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ABSTRACT:

The media democracy relationship has been disturbed by the tainted existence of democracy in Africa and similarly the difficulties that the media face in the African context. The objective of this essay is to discuss the media-democracy relationship in Africa and show how further research into that particular field can be used to improve the state of African media.
Introduction 

Most of the time when we get into the discussion of media and democracy, the most obvious preamble would be: the globalisation period of the 1990’s introduced or ushered in what can now be called the ‘wave’ of democracy. In a way implying that globalisation as an arguably new phenomenon has necessitated democracy in Africa. Banda (2007) spoke of the two waves which occurred during the colonial periods and post-colonial periods. Commencing thus, many theorists show that global conceptions (often referred as Western) that came in these waves, of the media and democracy cannot be transported and implemented in African contexts without problems. Nyamnjoh (2005) offers strong metaphors in the first chapter of his book to show that democracy and media cannot fit all contexts in the same way.  He summarises this at the very beginning of his paper when he says that “liberal democracy and Africa are not good bedfellows” (Nyamnjoh 2005:25).  Rao and Wassermann (2007:32) further explicate this observation by borrowing from Brislin (2004) and stating that that the “wrong assumption [is] namely ‘the belief of the universal portability of Western values’”. In that same place, democracy’s functionality in that same context has produced very many structural and institutional problematics including the role of the media. Most critics have used this detail, of the problematic, to either undermine or discredit the existence of democracy in Africa or necessitating ‘new’ formulations.
There has been a recent flow of literature and some discussions ignited about ways to heal the rifts in African democracies and media but in spite of this and what was mentioned before, with the exception of a few, there has been little evidence of this being introduced into practical life. This essay will try and offer suggestions as to how that can be done.







Nevertheless, the point of alluding to these kinds of discussions is to demonstrate the need for us to rethink our critical concepts. And yet at the same time we cannot reject our earlier concepts because they are non-African (Berger 1998; Nyamnjoh 2005; Rao & Wasserman 2008). We just need to think of ways that they can be managed and integrated so that they become adequate for our context, if they are, especially when they have expressed much value as democracy has. And in that develop ways to integrate the conclusions we draw from this thought into the social, economic and political aspects of our lives.  The purpose of this paper therefore is to discuss the media-democracy relationship, how the media can utilise democracy to better itself and then look at suggestions for further their integration in the African context.








Background

Several authors, including Andersen (1997), Berger (1998), Nyamnjoh (2005), and Masilela (1997), show that the relationship between the state and its society determines the role of the media in that nation. The position of a nation-that is the political, the social and the economic-inform this relationship between society and state. What remains unclear, and also a topic to be discussed later in this essay, is the role of the media in that relation between state and society. At the same we need to look at the media in and of itself. This paper is of course not trying to imply a direct causal relationship here but it is trying to point out the link between the entities.

It has been duly noted that to import “unreflective, conventional wisdoms about the way that the media is an important element in democracy” tends to be limited to the place that it came from: the global world (Berger 2002:22). For example, the global concept of liberal democracy, when applied, tends to ignore, undermine or misunderstand the complexities of the African environment (Nyamnjoh 2005). The liberal democracy is a democracy that gives priority to the individual and has no place in the communal democracies of African states but these have been adopted by most African countries. The point is that this form of democracy has had a propensity to destabilise the ‘community’ in African society and also much of its fabric. In the African media, media practitioners or journalists are “are torn between serving their communities and serving the ‘imagined’ rights-bearing, autonomous individual citizen” (Nyamnjoh 2005:28). What African states need is a form of democracy that recognises these communal democracies. Should African states then look for alternatives outside of democracy or should they find alternative democracies?









Nyamnjoh (2005:27) notes correctly and somewhat expanding on the view above, that the relationship or rather the gap between the state and the populace is quite large in African countries, and the role of the media is obfuscated by this relationship.  He further explains that “the future of the direction of democracy [in Africa] may well be in a marriage or coexistence between individual aspirations and community interests” (Nyamnjoh 2005:26). Sometimes there is a discrepancy between the needs and wants of the small, elite state and the larger, collective populace. It must also be remembered that African states have had a long history of conflict and sometimes subsequent violence that is ethnically based. Such conflict must be considered. In this instance, Nyamnjoh (2005:27) suggests that “cultural citizenship is as integral to democracy as political and economic citizenship”.
Rønning (1997:2) highlights what he calls the “institutional and representational aspects of the media” which have a great deal of impact on the democracy and the role of the media. According to Ronning (1997:2), questions on the relationship between the media and democracy have mostly been hinged upon a “modern differentiation between society and the state, economics and politics, society and arts”. The main issue is the relation of state and society and the success of a nation is gauged on how well this relationship can be harmonized, without creating between them dissident features. However, Rønning (1997) further in the paper claims that although the ideal situation is to have a link between society and state that cushions an interrelation of society and state, this is not always the case. And that fissure in the structure of nations is highlighted in and by the media.

Andersen (1997:216) in the same vein shows that;
“the mixture of texts in modern mass media is contradictory is not least a result of the contradictory nature of the structural position of the media in modern society: privately owned, publicly regulated, a go-between for both civil society and the state on the national level and an instrument for international legitimacy of the national power structure and an instrument for undermining national sovereignty in the process of globalisation at the same time.”

However, “the difficulties of the media in action must be understood not as failures [but rather] as pointers to [democracy’s] very inadequacies”.


Masilela (1997:30), in his discussion and advocacy of a “research agenda on media and democracy in South Africa”, speaks of the media’s ‘definitional’ power. Here, he shows that the media plays, or at least has the capacity to play, a role in fostering and maintaining democratic society.  What remains difficult to discern is what position the media must take in this role, whether as an intermediary between the society and the state, as part of a state’s developmental projects or as a part of society. As a result of the above points, Ake (in Masilela 1997:16) shows that “a unique African democracy is not something that will emerge from a rational blueprint: it will emerge from practical experience and improvisation in the course of a hard struggle”. And such applies to the media and its role in democracy. We need to learn from our own practical experience and history what worked has worked or can work and what will not.










These points are set here to situate the matter this paper is trying address. It did not begin with a sort of historical or empirical examples of the media-democracy relationship as these tend to highlight one type of problem in this relationship. For example, Berger (1998) like Nyamnjoh (2005) expose the problems of introducing ‘Western’ concepts to the African context while Rønning (1997; 2004 ) shows how inadequacies in the media can be addressed by democracy. Of the literature that was read and what was demonstrated earlier in this paper, these seem to be the underlying themes that could be found throughout discussions of the media-democracy, such as postulations of the difficulties of transplanting democracy to African contexts or ethnic tensions that the media must find themselves in. This paper is not trying to say that democracy is the only kit or alternative that can be used to heal the media in Africa but it is merely suggesting it as a solution.




However, there is another important matter to note before continuing. To a great extent the environment in which media is created or finds itself in, has an impact on its operations. But at the same time we cannot ignore the salience of the media’s behaviour in itself. Since we have taken democracy to be the ideal form of governance to direct behaviour and understanding, then measures should be taken to find out if the media themselves act democratically in their operations. Therefore, we are not only judging under what conditions the media can function well but also evaluating what ways the media itself can perform better, more “democratically”, to improve itself.









Several discussions either go one way of two poles when answering the question of media and democracy. The first pole discusses how the environments tend to make it difficult for the emergence of free media, which is believed to be important for democracy; the second looks at how the media in their behaviour can stall or misappropriate democracy. Very few have addressed this matter by involving the two and this essay will attempt to demonstrate the interconnectivity between these two poles. The following section is a discussion of democracy.
Democracy, what do you mean?
The question above is a deliberate pun that is important for this discussion, as it reveals two different levels at which the concept or notion of democracy has become ambivalent and in some cases misunderstood. On the one hand, it is addressing the word itself, as in to ask what it means, what are its postulations and expectations and so on and so forth. On the other, it is addressing theorists (rather their works) that have addressed the question of democracy, provoking them to explain and clarify what they mean when they speak of democracy, which type of democracy they are referring to.









When we initiate our discussions of democracy especially in the context of African states, we tend rely on the cultural situations of African societies as evidence that democracy cannot be translated without problems into the African context. Even more extreme is that democratic concepts are ‘Western’ ideals that cannot be completely transposed into the African of life (Nyamnjoh 2005). The cultural imperialism thesis is inherent in these statements as they assume that ‘democracy’ as a non-African concept is being imposed on Africa to her detriment and to the benefit of her former colonisers (Thussu 2000). Okinkalu (2000) adds that “to many of our people, the ‘wave’ of human rights and democratisation that ‘swept’ through Africa only meant optimal political turbulence and hardly a ripple of positive difference to their well being”. 








Indeed, an unreflective and un-contextualised transposition of the concept has not been helpful for the complex African context. However, this pessimistic way of looking at democracy has not helped either. It leads to the idea that democracy cannot be included in the African context because it is a ‘Western’ concept not suited to its cultural, social and political complexities. At the same time it focuses on the failures and short-comings that democracy has faced in the African context and tends to neglect in what ways it might have assisted. It also leaves the temptation to ignore the fact that there are several different notions of democracy. Duvenage (2007:342) speaks of liberal, republican and deliberative democracies. There are several more types of democracies like formal and substantive democracies which Andersen (1997:208-209) addresses.








As an ambivalent and contested concept it is worrying that few attempts have been made to clarify what democracy might mean for different people in different contexts, even though some theorists like Nyamnjoh (2005) and Octiti (1999) do specify what they are essentially addressing, namely liberal democracy. However, in most cases, theorists advocate ‘reworking’ and ‘reconceptualising’ the concept and support that with historical accounts of why or where democracy has failed or been inadequate. According to Odinkalu (2000), the fact that democratization was advocated and initiated after the Cold War and that it was part of the globalisation project has made it suspect. Octiti (1999:4) points out that all African countries “have had to publicly commit themselves, if only rhetorically, to the values that are essential for the establishment or consolidation of democracy”. With these ideas in mind democratization is then, sometimes, associated “with the accelerating encroachment of a homogenized, westernised […] culture” (Tomlinson 2003:269). 


These theorists indeed have a point but what is being expressed here is that theories are problematic and possess intrinsic tensions. Using that as evidence that the theory needs to be ‘reworked’ or ‘re-conceptualised’ or cannot be included in the African context is not rational. A theory cannot answer for everything and it is this basic understanding that might help when we discuss democracy. It is unfair to discredit and dent a concept to show that democracy is not suited for Africa, when the concept itself has not been determined. If it is uncertain what democracy is being spoken of much less what democracy means in different contexts, how is it possible to explain the media’s role in that frame (the African context)? At the same, even though Nyamnjoh (2005) was speaking of liberal democracy, it is important for all conceptions of democracy that the complexities of introducing democracy to African countries are to “be understood not only as failures but also and more importantly, as pointers to [its] very inadequacies” (Nyamnjoh 2005:27). The argument being put here is that democracy is a concept that can be used to develop and assist African media rather than a template to say how the media must function or the way a country must be. What is being said is that instead of instilling a normative, constraining model that says that democracy comprises so many administrative functions, with this much free trade and so and so forth, it can be a concept that guides behaviour. Yet still, whether or not it has worked for the economics or politics of a country is important but that is not the focus of this essay, the focus is on African media. Therefore, what this paper is trying to advocate is democratic activity that the media can adopt to better itself and at the same time show under what conditions this can be possible.   










In any event the objective this essay is not to discuss democracy per se but rather to discuss democracy as it relates to the media and vice-versa. Therefore, the focus will mostly be on the relationship between the state, the media and the public. Democracy, hence, is seen as the ideal form of governance and this paper is led by that belief (Banda 2007; Rønning 1997; Masilela 1997; Nyamnjoh 2005; Octiti 1999). Therefore, it is important to resolve whatever rifts that may exist within the concept such that we can determine what it can and cannot account for and in that giving the theory practical value.







Democratically speaking…

An understanding of governance includes the belief that regimes need public consent or support, whether they are a democracy or not (Waldahl 1997:184). “Groups are the most efficient instruments that [political] entrepreneurs [and leaders] can employ to achieve their ends” (Breton and Dalmazzone 2002:57). The interests of the state and the public then must, for the most part, correspond with one another or states can make it seem as though they correspond. An understanding of democracy as a form of governance is presuppose by ideas of “openness”, “togetherness” or community and “decision-making”, which are also key in the formation of public opinion or knowledge. (Waldahl 1997:184). Duvenage (2007:342) speaks of the same tenets but expands them such that “togetherness” means “democratic citizenship, the inclusion of free and equal citizens in the political community”; that “openness” denotes “the independence of the public sphere”; while “decision-making” implies “the private autonomy of citizens”. As a complete narrative, the citizenry must be able to make informed decisions on salient issues in society (decision-making) and they must be able to communicate those without the fear of being victimized or harassed (openness), and lastly, they must all be given an equal chance to participate in discussions and be supported in society (togetherness).  




Of significance at this point is to understand the basic tenets of democracy. What we find to be most important is that in a democracy, the participation of all groups and levels of society are important for stability and development (Nyamnjoh 2005). It is especially important for African states where populations are either extremely apathetic, evidenced by say low turnouts at Election Day or their participation is rather extreme, like the activities of this year's ethnic attacks in South Africa. It is not only whether or not people participate but also how they participate. The democratic environment also needs to stimulate discussion amongst people. Democracy should be inclusive, fair, free of restraint and the “role of the ‘people’s voice’ [should be one] that systematizes and organizes isolated aspects of society’s debate and provides guidelines and corrections to the work of authorities” (Waldahl 1997:187). These groups should feel that they are being heard and understood and there should be tangible evidence of their contributions. 




In the same vein Ake (in Nyamnjoh 2005: 35) advises that “the feasibility of democracy in Africa will depend on how Africans are able to re-create democracy to reflect notions of participation traditionally associated with the communal political culture of African societies”. The “key concepts [of democracy] are respect and understanding” as “democracy will not endure without democratic citizens” (Andersen 1997:210).  Andersen (1997:210) further states that democracy, therefore, “is civilized co-existence and decision-making at all levels of society”, that includes the state, social groups, religious sects and so on and so forth. It is very easy here to define democracy along the lines of “deliberative”, “republican” and “liberal” and one might also find that in the thesis of this paper elements of different types of democracies. We do not want to limit ourselves by defining this argument by a certain type of democracy and picking and choosing one that seems more adequate than another. What we are trying to look for in the current discussion is a conception of democracy that involves a dialogue and cyclical relationship between the media, the state and society and how each of them inter-relates.






Concomitant thought by Odinkalu (2000) suggests that “although not interchangeable, human rights and democracy are cousins in a relationship not much different from the proverbial chicken-and-egg conundrum” (Odinkalu 2000). That is to say, the genesis of the relationship between human rights and democracy cannot be placed as to whether fulfilling human rights (like openness and autonomy spoken of above) preclude democracy or whether instituting democracy conditions the respect of human rights. Nonetheless, Odinkalu (2000) expresses that democratization should in fact be done “with” the people rather than “on behalf of”, “for” or “in the name” of the people. His postulation basically put is that people’s participation in their society’s and national affairs is a human right that must be cushioned in democracy. Moreover, and in agreement with Andersen (1997) above, we must move away from the current portrayal of democracy as an “electoral event” but rather express it as “a process of making society more just and government more respectful of law and our rights” (Odinkalu 2000). Fundamentally, democracy cannot be limited to formal institutions like the government and the parliament but it must also be seen as part of the culture of society.










The part played by information and communication technology is an interesting one here. Banda (2006) introduces us to the notion of ‘cyber-democracy’. The concept of cyber-democracy allows for the expansion of the space in which democratic participation and coordination is possible. “In particular, it seeks to exploit the interactive nature of new media to enhance citizen participation in the running of their lives” (Banda 2006:6). According to Banda (2006), these actions could include political mobilisation and advocacy, forming of public opinion like on blogs and increased dialogue of outlooks. It is merely an extension of democratic activity and principles in to the technological landscape and elucidates new possibilities for the administration of democracy.








A salient and somewhat clichéd fact is that the growth of information and communication technologies (ICT) cannot be ignored. Although  “it is not exactly the panacea for all communication problems today, it holds great promise for linking many parts of the world, facilitating interpersonal, intergroup, and international communications (Okigbo 2007:107). The possibilities of ‘cyber-democracy’ then come to the fore as another space within civil society that expands the communicatory function of the media. Since, the media is part of civil society (as we shall see later), it must decide whether ‘cyber-democracy’ is something that it needs to look into or not. It adds dimension to the possibility of democratic debate even more so for identity and representation. The scale and reach of the media and the market potential that would be realised especially in the project to promote African perspectives locally and for the large African Diaspora, could act as incentive enough to further explore cyber-democracy. 










At the same the notion of ‘cyber-democracy’ points out that information and communication technologies have not been used for what they are worth in Africa. For the most part Africa is said to be behind or at least in arrears when it comes to technological development. Only a fraction of African populations have access to some information technologies as it is more developed in the urban areas (Nyamnjoh 2005). There is also an issue with things like internet literacy i.e. being able to navigate the Internet. Again, in most African countries network communications and connections (that includes television subscription services like DStv, cellphone tariffs and internet bandwidth) are still relatively expensive like in South Africa and Nigeria and in some other countries the infrastructure is somewhat underdeveloped (African Media Development Initiative [AMDI] 2006). It is because the technology is in arrears that African society has not thought of ways to integrate new technologies into its life much less think of ways to regulate information and communication technologies. But the possibility of navigating democracy with new media cannot be ignored and a consideration of this point will eventually develop African states. It would be grand to be able to vote for my new Prime Minister online one day.  

The responsibilities and functions of the media come to the fore at this point, as a part of civil society and the embodiment of the public sphere. If we are to understand the relationship between the media and democracy, it is “essential to look at the philosophical and political rationales that undergrid media/politics in general” (Octiti 1999:6). At one end, the media has a role in democratization, which is the process of achieving democracy (Nyamnjoh 2005). If we are to take the thesis of civil society and the public sphere, by way of engaging the different organs of society like the populace and the authorities, the media are a part of society and must act democratically so, in line with Andersen’s (1997) and Odinkalu’s (2000) postulations. Therefore, the media are to uphold the basic tenets of democracy by ensuring peace and stability. But at the same time and also arguably, the development of the media is considered to measure the presence and extent of democracy. Much of the literature read including that of Nyamnjoh (2005), Octiti (1999) and Masilela (1997) suggest that the relationship of the state and the nation will affect media behaviour and so will the level of democracy. Whatever the function or responsibility of the media, “ideally, democracy and media coexist and support each other through a process of negotiation hopefully aimed at developing a consensus about the public interest” (Octiti 1999:6)

Public Society and Civil Sphere 

The above topic is a deliberate play on words that communicates the main postulation of this section of the paper, which is that the public sphere and civil society are interconnected such that civility is gauged by how democratic the media, the state and the people are, notwithstanding our earlier suggestion that democracy is done with the people and not for them by the media or government. Therefore, the level of democracy in the media, state or society is measured by how inclusive, respectful and open these entities are. Almost central to our discussion of media and democracy are the notions of the public sphere and civil society. It is from our conception of these two spaces that we begin to further understand the role that the media plays in society and in democracy. Inside the public sphere and civil society is where it becomes imperative that the media act as democratically as possible.

The ‘public sphere’ and ‘civil society’ are also problematic conceptions in themselves as, according to Berger (1998; 2002) and Fourie (2007), the terms tend to mean different things for different people. In each explanation the organs that make up the public sphere and civil society are as varied as they are plenty and in some cases there might even be different public spheres or civil societies (Habermas in Biju 2007). Like what we did with ‘democracy’ earlier, what this essay can do to answer to this problem is to say what the public sphere and civil society mean to us and how that is embedded in our discussion. In some manner, re-conceptualising and re-contextualising to further explore this essay’s idea of democracy and the media. Let us take a look at these concepts.







Before we go further, one of major themes that affect the media’s operations in a civil society is that there is a discrepancy between what the media is expected to do and what it actually does. Firstly, the media is expected by governments to fulfil nationally developmental and educational roles. Sometimes, they are expected to be mouth-pieces for the state or their propaganda. But at the same the media are seen by governments as competing for power and also as trouble-makers, often acting in an irresponsible manner (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994; Nyamnjoh 2005). Secondly, the African media are unaware of audience needs because for the most part there are no independent bodies for audience analysis neither is there one that can survey the media market (AMDI 2006). Although, a Biz Community article (2008) places much audience interest in news, music and entertainment. An exception of course is found in South Africa where there are media monitoring agencies like Meltwater and Newsclip and also corporate surveys like the South African Advertising Research Foundation. Thirdly, the media itself wants to be an autonomous entity, only satisfying what they deem is in the public interest (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994). Ogbondah (1997 in Berger 2002:32) inserts also that “the media need to educate themselves on what democracy is and define what their role should be”.



Reframing Civil Society

According to Berger (2002: 25), civil society can be defined as the “aggregate of institutions whose members are engaged primarily in a complex of non-state activities”. This includes but is not limited to religious sects, non-profit organisations, trade unions and the media is a part of that. Against this definition, there tends to be a polarization of the state and society akin to the good and evil narrative; where the state is deemed to be bad while civil society is good but manipulated and wronged by the state. This stems from the fact that the there is often divergences between the needs of civil society and the state in many African countries mainly defined by politics and economics, disparity between the elites and the larger population. Furthermore, the tenuous relationship of the state to the media embodied in the legislative and regulatory environment for the media is often unfavourable at best or extremely harsh in African countries. The World Association of Editors (World Association of Editors [WAN] 2007) found “229 cases of editors, journalists and other media workers who have been harassed, assaulted, beaten, arrested, detained or imprisoned in 27 African countries between January and May 2007”, many of whom were detained for so-called “insult laws” that restrict media criticisms.

Either way, Berger (2002:26) warns against the polarisation of the bad state and the good media in spite of these incidents as it “tends to direct attention away from real or potential democratic qualities within the state itself” while also overlooking the misbehaviours and deficits in the media itself. It also misses the fact that state and civil society are interconnected even when the state is repressive or oppressive thus such a polarisation does not reflect the reality of the African situation or any situation for that matter. We must remember that “all regimes, from dictatorships to democracies” require the support of its civil society or the collective without which they cannot survive (Waldahl 1997:184). Even when the state is not catering to its civil society, it must at least produce the guise that it is or force their citizens to follow. Similarly, the collective cannot survive without a state for it provides law and order and gauges “the democratic role and eligibility of elements of civil society” (Berger 2002:27). So, inasmuch as civil society might act as a counteractive of the state (and maybe vice-versa) their interconnectivity cannot be neglected, even when the relationship is less than democratic. One of the functions of the media in such a situation is to foster democratic relationships between the state and civil society. Another final problem that the state-civil society polarization brings about is that it concentrates too much on the actions of the government such that reporting becomes a political agenda against the government and ignores the contradictory elements and “competing powers” in the civil society (Berger 2002:29).
The business models of much African media are lacking for the most part (Fiske de Gouvenia 2005). Many believe that the goals of media and business, that is political agendas and profit-making respectively, are incongruous to say the least. Many people can start up media enterprises but those plummet even before they get off the ground because the business acumen that media workers possess is very little. Many African media workers enter the market with political agendas and little on how to sustain their operations (Nyamnjoh 2005). And so, there is often a tension between the media producers own agenda, political or otherwise, and the need to create profit to sustain their businesses. In many cases business and media are said to be at odds. They also “lack the appropriate management skills” to run their enterprises (AMDI 2006:11). It seems what is lacking in most African media enterprises is the basic understanding that “a range of skills” like “advertising sales, distribution, human resources, the use and exploitation of new technologies” and content production are necessary for the sustainability of media enterprises (AMDI 2006:11). Since business function cannot be fully separated from media functions, it seems logical that business be included in civil society, even it is perceived to be competing for influence by trying to sway audience opinion.






Nyamnjoh (2005:29) also suggests that we should rather allow space for more organs to be included in civil society than just formal institutions. For, one often finds that it is in “informal networks and ethnic, regional or cultural lobbies, including the critical alternative media, within which collective concerns, anxieties and dreams are discussed and played out”. This essay answers the question of who needs to be included in civil society thus; a democratic structure ought to comprise all interests in civil society, from business, to state to rural Africa, if it is to be truly democratic, that is to say civil society needs to be plural, inclusive, open and understating to difference especially in Africa. The verisimilitude of that democracy is how well it can facilitate consensus and coordination. But the inclusion of business in civil society not only ensures a variety of voices but it will also help to foster better relations between media and business, which is an ingredient to media expansion.



But this idea also brings in issues of media autonomy. Independence is a much revered attribute within democracy. A common fear amongst many theorists is the media cannot act autonomously in any particular situation. If it is not being harassed by the state, then it is being swayed by the business to attract investment. In both instances there is a belief that the media would rather produce favourable reports on their respective authorities to either avoid imprisonment by government or meeting financial woes under business. In the long run, there is no sure fire way of determining how much media content or activity is influenced by big business, government or the media’s own agendas. The most that can be hoped for in such a case is that there is at least a variety of institutions for the sake of plurality, to allow the citizens that consume these products to deliberate and decide for themselves.

As a part of civil society, the media has both institutional and representational roles “in the democratic process as regards both politics and culture” (Rønning 1997:2). Politically speaking, through the media people are informed of their rights and their role as democratic citizens while culturally the media works as a mechanism that represents people’s cultures and how they are constructed. For the latter then “civil society in Africa should therefore comprise all organisations, groups and individuals whose actions have helped or are helping ‘to amplify the affirmations of social identity and the rights of citizenship” (Monga in Nyamnjoh 2005:32). That could include both government and non-governmental organisations. At the same time the presence of information and communication technologies has made information dissemination easier and allows people to share their ideas more directly than they could before, like in a cyber-democracy. The inclusion of the government and business and many other types of organisations in civil society will bring different experiences and skills from all parts of society and that will enrich the level of democracy in African nations. Therefore, the worth of the media will then be against its ability to coordinate a civil society with such a plurality of organisations. 


Finding the Public Sphere

It is only natural that when talking of the public sphere that one references Habermas as he was the one that developed upon the idea greatly. Although he was more concerned with individual political activity, the framework he developed for the public sphere is helpful for our discussion here. “An index of democracy prioritizes the existence and role of a public sphere” (Berger 2002:32). The public sphere can be described as the arena for the communication of the elements in civil society, but this is a narrow definition. From a broader outlook it is the space between the state and civil society. It could possibly be where democratic activity lies. “The media [is] the main institution of the contemporary public sphere” therefore its activities become all the more significant also because it links up the organs of civil society (Berger 2002:32). Biju (2007) borrowing from Habermas demonstrates that the functions of the public sphere are three fold;  that it acts as (a) “a corrective against the oppressive state”; (b) “a curative of the irrationalities of civil society” and (c) a deterrent to the exploitative market”. For that, the media cannot be left on its own to decide its role within a democracy; it should rather be a social process embedding it in “a nexus of relations”, a process of democracy (Berger 1998:605). It is in the public sphere that this is possible and that we can look at the media itself and its activities more critically and therefore a media that understands that its responsibilities rather than its rights are paramount. 









Creating a public sphere where tensions and conflicts are nourished by ethnicity and classism is another challenge for the media but it is also highlights its role in conflict management.  It seems the direr a country’s situation, the more responsibility the media must take on. In war torn countries like Liberia and the Democratic Republic of Congo the media cannot only mediate conflict. At the same time ignored peoples like minorities and people in underdeveloped areas of Africa do not get as much exposure as their counterparts in the more dominant classes. Therefore, the public sphere needs to be an arena where “people [are] able to discuss public issues in an egalitarian and non-instrumental manner [as it] ensures [...] undistorted communication evolving critical opinion” (Biju 2007). So, much like civil society,  it must have inclusive, diverse and reflexive worth otherwise it may not work democratically. The public sphere needs to work as a social effort between the state, the people and the media, without which the public sphere is at risk of being unproductive. If the public sphere is dominated by government then it is likely to just simmer propaganda, if it is dominated by business then “rational debates and consensus [will be] replaced by managed discussion and manipulation for [increased] consumption” (Biju 2007). If it becomes dominated by the publics or citizens then politics will become a personal affair and not a social process. The word sphere itself in ‘public sphere’ denotes a cyclical configuration which needs to be considered in the relationship between media, state and the people. The public sphere need not be a relation of national or personal politics but the situation in Africa, the multiple conflicts, the ill relations with civil society and so and so forth, obliges it to be so. The public sphere and civil society makes even more aware that there another body in the cycle of democracy and this is probably the most important parts of all, the public or the audience.
 








“The audience perspective remains relatively under-explored” (Rawaswami 2006). We must remember that democracy needs to be formed “with” the people rather than “for” them or “on their behalf” (Odinkalu 2000). For that it is important to interrogate the “the conditions for the formation of subjectivities” and it is necessary to have a “production of knowledge through which the audience is knowable” (Rawaswami 2006; Waldahl 1997). Therefore, rather than calling them audiences, which implies that they are mere spectators of government and media activity, they need to be seen as ‘publics’ or ‘citizens’ denoting that they can make a contribution to their environment (Andersen 1997). Moreover, an understanding of the audiences’ cultural leanings is important to map because their “cultural citizenship” is used to judge their democratic performance (Nyamnjoh 2005:27).



“The fundamental prerogative of citizenship [is] ‘the right to participate fully in social life with dignity and without fear and to help formulate the forms it might take in the future’” (Murdock in Rawaswami 2006). Participation assumes that the public carries or has some common knowledge and it is from this knowledge that they make their democratic contributions. Knowledge for the most part is created from a series of social processes that not only include ‘just knowing’ and feeling a certain way but also the interaction of people’s opinions which eventually is fortified by collective support. As Hennessy (in Okigbo 2007:108) expresses: “opinion formation or change is neither necessarily nor always the result of communication [but] instinct and unaided learning through […] experience can produce attitudes and views about some matters”. 









According to Waldahl (1997), the creation of public knowledge then brings out some other important issues. There firstly should be resources from which the public creates their opinion. A problem with most African countries is that their governments are not very transparent as they tend to keep some information away from their publics, and the media like in Zimbabwe. Sometimes the infrastructure to produce such information is just not available. The issue is not only whether knowledge is being produced and disseminated to the public but that there are plural producers of knowledge. Secondly, the public must at least be “competent” in that they have and can actually exercise informed opinions (Waldahl 1997:187). It becomes “a question [of] whether the population becomes merely a mass market consuming attitudes and values, instead of taking a stance” (Waldahl 1997:188). Thirdly, even if there is an unequal distribution of influence, it matters greatly in a democracy whether the voices of minorities and not just majorities are heard and there is no evident manipulation of information.






Identities especially in Africa are hybrids of many different cultures, there is an abundance of ethnicities and sometimes these separate ideas are antagonistic and contradictory. Citizenship (the publics or citizen) then, cultural or otherwise, will be the same. It is in the appreciation of this fact that democracy can be properly conceived of in the African context hence a preoccupation with “cultural citizenship”, African identity and belonging (Nyamnjoh 2005:27). “It is African self-assertiveness in the face of Western encroachment”, borrowing from the cultural imperialism thesis (Prah 2008). Not only does an understanding of this nourish and expand democratic relations but for the media it also opens up the possibility of niche markets for different ethnicities (AMDI 2006). There is also the trouble with languages as most media content, due to the “unequal exchange of influence” wrought by globalisation; much media content is in ‘Western’ languages (Mazrui and Okigbo 2004:28). In that sense there is a need to localise media content in order to engage these ethnicities. There is also a need to broaden broadcasts and increase distribution to the densely populated rural areas of Africa. However, the trouble comes in sustaining this for these markets based on ethnicity are very small and the rural areas are relatively poor. So what we find is projects that are anchored mainly by the representation of cultural citizenship are the undertakings of governments and non-governmental organisations. Many monitoring bodies including the AMDI have asked for the development through financial support of independent media to cater to this need.


Further, Rønning (1997) explained that the media has a representational role in the activity of communicating or communicating between peoples’ feelings of “ethnicity and belonging”, African perspectives, the so-called “missing link” (Nyamnjoh 2005). Therefore, “the quest for the missing link […] requires a concept of democracy that emphasizes coexistence and interdependence between the individual and the community, between communities and between the state and the various cultural communities its ‘citizens’ are subjects of” (Nyamnjoh 2005:35).  Practical suggestions of how to embody a democracy, which is based on respect, diversity and openness, include but are not limited to, the presence of a public service broadcaster funded by public funds (Fiske de Gouvenia 2005), some have suggested a three tier system with a public service broadcaster, commercial media and community media. Wasserman (2007:2 & 14) suggests that the inclusion of tabloids is another way to guarantee democracy as they “have given voice to the majority of the population who have hitherto remained on the margins of the mediated public sphere [and] this form of media might make ethical mistakes or understand politics in a different than the mainstream, but they do provide their readers with agency that hitherto was unknown to them”.
‘Glocalisation’ of media ethics
Banda (2007:74) spoke of the two waves of democracy in Africa which he believes were characterized by: (a) the colonial period and African’s struggle for independence and (b) post-colonialism and the advocacy for common African identity cushioned by Pan-Africanism the set forth by Kwame Nkrumah and Julius Nyerere and the Negritude of Aimé Cesaire and Léopold Senghor. As we discussed earlier, there has been an obsession with African identity and representation, and the media have been drenched with responsibility of airing this view (African identity and representation) (Nyamnjoh 2005). However, it is not only to reach the masses but for media activity and behaviour since “tensions exist between the ethical norms that journalists absorb in scholarly literature and training and the ones they adhere to in their lived reality” (Wasserman 2006). The African Editor’s Forum “emphasizes the need for African media to play a role in promoting African identities, issues, and perspectives in the face of unequal globalisation of communication” (Rao and Wasserman 2008:172). Like the African Media Development Initiative (AMDI) report of 2006, it also advocated the need to create “an African media charter and/or a code of ethics” (Rao & Wasserman 2008:172). It indicated a deficiency of both intrinsic and external regulatory bodies to guide media work and behaviour. Intrinsic regulatory bodies are forms of media self-regulation, while external regulation is more institutionalised like the Constitution or a media charter. Even though such do exist in Africa they tend to be oppressive or repressive such as the “insult laws” common in the African media landscape (World Association of Newspapers [WAN] 2007). This is can be defined as the ‘glocalisation’ of media ethics, which was coined by Robertson (1995), thus concerned with the modes with which the media regulate themselves.









There are several reasons that compelled African media workers to conceptualise or to ‘glocalise’ African media ethics. Robertson (1995:26) explains that we must in the first instance move away from the idea that the ‘wave of democracy’ or globalisation overrides locality, that is, the cultural imperialism thesis that posits ‘Western’ cultures are encroaching upon the African in a homogenising way.  At the same “we should be careful not to equate the communicative and interactional connecting of […] cultures-including the very asymmetrical forms of such communication and interaction […] with the notion of homogenisation of all cultures” (Robertson 1995:31). We should rather understand that social reality and identity is constructed from an interaction between the global (‘Western’) and the local (African), since no one culture can exist in a vacuum. And therefore it need not be a question of global homogenisation or heterogenisation but rather how the two can merge or feature simultaneously in the African context. Moreover, if anything, globalisation has reaffirmed, reinstated and reconstructed the “home”, the “community” and the “locality” (Robertson 1995:30).




In any case, from this viewpoint, Roberston’s (1995) and Rao and Wasserman (2008), posit a ‘glocalisation’ of media ethics. By firstly accepting that global and local groups live in unequal power relations, we are able to critique them and in so doing we acknowledge African nations share the legacy of colonialism and “with rapid globalisation; find themselves trying to forge new national and political post-colonial identities” (Rao & Wasserman 2007:39). These identities are a hybrid of ‘Western values’ and indigenous African values. With that in mind, we allow room for the possibility of their being multiple interpretations and representations of singular concepts like democracy, knowledge, truth and functions of the media. At the same time we might not overlook “the complexities and challenges” that have come with transporting such concepts to African contexts (Rao & Wasserman 2007:37). 
In the same vein, Mazrui and Okigbo (2004) suggest that it is because African media has misappropriated its ‘triple heritage’ that the media is unable to integrate and incorporate African heritage with the media practice. Their essential belief is that Africa’s heritage is embedded in three contexts, Islamic culture, Western traditions and Africa’s own indigenous cultures. An “interaction of these three civilizations is the essence of the continent’s triple heritage” (Mazrui & Okigbo 2004:15). The trouble is with the growth and evolution of the media more especially with the proliferation of information and communication technologies that came in 1990’s, African nations have not been able incorporate and integrate our African heritage with the media. They explain, much like Octiti (1999), that it was the initial “euphoria” of media development (or rather proliferation) during the 1990’s ushered in by globalisation that put out of sight the need for Africans to think of ways to make the media work for them; they were far too occupied with catching up with the newest technologies and ‘international standards’ nearly neglecting African heritage and values. “The slow pace of development can be attributed to the (mis)management of communication in the context of triple heritage” (Mazrui and Okigbo 2004:16).  In line with this essay’s democratic thesis, they suggest that “genuine development of the continent is possible and sustainable only when we can reconcile with our ancestors and also forge new relationships with the wider world, with mutual respect and full dignity”, fundamentally that embracing our ‘triple heritage’ and integrating and incorporating that with the media practise catalyses Africa’s growth and development (Mazrui & Okigbo 2004:28-29).





Kasoma and Moemeka (1994) believe that the problem with African media is that they do not act ‘African’. Theirs essentially is a moral approach towards journalism and they explicitly say so. Against their definition journalists have been blind-sighted by economic problems and political agendas from performing their duties with “good intentions” (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994:42). Journalists, according to them, have suffered great political pressures from governments because they are sometimes forced to act as governments dictate and they can be victimised for reports that are critical of the state and do not serve the states objectives. On the other hand, there is more weight put on them because of ‘bread and butter’ issues. The need to sensationalise and dramatise news reports to increase circulation so that they can gain income often overrides ethical choices. 





Their postulation is that African media need to consolidate an African perspective in their way of reporting and that there are indeed common Afri-ethics that can guide journalists’ reporting. Journalists must be virtuous, unselfish practitioners that will act in way where the good of the community is supreme and their reporting is not dictated by their own needs, government pressures and much less the need to make a profit; the knowledge that the media disseminates must serve the community (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994:41). “In other words, whatever goodness will flow from them as journalists will be derived from the fact that they have been categorised as good men and women in their communities” (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994:40). Similar to the tenets of democracy, they campaign for a journalism that is based on the notion of community where community interests come before all else, such that the “dissemination of information, exchange of ideas, discussion and dialogue should be free, but only to the extent that they do not endanger the peace, unity and progress of the community or nation” (Kasoma & Moemeka 1994:48).

Tomaselli (2003) and Rønning (2004) point to another problem of media behaviour. Although also highlighting the significant differences between the practical media and scholarly media, they take it a step further by expressing that there seems to be something lacking in the way journalism and media studies are taught in schools. Rønning (2004:7) states that “the experience and education of media personnel in Africa are by and large low by international standards thus professionalism of the products cannot compete with international products”. But one would wonder what he would have to say about the South African advertising industry. Nevertheless, Tomaselli (2003) argues that student behaviour in media training is not up to scratch. His arguments being that students are unable to make critical analyses for they are so inclined towards “text book” explanations without questioning them or turn them upside down to form their own opinion. He also attributes problems to “students’ general failure to move beyond the literal, the mechanical and rote learning” (Tomaselli 2003: 436). He suggests introducing cultural studies to media studies to prompt critical thought in journalism students. For the most part Nyamnjoh (2005), Rønning (2004), Tomaselli (2003) and Wasserman (2006) blame the lack of resources for the practice and training of media and the dire economic situations that most African media find themselves for their often ‘unethical’ behaviour.








However, even though there is a common belief that there needs to be a ‘new’ way of thinking of the media in African and a different way of conceptualising democracy and media ethics, there is still the tendency to measure Africa’s progress against ‘global’ or ‘Western’ norms, or ‘international standards’. As Berger (1998) mentions;

“The Southern view [African] has typically taken its cue from the North. It measures its difference in relation to the conditions of the North. If the North has representative parliamentary democracy and a primarily private-owned press, this becomes the standard against which deviance can be gauged” (Berger 1998:599). 


Each of these ethical issues addresses one aspect or another of the media in Africa. As the central institution of the public sphere, it is imperative that the media are seen to be competent in their work, for them to be functional in a democratic framework. To be competent, the media must have a Pan African approach to their work, in the sense that Thabo Mbeki postulated in his 2003 speech; they must be able merge both the global and the local in balanced way that neither alienates them from their audience nor their governments. Their work ethic must make them more credible and so they must not act maliciously especially because they essentially mediate conflict. Therefore, against our earlier definition of democracy, if the media cannot act democratically by; (a) promoting equal human rights and general respect within civil society; (b) mediating and soothing tensions or conflicts within civil society; (c) gather respect, integrity and credibility for itself as a social body; (d) be inclusive of and prompt participation from the elements of civil society in the public sphere, (e) be representative of the elements in civil society, and lastly (f) coordinate all this activity successfully, then it loses value in the African context and its presence will only be for communication purposes.


Conclusion 
The foregoing essay began with the contention that democracy in the African context is an ambivalent and sometimes conflicted idea. This was to show that it is extremely significant to start from this basis to be able to discuss democracy at all. This essay did not want to cling to any one type of democracy but rather look at it from a more basic point of view. In so doing, we were able to look at democracy as a concept rather than a normative formulation and the possibility of democracy becomes more fluid. It also contextualises the presence of democracy to the post-colonial period thereby admitting that democracy, as a so-called ‘Western’ concept cannot be translated into Africa without problems. However, it also took a postmodern approach in insisting that democracy like many other ideas could bear contradictory and antagonistic characteristics and that this is not necessarily a shortcoming.   

It eventually surmised that democracy is best held in its basic and more common tenets such as the acceptance of diversity, mutual respect and understanding between members of society and the ability of people to communicate and express themselves without the fear of being victimised. In agreement with Odinkalu (2000), this essay placed the participation of people in a democracy as a fundamental human right. It then used this model to tackle other aspects important to the discussion such as civil society and the public sphere.







Looking at the make-up of civil society and the structure of the public sphere, it was then able to position the functions of the media, which included conflict management, representation of cultural citizenship, entertainment and so on and so forth. But it also added that the development of media denoted the level of democracy in a certain state. Overall, the media functions were based on two levels, (a) the process of democratization and (b) the upholding of democracy. Because of the African situation and the mere nature of the African community, it placed the work of the media within a wider social context. It is then that the media’s responsibilities rather than rights are emphasised but these responsibilities can only be determined from a dialogue between state, the people and the media. It would not be democratic to do otherwise. 
 








This essay then would like to conclude on a sanguine note. Africa is a warm place, where the sense of community and interconnectivity in society is of most importance, which is why this paper found it better to conceive democracy in a series of social relationships, even when this sense of community is used maliciously for corrupt activities or otherwise. Because of the legacy of colonialism, Africa is also made of hybrid sometimes conflicted identities. There is also an interconnection between state, media and citizens which is mostly tenuous and difficult to accept. The idea of democracy seems to be the most positive option in managing this African situation as it emphasizes diversity, interdependence and tolerance. 


Our differences might be glaring at us at all turns, sometimes even incite us to violent activity. But for some reason Africans still feel the presence of a “home”, larger family, a community, some kind of interconnection that they feel they must nourish and protect. Therefore, in agreement with Nyamnjoh (2005), a media whose function is simply an instrumental connecting of bodies, has no place in Africa. This could be juxtaposed with the presence of a liberal disposition but then the collective spirit is very strong in Africa. It is therefore important to highlight the media’s responsibilities rather their individual and instrumental rights. If it is to be a useful element in society then it should be its undertaking to promote democracy at all levels of society. Therefore, democracy is a concept that the media can use to expand and improve upon itself for the African context. Formulating this opinion did not require a complete overhaul, reworking, reformatting of the concepts, like media ethics, civil society and the public sphere, it was more a reconsideration of the important elements that comprised them and expanding their possibilities to meet our current context.
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