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ABSTRACT

This paper reviews how print and electronic medigartrayed in selected African literary works. Titieal role
of the media is examined as it relates to governsnand society. Also the real function of the madianaginary states is
discussed showing how media operations are affdgtgublitical, social and economic factors. It isabvered in the texts
reviewed how detrimental the muzzling of pressdoea can be disastrous to development. Literatureonsi society and
the discussion illuminates the contemporary probtdnsensorship, unhealthy media operations andstippression of

media freedom.
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INTRODUCTION

The media is an important organ of society, whickdeally a source of valuable information for styi It plays
both political and social functions. It is a souafenews and information for citizens and also ssras an intermediary

between the state and the people by providing inddion that serves both.
In Aeropagitica John Milton's defense of press freedom in theliEmgarliament, Milton writes:

They who to States and Governours of the Commorniwvetiect their Speech, High
Court of Parlament, or wanting such accesse iniater condition, write that which

they foresee may advance the publick good.(1)

The media is therefore potentially and ideallyhisrefore informative and ideally provides a basisréflection
on national affairs or social issues, making itinavitable entity of society. Yet it can be a tdol distortion of
information and manipulation. Milton is quick to teothe ups and downs in media operations and igkdoi note the

various dispositions in the media. He says that:

| suppose them as at the beginning of no meaneagndg not a little alter'd and
mov'd inwardly in their mindes: Some with doubtvdfiat will be the successe, others
with fear of what will be the censure; some wittpapothers with confidence of what

they have to speake.(Aeropagitica, 1)
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2 Muchimba Boniface

LITERATURE AND SOCIETY

Literature is a mirror of Society. It is an imitai of reality. The Greek philosophers Aristotle @idto call this

imitative quality of literature mimesis. Literatuimitates society and social domains such as na@iao exception.
In Defence of Press Freedom

In both the past and the present literature hasgwal the role of the media. Various literary texase presented
have evaluated the role and functions of print melti his defense of press freedom, John MiltoAénopagaticaalleges
that press freedom had been curtailed in histogy/clies an example of Greece, and the Middle Adesrevcensorship

was rife in the Christian Roman Empire.

In the same speech, he describes the dangerstafliog press freedom, arguing that “Who kills amkills a
reasonable creature, God's image; but hee whoogestrgood booke kills reason it selfee.” Descghtime power of the
written word, he says that books “being sown up dadn, may chance to spring up armed men”, meatkieg can
stimulate thinking and action. He warns about pmrgeg writers. He argues that “we should be waryherefore what

prosecutions we raise against the labours of pubdin, how we spill that seasoned life of men presband preserved up
in books”(Aeropagitica3)

Milton argues that if a text is to be rejected rfiust first be examined, refuted and condemned’erathan
prohibited before the ideas have been expressedofagitica, 3). Therefore he guards against pieguaind in favour of

evaluation of the contribution the text makes.
The Media in Society-A General Overview

A number of works have portrayed the media botla dsol for nation-building and also as an instrutrien
manipulation. One European text that discussesdleeof the media is Ibsen Enemy of the peopltn An Enemy of
the People Ibsen presents the media as unstathieg svith those from whom they can gain. Hovstad aslaksen, who
work for a Norweigian coastal town’s newspapete Heraldkeep on changing sides for material gain. at finsty
provide space in the paper for Doctor Stockmann whites many articles that sell the municipal bathgourists thus

creating wealth for the town.

When Doctor Stockmann makes his discovery thatdhe’s baths were contaminated and responsibléhéor
outbreak of serious illnesses among the touristslacals, they promise to give him space in theepamd support him
against the mayor and his team because they fortmatinancial gains that would flow to them be@ly Stockmann
had family ties with Morten Kiil, a wealthy man. &héng this Dr. Stockmann remarks that “from todawwards The

Herald will be my artillery”(Stockman iAn Enemy of the People

The Herald, the town's newspaper which Dr. Stockmann usedldafy the town's economic booster, the
Municipal baths, and now would be a forum for dissetion of health information. The magnificent tmmtdescribed as
the “main artery of the town” would now be descdles a ceespool. Hovstad, the Editor of the Hemaldspaper with
friends, promise to print his article about thelgtddn of the baths and its negative impact on ktb#h local people and
tourists but change over to Peter Stockmann whey discover he can offer something better. The papeies Peter's

propagandist version of things.
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In my communication to the "People's Messengenadve put the essential facts before
the public in such a way that every fair-mindedzeit can easily form his own
opinion. From it you will see that the main respiitthe Medical Officer's proposals--
apart from their constituting a vote of censuretlma leading men of the town--would
be to saddle the ratepayers with an unnecessagnditpre of at least some thousands

of pounds. (Ibsemin Enemy of the People)

In another literary workAnimal Farm Orwell uses symbolism to portray the way media ozask reality.
He used a character called squealer, who manigutate animals on the farm using rhetoric, halfisytblackmail, lies
and changing of the commandments to misinform thiébge animals. Squealer justified every actionthg ruling pigs
using propaganda techniques. Squealer also ertigednimals into believing that Napoleon's rule Wwatter than the

former regime under Mr .Jones.
The Media in African Literary Texts

In African fiction the role of the media in sogiets portrayed as inconsistent. Achebe,Ainthills of the
Savannahpictures newspapers as slanted image -buildersdiiticians but through some foils he presentsdther side
of media operations. Chris, who later became thamissioner of information, plays a double role bathan image
builder for politicians and later a critic. He hisl up Professor Okong until he attains the positdbnminister.

Oriko testifies:

| was editor ofThe National Gazettat the time and he approached me with a proposal
for a weekend current affairs column. | was miléiythusiastic and although | was
aware of the reservations some of his academieamlies often expressed about his
scholarship, | proceeded to build him up as a tEadifrican political scientist, as
editors often do, thinking they do it for the saketheir paper but actually end up
fostering a reak baby. (Anthills of the Savannafi) p

Chris Oriko gives us a glimpse of how professor @konow a puppet of President Sam rose to greghtsei
under dubious conditions. He narrates how he worhigdvay into academics and finally attained hisf@ssorship. It is
clear from the narration that his higher qualificas were dubious. Still he goes ahead to build fuhis own reasons
until he receives presidential recognition. Chrégrates that Okong Rose from a humble religioukdrazind leaping

from a low academic achievement to a great featafiessorship. Chris comments:

But he too was tough and overcame all his diffiesl Augmenting his slender
resources by preaching and wrestling he graduateddord time by passing off his
Grade Three Teachers' Certificate as the equivalemivo years of Junior College.
Four years later he was back home with a Ph.Disrbag, and went to teach at the

university. (Anthills of the Savannah,7)

Achebe presents Oriko as an image builder for ip@its. Okong is finally appointed minister and ®@es a
staunch supporter of Sam’s dictatorship and thieesiaim regret later in the text having supportédr@. The newspaper
is therefore presented as a tool of the the pialitcto build up their image and keep themselvearsein power. On his

move to build up the so-called professor Orico aias:
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4 Muchimba Boniface

But | imagined that a person like Professor Okornthaut having any clearer ideas
than either of us would be helpful in putting wheecame into our heads into popular
diction and currency. And so he was number one gnligt and His Excellency

appointed him Commissioner for Home Affairs. He tasl day and then went into
partial eclipse. But | hardly think he is due faispn. Naturally Okong never upset the
politicians; he kept their constituency amused.idni mind, either. | had enough
contributors like Ikem to do all the upsetting thahs needed and a lot that

wasn't.(Anthills of the Savannah, 2)
The Perverted Function of the Media in Anthills ofthe Savannah

Okong became a staunch critic of the overthrowriligiv political structure. He described them of poo
governance and celebrated its collapse in the dpaweas given in the paper by Chris. he is notfdu@rison because he
speaks in their favour. The paper therefore fatdi his growth and the growth of the new politidedpensation.
He claimed they had gone too far and this haddate overthrow of the system. He welcomed the regime which was

military in nature .He contributed these viewshe paper.

But on the very next day after the politicians &vewerthrown Okong metamorphosed
into a brilliant analyst of their many excessespagently he had scored another hit by
describing the overthrow of the civilian regime ‘as historic fall from grace to

grass!'(Anthills of the Savannah, 2)
The Problem of Censorship

IkemOsodi is presented as a professional journatist would write against the wrongs of the poldits as well
as the good things they did. He “upsets’ politigianlowever, there is political interference on thedia, which threatens
press freedom. His fiencee™ Elewa fears for himabee of what he writes. Okong sees lkem as a tarehfidvises the
president that Ikem was conspiring with the Abaaasito ask for help because after the drought lsedae too was from
Abazon. The politicians saw the Abazonians as lielsl people .He interpreted the drought as Godgg¢ment on the

Abazonians for their rebellious attitude. His prgpada has a religious nuance, a characteristidetatorial regimes.
Chris on page 11 &nthills of the Savannagxplains:

My friend, lkem Osodi, was always at me for runnthgt column. He said Professor
Okong deserved to be hanged and quartered for@hmaagering and other counterfeit
offences. But Ikem is a literary artist, and theaz€ite_ was not there to satisfy the
likes of him; not even now that he sits in the editl chair! A fact he is yet to learn
(Achebe A Man of the Peoplp.11)

Though castigated by Mr. Okong, Ikem is a pro-pegplrnalist .Because of this Sam asks Chris t Ifiem
because he thinks lkem’s writing is too criticahef administration. When Chris is asked to firertk he refuses but the

president goes ahead and suspends him.

While investigations continue into lkem's link withe Abazon agitators he cannot
continue to edit the _National Gazette . But | tmstdl do things properly and

constitutionally no matter the provocation. Thatfsy | have sent for you. | want you
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as Commissioner for Information to issue a formetiter suspending him with
immediate effect.'

Chris does not approve of Ikem suspension andtaskpresident how he expected lkem to work as engdist.
He asks what he would have done. But Sam arguéslithaugh | ken's suspension had made him poplsastill wanted
to suspend him once more to teach | him a lessenalHedges that someone overzealous was behingrdposed

suspension. The Co mission er of Information redusesuspend Ikem. Below is their conversation:

‘It would appear that his suspension from the dvati Gazette  had pushed his
popularity rating, already pretty high, right toethop of the charts. Even more
remarkable than the size of the crowds was thdiepee. But first of all | want him
suspended from duty and barred completely fromptfeenises of the _Gazette_ . Is
that clear?"

Chris with his eyes now open refuses to suspena foe writing objectively about events in the sdagie

'‘No it is not. | am sorry Your Excellency but | vlot write a letter suspending the
Editor of the _National Gazette  simply becausenesaealous security officer

hascome up with a story ..." 'l see | have beemth(ifs of the Savannah, 86-91)

When Chris refuses to suspend Ikem, the presidentigh the SRC suspends him. A letter is sent ¢émnlk
house through a police officer not long from thedithe president discussed with Chris. The noants:

The letter to Ikem which was hand-delivered toflas by a police despatch-rider that
afternoon had been signed by a certain ChairmamrdBof Directors of Kangan
Newspapers Corporation, publishers of the _Nati@atette . A certain chairman
because the board and the corporation in questidrbken moribund for the past three
years or more. Ikem had never met the said Chaimnaeen a single letter signed by
him since he took up the editorship. Incredibleliffiits of the Savannah)

When Chris is fired it is reported on televisioatttkem had been fired and that was the first nigavs presented
in a slanted way. This shocked Chris because & éegoected this to happen. Also in a celebratingdnby the news
caster, six leaders from Abazon who were said e haatched to stat house without a police permitewaarested.

News reporting is therefore compromised and slar@édis narrates:

Yes,in another development, according to this smegscaster dispensing national
anguish in carefully measured milligrammes, sixdexa from Abazon who were
involved in a recent illegal march on the PresidgriRalace without police permit as
required by decree had been arrested. And (inahmee glevelopment) the office of the
Director of SRC had informed the Crime Correspohaén<TV that the six men who

had made useful statements were being held in B{Ag#hills of the Savannah)

There is therefore censorship, where political gues requires journalists to write what is in theeiest of the
ruling elite. Only pro-government material is adedye. lkem's coverarage of the Abazonians, whoen ftesident
regards as rebels because they present their prstite him, sets him at odds with the powers thatM@eover, when

Ikem holds a meeting after his dismissal, he ihdehtely misquoted by the Government —owGetette
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6 Muchimba Boniface

Thus there are three sides played by the medianerhand as a deliberate image- builders for gaiason the
other hand compromised critics for fear of victiatien, a threat to press freedom. However, Ikemviges a character foil

being different from the other journalists writingout the poilticians™ atrocities.
The Press in A Man of the People

One text that portrays the role of the media inetgyds Chinua Achebe’a Man of the Peopldn A Man of the
People Achebe paints the media negatively. At the begmiof the novel he says Odili, the main charaaeplains that
after the expulsion of the MPs in favour of the Mtar of Finance's proposal about how to improwe ¢honomy, the

Newspaper carried a pro-government —slanted verditiee news using negatively charged words.

The Daily Chronicle, an official organ of the P.QtRd pointed out in its editorial that
the miscreant gang, as the dismissed ministers nweve called, were all university
people and professional men...Let us now and faira# extract from the body politic
all those decadent stooges versed in textbook esoscand aping the white man's
mannerisms and way of speaking. We are proud tAftieans. Our true leaders are
not those intoxicated with their Oxford, CambridgeHarvard degree but those who
speak the language of the people. Away with therddnie and expensive university
education which only alienates an African from hgh and ancient culture and puts
him above his people. ...this cry was taken up omidiks. Other newspapers pointed
out that in Britain where the miscreant gang gosit called education a man need not
be an economist to be chancellor or exchequer ctodto be minister of health. What

mattered was loyalty to the party.(AcheBeVian of the Peopl2)

Even after,in a flashback, when a newspaper mais v¢hief Nanga, he gives him money for fear ofnigei

negatively covered in the next edition of the paper

Kongi's Harvest is another text that gives us aupécof how the media works in Africa. In Kongi'saiest,
Soyinka presents the newspaper as a propagandanalcht is used by the dictator Kongi. It is used'the government
loudspeaker as a mouthpiece to disseminate mesageare dictatorial and misleading.” The worthtled news is thus
trivialized when Soyinka says "There is a lot ofré®in a penny’s paper’. Achebe and other writdisur to show that
newspapers and other media write depending on whethnot they have something to gain from covegdngarticular
politician. Newspapers act in an unprofessionalsmagcause they want financial gain, like in An Eperhthe People, or
they are politically influenced Like in The Gazettethey support those holding political power gem® when the press
freedom is under stringent control like in the cabthe The Chronicle and the Gazette. If they hawdinancial gain or
they are under strict control, they report in antdd manner and select only what is favourabldHerpaper or those who
pull the reins.

The print and other media employ propaganda teciesiin building politicians as Chris has done féofy, or
the slanted reporting as in the Chronicle in A Mdirthe People. Achebe also argue that the medsdthier suppressed,
manipulated or censored in order to achieve palignds. Divergent voices are suppressed and ddiel so that they do
not paint an accurate picture of things so thaitivesmpressions are created even where the stptags threatening and

upalatable.
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However many writers present foil media men whaesent the professional way of journalism. In a rmathe
people, we have a newspaper that present at thefetheé novel the real problems facing the countimyanthills of the
savannah, lkem presents an ideal journalist andriepand Chris by and large presents a professiomasterial stance
towards the media. As Milton puts it, judgement@svhat is worth must be based on truth and vahe reot what the

regulators subjectively and with prejudice thinkvsrth.
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