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1. Historical and  
Contextual Antecedents

Indeed, in the Marxist tradition, it is the object of faith that no aspect 
of society can be understood apart from its social and historical context 
(Shoemaker and Reese, 2014, p. 65).

In this chapter, the historical and contextual backgrounds of foreign 
news are discussed predominantly in terms of ideology, in particular 
focusing on the efforts of UNESCO. The New World Information 
and Communication Order (NWICO) debate is reviewed from the 
perspective of the MacBride and Sreberny-Mohammadi reports. 
Contemporary research efforts by Beverly Hawk (1992) and Mel Bunce 
et al. (2017) to further highlight the continuities and evolutions of the 
debate are discussed.

The historical and contextual position of the Ghanaian media is 
discussed in relation to its evolving nature. The pre-independence, or 
colonial, era of Ghanaian media is marked by a significant ambivalence 
towards press freedom. Led by the British, this colonial regime was 
credited with enabling an environment for growth of nationalist press 
in Ghana, while conversely imposing draconian laws which, in certain 
instances, limited press freedom. Post-independence, the Ghanaian 
press became more repressive than their colonial counterparts. The 
continuities of the post-independence era are traced to the current 
system of press which is in operation in this country today. 

This chapter adopts a line of argument which follows the Western 
historical entanglements with Africa, especially Ghana, and their impact 
on the development of modern communication and journalism, leaving 
significant ideological footprints on the Ghanaian journalist’s foreign 
news selection. The stark imitation of Western journalism education and 
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curricula by Ghana’s media development process is further enhanced 
by media assistance programmes and training which continue to be 
dominated by development organisations and media professionals from 
the Global North (Schiffrin, 2010).

UNESCO and Ideological Trajectories  
of Global Communication Debate

The concept of New World Information and Communication Order 
(NWICO) occupied global media policy debates from the 1970s until 
the 1990s, amidst the strong ideological battle relating to decolonisation 
and the collapse of Soviet communism (Nordenstreng, 2011). These 
debates, initiated by 55 Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) members, 
received attention from professional and academic communities, and, 
by the 2000s, had been replaced by the concept of media globalisation. 
The NAM members argued that the existing order was neo-colonial 
and exhibited cultural imperialism, and, as such, provided developed 
countries with a greater control over media technologies, including the 
capacity to produce cultural products ranging from movies and music to 
news. The proponents of NWICO felt the need for a reversal of Western 
dominance and a balance in the current one-way flow of information 
from the Northern to the Southern Hemisphere. The developing 
countries claimed that they received less coverage from the press in the 
more affluent countries, which seemed to be more interested in disasters, 
famines and wars (Dakroury and Hoffmann, 2010).

The aim of the NWICO concept was to enable developing countries 
to exert a greater influence over their media, information, economic, 
cultural, and political systems in order to change the current global 
communication system. This change would prove imperative in undoing 
the current system in place, which, at the time, stood for an outgrowth 
of prior colonial patterns and control reflecting commercial and market 
imperatives (McPhail, 2006). This debate also covered the issue of 
human rights. Inextricably linked to the process of development and 
democratisation taking place, there was a call for explicit recognition of 
the right to communicate. The proponents argued that this right could 
only thrive in an environment which accommodated and facilitated the 
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assertion of individual freedoms, thus leading to the liberal doctrine of 
a free flow of information (Hoffmann, 2010).

In 1971, Johan Galtung introduced the Centre–Periphery model as 
an attempt to explain the inequalities within and between nations and 
why such structures were resistant to change. His article, “A Structural 
Theory of Imperialism”, divided the world into two parts with the 
dominant countries of the Northern Hemisphere as the “Centre” 
and the dependent countries of the Southern Hemisphere as the 
“Periphery”. Galtung contends that the vertical interaction between the 
“Centre” and the “Periphery” is a major factor behind inequality among 
nations. He adds that “the feudal interaction structure is the factor that 
maintains and reinforces the inequality”, serving as a protection for the 
continued existence of this inequality (Galtung, 1971, p. 89). In a review 
of Galtung’s work, Hamid Mowlana (1985, p.21) came up with four 
hypotheses regarding the state of the world press system:

1. There is a preponderance of negative news events reported 
in the world press systems.

2. There is a much larger discrepancy in the news exchange 
ratios of “centre” and “periphery” nations than in the 
exchange ratios of “centre” nations.

3. “Centre” news occupies a larger proportion of the foreign 
news content in the media of “periphery” nations than the 
“periphery” news occupies in the “centre” nations.

4. There is relatively little or no flow of news among “periphery” 
nations, especially across colonial-based bloc borders.

Mowlana further reviewed previous studies that analysed the 
imperfections in the content of world news and identified five 
shortcomings (Mowlana, 1985, pp. 24–25):

1. International news is “Western-centric” since the sources 
of news, even in most of the developing countries, are 
Western news agencies and wire services.

2. Existing developing countries coverage focuses on negative 
or “bad” news  —  catastrophes, violence and corruption, 
rather than on “developmental” news or educational 
information, while the study conducted by Robert 
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Stevenson and Richard Cole (1984b) revealed that negative 
news is not only predominant in Western media, but in 
the developing countries media as well: a conclusion also 
drawn by Nwa’ndo Ume-Nwagbo in her study of African 
newspapers (Ume-Nwagbo, 1982).

3. International news tends to be shallow and oversimplified, 
in that it concentrates on political leanings of governments 
rather than on accurate and comprehensive coverage of 
conflicts affecting nations and people.

4. International news concentrates on the elite rather than on 
the masses.

5. Research shows that the emphasis of international news is 
on events rather than on factors leading to and causing the 
events.

The review of Mowlana (1985) came at a time when huge historical and 
ideological battles of influence were taking place. Kaarle Nordenstreng 
(2010) argues that the historical moments which gave rise to the 
MacBride report can be divided into five different stages, which partially 
overlap, spanning from 1970 to the new millennium. Nordenstreng 
defines these developments as the “global media debate” and argues 
that the elements of this debate predate the “pre-war League of Nations” 
(Nordenstreng, 1993a, p. 65). On the basis of such an account of history, 
one could argue that the New World Information and Communication 
Order (NWICO) was an old concept reorganised under a new umbrella. 
Nordenstreng (2010) clarifies that even though NWICO was located in 
mass media, its fundamental ethos was rooted in international law. H. 
Eek (1979) provides an insightful analysis which establishes that the 
concept of order was already included in the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. He subsequently argued that media and its freedoms 
were governed by an established framework of international law which 
promotes both freedoms and responsibilities.

Proponents and supporters of NWICO insisted that the activities of 
imperialism were not confined solely to the political and economic fields 
but also cover the cultural and social fields and, as a result, required a 
“concerted action in the fields of mass communication” (Nordenstreng, 
2010, p. 2; Nordenstreng and Hannikainen, 1984). Advocates of NWICO 
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offered analysis of press freedom in a way that problematised and 
deconstructed the concept’s bias for neo-liberal ideals. In particular, 
Herbert Schiller (Schiller, 1984, 1976) highlighted the American free flow 
doctrine as an instrument of cultural domination.

The MacBride Commission was realised amidst the heated debate 
between imperialism and press freedom. The eventual report was 
sharply criticised by scholars for its compromising posture (Hamelink, 
1981). Nordenstreng (2010) highlighted some differences in opinion on 
the Commission itself when he quoted remarks made by Gabriel García 
Márquez and Juan Somavía, both of whom disagreed with the US’s new 
offer to develop communication infrastructure in the developing world 
as a way of dealing with the imbalances and inequalities highlighted. 
The insistence on the need to develop communication infrastructures 
in developing countries is correct and necessary, but it should not be 
overstated. It is not possible to solve contemporary communication 
problems through money and training alone. The idea of a Marshall 
Plan for the development of communications in underdeveloped 
countries is inappropriate and will tend to reproduce Western values 
and transnational interests within these societies. Actions in this field, if 
not carefully selected could reinforce minority power structures within 
third world countries or serve as a vehicle for cultural domination 
(Nordenstreng, p. 11). Cees Hamelink offered one of the strongest 
criticisms regarding the treatment of transnational news agencies in the 
report:

The Report, although rightly pointing to the crucial role of transnational 
corporations in the field of international communications, did not 
sufficiently recognize that the new international information order 
is indeed likely to be the order of the transnational corporations. The 
“one world” the report ambitiously refers to in its title may very well 
be the global marketplace for transnational corporations (quoted in 
Nordenstreng, 2010, p. 11).

Aside from its criticisms, the MacBride report also posed several 
questions which were left unanswered, issues which, in today’s 
climate, are arguably all the more prescient and require further 
attention. The report demanded the establishment of a New World 
Communication and Information Order (NWICO), a plurality of 
sources, the elimination of negatively-impacting monopolies, and the 
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mentation of national media to prevent sole dependence on external 
sources. The eighty-two recommendations featured in this report 
have, in most cases, failed to be implemented (Hancock and Hamelink, 
1999). However, the issues identified in the recommendations are still 
recurring with their emphasis on social impact instead of technology. 
According to Nordenstreng (2010), the issues should be pursued with 
an analytical approach, including much of what was proposed by 
the MacBride report without necessarily using the phrase new world 
information and communication order.

The MacBride Report: Many Voices, One World

The MacBride Commission gathered large data on “contents of 
information, accuracy and balance in facts and images presented, 
infrastructure for news supply, rights and responsibilities of journalists 
and organisations engaged in news gathering and distribution as well 
as technical and economic aspects of their operation” (MacBride, 1980, 
p. xix). Seán MacBride collated the entire report in keeping with the 
Commission’s ethos. It was his estimation that, when goodwill governs 
the future, the resultant effect will be a new order to benefit all of 
mankind. The report indicates how, over the years, whenever there was a 
perceived challenge to the established order, different types of journalism 
(business press, sensational press, the opinion press, the crusading 
press) tended to mirror popular causes. In their report, MacBride and 
his team argue that there are “historical links that can be perceived today 
both in content of reporting and the way the newspapermen from those 
origins of journalism types conceive their socio-political responsibilities 
in the regions they are” (MacBride, 1980, p. 7). According to MacBride 
(1980), the modern concept of press freedom emerged as a reaction to 
the American and French Revolutions, which subsequently provided 
strong contextual background for its application. Having traced the 
historical context of written communication from its use by minorities to 
majorities, to its increasing commercial structure and outlook, the report 
establishes how the majority of these changes have resulted in “harmful 
disparities both between countries and within them, as well as towards 
diversity, pluralism and a great variety of communication patterns, 
both at various development levels and inside countries belonging to 
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different socio-political systems” (p. 10). Based on these findings, the 
study then concludes that an evolution of the communication order 
represents the roots of the present-day communications system and 
therefore requires a thorough investigation. The report also mentions 
that information communication may facilitate the creation of wealth or, 
rather, a system responsible for the existing communication gaps which, 
as a consequence, may contribute to the widening of the breach between 
rich and poor nations. 

The report argues that even though communication is a weapon 
of independence struggle and played a significant role in the quest of 
developing countries to improve their economic and political future, 
these benefits might be thwarted because of the continuous dominance 
and the power possessed by some nations over the technical and general 
resources within the sector. As a result, these endowed nations have 
imposed their ideas on developing nations.

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed over two billion 
people from almost eighty nations being liberated from manifest colonial 
domination. These liberations instigated feelings of agitation about the 
prevailing imbalanced world order. Many of the activists realised that 
the world’s political, economic, scientific, technological, military, social, 
and cultural conditions had fostered dependence of a large number of 
nations on a handful of dominant ones. The MacBride report perceived 
cultural dependence, alongside political and economic dependence, 
to be a serious injustice which has historically been at the heart of 
dependency discussions. The study argues that “communication” has 
encouraged these discussions through “exchange between unequal 
partners, allowing the predominance of the more powerful, the richer 
and the better equipped” (p. 34). The report knowingly or inadvertently 
problematises discrepancies in power, as well as the influence these 
discrepancies have had on the structure and flows of communication.

This report frames my own line of research in its argument that 
inequality, specifically in the news, is a complex and varied phenomenon 
which manifests both quantitatively and qualitatively at various levels 
between developed and developing nations and among developing 
nations themselves. The MacBride report concludes that “doubtlessly, 
there is no single, universal criterion by which to measure these 
imbalances and disparities, since news values differ from one country 
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to another and from culture to culture and even sometimes within a 
single country” (p. 36). The major argument against the agitation of 
imbalance by developing countries emanates from the free flow concept/
doctrine, which is an outgrowth of freedom of expression. This doctrine, 
which has been applied to collective human rights, has many flaws and, 
as such, has proved beneficial to developed nations and detrimental to 
vulnerable and less endowed nations. The report’s recommendations 
were meant to discourage all unequal encounters while encouraging a 
communication order that benefits developing nations (Nordenstreng, 
2010; Vicent et al., 1999; MacBride, 1980).

The MacBride report also suggests that the world’s communication 
should be decolonised and democratised in order to propagate the 
concept of New World Information and Communication Order 
(NWICO) and commends the subsequent addition of the establishment 
of the International Programme for the Development of Communication 
(Kuo and Xiaoge, 2005).The relevance of the MacBride report to 
emerging developments in international communication cannot be 
over-emphasised. According to Robin Mansell and Kaarle Nordenstreng 
(2007), “many of the issues and dilemmas highlighted by the MacBride 
Report’s authors exist today” (p. 15).

The Sreberny-Mohammadi Report:  
Foreign News in the Media

In spite of the controversy of the MacBride report, UNESCO did not 
renege on its quest to inform the world about the representations of 
foreign countries. Indeed, the organisation (UNESCO) recommissioned 
the International Association for Mass Communication Research 
(IAMCR) to study the “image of foreign countries representing 
different social systems and development stages, as portrayed by 
mass circulated press in the countries concerned” (Sreberny, 1985, p. 
3). The comparative study of twenty-nine countries examined diverse 
media systems at varied levels of development, political orientation and 
socio-economic organisation. The study offered refreshing, up-to-date 
information on the situation at that time, particularly with regards to 
international news flows in many parts of the world. Nwa’ndo Ume-
Nwagbo (1982) described the report as the “most comprehensive set of 
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studies on the new world information order undertaken in 1979–1980 
by the International Association for Mass Communication Research 
(IAMCR)” (p. 41). The study traced its genealogy from the Brandt 
report through to MacBride and arrived at a single compelling result 
that has not yet been thoroughly unpacked. This then provided the 
IAMCR research team with a much-needed locus for another report. 
According to Annabelle Sreberny (1985), “one of the major areas of 
inequality and dependency in the existing information order, lies in 
the processing and dissemination of news” (p. 7). Even though this 
point, referenced by previous reports, was clearly pertinent, it was not 
acted upon. The authors of the Sreberny report denied that their study 
should be considered as an analytical justification to the New World 
Information and Communication Order debate. Rather, they stated that 
their principal intention was to “combat ignorance and prejudice on 
what was seen as a vitally important issue, to increase awareness, to 
make it more difficult for conventional rationalisations to be sustained 
and, to provide a sound base for informed policies and change” (p. 10).

Some of the findings of the Sreberny report are worth revisiting for 
their enduring instructive attributes. According to the report, “Africa 
as a region was repeatedly described as providing dominant stories, 
mostly in relation to Idi Amin and Uganda, and the elections in the then 
Rhodesia” (Sreberny, 1985, p. 52). However, the continent as a whole, in 
terms of overall quantitative coverage, only achieved a middle ranking. 
The report firmly implied that journalism’s age-old news reporting 
selection dilemma was a problem of what to omit, not what to include. 
Sreberny established, in line with previous researchers, a quantitative 
imbalance and feudal interaction among developing nations:

Perhaps more important than the question of whether the West is over-
represented in international news is the problem of the several under-
representation of certain other parts of the world. There is even a marked 
shortage of news about other developing regions in the media of any 
given developing nation, so that it is still true to say that “the peripheral 
nations do not write or read much about each other, especially not across 
bloc borders” (p. 52).

The study finds that the coverage of Africa and most developing nations 
is linked primarily to catastrophes and coup d’états. This is due to the 
fact that most media systems conceptualise news to be exceptional 
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events, many of which occur in Africa, for example. The report also 
finds a great deal of homogeneity in the structure of international news 
across all twenty-nine media systems and therefore concluded that the 
free flow doctrine, in this instance, could not produce diversity. From 
this research, the study draws two overarching conclusions which retain 
a certain relevance today:

The narrow determination of what constitutes international news, 
and the corresponding omission of certain kinds of events, actors 
and localities. The second has to do with the structure of bias and 
interpretation through which selected stories are actually presented. The 
relative weight and impact of each of these on those who receive the 
news, add the wider implications of this, remains to be assessed by other 
research (p. 53).

Africa’s Media Image

Beverly Hawk’s edited volume, Africa’s Media Image, was influential 
in uniting scholars of journalism, communication and African studies 
together with journalists to share scholarly analysis and experiences. 
Traditionally, scholars tended to analyse the work of journalists without 
practical context and thus would mostly compare the journalistic 
output to idealistic scholarly standards. However, Africa’s Media Image 
covers areas of research that are still highly relevant today, including 
the Cold War, aid, censorship, African-American press, African 
agency amongst others. Hawk (1992) argues that the “repertories of 
knowledge, symbols, and a priori structuring of Africa are a Western 
creation” (p. 4). She observes that American readers, due to their lack 
of knowledge about the continent, usually require special contextual 
information with which to interpret the meaning of reported events 
coming as part of the African news. Hawk also demonstrates how 
media representation of the continent and contextual information 
regarding the reports coming from Africa were “limited by commercial 
and financial considerations of editors, the personal opinions of editors 
and correspondents, and press restrictions of host governments” 
(p. 4). This highlighted that, aside from Western metaphors and 
colonially-inclined perspectives, there were also practical challenges 
which contributed to the continent’s media image.
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The book reports that the re-contextualisation of African events for 
an American audience led to the borrowing of vocabulary from civil 
right movements and landmark US events. As a result, these events are 
deprived of their true context, which results in a distorted image of the 
continent. The increase in technological advancements on the continent 
coupled with a growing number African scholars and professionals 
around the world is to be commended but there is still a great deal to be 
done. Nonetheless, Hawk has recently argued in the foreword to Bunce 
et al. (2017) that changes in recent decades have magnified “African 
voices, technological advances in communication are transforming 
information about Africa and consequently the image of Africa around 
the world. With Africa as the motive force in African news, the continent 
has opportunity to claim agency over its image” (Bunce et al., 2017, 
p. xvii). Bunce et al. (2017) adopted a similar approach by bringing 
together scholars and journalists to assess the changes and continuities 
in the continent’s media image. They have argued that increasing 
participatory and indigenous information flows have resulted in some 
form of continental agency on how African stories should be written. In 
the light of these, the Africa rising discourse and reflexive assessment by 
Western journalists, Bunce et al., argued forcefully that the continent’s 
image in the Western press has improved, if only a little.

Ghana’s Evolving Positionality

The literature described so far has primarily concentrated on the evolution 
of Afro- pessimism relating to the investigation of Africa’s coverage. For 
instance, Hawk (1992) concentrates on the situation as it then stood in 
the 1990s, and earlier decades, from a US perspective. Bunce et al. (2017) 
extend their outlook beyond the US and trace the phenomenon globally 
from the 1990s through to the present day. What these two studies fail 
to acknowledge, however, is the evolution of Africa’s negative image 
within the continent itself from a critical perspective. In response to this, 
my own study argues for depth over width, hence the selection of the 
case of Ghana for an ethnographic analysis. This research departs from 
Levi Obijiofor and F. Hanusch (2003), who attempted to study Ghana 
and Nigeria using quantitative content analysis and a survey.



22 The Image of Africa in Ghana's Press

An argument for considering Ghana’s positionality in an investigation 
of Afro-pessimism can be made from several perspectives. Ghana, being 
one of the pioneers of Pan-Africanism, provided a fertile ground for 
liberation thinkers across the continent to fight for self-rule. According 
to Wilberforce Dzisah (2008), “Ghana is reputed to be the place where 
the early nationalist press in West Africa took a firm root, from where 
it extended to other colonies” (p. 76). The country attracted civil rights 
leader Martin Luther King Jr., among others, who strongly applauded the 
nation’s independence. Soon after its independence, several initiatives 
were introduced by Kwame Nkrumah, the first President of Ghana, 
to promote the continent’s story especially through the introduction 
of Foreign Service broadcasting and newspapers. The continuity of 
Ghana’s leadership, in this respect, suffered a considerable blow when 
President Nkrumah’s government was overthrown unconstitutionally 
in February 24, 1966 through a military coup d’état. The country 
endured several military coup d’états until 1992 when Flt Lt Jerry John 
Rawlings restored the nation to democratic rule. These scenarios have 
implications for the way the media operates today. 

However, Minabere Ibelema and Tanja Bosch (2009) have argued 
that the dominance of the West African press is due to the fact that 
it is one hundred years older than its counterparts in East Africa and 
French-speaking African territories. They argued that it was “therefore 
no accident that Ghana — the country which led the way — became the 
first sub-Saharan African country granted independence, and continues 
to present a media that is remarkably unfettered and freest on the 
continent of Africa” (Ibelema and Bosch, 2009, p. 302).

Pre-Independence Era and Continental Posture

Charles Bannerman, considered to be the first African editor of a 
newspaper, established the Accra Herald alongside his brother Edmund 
Bannerman. Dzisah (2008) states that the Bannerman brothers “suffered 
persistent persecution at the hands of the British colonial authority 
for publishing stories which were at variance with the dictates of the 
imperial power” (p. 76). Prior to the efforts of the Bannerman brothers, 
the British colonial Governor, Sir Charles McCarthy, had established a 
newspaper in Sierra Leone before arriving in Ghana. It was titled The 
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Royal Gold Coast Gazette and Commercial Intelligencer and began circulation 
on 21 April 1822 (Barton, 2014).

William Hachten (1971) argues that the “development of mass 
communications in Africa, both past and present, in its nature and 
extent are products of European influences” since modern mass 
communication was not an “indigenous African creation” (p. xv). 
According to Hachten, this explains why differences in media systems 
are traceable to colonial experiences. More specifically, the role, 
played by newspapers in Anglophone Africa during the struggle for 
independence, was immeasurable and served as catalyst for modern 
nationalism especially during a period when Africans had no hand 
in the governance of their own countries (Karikari, 1992). The non-
religious press in Ghana during this epoch displayed a radical and 
strong political commitment against colonial rule, a success story which 
is partly attributable to the British liberal model. An article from the 
maiden edition of The Gold Coast Times, published on 29 March 1874, 
summarises the struggle:

In instances where the rights and interests of the people are disregarded, 
and attempts are made to tamper with them, and to put them down with 
a high hand, we shall be found at our post, prepared to perform our duty 
fearlessly and independently, regardless of the frowns of King or Kaiser 
(Jones-Quartey, 1975, p. 80).

The desire to publish a newspaper for Africans came from the African 
people themselves (Hachten, 1971). The initiatives did not usually 
endure but nonetheless provided an excellent repertoire of newspapers 
which followed the closure of the Accra Herald. These are The Gold Coast 
Times, The Gold Coast Independent, Gold Coast Chronicle, Gold Coast People 
and the Gold Coast Express. The colonial response to the vibrant Ghanaian 
press was a resort to sedition laws aimed at both the Ghanaian nationalist 
press and other nationalist figures from the West African sub-region 
living in Ghana (the Nigerian Nnamdi Azikiwe and the Sierra Leonean 
Wallace Johnson). These laws were dogmatically applied in the 1950s, 
when public tension for independence became widespread (Reports of 
the Commission of Enquiry into Disturbances in the Gold Coast, cited in 
Ekwelie and Edoga-Ugwuoju, 1985). The colonial authorities controlled 
the media development process in accordance with their economic and 
political interests, setting a bad precedent for newly independent states 
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in Africa. F. B. Nyamnjoh (2005) explained that the governments of new 
states in Africa came to understand, from their colonial masters, that 
the power of media would propagate a particular political perspective 
and motivate the larger masses to action. For example, even following 
independence, the colonial powers still had interests in these new 
sovereign states and ensured that the press kept civil society in check 
according to Western expectations of a stable geo-region for investment. 
This was largely possible because most of the new sovereign states in 
Africa depended on Western technological and industrial resources for 
several aspects of their development process (Nyamnjoh, 2005).

Ghana’s embeddedness in the African liberation struggle is not a 
new phenomenon. Frank Barton (2014) indicated that the first attempt 
to produce a newspaper for the whole of West Africa came from the 
Ghanaian leader J. B. Danquah in 1931. The West African Times, though 
founded by J. B. Danquah, was supplied by Reuters as a sign of Africa’s 
rootedness within Western Europe. In fact, the nationalist press became 
so vocal that the British colonial regime decided to introduce the Mirror 
Group from the UK. The Group, according to Kwame Karikari (1992), 
almost crushed the entire nationalist press with its superior capital 
investments but it was eventually nationalised by Kwame Nkrumah soon 
after Ghana became independent. Several other newspapers emerged 
(Ainslie, 1966) in an attempt to reiterate the importance of self-rule. 
The Asante Times and Nkrumah’s Accra Evening News were founded in 
1947 for a similar purpose. According to Rosalind Ainslie (1966), “with 
the success of the Accra Evening News, Nkrumah again established the 
Morning Telegraph in Sekondi and the Cape Coast Daily Mail” (p. 58).

Post-Independence Era

Postcolonial press freedom in Africa was even more repressive than the 
colonial era. W. Joseph Campbell (1998) quoted the Nigerian publisher, 
Babatunde Jose, who claimed that postcolonial press in West Africa 
had relatively less freedom to publish than during colonial era. K. A. B. 
Jones-Quartey’s (1974) account of the Ghanaian case was not different. 
While there were about forty newspapers circulating between 1931 and 
1956, by the time Ghana became an independent state on March 6, 1957, 
only eleven newspapers were still in production. The irony was that 
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even though the press had the potency to bring together the nation, this 
positive attribute was largely ignored. According to Dzisah (2008), this 
was partly due to the conduct of the opposition in splitting the country 
on tribal and regional lines. The benefits of post-independence press 
in Ghana were swiftly diminished by the political polarisation within 
which it operated. Nkrumah, who established a few of the nationalist 
newspapers and edited the Evening News as a private newspaper, was 
cited by Hachten (1971) expressing his disdain for the private press: “it 
is part of our revolutionary credo that with the competitive system of 
capitalism, the press cannot function in accordance with a strict regard 
for the sacredness of facts and that it therefore should no remain in 
private hands” (p. 168).

Post-independent press in Ghana had elements that were extremely 
unprofessional and destructive. The opposition newspapers openly 
supported secession of the country, an act that was deemed to 
have contributed to the drift towards civil and tribal war (Karikari, 
1992; Hachten, 1971). While Karikari (1992) felt that the opposition 
newspapers, such as The Ashanti Pioneer, had lost their credibility due to 
their extreme tribal posture, Hachten (1971) disagreed, stating:

Undoubtedly, the newspaper had loyal following and was a quavering 
but determined voice for freedom of expression in Ghana. The Ashanti 
Pioneer enjoyed an international reputation because it had always fought 
for its principles and its editors had gone to jail for them (p. 177).

In 1963, Nkrumah bought and nationalised The Daily Graphic newspaper 
with a daily circulation of 106,000 copies. The Daily Graphic, however, 
mainly retained its independence after it was nationalised, as a result 
of the newspaper’s editors’ resistance to a succession of oppressive 
governments, which in turn forced several editors into exile while others 
were forcefully and wrongfully removed from office (Asante, 1996).  

The initial notion of Nkrumah to engage postcolonial press and 
journalism as an instrument of mobilisation for the development of a 
nation state was greatly undermined by press opposition (Awoonor, 
1996). Successive military governments, having experienced what the 
press was capable of doing, maintained their locus of power spanning 
from the colonial powers era to Nkrumah’s era of repressive press control. 
Initially, his proved relatively successful because both Independence and 
Republican Constitutions made no provision for press freedom except 
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for Article 3 (i) of the 1960 Constitution which, according to Karikari 
(1998), stated:

Subject to such restrictions as may be necessary for preserving public 
order, morality or health, no person should be deprived of freedom of 
religion or speech, of the rights to move and assembly without hindrance 
or the right to courts of law (pp. 164–65).

According to Karikari (1998), the newspaper licensing law appeared 
and re-appeared in several forms to limit press freedom especially in 
1963 under Nkrumah. This was repealed by the multi-party parliament 
in 1970, was reinstated in 1973 only to be repealed once more in 1979. The 
Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) government resorted to 
this law again in 1985.

However, from 1962 through to 1992, press freedom became very 
important in the Ghanaian constitution, allowing ordinary citizens to 
test the laws and their potential impact on a democratic Ghana. Before 
independence, Ghana had no electronic media other than Radio ZOY, 
set up by the colonial government that rebroadcast BBC programmes. 
In 1954, Radio ZOY was converted to Gold Coast Broadcasting Systems 
and to the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation (GBC) in 1956. Kwasi Ansu-
Kyeremeh and Kwame Karikari (1998) suggest that post-independent 
Ghana “saw the mass media largely under government monopoly and 
control. From 1957 to 1981, one regime after another formulated its set 
of rules for the media (state newspapers, private newspapers and state 
electronic media) that proscribed private press activity and kept state-
owned media under strict governmental controls” (p. 24). Newspapers, 
however, remained active throughout these struggles.

When Ghana eventually returned to constitutional rule in 1992, there 
were several provisions put in place which aimed at a free press, and 
the newspaper sector began to experience a considerable morale boost 
to effectively perform its watchdog roles. Following a long legal battle 
with the government during this period, the state monopoly over the 
broadcasting sector was deregulated to allow for private participation 
in broadcasting. Effective from 1996, the broadcasting sector was 
liberalised, facilitating the establishment of several private radio and TV 
stations in the country. Currently, there are five hundred and seventy-five 
(575) authorised FM radio stations and one hundred and forty-six (146) 
authorised television stations across Ghana (National Communication 
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Authority [NCA], 2nd Quarter/2020). The popular radio and TV stations 
and newspapers in Accra have active online presence. Some of the most 
popular online news websites include: Ghanaweb.com, Myjoyonline.
com (Joy FM); Citifmonline.com (Citi FM); Peaceonline.com (Peace 
FM); Starrfmonline.com (Starr FM); Adomonline.com (Adom FM); 
Graphic.com.gh (The Daily Graphic newspaper); Dailyguideghana.
com (Daily Guide newspaper); and Ghananewsagency.org (Ghana 
News Agency). It is important to indicate that the significant number 
of the articles which appear on online news portals (Ghanaweb.com) 
and radio stations are the same articles found on the front-pages of the 
popular newspapers (FES, 2014; Sikanku, 2011).

Newspapers remain the focus of this research because of their 
immense influence on media studies worldwide. David Altheide and 
Christopher Schneider (2013) note that a detailed analysis of print 
media data enables us to consider the social context in which stories are 
produced, and to examine the interaction between media representations 
and normative understandings/attitudes. Jennifer Hasty’s findings 
(2005), which indicate that newspapers occupy the nexus of the 
Ghanaian media, are hardly surprising given that newspapers have 
remained crucial to the Ghanaian news discourse for a very long time. 
The centrality of newspapers in news discourse remains just as strong 
today, in spite of the massive proliferation of FM radio/TV stations. It is 
however imperative to include that newspapers in Ghana have become 
politically polarised in a manner that spells an end to their centrality 
at the country’s press and political discourse. Investigative stories and 
bigger scandals critical of the current government are mostly published 
online by offshore news portal located in the Netherlands (Ghanaweb.
com, modernghana.com).

FM radio/TV stations have extended the leverage of newspaper 
discourse with their newspaper reviews and morning show programmes 
whose discussions are heavily driven by newspaper content. The African 
Media Barometer Report (2014) confirmed this notion when it asserted 
that radio stations in Ghana often scavenge news from newspapers 
thereby enhancing accessibility to news found in newspapers. Few radio 
stations provide their own news and many of them simply “cannibalise” 
news from newspaper sources. Some newspapers run a small number 
of copies of their papers and circulate them to radio stations for use. 

http://Ghanaweb.com
http://Myjoyonline.com
http://Myjoyonline.com
http://Citifmonline.com
http://Peaceonline.com
http://Starrfmonline.com
http://Adomonline.com
http://Graphic.com.gh
httpS://Dailyguideghana.com
httpS://Dailyguideghana.com
http://Ghananewsagency.org
http://Ghanaweb.com
http://Ghanaweb.com
http://Ghanaweb.com
http://modernghana.com
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The potential to occupy a central national discourse is greatly increased 
when you appear in the newspaper (FES, 2014, p. 120).

The March 18, 2014 edition of The Daily Graphic newspaper in Ghana 
featured an editorial titled, “Newspaper Reviews Killing Print Media”, 
which describes how the liberalised electronic media has drawn on 
newspaper content in their morning and late evening discussions. Some 
radio stations even read their news directly from the newspapers and 
these, according to the column, have resulted in declining newspaper 
sales.

Summary

This chapter provided the historical and contextual antecedents 
which render both the subject of foreign news imbalance and Ghana 
as effective choice of topics for this in-depth analysis. It encompasses 
the debate from the MacBride report, academic works led by Sreberny 
for International Association of Media and Communication Research 
(IAMCR), a collection of articles from Hawk and the recent work of 
Bunce et al. (2017). The MacBride report, which was written in response 
to imbalances that had been reported by developing countries arrived 
at very excellent conclusions. The Sreberny report sought to fill a gap of 
ignorance about representations of nations at the time and certain issues 
in international news that still required attention. The collaborative 
works of Hawk (1992) and Bunce et al. (2017) exemplified further 
academic investigation into the issue of representation and Western 
Othering.

Ghana has played a definitive role in African nationalism. This 
chapter recounts the country’s history from pre-independence through 
to post-independence, to an overview of the current state of affairs of the 
Ghanaian media. This historical context largely accounts for the present 
situation of the Ghanaian press, which tends to be analysed without 
recourse to the history books. This chapter establishes why the Ghanaian 
case offers rich insight into the issues of ambivalence, continuity and 
understanding.


