few of these countries, and ask why media developments in those countries have not taken
uniform paths.

The four theories outlined above form the basis upon which the media have generdly
been andyzed in the past and will probably be scrutinized in future. Whether one looks at them
as generic concepts or as applicable only sdlectively, the philosophica and historica foundations
of these theories form in large measure, the bads upon which other media theories have
evolved.

Furthermore, while as theories they are largdly fixated on the beief that the function of
the pressisto provide mainly political news, their relevance as a bass for genera andysis of the
media in Africa is quite important. This is especidly sgnificant, snce the role of the press or
media is generaly recognized to have grown much wider over the past few decades. For
indance, media roles now recognize the different levels of political and socid developments in
different parts of the world, and aso the effects of the new media, such as videos, sadlites, the
internet and other new information technologies. These new technologies may well redefine the
parameters of the libertarian and socia responsbility press theories in the future. In fact, this
assumption isimplicitin McQuail's Development Media Theory and the Democrati c-Participant
Media Theory.®

According to McQuail, development media theory takes asits Sarting point the fact that
countries that are in the trangitiona stage from authoritarianism to economic and political reforms
could not be expected to have the necessary conditions or infrastructures to sustain media
freedom comparable to those that exist in the developed countries. In this Stuation, the functions
and gods of the press must be seen differently, especidly around the following themes: the
primacy of national development tasks (economic, socid, culturd, political), the pursuit of
cultura and informationd autonomy, support for democracy, and solidarity with other

developing countries™
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In other words, in emerging societies, the respongbilities of the media must be
emphasized much more than their rights and freedoms. In a sense, this theory accepts the notion
that, in developing countries, nation-building must precede media freedom. In the immediate
aftermath of Africas independence in the 1960s, it was a theme that was quite popular among
African paliticians and academics dike. It fitted with what African paliticians then preached that
there was a need to unite and build the new nations first before democracy could gain ground.
The expectation was that the media would be part of this process in an insrumenta way that
both de-emphasized critica appraisal of the leaders performances and advocated nationa
unity.

As far as democratic-participant theory is concerned, it starts from the assumption that
the mainstream media, largely dominated by private interests or public monopolies, do not
accommodate the interests and views of minorities or smal groups. As McQuall explans, “the
theory supports the right to relevant loca information, the right to answer back and the right to
use the new means of communicetion for interaction and socid action in small-scae settings of
community, interest group or subculture... The theory regects the market as a suitable
indtitutiona form, as well as dl ‘top-down’ professond provison and control. Participation and
interaction are key concepts.”** In Africa, this theory finds its practicad expresson in community
radio stations and rural newspapers, and may include the call for developing the ord tradition as

ameans of mass communication on the continent.

Emergence and Historical Overview of the Pressin Africa

The higtoricd evolution of the mediain Africareflects to alarge degree afamiliar pattern
that has existed in other parts of the world where colonid rule has prevailed. This has included
the rise of the private press, the birth of colonid government newspapers, the missonary press,
and the emergence of nationdist papers as ingruments for fighting colonia repression. Within
this setting, the authoritarian media has evolved interchangesbly with the libertarian modd. Thus,
it has not been uncommon to find phases of the libertarian press only to be followed immediately

by authoritarian policies and, thereafter, to revert to some form of libertarianism.



On a genead levd, this reflects the pattern of political developments in Africa itsdf,
where democratic rule, military regimes, and one party systems, have often followed each other
interchangegbly. Although as far as the media itsdf is concerned, this pattern was not dways
reflective of al countries, the overdl trend was symptomatic of the political Stuation in
respective countries. That iswhy countries like Nigeria have in the past had some of the liveliest
newspapers a a time when the country was being ruled by some of the most ruthless military
dictators. It isareflection of the uneven evolution of the mediain Africa

Sgnificantly, alarge share of this had to do with the nature of colonid rule, despite the
fact that the press indudtry in Africa began long before the continent was partitioned by
European countries during the infamous Berlin Conference of 1885.* Colonidism in Africa was
essentialy an authoritarian mode of governance whose nature was reflected negetively both on
African societies and the media. The dow flowering of the press in the then Belgian Congo and
the Portuguese colonies, for instance, was symptomatic of the bruta experience those countries
underwent under Belgian and Portuguese colonid rule. In what was to become the British West
African colonies, on the other hand, the press emerged long before colonidism itsdf had been
indtituted. There, especidly in Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast (Ghana) and Nigeria, the press
took a central politica role quite early, a trend that eventudly spread to other parts of the
continent. Because of the power associated with the media, politics and the press became
complimentary to each other, with many journdists eventualy ending up as politicdians. Many
a0 used their position as journdists to become the most vocd advocates for Africa's political
independence.

The Cape Town Gazette and African Advertiser led Africain the publishing industry
by becoming, on August 16, 1800, the first newspaper ever to be published on the continent
This was nearly 150 years after Dutch settlers first arrived at the Cape of Good Hope in South
Africa, and a least eighty five years before Africa was partitioned by European imperid
powers. But the paper’s groundbreaking appearance in Cape Town was to prove only a
journaigtic teaser. Within three months of its first gppearance, the paper folded. There is no
record to show why Africa’s first newspaper suffered this sudden desth, but one can hazard a

guess or two as to possble reasons for its early demise. Firg, it is concevable that the
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newspaper was being run by nonjourndids, perhaps a group of volunteers without any
journdigtic training at al. These were probably amateurs who had no experience whatsoever in
running a successful press. The proprietors of the newspaper might have found out only too late
that such issues as newsgathering, obtaining newsprint, and distribution required a much more
solid financia base and better organization than they firgt thought. It is conceivable that such
problems may have affected the profitability and quality of the newspaper.

In any case, after nearly 150 years without a newspaper, one can only conclude that the
press appeared to have been quite low in the priory of the white settlers in South Africa, or that
the prevailing politica sysem was too authoritarian for an independent press. Thisis plausble
consdering the fact that it took a further twenty four years before another newspaper appeared
in South Africa. Another possible reason is fact that the extractive settler economy based on
gold mining and the explaitation of black labour did not require commercid advertissments in
order to sdl the product. Gold was mined locally but sold abroad, and whatever competition
existed among the owners of the gold mines, as the main business preoccupation & the time, it
did not rise to the level of seeking to advertise the products in order to capture a particular
domestic market. Labour, forcibly obtained as it was, was chegp and profits were high. As a
result it is possble that the Cape Town Gazette and African Advertiser carried no adverts
that could have conceivably sustained it during its firgt infant months. The cogt of running the
paper probably turned out to be too high for the owners of the paper, hence, forcing it to fold
prematurely.

The following year, in February 1801, The Royal Gazette and Serra Leone
Advertiser appeared in the streets of the Sierra Leonian capitd, Fregtown. Sierra Leone had
been created in 1792 as a specid West Africa colony for freed daves returning from North
America. The appearance of The Royal Gazette and Serra Leone Advertiser was a
momentous occasion for the new citizens of Sierra Leone. It became the main forum for raising
political consciousness especialy within the more educated dite. The editors tried hard to use
the newspaper to raly Sierra Leonians around the issues of unity and peace. In this setting
libertarianism and what became known much later as “socid responshility journdism” were

emerging concurrently.
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Despite this seemingly libertarian beginning, the paper lasted for only one year before
folding, largely due to the fact that its English printers abandoned the publishing industry in 1802
in favour of the dave trade™® The long-term surviva of the newspaper had been heavily
mortgeged to the profitability of the printing press, which gpparently, was not owned by the
publishers of the newspaper. With the printers gone, the newspaper was therefore forced to
close down.

Neverthdess, unlike the experience in South Africa, the seeds of journalism had been
sown. As Frank Barton accurately explains, “the idea of newspapers began to spread, dowly at
firgt, then more rapidly and eventualy dmogt like a bush fire out of control throughout the
coastal belt of West Africa’.** Present-day Ghana, then known as the Gold Coadt, had its first
newspaper in 1822 with the publication of the handwritten Royal Gold Coast Gazette and
Commercial Intelligencer. Liberia's first newspaper, the Liberia Herald, first appeared in
1826. Nigeria, on the other hand, saw its first paper, Iwe Irohin, in 1859. By this time the
newspaper industry had spread throughout much of the English-spesking West African region.

Of great import here is the fact that these early newspapers set the tenor that in the long
run provided a powerful forum for politica struggles between the Africans and the colonid
powers. Papers like the Liberia Herald had been paticularly vocd quite early on agangt
European oppression. Other African-owned newspapers soon took on this mantle and started
combining entrepreneurship with political advocacy. In Nigeria, the man who was later to
become the country’s firs Prime Miniger, journdiss Nnamdi Azikiwe had ten newspapers
under his control. His palitical adversary, Abafemi Awolowo, leader of a mgor political party
owned as many as fourteen newspapers. By the time colonid rule findly came to an end in
British West Africa, atota of 227 newspapers had been published over the years in different
countriesin the region. Sierra Leone done had seen fifty two, the Gold Coast (Ghana) boasted
afigure of seventy, Nigeria had a totd of 100, while Gambia had five. These were impressve
figures, considering the fact that the facilities were poor and literacy rates, quite low at this time
in the region.

By the time the first newspaper gppeared in Eagt Africain 1899 with the appearance in
Mombasa of East Africa and Uganda Mail, not only had newspaper publishing become a
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lucrative business in West Africa, the line between journdism and politics had considerably
narrowed as well. While the colonid newspapers continued to publish government information
through dry offica Gazettes, and while owners or editors of the private papers increasingly
catered for the interests of the settler community, anew breed of African newspapermen started
combining ther professon with politics. Jomo Kenyaita, editor of the firs Kenyan African-
owned newspaper, Mwigwithania, personified this new breed of journdist cum politician. He
subsequently became Kenya s firgt president.

In southern Africa, on the other hand, the evolution of the press took two parale
trends. There was the powerful white press, largely independent and with an economic muscle
that matched its Sze. This stretched not only to different parts of South Africa, but to the other
white-ruled southern African dtates such as present-day Zambia (Northern Rhodesia),
Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia) and Maawi (Nyasdland).. The South African Argus Company,
which controlled newspapers throughout the region, had interests that stretched as far avay as
Eagt Africa. Within the white press itsdlf, there were aso two trends. one that catered for the
interests of the Dutch settlers, and the other for the English speskers.

The Dutch presstracesis origin to the Cape Town Gazette and African Advertiser of
February 1800 mentioned earlier on. However, there was dso a pardld non-white press in the
region, particularly in South Africa. As Allister Sparks further elaborates, “between 1836 and
1977, more than 800 publications were written by or amed at Africans, Coloureds, or Indians
in South Africa. Some were smdl, ephemera newdetters of only two to four pages; others, with
white publishers, were full newspapers or magazines with circulation up to 17,000. No where
else was the indigenous nonwhite press as diverse, widespread and sophigticated as in South
Africa”® The vibrancy of the nonwhite press was neverthdess adversdy affected by the
authoritarian apartheid policies of the white-led regime from 1948, in which press freedom as it
is known in conventiond parlance, was subjected to the heavy drictures of the country’s
gpartheid policies.

Elsawhere in Africa, the emergence of the press followed a somewhat different pattern.
In the Francophone African countries, no newspapers existed prior to colonid rule. This may

have been incidenta, and not a result of some scheme to leave the area behind in terms of press
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evolution. The area had interacted quite regularly with the outside world in terms of minerd and
dave trade long before French colonidism was established. Bt this level of contact was not
ingrumenta enough to open up the possihility of creating alocad pressindudry.

In the end, a combination of poor regiona communication infrastructures and language
barriers made it dl the more problematic for the spread of the newspaper industry from
neighbouring English-gpesking countries. In terms of news consumption, there was tota rdliance
on newspapers published in France itsdf. When loca newspapers were eventudly alowed, yet
further drictures were imposed on the Africans. The colonid authorities decreed that only
Frenchmen could own the pressin the colonies, and that Africans could neither operate nor own
any newspaper. Until the middle of the 1930s, this ruling was srictly observed, which explains
why the first French language newspapers in Africa— Le Revell du Senegalais in 1885, Le
Petit Senegalaisin 1886 and L’ Union Africain in 1896 — were al started by African-based
Frenchmen in the Senegdlese capitd, Dakar. It was a reflection of the officia policy of excluding
Africans from the publishing industry.

In the Lusophone (Portuguese-spesking) countries, the dtuation was even worse.
There, not asingle local newspaper was ever published throughout the 400 years of Portuguese
rule in Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau and Sao Tome and Principe. Such was the
absoluteness and autocratic nature of Portuguese rule in Africa tha, in a typicd mode,
newspapers were perceived as indruments that could awaken Africansto their rights. When the
first newspaper eventualy emerged in Mozambique — the most important of the Portuguese
colonies — it was begun neither by the large Portuguese community there, nor by the Africans,
but through the initiative of a smal British community that had settled in Mozambigue.

This by itsdf would not have been sgnificant were it not for the fact that, this was
happening nearly 400 years after the Portuguese arrived in Africa. The Lourenco Marques
Guardian, named after the Mozambican capital, Lourenco Marques, as it was then known, first
gppeared in 1905 when the resident British community decided to Start a newspaper that could
facilitate unity and communication among its members™ For nearly fifty years, the Lourenco
Marques Guardian was published only in English, despite the fact that the mgority of the white
community in Mozambique spoke only Portuguese and the Africans, naturdly, their loca
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languages. News coverage was dmost exclusvely on events in England, with only a sprinkle of
reports about the community itsdf in Mozambique.”’

What this meant was that the Africans were excluded from this enterprise by language
and law. For the few educated Africans, English was dien to them. Even those who may have
wanted to start publishing in Portuguese or the local languages, the law prohibited them.

Post-Independence M edia Policies

The achievement of independence in much of Africa in the early 1960s and the
subsequent post-independence socio-economic imperatives affected the media in severa ways,
three of which are particularly relevant here. Firgt, and this must be seen from the government
perspective, asocid redefinition of the functions of the press was indtituted, akin to the evolution
of the notion of ‘truth’ under the authoritarian press modd of the sixteenth century. The new
African governments perceived the media as part of the machinery of state to be deployed in
facilitating the process of development in a manner that was thought to help achieve nationa
cohesion amnong otherwise digparate ethnic groups. In line with McQuail’s Development Media
theory, heavy emphasis was placed on the socid responshilities of the media rather than on
their rights and freedoms.

Competing politicd demands from the various ethnic collectivities and the search to
expand the economic base of the respective countries made the press dl the more important as
an ingrument for change. The new governments concurrently opted for politica centralism and
other policies that were essentialy designed not to encourage criticism of government policies,
but rather, to promote the spirit of nationdism in the new nations. The press, as the most
effective means of disseminating government views, was particularly targeted by this policy. As
Takirambudde explains, “A combination of an inadequate civil society as a source of effective
countervailing power, underdeveloped systems of accountability and the lack of sanctioning
schemes generated a perception of absolute power and impunity”.”®* Mdawi certanly
exemplified this absoluteness of power and the condriction of space for the civil society
(media). Only saven years after gaining independence from Britain, a total of 840 books, 100
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periodicas and sxteen films had been banned under the Censorship and Control of
Entertainments Act, which empowered the government to ban any materia it deemed criticd of
the government.”® Elsewhere in Africa, Smilar policies abounded. In many places, what hed
emerged under colonid rule as officid Gazettes, were gradudly transformed into government-
owned newspapers. Those that had evolved in the libertarian tradition as private newspapers
were nationdized or purchased by the new governments in power.

In Ghana, for ingtance, the Daily and Sunday Graphic was bought by the government
which turned into an officid mouthpiece, despite the fact that the Graphic was the most popular
independent newspaper in the country.® The Tanganyikan (Tanzanian) government did the
same with the Tanganyika Sandard, transforming it into what journaists like to call a lgp-dog
press. Within a few years, Zambian journdists were in a Smilar Stuation after the government
acquired the Central African Mail from private operators, renaming it the Zambian Mail. The
same fate befell the Times of Zambia, which was bought by the government in an effort to
centrdize the dissemination of government information.

Even church newspapers in some countries had to adapt to this conformist view of the
media as uncritica socid ingruments for unity and development. As a consequence, press
libertarianism was dragticdly scded down in favour of the authoritarian media policies that
African leaders preferred. At the same time, government-run and rural newspapers emerged on
the scene, in large measure, as a reflection of this imperative to nationdly disseminae
government policies in an attempt to bring about nationad development. In Senegd, Dakar-
Matin was replaced by the pro-government daily Le Soleil de Senegal. In Guinea virtudly al
medium of communication was brought under government control. Nigeria s federal government
set up its own group of newspapers.® Liberia and Niger certainly hed this in mind as the first
African countries to set up such rurd newspapersin 1963 and 1964, respectively. Their limited
initid success may have indeed encouraged many other countries to adopt a smilar policy
regarding the rura press. That is why by 1971, atota of eeven African countries had arted
rura newspapers of one kind or another. Y et, as UNESCO found out in a survey conducted in
1977, theimpact of these rurd newspapers remained modest, a most.”
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Secondly, the palitica ingtahilities that gripped much of Africa during the first few years
of independence speeded up decline in both the quaity and quantity of newspapers. A
combination of state-sponsored repressive policies againg journdists as political and economic
ingabilities st in, and the resultant salf-imposed censorship by journdists themselves, grosdy
affected the freedom and qudity of the media Hachten records that during the first twenty five
years of African freedom, a total of seventy leaders in twenty nine nations had been deposed
through assassinations, coups and purges. He goes on to report that out of forty one
independent African countries only seven dlowed political opposition, seventeen were one-
party states and another seventeen were military regimes. Between 1957 and 1981, forty four
nations were rocked by twenty magjor wars and forty successful coups.® During roughly the
same period, the independent newspapers that had flourished in the early part of the 1960s
began to register a qualitative and quantitative decline. Although quditatively, some newspapers
continued to maintain their journadigtic professonaism, overdl there was a marked decline in
quality. Nigeria is a case in point where, even though the press continued to flourish under
military rule, fewer and fewer papers became critical of government policies as the military
tightened the screws on society. Quantitatively, this trend was even clearer. According to the
United States Information Service (USIA), for instance, there were at least 160 newspapers in
Africa by 1966.2* Although, in comparison with other regions of the world, that may not be a
high number, this was sgnificant in Africa because it marked an increase of sixty percent from
the number given by Helen Kitchen in 1956 Yet, Hachten in a separate study finds that by
1969 this number was still stuck at 160 and had not registered any increase at al. %

Given asixty percent increase the previous decade this could only be taken to mean, in
effect, that there was a decline in the number of African newspapers. Further demondtration of
this trend is contained in a survey carried out by the World Press Encyclopedia which found
that while in 1969 there were a least 170 dailies throughout Africa, this number had declined to
124 by 1980. If one consdered the fact that only three countries — Nigeria, South Africa and
Morocco — accounted for more than a hdf of that total, then the picture looks even grimmer.

Third, Africals gradua economic downturn in the 1970s, continuing through the 1980s,
had amgor bearing on the work of journaists. With the exception of South Africa, revenue for
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the press tumbled dragticdly as the purchasng power of the public and busness community
declined. This meant in effect that newspapers not only became a luxury for the average man or
woman in the street, but that newspapers had less and less significance in peopl€' s day-to-day
lives. The daily struggle for surviva in the face of a spirding cost of living became more urgent.
By the end of the 1980s, the number of African countries unable to meet their basic needs had
increased radically from the previous decade, and average incomes were faling by as much as
thirty to forty percent annualy in the more affected countries. By 1990 done drought was
threetening atotal of twenty seven million people in at least fourteen countries, while nearly forty
million people had been displaced by environmental disasters and military conflicts?’

For the press, commercia advertisements that supported them in the past had al but
ceased. Newsgathering itself became an expensive venture, as infrastructures broke down.
Obtaining equipment and newsprint, even for the government-owned press, became coslly. In
ghort, journdism became a very expensve profession, especidly under the prevaling socio-
politica ingtability and uncertainty. The economic decline also meant that governments invested
less and less on education, which would have raised the literacy rates as an essentid ingredient
for the pressindustry, let done national development.

The end result was a steady narrowing of the consumption base of the press, since most
newspapers published only in the officid languages, such as English, French or Portuguese.
Coupled with the rising cost of living, the press became less and |ess attractive. Respectively, its
impact on politics dso declined in the 1970s and 1980s, especidly given that the politica
dtuation under military rule and the one-paty sysem gradualy became more and more
authoritarian.

It is under this climate that in the late 1980s the press, together with trade union
organizations and students, began to advocate even more actively for democratic change in
Africa They demanded more accountability from the politica leaders, and politicd pluraism
and openness by governments. Coincidentally, the internationd politica climate, which had
evolved in the aftermath of the Cold War, started coercing African leaders into liberdizing the
political and economic landscapes. These two positions, domestic pressures and internationa
politica dynamics, converged at a critica juncture at the end of the 1980s as ordinary peoplein
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the Street started getting agitated againg authoritarian rule. The resulting strikes and protests, as
the Benin and Zambian cases exemplified, were sgnificant factors in launching the momentum
towards democracy, with the potentia of digpatching resistant countries along the footpath of
the Philippines, where dictator Ferdinand Marcos had been toppled through what has been
popularized as “people’'s power”. For the first time since the 1960s, African dictators found
themsdves cornered by both sets of pressures, the only way forward being to yidd some
ground, dbeit grudgingly, over the issue of multi-party eections.

In the end, what started as a combination of workers strikes and media criticism in
certain African countries, snowballed into a democratization process through a number of
political reforms, such as the regigration of politica parties and the convention of Nationd
Conferences throughout Francophone countries. The liberdization of politicadl and economic
activities became the adopted modes of leadership styles. Elections, rather than military coups,
became the means to power. Y, for the media, freedom in its libertarian variant continued to
be dusve,

Democracy and the Mediain the 1990s

From the media perspective, a striking dement of this new found democracy was the
proliferation and expansion of the African media — predominantly the print media — toward
finding aset of principles or vocationa responsibilities to which they could address themsalves®
Within this setting, a sense emerged that the role of the media needed to be redefined to at least
include some of the libertarian ideds which would dlow for the independence of the media and
a greater involvement by them in the on-going democratization process. Journaism, as viewed
by these media practitioners, was a public trugt, driven by the professon’s sets of ethica
conduct to society, in which mediaintegrity arose out of upholding ethical standards, not yielding
to the political whims of rulers®

That interpretation, in turn, arose out of the media's own contribution in ending military
rule and the one party system in Africa— a feat which journaists linked to their own collective
sense of socid responghility to the population. After dl, the fdl of the communigt regimes in



Eastern Europe a the end of the Cold War had taught them that journdidts in transtiond
societies needed to take their socid responghility serioudy, if they were to make effective
contributions to society.* This often meant advocating for what commentators sometimes call
“public journalism”, or, what media critic Jay Rosen refers to as, “a desire to ‘reconnect’ with
citizens and their true concerns, an emphasis on serious discusson as the primary activity in
demoacratic palitics, and a focus on citizens as actors within, rather than spectators to, the public
drama’ >

Such views fitted well under the generd rubric of what was referred to earlier as socia
responghility journdism. Jean-Paul Marthoz's caveat in the influentid Global Beat Syndicate,
“If journdigts redly want to be beacons of democracy, fulfill their role as a counterweight to
power and be a conduit for citizen participation, they need to worry about more than just the
fairness and impartiaity of their reporting,”** echoes these sentiments.

To African leaders, however, the freedom the media were demanding was to be placed
within their own power postions and the wider context of nationd unity. This, in fact, was the
same argument that had been mooted during the immediate post-independence years in the
early 1960s. It was argued then, just asit is in the 1990s, that the media were to be part of the
machinery of dtate, and not to engage in what can be loosdy termed criticd journdism. In the
socid conditions of the 1990s, however, things were dightly different in that there was the
added dement of fear in the ruling establishments, especidly the anxiety over the untested
relationshi ps between the independent media and the vibrant opposition groups.

The heat of dectora palitics in Africa had sgnded a possible convergence of interests
between these two forces, and with it the possbility that the incumbent regimes could be
paliticaly out-maneuvered. Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe echoed the mood of his
African contemporaries when, in a 1993 exchange with journadists regarding the question of
independent radio ations, he said, “The issue of a broadcagting station that runs parallel to our
own is aticklish point because you do not know what propaganda they are going to broadcast.
We are a developing country and cannot afford the danger of sabotage and subversion from a
broadcasting station....You will find that the oppodtion papers in our country go out of their
way to try and hunt for those stories that damage the government” >
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Benin Presdent Mathieu Kerekou, the first African leader to be oudted in the
democratic wave of the nineties, was even more explicit over the cause of his defedt. “It was
because of journdists that everything has turned out so badly”, he sad> It certainly is
debatable whether journdists alone caused his downfal or whether other more profound forces
were & play agang his military rule. The Benin Nationd Conference, the interim parliament that
drew up a new democratic condtitution, certainly thought the media had done a commendable
job educating the public on their democratic rights. At the end of the conference, the delegates
publicly acknowledged the role of journaists in the restoration of democracy in Benin, a gesture
that paved the way for a parliamentary bill guaranteeing press freedom in Benin.

For journaligts, the new bill meant that, at least in theory, they would be protected from
such things as arbitrary arrests and detention without tria, which had characterized the previous
military regime, led by none other than Genera Mathieu Kerekou himsdf. So, while the
generd’s outburst may have been a result of dectora frudration and his evident downess in
accepting what was in effect, a new socid order, limited credit must dso be given to him for
respecting the congtitutional provisons that alowed for nomina press freedom, and the electora
results that set Benin as an example to be emulated by the rest of Africa in 1991. It is this
atmosphere and attitude that have led to the resurgence of the private press and eectronic
mediain Benin today.

His Ugandan peer, Yoweri Museveni, a sdf-declared opponent of multiparty
democracy, has not been as tolerant of the media. At the height of a public debate on political
plurdiam in Uganda, Museveni, in an unprovoked outburs, labded journdids criminds. “Two
types of criminals interest me in Uganda’, he bellowed. “Common criminas and journdlists.”*
To prove his point, a number of journdists were rounded up and detained for weeks without
charge smply because they had criticized the government's militaritic policies and anti-
multiparty posture. A few years later in April 1999, Museveni’s security minister, Muruli
Mukasa, echoed exactly the same words, when, in reaction to emerging critical journdism in the
country, he too declared that Ugandan journalists were criminals.

In light of the congtant harassment of Ugandan journdidts by the state, such statements
cannot be taken as unfortunate gaffes, but as a 9gn of political obduracy, reflecting in large
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measure, a hidden policy of a regime that has after dl, obfuscated the restoration of multiparty
democracy in Uganda since 1986. Other African leaders who have harassed, demeaned,
imprisoned, and in some cases even caused the death of journdists are: Togolese president
Gnassingbe Eyadema, Kenyan Presdent Danid Arap Moi, Ethiopian Prime Miniger Meles
Zenawi, Sudanese Presdent Omar d-Beshir, Cameroonian President Paul Biya, Rwandan
President Pasteur Bizimungu, Mozambican President Joachim Chisano and the late General Sani
Abacha of Nigeria, to name but afew.

By the beginning of 1992, these presidents and prime ministers had imprisoned atotal of
gxteen African journdigts, for reasons that ranged from insulting the president to causing public
adarm. Although this figure was an improvement from the previous year’s tota of thirty one, the
fact that most of these journaists were detained purely on grounds of their journaigtic work,
indicated that, far from the officid rhetoric of prevailing democracy, freedom of expresson, as
an essentid ingredient of democratic practice, was badly lacking in Africa. In Cameroon, for
ingance, there were sixty eight attacks on the media in 1991, including the cross examination of
thirty five journdigts, eighteen cases of censorship, seizures and banning; one expulsion; and
fourteen cases of physica violence or gross harassment by way of lega proceedings, desth
threats, coercion and pressure® A law requiring publications to be licensed by the
Cameroonian government enacted in 1990 was used numerous times to suspend the publication
of critica newspapers. In 1993 aone there were nine such suspensions.

As Abdoulaye Ndiaga Sylla correctly dates, “It is hardly surprisng that in these
circumstances, the press that disturbs the powers-that-be has difficulty in carrying out itsrole as
watchdog, supplier of information and ingrument in the formation of strong, hedthy critica
public opinion. The main difficulty liesin the state's conception of the press”*” Such views are
supported by concrete evidence throughout Africa. Take the case of Pius Njawe, Cameroonian
editor of Le Messager, who has been imprisoned, harassed and detained more times that he
cares to remember. He had to resort to having two bodyguards with him at al times. Kenneth
Best, one of Liberia's leading editors, was deported from Gambia, where he was employed as
editor of the Daily Observer, because, as he puts it, he “was trying to promote freedom of the

press in an areawhere media censorship is the norm”. Zambian journalist Fred M’ membe of the
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independent The Post is yet another case of a journdist who has been harassed by the state to
the point where many Zambian watchers thought he would flee the country or close down the
paper atogether in fear for hislife. But he has refused to budge. In 1996, the authorities banned
both the internet and printed editions of M’ membe's paper, The Post, after the paper revealed
that the Zambian government was planning to hold a referendum over the conditution. The
decree banning The Post dso made it crimind to be in possession of the paper, including the
orline verson. lronicdly, such levels of harassment which has become a common feature of
“democratic’ Zambia, had not been seen in the Zambian journdistic scene since the colonid
times. Tragicdly, such cases have become common throughout Africa

It is such ruthless atempts to muffle the independent press that have led the London-
based Economist magazine in September 1993 to describe Africas experiment with
democracy as “lull in the wind”, a reflection, in other words, of the ambivaent posture of
procedural democracy prevalent on the continent behind the electora facade, on the one hand,
and, on the other, a brutal suppression of the other rights associated with democracy. The
imperative for surviva by incumbent political leaders has aways taken center stage againgt long-
term and more profound commitments to the vaues that are essentid for the consolidation of
demoacracy, including freedom of speech and the press.

In the 1990s, a common feature in the harassment of African journdists has been the
use of the law in what isin effect a thinly guised attempt to camouflage the suppression of press
freedom. Throughout the continent, parliamentary bills are being enacted to redrict the activities
of journdists even further. Somewhat surprisngly, this includes countries like Namibia and
Botswana, which have higoricaly exhibited the vaues and conducts of democracy. However,
snce 1996, Namibian government officids have increasingly shown hodility againg the media
coincidenta to the enactment of the Powers, Privileges and Immunities Act of 1996, which
granted enormous powers and rights to parliamentary committees to force journdids to reved
their sources of information. Among other things, the act bars journdigts from interviewing any
member of parliament on pending legidation, contravention of which can lead to five years

imprisonment.
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Similarly, in Botswana, the government introduced a Mass Media Communiceations Bill
in 1997 to establish, a broadcasting board, a press council and the registration of newspapers
and the accreditation of journdists. The board and the other bodies are directly answerable to
the miniser of Presdentid Affars and Public Adminigration in the Office of the Presdent.
Under the bill, the police are empowered to seize any publication that is seen by the authorities
to contravene the law. Foreign journdists are required to have accreditation, while foreign
ownership of the media is redtricted to twenty percent. On a least one occasion, the bill was
used to deny World View Botswvana, alocaly based non-governmental organization, a license
to operate a community radio station.

In Swaziland a smilar bill was introduced in Parliament on October 3, 1997. Known as
the Media Council Bill, it requires dl journdists wishing to practice in Swaziland to register with
the authorities before beginning their work. The hill gives the government the right to enforce a
code of ethics which the government itsdf, not journdigs, has drafted. Violation of the code
leads to prison terms and/or fines of up to 100,000 Rand (US $21,000) for the offending
journalist. Swaziland journaligts first reacted to the bill by staging a street protest on October 7,
1997. They then embarked on other forms of quiet campaigns, not only to have the hill
scrapped, but to alow multiparty politics to be established in the tiny southern African kingdom.
Coming only less than a year after acting Prime Miniger Sishayi Nxumao, accompanied by
heavily armed police, entered the teevison newsroom on June 23 1996 to persondly ensure
that that evening’s news line-up was in tune with government policy, the bill has to dete left most
Swaziland journdigts afraid to do their work, and wondering whether they have any rights at al
as professionds. In Niger, Cameroon, and Togo there are draconian laws againgt defaming or
insulting the head of state, contravention of which can lead to fines ranging from 200,000 to five
million CFA (US $340-$8,600). Similar laws aso exigt in Congo where journdigts have been
sentenced to between sx months to five yearsin prison.

According to the media watchdog, the Committee for the Protection of Journdists
(CPJ), by the end of 1998, out of a world figure of 118 journdists in prison, Ethiopia had
twelve, sharing that number with Ching; Serra Leone, which in 1997 had no journdist & dl in
prison, had eleven by the end of 1998; Nigeria, despite making a move towards democracy,
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dill had seventeen by the end of the year. Reporters Sans Frontiers (RSF), another media
watchdog, adds that in Benin, athough no media professona had been jailed since 1994, as
many as four had been imprisoned by 1998.

But no where de is the redriction of the media more tightly controlled then in Ethiopia
and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where critical journdism is dmost nonexigtent.
RSF dates that in Ethiopia, the arrest of journdigts is a common practice, and they are freed
only after paying ruinous amounts in bail which effectively dissuade them from citicdsng the
Meles Zenawi regime. A total of thirteen journdists remained in prison a the end of 1998.
Between October 1992 and May1996, at least 219 newspapers, 108 magazines and two news
agencies were registered in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian Free Journdists Association estimates that
150 journdigts were prosecuted between that period for publishing information about ethnic
rivary or national security. By the end of 1996 only a dozen private newspapers were ill
publishing, as arrests and disappearances of journdistsincreased dramaticdly.

In the DRC, the RSF' s 1999 Annual Report gives this graphic account of the Situation
on the ground; “In the Democratic Republic of Congo, [Presdent] Laurent-Desre Kabila
maintains intense pressure on the country’s media, using officers from the flying squad to arrest
any journdist who dares to criticise the president or those close to him”.® Such are the
conditions under which African journdists work, making their contribution to the on-going
continental democratization process, highly minimal, to say the leedt.

Between 1989 and 1998, the period when Africa s democratization program started, a
totd of sxty journdists were killed on the continent in the line of duty, compared to a world
figure of 472. The African number, which according to the CPJ is much lower than that of
Europe and the former Soviet Union combined (131), excludes the fifty nine journdigs killed in
Algeriaand two in Egypt during the same period, an area not the focus of this study. The figure
is aso much lower than the Americas (117), Middle East (94) and Asia (78).

In a continent where conflicts abound and militarism is cherished, where life expectancy
is quite low and freedom of speech and expression are very limited, these figures are nothing to
cheer about, particularly when one looks &t the list of countries where journdists have been

killed during the past ten years. In descending order, the worst cases have been: Rwanda (17),
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Somadlia (9), Angola (7), Chad (4), South Africa (4), Burundi (3), Ethiopia (3), Liberia (2),
Nigeria (2), Serra Leone (2), Democratic Republic of Congo (Zaire) (2), Burkina Faso (1),
Congo (1), Sudan (1), Uganda (1), Zambia (1). In 1998 done, out of the twenty four journalists
murdered worldwide, there was one in Angola, one in Burkina Faso, one in Congo, one in
Ethiopia, two in Nigeria, one in Rwanda, and onein SierraLeone.

Despite these depressing figures, many African journdists have shown remarkable
courage and resilience in the face of such ondaughts by the state. Highly innovetive ways have
been devisad for deding with the repressve sate policies involving individua and collective
efforts. Many journdigts have fought hard for their rights through a combination of defiance,
professonaism, and lega means. In Niger, for ingtance, a private radio station, Radio Anfani,
has introduced what would be the equivdent of a phone-in radio, except that instead of
telephoning, listenerswalk in and discuss their grievances openly, be it about democracy, hedth,
the militay or human rignts® This, despite the congtant warnings, harassment and even
detention of Radio Anfani’s gtaff by the gate. The show is unedited, with the result that the
views expressed by the listeners regularly irk the authorities a great dedl. Consequently, owner
and director general of the dtation, Gremah Boucar, has been arrested, harassed, and
threatened numerous times. He has refused to budge, however, and Radio Anfani’s popularity
continues to grow by the day.

When the authorities in Burkina Faso, a country that boasts an abundance of
newspapers, magazines, radio and televison stations, banned the re-transmisson of broadcasts
from internationd radio stations in December 1997, a totd of four commercid radio stations
announced a seven-hour blackout in protest. In Uganda in 1997, the Uganda Journdists Safety
Committee (UJSC), which works for the protection of press freedom, unsuccessfully chalenged
the condtitutiondity of controversd press laws that have been regularly used by the State to
intimidate and arrest journdists. Smilar steps have dso been taken by the Tanzanian media
watchdog, the Association of Journdists and Media Workers, when in 1997, it chdlenged the
conditutiondity of the laws againg the media, in a bid to hdt the escdating harassment of

journdigs.
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In yet another incident of media reaction to a prowling state, a group of Mozambican
journdigts resorted to using a fax machine to disseminate their news, in the aftermath of a new
government campaign to harass independent journalists. The eventua product, MediaFAX,
subsequently became the leading source of domestic news and information for most of the
diplomatic and business communities, induding non-governmenta organi zations.*°

Regiona organizations such as the Windhoek-based Media Indtitute of Southern Africa
(MISA), Monitoring and Defence of Press Freedom in West Africa, and international bodies
such as the Committee for the Protection of Journaists, Reporters Sans Frontiers, Internationdl
Center for Journdists, Amnesty Internationa, Africa Watch, to name those that are better
known, have made equaly sgnificant contributions to press freedom in Africa by applying
pressure to the authorities to release detained journdigts. As Reporters Sans Frontier summed
up in aletter to Index on Censorship, “In the euphoria of Africa's ‘wind of change, it is easy
to overlook the difficulties and dangers that face a press il a the mercy of government whim
and military intervention. Time may be running out for those in power, but they show little Sign of
abetting their own demise by giving the press a free hand” .

Conclusion

The euphoria that greeted the new arrival of democracy in Africa a the beginning of the 1990s
has sarted giving way to more pessimigtic evauations of the continent’s palitics, as the quality of
democracy itsdlf, as opposed to merely dectora palitics, begins to be more closdy scrutinized.
Such evauations must take into account not just eectord politics, but aso the role of the media
in the democratization process, especidly the congraints under which African journdists have
been able to work within the new democratic stting.

As this paper has demongtrated, many of the impediments that the African media faced
in the 1960s and 1970s are till dive today. Cases of arrests, harassment, threats, intimidation
and death exig throughout the continent, to the point where even countries that have nearly
adways been democratic and have never in the past had military rule or one-party systems, are



now beginning to force journdids to conform to the government line of thinking. This is a
dangerous trend that needs to be halted if the limited democratic gains are to be consolidated.
Despite the rhetoric to the contrary, it aso marks a reversal of the little that has been
achieved politically since the beginning of the ningties. African leaders are Hill too deeply
geeped in the palitics of uniformity-of-views, and not in the habit of tolerating policy criticiams.
With a generdly weak oppostion, the mediain most of these countries are the only ones l€ft to
punch holesinto ill-conceived policies and expose corrupt practices that permeate much of what
we cal Africas new democracies. Journdists will aways be the mirror of society’s freedom,
and fortunately, African journdigts have come to redize that role as wdl as ther rights and
obligations in the on-going process of change. Their unyieding endeavours to protect freedom
of gpeech, expression and opinion, may well be the back upon which Africa’'s new democracy

will be built in the newv millennium.

Notes

! These include Rwanda, Congo, The Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, Somdia  and
Sudan.

2 See‘Mediaand Democracy’ in Media Sudies Journal, Freedom Forum, Summer 1995.
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3 SeeFred. S. Siebert, et al (1956), Four Theories of the Press, University of lllinois Press
Urbana.

* lbid, p. 2.

5 DenisMcQuail, (1994), Mass Communication Theory, Sage Publications, London, p. 128.
® Siebert, et d, Four Theories of the Press..., p. 75.

" 1bid, p. 116

8 Quoted in Siebert et d, 1bid, p. 116

° Denis McQuail, Mass Communication Theory..., p. 131

% 1pid.

" Ibid.

12 See William A. Hachten, (1993), The Growth of the Media in the Third World, lowa State
University Press, Ames, p. 15

3 See Frank Barton, (1979), The Press of Africa, Macmillan Press, London, p.15.

“ Ibid.

> Quoted in Hachten, The Growth of the Media..., pp. 18-19.

16 |_orenco Marques was the origina name of the present Mozambican capital Maputo.

7 See Barton, The Press of Africa, p.169-170.

18 Takirambudde, Peter Nanyenya, ‘Media Freedom and the Trangtion to Democracy in
Africa, in African Journal of International and Comparative Law, Vol. 7, No. 1, March

1995, pp. 18-53

19 Ibid.

20 See Clement E. Asante, (1996), The Press in Ghana: Problems and Prospects
Universty Press of America, Lanham

21 Hachten, William. A., The Growth of the Media..., p.24
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%2 Paul Ansah, et a, (1981), Rural Journalismin Africa, Unesco
% See William. A. Hachten, The Growth of the Media...., p.30

# U.S Information Agency, Communications Data Book for Africa, Washington, D.C.,,
Government Printing Office, 1966

» Heen Kitchen, (1956), The Pressin Africa, Washington, D.C., Ruth Sloan Associates
% |ndex on Censorship, April 1992, Val. 21, No. 4.

27 Tunji Lardner, ‘ Democratization in the African Media Forces', Journal of International
Affairs, Summer 1993, Vol. 47, Issue 1.

28 geeWilliam A. Hachten, 1971, Muffled Drums: The News Media in Africa, lowa State
University Press, Ames

® For journdids activitiesin eastern Europe, see Ellen Mickiewicz, ‘ Transtion and

Democrdtization: The Role of Journdigtsin Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union', in
Graber, McQuail and Norris, (eds) Palitics of the News: The News of Palitics, pp. 33-56.

% Jay Rosen, ‘Making Things More Public; On the Politicdl Responsibility of the Media
Intdlectud’, in Critical Sudiesin Mass Communication, Vol. 11, Issue 4, December 1994,

3 Seg, for instance, ‘ The media can be used as wegpons for change in IPl Report, Vienna,
Voal. 43, Issue 9, 1994

¥ Marthoz, Jean-Paul, ‘A Call for Committed Journdism’, in Global Beat Syndicate, New
York University, May 5, 1999.

¥ Andrew Medrum, ‘ The fragile freedom’, in Africa Report, New York, Vol. 38, Issue 5,
Sept 1993.

¥ The Sowetan (Johannesburg), August 4, 1992. Also quoted in Peter Nanyenya

Takirambudde, op.cit.
35 Persond communication

% See Index on Censorship, Vol. 21, NO. 4., April 1992
37 lbid.

% Reporters Sans Frontiers, 19 99 Annual Report, Paris



* For more on this see The New York Times of November 30, 1998

“ Joe Davidson records that though mediaFAX is not cheap, i.e, $50 Dollars for a monthly

subscription, the paper’s popularity has continued to grow. See the Media Studies Journal,
Summer, 1995, New Y ork.

“ See Index on Censorship of April 1992
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