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The book Africa’s Media, Democracy and the Politics of Bajom, is a
well-researched exposition and analysis of the aol@ place of media in
Africa. It brings to the fore the political intrigg within mass media that
have bedeviled liberal democratisation in Africdnoligh the book fo-
cuses on Cameroon—a country the author has undtylgtudied in
detail—there is no question that

“the state, the media and their relationship in €auon are...informative

towards understanding media, belonging and demsat@n in Africa [in
general]” (19).

Indeed, much of what the author asserts in reldbo@ameroon is appli-
cable quite well to other nation-states in sub-ainafrica.

In social-political parlance, the 1990s is oftefereed to as the
second phase of liberation in Africa. It is an eharacterised by con-
certed struggles against various dictatorial ancteiasingly autocratic
regimes; struggles ostensibly leading to the omenip of democratic
spaces in independent African nation-stagdaca’s Media, Democracy
and the Politics of Belongingxamines the media in action in the African
scene paying particular attention to the secondelod liberation. In so-
doing, the book seeks to comprehend the extenhtolmthe media con-

© 2008 the author(&QUEsT: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaitie Philosophie {SSN 1011-226

for reprinting, anthologising, reproduction, sulg@ns, back issues, submission of articles, anedtibns for authors: http://www.quest-journal.net



F. Ochieng’-Odhiambo

tributed to the continent’s efforts at liberal desratisation bearing in
mind Africa’s obsession with politics of belonging.

In the introduction of the book, the author notest there are two
broad functions that the media can play in any deatsation process.
One of the functions is positive and the other tiegaOn the positive,
he asserts that they have the enormous potentrabk® available infor-
mation and knowledge that would enhance meaningdulicipation in
and constructive discussion of public issues antte&ms. On the nega-
tive side, he posits that

“the media can...be a vehicle of uncritical assumjdoeliefs, stereotypes,

ideologies and orthodoxies that blunt critical asveass and make
participatory democratisation impossible” (2).

Unfortunately, the author decries that the medienegiuring the
second phase of liberation have been engaged vicseasf the negative
function by those in governments and oppositiokealind hence in dis-
service to the continent in general.

In the democratisation of Africa along liberal nen the 1990s,
the author identifies two internal factors (besidgternal ones) that have
hindered the process. These are: ethnic belongidgvhat he refers to as
undomesticated nature of liberal democracy. Orethaic belonging, he
believes that the solution would be introductioragdolitical culture that

“should demand the involvement of everyone in prongothe common good

and people should participate not because theyndrnaduals whose interests

need to be asserted, but because they are part mitexconnected whole”

(36).

On liberal democracy, he opines that in truth & iémited democ-
racy; it is not a democracy in all its forms andsgbilities. What it
stresses—the uncompromising autonomy of the indalg-is incom-
patible with the lives of people o the ground (37).

The author is emphatic that there has not beemaaningful dif-
ference in the role of the media in both the cabrind postcolonial
spaces in Africa. Whereas during the colonial dagso and print media
were used by the colonial powers for propagandagqsas so as to con-
tain the rising spirit of nationalism and clamoor fndependence, after
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attainment of independence right up to around B8Qask of broadcast
and print media was essentially that of implemaenpgovernment poli-
cies.

“They merely served to manipulate the people imimgliance with the state’s

notion of unity embedded in ‘pseudo-institutionsat hindered the process of

integration” (136).

Even after the 1990s, despite the introduction aftiparty poli-
tics, things have not changed as such. The broadodgprint media have
fundamentally still remained state organs and nmecii Quoting from
Eoné, the author concurs with the observation that

“chronic overpoliticisation of the press in theemfhath of the 1990 reforms

led to a situation where few in the media were dbleespect the empirical
evidence” (245).

And this has worked against democratization.

According to the author what has actually changétinvthe me-
dia since the advent of the second liberation gteum the 1990s is that
there is now a marked increase in the numbersigater newspapers as
well as private broadcasting stations. This inaaasquantity has how-
ever not had a corresponding increase in qualityafonajority of them
are partisan with fixed ideas that hardly enter@inaccommodate the
views of others. The author identifies several detthat, according to
him, have generously contributed to the shortconoiitipe role of media
in democratisation. Some of the factors that hawettad the negative
function of the media are: (i) Difficulty in obtang information from
government and other high ranking officials hermanalists are forced
to write from a typical speculative standpoint) (iespite widened free-
dom-space there are still restrictions imposed dyegiments; laws that
are inimical to journalism or media practice in gext and a disincentive
to the development of the profession. The repressiws are, according
to the author, to blame for the rise of the ‘undevnd press’ that ‘prac-
tice junk or gutter journalism’. (iii) Because aflyj insecurity, poor sala-
ries coupled with poor working conditions, jours&i abandon all
professional ethics. They are therefore suscepibé®mpromise, bribery
and corruption. (iv) Interference by the internaibbcommunity has been
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another factor. This has been made easily andlygaaksible by the fact
that the code of ethics for African journalistaisnimicry of Western and
international codes. Western donor countries ugwelthdraw or reduce
aid to African governments that do not toe the.liHence,

“mimicry is the name of the game so far as theafni codes are concerned”

(88).

On the mimicry factor, the author discusses thatsmi offered by
Francis Kasomo. According to Kasomo, the Africanles should draw
from what he terms ‘Afriethics’. The author, howevargues that
Kasomo’s view is based on a romantic reconstruciioth a frozen view
of pre-colonial Africa. The author instead advosate

“a creative adoption of global influences and tebabilitation of the best

elements of mainstream cultures of Africa that\actims of marginalisation

and unfair corruption...one cannot ignore Westerduerfces given the
hybridity of contemporary African identities” (91).

A recurrent theme throughout the book is that tleelinin Africa
has assumed highly partisan, over-politicised agdressive militant
roles. And as a result they have diametrically aedtly divided the citi-
zens in ideological, regional, cultural and etdmes. This in turn

“has without doubt affected their liberal demoaratesponsibility to act as
honest, fair and neutral mediators” (231).

In the final chapter of the book, the author usderes the desir-
ability of democratic practices and media ethicat thre in tune with
popular notions of personhood and agency in Afrida. also recom-
mends Cecil Blake’'s prototype communication policgmework for
Africa which the author (quoting from Blake) belesy

“will help to prevent ugly confrontations not onbetween the government

and the private media, but also between the govemhand the various forces

in civil society” (272).

True to the author’s concern regarding the partrsé&of media in
Africa and the subjective interest of journalisdica’s Media, Democ-
racy and the Politics of Belonging a fitting case of leading by example.
The book is a commendable exercise of a reseanastakingly under-
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taken, the findings well sifted and presented imbjective and analytical
fashion. Though on the first impression journalfsten both sides of the
political divide would find the book to be too ardl, a careful reading of
it points to the contrary. It is my sincere desarel hope that the book
will not only (re)generate meaningful discussiorgarding the role of
media in the democratisation in Africa, but thatvitl raise the level of
discussions well beyond the partisan and politieaél. The text should
not only be an indispensable handbook to jourrsabstd high ranking
government officials, but should be a worthwhilenpanion to all those
who are genuinely interested in the liberal demismaon in Africa
regardless of their specific research and acadendeavours.
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